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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 have 5192 songs on my iPod.

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







For Fin
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For all that Jane was surrounded by the cream of television’s crop, there was no one more important than Courtney Cox Arquette and the envelope which she held, oh so casually, between her well-manicured fingers. All the glittering personae, the relentless buzz of gossip and tattle, the murmurs of deals being made and broken across rows of beautifully groomed ‘players’ - all despite the ‘distraction’ from onstage - meant nothing compared to the sound of her own forcibly measured breathing, the thump of her heart against her sternum, the dampness of Darren’s palm in hers. Nothing. Nothing but that little white rectangle and the information contained in its pristine folds. Jane sat still and straight, the way she’d practised for the last four months, and lifted her chin another quarter of an inch. Lauren Bacall (sitting three places to Jane’s right) had nothing on her and, swathed as she was in Narciso Rodriguez, Jane was as ready as she’d ever be, as ready as—

The announcement had her rising elegantly to her feet, but then a momentary flash of horror - have they actually called my name or someone else’s? I think they’ve called mine - and then the podium, and her voice, her own voice ringing out, confident, cool, echoing in her ears as she delivers her witty and perfectly timed speech, Courtney beaming at her elbow, the faces blurring, the stage lights shining directly into  her eyes, the endless flash of the bulbs of the paparazzi as she does what she’s been doing in the shower with a bottle of shampoo: she raises it aloft, the Emmy, the Golden One, raises it up on high and smiles gracefully and triumphantly; and then backstage, in the journalists’ scrum, standing serenely in close range of the relentlessly popping flashes, regally turning her head this way and that as the photographers and hacks demand her attention by calling out her name: ‘Jane!’ ‘Jane!’ ‘Jane!’ ‘Jane!’—

 



‘Jane!’ Darren screeched. The Greene Street Bar was crowded and noisy, but it certainly wasn’t that noisy. He meaningfully arched his eyebrows at Miranda, who slid further down into her seat, out of boredom and the kind of discomfort that only Manhattan can inspire when you’re wearing the wrong clothes. She pulled churlishly at the neck of her pullover and recrossed her legs, her cropped trousers riding up a little further than was de rigueur. She scowled around the fashionable SoHo bar, and wished for Wicklow, and Niall.

Miranda’s gaze drifted out of the bar’s large plate-glass window on to the Manhattan evening, and a small smile replaced the scowl. It had been . . . she surreptitiously counted on her fingers . . . ten months, two weeks, and four days since she’d taken the plunge, in more ways than one.


Right, she thought to herself: she and Niall had known each other through friends, so he wasn’t a complete stranger. And sure, they had been dating, here in New York, before she’d taken the chance to emigrate. But to have just moved in with him, practically fresh off the plane . . . she shrugged to herself, and wanted to giggle. Not really her style, and Dar and Jane had certainly been shocked, but holistically minded Miranda trusted in fate. Since they’d been literally heading in the same direction, she to work on a big photography  contract and Niall moving home from Brooklyn to take up a big visual arts gig . . . well, that was good enough for her.

So, she’d had a professional reason to go to Ireland - but did she have good enough personal reasons to stay?

She sighed, and absentmindedly picked up the outrageously priced cocktail she’d been sipping halfheartedly. What she’d give for a pint of Guinness - a proper pint, which she knew she couldn’t really get in New York (never mind the marketing), much less in this infuriatingly posh little place.

Ten months, two weeks and four days without the buzz of Manhattan, without the convenience of a Yellow Cab a mere raised arm away, and without her two best friends from college, both of whom she was sitting with at the moment, and both of whom were engaged in that annoying head-swivelling thing, that up-and-coming ‘dahling-let’s-have-lunch’ types did to ensure that they were seeing in addition to being seen. It was like having drinks with two closed-circuit television cameras.

Sitting with his back to the door was Darren, surely the most highly therapised interior designer in the five boroughs. She took him in, from the top of his thick blond head (of which the cut and colour was breath-takingly reminiscent of Robert Redford in The Great Gatsby) down over his lean, six-feet-two-inch frame clad in very low key, but very designer clothes, to the tips of his lethally pointy Kenneth Coles. Top to bottom, he was the sweetest, most thoughtful, overly solicitous gay male friend a girl could have. He had been a constant in her life since college, he and Jane - and lately, far more so than Jane. He’d not only been over to see her twice in the past ten months, two weeks, etc. etc., but over the length of her stay in the last six days had tirelessly helped her find temporary storage for all the stuff she wanted to keep, and had ruthlessly pushed her into selling the stuff that she didn’t. She was now the proud owner of a  pocketful of cash, and there was definitely enough to splurge on a new lens for herself and a nice big gift token from Pearl Paint for Niall.

And then there was Jane. Miranda’s eyes narrowed as she assessed the woman sitting opposite. In contrast to Darren’s fairness, Jane was olive-skinned, with jet-black hair and piercing green eyes. Her stunning cheekbones lent sophistication to her heart-shaped face, and were framed by a timeless bob. Her gift of genetic slenderness was enhanced, Miranda knew, by an unflagging four-times-a-week gym habit. This evening’s outfit was designer, but unlike Darren, Jane liked the general public to be aware of who she was wearing. Tonight, it was some punky Italian man-of-the-minute, but Miranda couldn’t be sure. Who knew, she shrugged. Who cared?

What she did care about, in her heart of hearts, was that Jane had been a totally crap friend for the past ten months, etc. She’d always figured that success would inevitably go to Jane’s head, and upon winning the Emmy last year, what little contact the two women had had - chatty, lengthy, descriptive emails from Miranda reciprocated by a terse three-line reply from Jane - had dribbled off into nothing. Even during her short stay, Jane was not returning phone calls or trying very hard to meet up.

On top of it all, Darren was in a state about Jane, over God knew what, and wouldn’t stop talking about it. Miranda slouched even further down into the leather club chair. Here she was, in this snooty little bar, supposedly to meet her friends for a quiet drink so they could catch up with each other before Miranda left for Dublin the next day - and it turns out to be some feckin’ work thing for WCTV and their cooler-than-thou shaggin’ attitudes. She leaned forward to complain, just in time to watch Jane rise and bestow air kisses on some overly made-up actressy-type who was clutching an almost imperceptibly small dog.

‘Do you see what I mean?’ Darren hissed.

‘Dar, I don’t know what you’re talking about. She seems absolutely the same: thin, well-dressed - although I will say she’s even more self-absorbed than ever.’ Miranda set her glass down on the impossibly tiny table. ‘That drink is shite.’

‘Oh, good,’ Darren muttered absently, his eyes glued to Jane. ‘Let’s get another round.’ He signalled to the gaunt waitress, who was as spindly as her stilettos, and leaned towards Miranda, grabbing her arm. ‘Miranda, I have no one else to turn to. You and I are the only people that really know her. I mean, look at her!’

They both turned towards the bar, to which Jane had drifted. There was a great burst of applause as Jane simply tossed her platinum card at the bartender, who caught it deftly and waved it in the air for all to see. Jane tossed her head, her gleaming hair shimmering in the candlelight, and smirked triumphantly as she accepted air kisses from everyone.

‘She seems fine, for fuck’s sake.’ Miranda sat back, annoyed. ‘I don’t see what you’re on about.’

‘Didn’t you see her before, staring out into space, lost to the world? She’s brittle. She’s edgy. And there’s no reason for it.’ He drained his cocktail just as the well-heeled waif came over with fresh drinks. ‘She was perfectly fine, totally composed, up to a month before the Emmys. And of course she would get a bit stressed before such a momentous occasion. The wardrobe issue alone was exhausting. We had a lovely, if low-level tense time, up until the evening of the awards, and when she won’ - his eyes filled with tears, and Miranda regretted, really regretted, that she hadn’t been there with them both - ‘it was extraordinary. Wonderful.’ Darren ran his fingers through his thick blond hair. ‘But she didn’t relax after that. You know she’s not exactly relaxed at the best of times, but now she’s über-tense. She’s been working fourteen-hour days, Saturdays, Sundays! And she’s  turned down all sorts of offers, big offers, major network stuff, ABC, CBS, Fox - for no good reason - and she’s become secretive, not answering her phone; I know that she dumps me, nine times out of ten, when I ring her cell phone! If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s become a cokehead! She is utterly not herself!’ Darren finished dramatically, sweeping his arm around in the air, almost knocking over Miranda’s drink. He looked at her expectantly.


Oh, Jesus. ‘Maybe it’s not such a bad thing.’

‘What are you talking about?’


Christ. ‘Maybe she needs to, I don’t know, crack up a bit. She’s not in therapy, she doesn’t do anything to cope with the stress that she’s routinely under. As we’d say in Ireland, she’s practically disappeared up her own hole. Maybe she needs to fall apart so that she can take the time to put herself back together. Is she seeing anybody?’

‘No.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m sure.’ Darren’s voice was colder than the vodka in his Martini. ‘If anyone knows, it’s me. I still care about her.’

Miranda sat forward and took his hand. ‘I’m sure you two are as close as ever, but she hasn’t been the best of friends to me since I left. She never came to visit, she doesn’t answer emails . . . in fairness, she wasn’t very supportive of the move in the first place. She was, in fact, ruder than even I could imagine her to be. And I’m not too happy about what happened to tonight’s plan, I know Jane talked you into this—’

Darren feared confrontation more than he feared ageing and self-assessed taxation combined. ‘Honey, honey, please. OK? Let’s just have a nice time on your last night! Just, maybe, try to suss her out a bit, tonight, really casual, over our lovely drinks, you know . . .’

Doo do do do doo doo doo doo doo . . . saved by the bell! Miranda fished her mobile out of her pocket and  smiled apologetically at Darren. ‘Let me get this - hallo?’

‘Do doo do do, doo do do do do.’ Niall finished singing her tango ringtone.

‘Heeey.’ Miranda sat back and sighed.

‘Howya, gorgeous! Miss me? You in a pub?’

‘Yes to the first, and emphatically no to the second. Darren is here with me—’

‘Good man—’

‘He is, he’s very good.’ She smiled at Darren, who smiled and turned away, pretending not to listen. ‘We’re at some crap drinks things for Jane’s network.’

‘Oh. Her. She who can’t even answer a bloody email.’ Niall’s voice took on an uncharacteristic gruffness - the few times he and Jane had met, while he and Miranda were still in NYC, had been fraught with tension. ‘I know she’s your college mate, and all, but you’re too soft in the heart, Miranda.’

Miranda heard the hiss of the boiled kettle, the tinkle of spoon against mug, and longed for a cuppa with her fella, imagined him looking out over the back garden of his Aunt Sile’s cottage.

‘I know, I know.’ Miranda smirked and looked out over a Manhattan suddenly less alienating and grotesque. Who would have guessed? Living in Ireland and with a handsome lover at that. She was soft in the heart. She sighed - certainly she was, and when it came to him . . .

As Miranda’s whole demeanour began to glow, Darren became aware of a feeling, a feeling that was moving up his body, painfully, from his toes, through his knees, through his belly, to lodge like a stone in his heart; a feeling he’d never imagined he would experience in relation to one of his most beloved friends, a feeling that was now roaring through his skull like a runaway train.

He was so jealous of Miranda he could scream.

‘- not until shagging July, maybe, or August, which seems a stupid time to bring out a book of photos; they may as well wait until autumn, or Christmas, even!’

‘They must have their reasons,’ Niall soothed. ‘Don’t worry about it, you’ll get loads of work.’

Miranda scowled at the next batch of transparently thin women slinking their way through the door. ‘Things seem a bit thin on the ground for photographers these days. But I was going to convert that wee toilet downstairs—’

He could absolutely screeeeeeeam with it, this jealousy. Now, if Dr Spitz were here he would say: ‘How do you feel about that, Darren?’ Guilty! I feel so guilty! My sweetest, most deserving friend, and I am ready to snatch her bald-headed, listening to this fibre-optic billing and cooing! Then Dr Spitz would say: ‘But unless you act on it, you have nothing to feel guilty about. Do you want to harm your friend physically?’ NO! Of course  not! I just . . . I just . . . I . . . I don’t know. And if he were in his shrink’s office, he would, at this point, disassociate himself by staring off at an object, usually the Chagall print that hung over the small sofa, to the right of the client chair; today, he stared into his drink.

‘Don’t be silly! I’d love to!’ Miranda all but sang her approval.

‘I wasn’t sure with the jet lag and all—’

‘Niall, it’s lovely, I really want to.’

‘Sure, I’ll book it tomorrow, then—’ A sound approximate to that of an eighteen-wheel lorry slamming into a brick wall came crashing down the line.

‘Jesus!’ Miranda pulled the phone away from her ear. ‘What was that crash? Did the shed fall down?’

‘Emmmm . . .’

Oh, shite! thought Miranda. ‘It’s Shay, isn’t it?’

‘Now, darlin’, it’s only temporary—’

‘What’s he doing? Opening up a used car lot?’

Niall peeked through the curtains and watched his cousin wheel a rickshaw into the converted cowshed. ‘Em, no. Not exactly.’

‘It’s not that I don’t like Shay - OK, he gets on my  nerves, but it’s mostly because I just want us to have some time to ourselves, in our - in the cottage.’

‘Our cottage. It’s our home, Miranda.’

‘I don’t want to go there right now.’ Dammit.

‘Right. So . . . I miss you, and all.’

‘I miss you, too . . .’

As Miranda’s sighs flew invisibly across the Atlantic Ocean, Darren calmly breathed in through his nose . . . out through his mouth . . . in through his nose . . . out through his mouth . . . while repeating an affirmation he’d read in GQ: ‘I wish my friend well in his (her) joy (promotion, pay raise, porn-star girlfriend/boyfriend), and know that I deserve joy all my own.’ I wish my friend well, I wish my friend well, Iwishmyfriendwellllllll—

‘Sorry, Dar. The time difference is a bit of a pain in the hole.’

‘Nooooo problem. Nooooo problem.’ I wish my friend well, I wish my friend—

‘All right?’

Darren stopped affirming and let his breathing return to normal. ‘Fine, fine. So how’s loverboy?’ Ouch. Too arch?


That was a bitchy . . . ‘He’s grand. We’re going to fly off to Paris when I get back.’ So there.


In through the nose . . . Out through the mouth. ‘Lovely.’

‘Yeah.’ Miranda gazed off, imagining a canoodle at that café in Rue de Saint André des Arts. ‘Except, well, he’s got this cousin - remember the tons of cousins that you met when you came over? There’s this other one, I forget which aunt or uncle on whose side, this guy Shay, he’s been moving all this stuff into Niall’s studio, all this theatre rubbish. It’s like he’s moving in to stay.’

‘Is he a producer?’

‘He’s a lawyer,’ Miranda sneered. ‘Or was. Now he’s got pretensions to “theatuh, dahling”, or something - he inherited a load of old shite from, wait for it, a relative,  and he thinks he’s going to set up a theatre in Dublin.’ She shook her head. ‘Whatever. He’ll be gone by the time we get back from Paris.’ She smiled. ‘I love Paris.’

‘You sound really happy.’ That ought to gain him back some friendship points.

‘I am. Yeah. Really. Wish I had more work going right now, but I’m trying not to worry about it too much. Niall’s been a bit blocked as well . . .’ Miranda stared into the depths of her Martini. She sighed. ‘It’ll be grand, we’re just getting used to being around each other all the time, too.’

Ah. ‘Is that why you didn’t take all your stuff with you?’

‘Why what?’ Miranda sat up, on the defensive.

‘Are you having doubts . . . or anything?’

Darren’s ‘shrink voice’ was truly annoying. ‘I’m merely being cautious. It’s not even a year yet, only ten months, two weeks and four days. And we haven’t talked much about the future, or whatever.’ Darren had a thought on that, but Miranda was on a roll. ‘And I don’t want to ship all my stuff without knowing what happens next. That’s all. Just being cautious.’

‘It sounds like you’re talking yourself out of something before it’s even begun—’

‘Oh, nooo, trouble in paradise?’ Jane slid into her seat and crossed her legs.

‘Excuse me?’ Miranda snapped. Now I’m getting belligerent, she thought. Maybe I should just go.

‘I’m assuming that you’re talking about Mr Wonderful, since that’s all you talk about these days.’

‘Unlike you, who only talks about yourself,’ Miranda shot back. If she was surprised at herself, it was nothing to the shock that Darren was visibly experiencing. He’d start hyperventilating if it got out of hand. Wimp.

‘Very nice, Miranda, and on my special night.’ Jane pretended to pout, her eyes slits of aggression.

‘I didn’t know this soiree was pour toi!’ Darren leaned towards Jane, practically climbing into her lap. Ugh,  thought Miranda. I hate it when he starts pretending he can speak French. I hate it when he tries to ‘handle’ Jane. I want to go . . . home.

‘It’s a teeny bit contrived, but it’s practically the one-year anniversary of The Emmy’ - Miranda rolled her eyes - ‘and the pitches are coming up day after tomorrow. There should be plenty to celebrate.’ Darren toasted her and she returned the gesture, her gaze once more jerking to the door as it swung open.

‘So, Miranda. What’s it like, being a kept woman?’ Jane spun a Marlboro Light over and under the fingers of her right hand, like a magician, just like she used to do in college, when she’d spent an entire weekend perfecting the move.

That was less than twelve years ago, but right now, it felt more like a million. Miranda looked at the woman who had been her coolest friend, cool without being cold, her craziest friend always up for some wild plan whether it was going to The Rainbow Room when they were flat broke and flirting with Midwestern businessmen for drinks, or sneaking up the fire escape of the main building on campus to have a midnight picnic. Jane had practically been her role model in her early twenties, brashly negotiating the strange new world of reality away from the highly creative and protective environs of art school; Jane who’d always be available for late-night identity crises; Jane who always managed to be the centre of attention with room for a friend . . . Jane, who was sitting there like a snake ready to strike, spitefully ignoring Miranda, refusing to meet her halfway.

Bitch. This situation was complete rubbish. She was just pondering instigating a healthy row, even though she wasn’t sure she was up to it, when her mobile went off again.

‘Sorry.’ Not. Miranda rose as she answered, her voice infused with pleasure as she pushed her way out of the bar and on to the street.

Jane watched Miranda pace in front of the window, her entire face lit up, her hands gesturing, her head thrown back in laughter. Miranda’s long curly red hair and curvy figure was attracting a lot of attention out in the street - even in that dull outfit - and Jane shrugged. Well, regular sex must be agreeing with the kid. Jane didn’t have anything against regular sex, far from it, but when the sex was all tangled up in a relationship, that’s where she drew the line - had been drawing the line for more than twelve years . . .

And Miranda’s conversation! It had become decidedly dull after she’d left the City: cottages and hill-walking and dinner parties and weekends away in the West of Ireland, her terrific, fabulous little expatriate existence, with her charming Irish boyfriend, her fake Irish accent, her photography career, her book deals, her international representation and her herbal remedies and God knew what else, all happy and snug living in some house in some mountains or something, somewhere in Ireland. She watched Miranda shove her phone in her pocket, and turn to look in the window. Their gazes met, and Jane was surprised that it was herself who looked away first.
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Miranda pushed through the crowd at the door, and paused behind Darren. ‘Where’s the loo?’ she asked, craning her neck over the mass of people now wedged at the bar.

‘The bathroom is through the curtains at the back.’ Jane rolled her eyes and shook her head at Darren. Darren responded by smiling at no one in particular.

‘Right,’ said Miranda, and she began shoving her way through the madly scanning crowd, a crowd that barely glanced at her as she passed. Oh, don’t mind me, she thought, just a nobody from nowhere that none of you need. Wankers.

‘Loo! Please.’ Jane continued to flip the cigarette around her fingers, and longed for the days before the smoking ban.

‘She’s a bit upset that you haven’t been very . . . interested in her new life—’

‘Oh, Darren,’ Jane huffed. ‘How interested do we have to be? It’s not as if life in New York as we know it has come to a complete stop. Did you get those emails? Who has time to read epic accounts of lakes and B&Bs and country pubs? We’ve both had lives, too. Your business is going from strength to strength. I continue to be one of America’s cutting-edge television producers. And if she couldn’t come back and support me on the biggest night of my life, well . . .’

Ah, bitterness. He couldn’t say much about that, could he? He watched as Jane scanned the next group that shoved its way into the increasingly packed bar. ‘Are you waiting for somebody?’ He was sure she was avoiding eye contact.

‘Why do you ask?’ she asked brightly. ‘Let’s get another round.’

 



The queue - line - for the toilets - bathroom - was inching forward like traffic through Times Square at rush hour. Surrounded by stylish luvvies, Miranda considered leaving, really leaving, not just the queue but the entire scene. She crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. Just leave, Miranda, get Darren’s keys, go up to his flat, finish packing . . . even though she was well able to pack in no time, given her highly evolved abilities of organisation. Get out and get away and leave Jane to herself, the only person whose company she seemed to enjoy. Bitch!

What a shame, said a tiny voice that was obviously speaking from the sentimental part of her brain. After all these years—

‘After all these years! Still hanging on . . .’ A stage whisper drifted down the line.

‘I know! And no promotion in sight . . .’ Two nasty giggles ensued.

‘Why did she stay?’ A third stirred the pot. Miranda’s ears perked up.

‘You mean after the Emmy? That’s so last year.’ A disdainful snort. ‘I mean, haven’t you heard the rumour?’

‘No!’ A breathless chorus of curiosity.

The toilets flushed in tandem, drowning out most of the reply. ‘. . . thinks she’s totally in, but she’s so not, even if she has been seen with him at Cicero’s for lunch  and at the SoHo Grand for . . . drinks.’

‘Did they get a room?’ Gasps of gleeful horror.

‘Bob’s assistant hasn’t gotten to those receipts yet.’

‘Well - I don’t think doing Bob is going to do any good. I hear that her pitches are shaping up to be total garbage.’

Murmurs of agreement. ‘Really trite. So early nineties.’

‘Too bad she didn’t take that gig at Fox. If she really got an offer . . .’

More malicious whispering followed Miranda into her stall, and she tried not to listen any more.

So Darren was right. Something was going on with Jane. And it sounded like everyone else knew it, too.

 



Miranda threw herself into her seat. She kicked Darren under the table, obviously tearing him out of a mournful reverie. He takes other people far too personally, she thought. But. First things first. When he looked over quizzically, Miranda infinitesimally jerked her head towards Jane, and started making faces.

And got caught. ‘Another quaint Irish custom, Ran? Some sort of post “loo” performance?’

Miranda gestured madly for the waitress. ‘Let’s have one for the ditch! That’s a charming bit of Hiberno-semantics there. I’ve got a million of them. So, Janie - how is work?’

Jane arched a ruthlessly plucked brow. So now we’re playing nice, are we? she thought. ‘Crazy. We’ve got the go-ahead for five new series, and I’ve been working on my pitches day and night.’

‘Must be pretty tense around the ol’ office. All that top-secret planning behind closed doors.’ Miranda nonchalantly took a sip from her empty glass.

‘Word gets out,’ said Jane, taking an equally nonchalant sip from her full drink.

‘I’ll bet it’s competitive, though. Whoo, boy!’

‘Of course it is, Miranda. It’s television.’

‘It must be a drag, working all alone. You are working . . . all alone?’

Jane jerked up her chin. This felt like a scene from a sitcom. A plot point exchange that was going to lead to an unpleasant revelation. ‘I’m working closely with a colleague.’

‘Oh, well, that’s nice. To be working with somebody else. Have some give and take.’

‘In a manner of speaking.’ Her eyes flicked to the door and she smiled broadly, rising to greet the newcomers. Miranda grabbed Darren by the sleeve and started hissing into his ear.

‘We don’t have much time. Don’t ask any questions! Just answer mine! OK?’ Darren nodded frantically. ‘What is the name of Jane’s boss?’

‘Boss? I don’t know—’

‘Did she get an offer from Fox?’

‘Yes, I told you, and she turned it—’

‘Would you say she’s stayed too long at the network?’

‘Well, in dog years, it’s been centuries, but—’

Miranda pushed Darren back into his chair and smiled brightly at Jane. ‘Was that your boss?’

Jane’s brows knit. ‘Boss? No.’

Miranda knit her brows in return, quizzically. ‘What  is your boss’s name, again?’

What the fuck? ‘Bob. Why?’

‘Oh! I guess I thought I knew that, but I wasn’t sure. Is he here?’

‘No.’ Jane sat up and straightened her jacket. She looked away, out at the street. ‘No . . . still at the office, I suppose.’

‘I’d love to meet him!’ Miranda grinned and kicked Darren again, who responded by nodding energetically.

‘I can’t imagine why—’ Jane leaned back to exchange departing pleasantries with a clutch of eager interns.

‘What’s with the Spanish Inquisition?’ Darren shot at Miranda, desperate to know what the hell was going on.

‘I think that Jane’s—’

‘Yes? That I’m what?’

‘Heeeey, Janie! Bet you thought I wasn’t going to make it!’

Even though the music was blaring, and the occupancy rate was strained to its outer limits, and not everyone in the bar had proper visibility, Miranda felt the entire room full of people come to a standstill, as if they were waiting for something.

Darren felt it too, and he looked at Miranda for clues. She widened her eyes meaningfully and he shook his head, at sea. She jerked her head towards Jane and got busted again.

‘Really, Miranda, you’ve acquired a nervous twitch in your travels!’ Jane trilled. ‘Looks like you got your wish - Miranda was just asking after you, Bob.’

‘Heeey, faaantastic!’ Bob pinched Jane on the cheek, and then patted her on the behind. ‘Great to meet you. Faaantastic!’

Miranda almost recoiled from the extended, highly manicured hand that Bob offered. A full head shorter than Jane, he looked about twenty-five, and his hair, spiked by what had to be enough gel to coif a Third World country, sprang up from his skull in erratic chunks. Highlighted as it was in bright yellow, Bob looked as if he’d sprouted daffodils on his head. He wore an outsized, wrinkled suit with an apparent lack of irony, and—Jesus, thought Miranda, he’s wearing fuchsia Crocs!

‘Nice to meet you. Darren Larson. Jane was telling us how hard she’s working.’

‘Oh, yeah, Janie loves to talk about how hard she works!’

Jane’s smile froze. ‘Now, Bob, you know I haven’t even had a minute to let the cleaning lady into my apartment!’ She turned to Darren. ‘I don’t even get around to opening my mail!’ She laughed shrilly, and Darren laughed along, trying to help.

‘Busy, busy, busy,’ Miranda mumbled, spotting a trio  of women elbowing their way closer to their table. That must be those gossiping cows, she thought. Shite.

‘Yes, well, we all can’t retire to the countryside. Miranda lives in Ireland,’ she explained to Bob.

‘Ireland! Excellent! Ireland is so hip! Yeah!’ Bob leaned over Miranda, leering. ‘You gotta tell me all about it.’

‘With her boyfriend,’ Jane said sharply. ‘In his cottage. It’s all so recherché.’

‘Ireland is the hottest thing since Prague, baby!’ He patted her dismissively on the behind. ‘You’re so out of touch.’

Hissing giggles filtered through the hubbub, and Jane heard them. She slowly let her gaze pass over the culprits, who, as one, melted back into the crowd. ‘Oh, I’m in touch, Bob. As you well know. Drink?’

‘Faaantastic!’

Miranda glared at them as they moved towards the bar, a path miraculously cleared as Bob glad-handed his way through, not without keeping the other firmly on the small of Jane’s back.

‘Well, he seems . . . bubbly,’ Darren said lamely.

‘Are you sure Jane’s not seeing anybody?’

‘Positive.’

‘But what if the somebody was somebody that she might not want everybody to know she was seeing?’

It took him a minute, but he got the gist. ‘No. Stop. She would never - she would not - have you heard anything?’

What were they doing, with their heads together like schoolgirls in the playground? Jane reached down and grabbed her handbag, watching the guilt settle on their faces. ‘Gotta schmooze, but let’s definitely grab a bite after—’

‘Jane.’ Darren cleared his throat and gestured to her empty chair.

‘I don’t have time, darling, must work the room—’

‘Are you shagging him?’ Miranda hissed.

Not for nothing did Miranda get paid the big bucks for being observant. It was only a split second, but Jane froze, and in that split second Miranda saw an emotion cross Jane’s face that she hadn’t seen since 1996 - fear. It passed so quickly that only someone whose eye was as well-trained as Miranda’s could have caught it, but catch it she did, and she reached out to her friend.

Jane shook off Miranda’s hand. ‘Really, you’re barely speaking English these days. I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.’ She turned to go and both her friends leapt up to block her path. ‘Kids, don’t make a scene. These are my colleagues.’

‘They all know,’ whispered Miranda, frantic.

Jane laughed, brightly, loudly. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she hissed, a smile pasted on her face.

‘She does, hon,’ babbled Darren. ‘She was in the bathroom and she heard—’

‘I don’t have time for gossip, especially gossip fuelled by three hours of drinking. I have far too much to do. I have to be seen in this room tonight. I have to prepare the pitches for my next hit shows. I’m a mover and shaker, and I must move and shake. So move, Miranda.’ She slung her handbag over her shoulder. ‘Get out of my way.’

‘Jane!’ Miranda was shocked. ‘Come on! I know how important your career is to you, and I heard some things that could really mess you up politically—’

Jane laughed again, a harsh, impatient sound. ‘I’m sure you’re a real wheeler-dealer out in the boondocks. You haven’t got a clue about the way things run around here.’

‘Fine.’ Miranda rose. ‘I won’t be treated like this. I’m sure you think you know what you’re doing. Have a nice life.’ Grabbing her jacket and shoulder bag, she stormed out of the bar and out of sight.
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Shay Gallagher rubbed his hands together, as much from the excitement of getting down to business as from the nip in the air. Late March in the Wicklow mountains at three in the morning wasn’t exactly tropical. Late March in the Wicklow mountains, at three in the morning in a cowshed, converted or not, was even less so. He jumped up and down a bit to get the blood rushing back to his extremities, and took stock.

An outsider would have taken one look at the apparent chaos that was spread across the floor, sneaking up the walls, and threatening to burst out of the skylight, and shaken their heads at the impossibility of organising such a disaster area, but Shay knew better. He knew where everything was, and what everything was - but what he was going to do with it all was still somewhat up for grabs.

Several large flats, his scenery backdrops, were scattered around the place, leaning against the walls, each representing a different texture ranging from marble to cheery chintz to a gritty, grimy farmhouse interior. A large freestanding clothes rack was listing to the left, one of its wheels missing from its castor, and a rainbow of costumes, also covering myriad time periods, rocked gently in the breeze that came in through the open door. There were fake masts for a fake ship, fake palm trees bursting with fake coconuts, and fake  storefronts emblazoned with fake Victorian signage. A battered rickshaw, sporting only one wheel, tilted drunkenly, its slightly mouldy wicker canopy sagging down to the moth-eaten seat. An American-style cigar-store Indian stood with his arm outstretched, over which were draped a collection of feather boas in a rainbow of colours. Pieces of furniture in varying degrees of disrepair were piled up in the farthest corner of the cowshed/studio, obscuring what had been the section that his cousin Niall had designated as the no-Shay zone. Sorting that out was his goal tonight - or, rather, this morning.

He was just too excited to sleep.

He looked at the mountain of furniture, as intricately and delicately balanced as a troupe of Chinese acrobats, and grinned. It wouldn’t do to move the gear too far away from Niall’s workspace, as Shay had a notion of appointing his cousin Chief Carpenter of his fledgling theatre company.

So fledgling, in fact, that he still hadn’t come up with a name.

‘Gallagher’s Players!’ He tried that one aloud. No, it sounded too much like a brand of cigarettes. Thinking of cigarettes, he lit one up, and blew out the smoke musingly. He contemplated the glowing end of his cigarette and tried to remember if his Uncle Des, in this great load of theatrical possibility that was his legacy to his nephew, had included an ashtray. He thought he remembered seeing an Art Deco one over in that mahogany trunk . . .

The furniture had remained untouched for the past three days. The trunk yielded nothing in the way of ashtrays, Art Deco or otherwise, but did reveal itself to be a treasure trove of hairpieces, most of which were actually in fairly good nick. Shay selected a particularly magisterial magistrate’s wig and set it gingerly on his head. He strode purposefully over to the warped and  cloudy full-length mirror that was propped up against the rickshaw, and messed about for a bit, striking body-building poses made all the more ridiculous by the incongruity of the grey curls. His scalp was beginning to itch, and as he relieved himself of the heavy toupée, he scratched his head vigorously, his almost shoulder length blond-brown locks cheerfully disarrayed. He was glad he’d let it grow out. It suited him. He admired himself from a few different angles, but then felt a bit of a prat. Anyway, it was a vast improvement over the regulation buzz cut he’d suffered when he was practising law.

And this was as far from the Four Courts as he was likely to get.

He looked at himself in the mirror again and thanked his lucky stars he didn’t want to be an actor. Surely his lack of vanity would destine him to a life of mediocrity on the boards - but look at that waistline. He’d lost at least two stone since he’d stopped jockeying at a desk eighty hours a week. Patting his belly, he released his breath. All right, so, a stone and a half. Better than his exworkmates could say.

He dropped the wig on to the top of a unicycle, and went over to inspect the replica farmhouse stove that was currently stuffed full of playscripts. Couldn’t fault old Uncle Des for a shallowness of inquiry - there were scripts from up and down the Irish canon, the complete works of Shakespeare, a collection of American plays, and French texts in their original language. Shay closed his eyes and randomly grabbed four, disposing of the one that appeared to be written in Japanese.

He had to start somewhere. Shay swung himself up on to the only section of Niall’s wrap-around worktable that had an inch to spare. Right. A Midsummer Night’s Dream; Tartuffe (in English); The Playboy of the Western World. He looked around the room and reckoned he could produce any one of these plays with  the bits and pieces he had under this very roof. With the package he’d received from his former firm, he could at least finance the first show until the company got its feet on the ground. His company . . . the plays fell to the floor as Shay leaned back and lay down on the table. The deep black of the night sky showed through the skylight, and he allowed himself to really imagine exactly what he wanted, something along the lines of the pleasure he had experienced directing and producing Dram Soc at Trinity, without the outsized egos and dozy mismanagement. He remembered the feelings of elation and despair, the moments of chaos and of command, as though it were yesterday, remembered the euphoria of opening night and the desolation of closing, and remembered, most of all, the feeling of being what he could only describe as family; one big, happy, mad family all pulling together towards a common goal.

Unlike the lot he’d been unfortunate enough to have been born into.

Ah, now. His mum and sisters weren’t bad. It was his father who had been a thorn in his side ever since he’d made his big decision to leave the family firm. It was his father who’d been most appalled by Shay’s broken engagement (hadn’t there been a glimmer of relief in his mother’s eyes?) to the assuredly lovely yet indisputably chilly and ambitious Fiona. And it would be his father who would continue, in that special way he had, to combine a cold shoulder with a dose of strong-arming.

He remembered the year they’d done that Gilbert and Sullivan thing, which one was it, The Pirates of Penzance? Ah, Jesus, what was that tune? The one about the - he began to hum, tentatively at first, then, as his rich and warm baritone began to gain confidence, he opened up his mouth and let fly: 
‘Oh, far better to live and die  
Under the brave black flag I fly,  
Than play a sanctimonious part  
That ne’er will suit my pirate’s heart—’





As he swung up and off the table, a huge, draped figure caught his attention.

‘Hello, there, missus! Give us turn, will ya?’ He began to sing with more gusto, and he changed the tempo of the tune to waltz time, his arms wrapped around the statue’s stout waist. He managed to avoid tripping over stray fabrics and random props as he elegantly danced his partner around the room, his voice never faltering even in the exertion. ‘And it IS, it IS a glorious thiiiiiiiiiing—’

‘Would you ever shut up?’ Niall could barely see, his eyes still heavy with sleep, or what was left of it. Woken up by Shay’s exuberant yodelling, he figured now was as good a time as any - even if it was almost dawn - to see what progress had been made on the mess in his studio. He looked around at the explosion of props, flats, fabrics, and broken-down bits of chairs and tables and only one thought made it through his sleepy mind: Miranda was going to go absolutely fucking spare. He hoped that the tickets to Paris, tickets he’d impulsively purchased before even checking with Miranda, would go some way to making up for this mad mess.

‘Sorry, mate. Didn’t mean to wake you.’ He set down the wooden replica of Queen Victoria and leaned an elbow on the sovereign’s huge and unyielding bosom.

‘What’d you reckon you’re going to do with that bit of rubbish?’ Niall crossed over to Shay and poked at Her Majesty with a bare toe.

Shay shook his long brown hair and dust flew into Niall’s face. ‘What are you like! This is an irreplaceable object! Maybe I’ll give you the lend of her, set her up in  the front garden. Or we could take her down the Docklands, replay her triumphant entry into Dublin Bay in 1900. Or! No, here, we’ll—’

‘Stop right there,’ Niall commanded. ‘The last time you had a bright idea that I went along with, we ended up in Pearse Street Garda Station.’

Shay’s big, booming laugh almost blew back Niall’s hair. ‘No fault of my own, you eejit. If you hadn’t panicked, we would have been sailing that old curragh out into the Irish Sea.’

‘If we hadn’t stolen the thing in the first place—’

‘Borrowed it, eejit, borrowed—’

‘From the bloody Natural History Museum!’

They both howled with laughter, and Shay stretched his aching muscles, bending almost completely backwards. ‘How did we manage that, I ask you.’

Niall shoved him, but the bastard had incredible balance; he didn’t even sway an inch. ‘How did we get out of it, more like. You could always talk your way out of anything - after you’d talked somebody into it in the first place.’

Shay straightened up, and thumped Niall on the shoulder as he passed. ‘Who’s the bigger nutter - the one who leads or the one who follows?’

Niall grunted, then yawned and, lacking anything better to do, started looking for his toolbox. Talk about disorganised. Yet another little aspect of the whole situation that was sure to get up Miranda’s nose. She was a divil for organisation.

Shay started shifting a dusty prop encyclopedia - hollowed-out wood painted to look like a shelf-ful of books - to make room for Niall’s search. ‘C’mere - thanks a million for letting me stay here a bit. Until I get a space, and all.’

‘No worries. You’re a pain in the arse, but it’s vaguely entertaining to have you about the place.’ That wasn’t a lie, but then Niall was only speaking for himself.

‘I’ll be gone in a week or two, or so. I don’t want to get in the way of genius out here.’

Niall shrugged. ‘Not getting up to much in there at the minute, anyway. A bit stuck for ideas.’

‘Ah, well, Mr Big-Time Artist, it happens to the best of ye. Didn’t Picasso himself come out with all that blue stuff after he’d let his own cousin move in for a spell?’

‘Yeah, I think I read that in Jansen’s History of Art.’

‘Yeah, Picasso’s cousin, hanging about for ages, shagging the mistresses.’ Niall’s eyes narrowed, and Shay backpedalled immediately. ‘Joking, joking . . . come on, cuz, wouldn’t stamp on yer patch, as it were.’

Niall lifted up the hasp of saw and rubbed a finger along the edge. ‘You wouldn’t get half the chance.’ He turned away, surprised at how angry he felt, and he heard Shay shuffling around behind him. He knew his cousin was only messing, but anything about Miranda hit nerves he didn’t even know he had. Falling in love hadn’t really been in the plan, but now that he had, he wasn’t going to let anything scupper it, not even Shay’s boneheaded teasing.

Touchy bugger. ‘Sure, you’re not still sore about Sheila Doran, are ya?’ Shay laughed, then stopped abruptly as Niall shot a scowl over his shoulder. ‘Right.’

The silence was less than companionable and, as usual, once Shay had got a healthy taste of his own shoe leather, he couldn’t seem to stop himself taking another bite. ‘Now that was only about a century ago, and you know she was only a wee slapper, and, sure, we only had that bit of a snog after the dance. Her friend was the one that fancied you anyway - what was her name? Marie What’s-it, the one from Kenmare. That was a summer all right, down there in Irish school; you were snogging the best of them, so you were, and old Father What’s-it making that list, and weren’t you on the top of it, “Most Likely to Get a Girl up the Duff before August”—’

Niall smirked. ‘Shut yer gob. Plonker.’

A measure of good will was restored, but Shay’s curiosity got the better of him.

‘So you and Miranda, you’re serious, like?’

Niall arched an eyebrow. ‘Yeah. So mind yourself. As if it needed saying.’ He straightened up, and Shay got the message.

‘Niall, I wouldn’t - and I don’t think she likes me much, to be fair.’

‘Sure, she hardly met ya.’

Shay scratched his head - it was disturbingly tickly, post-hairpiece. ‘So . . . she’s all right with it, and all?’

Niall hesitated. ‘Ah . . . well. It’s only temporary, after all. Right?’

Shay squirmed a bit. ‘It is. It is.’ Neither man looked at the other as they both pretended to be engrossed in their menial tasks, Niall sorting out some screws and Shay brushing a fur coat that was seriously moulting.

‘So where did Uncle Des get all this gear? Queen Victoria and the palm trees?’ Niall asked, stealing a cigarette from Shay’s packet.

Shay moved away, now intent on brushing the matted fur. ‘From his cousin Jack What’s-it, the one from outside of Kilkee. They had a wee place for the summer trade, a repertory thing. They’d been there for years and built their own sets and such. Dessie kept up the collection, and tried to take it on the road, in some caravan get-up, but he didn’t get past Mayo before old Auntie May -’
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