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  for Niall




  





  Prologue




  Molly felt the longing stretch across her stomach, as she did at this same time every week. The knowledge that soon the passion of her addiction would be released, the craving

  realized. She didn’t mind the wait, not now that she had become organized about it. There were ways, she found, of making these things last. She had trained herself to make sure that the time

  she had to fill between fixes was more a matter of hours than days.




  Sometimes on the way down to Fonzie, Molly wondered if she really felt right being so dependent on him and what he provided. But then, Molly always decided, she wasn’t doing any harm to

  anybody and how many vices had that boast? Perhaps if she hadn’t acquired this habit, life might have opened up for her more. But she was happy enough the way things were, cocooned as she was

  in her own little world. She needed to escape. And that’s all it was, surely? Everyone needed to get out of themselves now and again. Didn’t they?




  Molly’s step quickened as she reached the door, and all doubts were forgotten as the end came within sight.




  Fonzie reached down to his secret shelf and put the gear on the countertop.




  ‘Hello!, 2Day, Heat, Now, VIP magazine . . .’




  As she reached over to grab them, the kindly young newsagent put his hand gently over Molly’s and she knew there was bad news coming.




  ‘Woman is here, Molly, but I’m afraid aul Rita Cooney got the last Woman’s Own.’




  A blow, certainly, but not enough to warrant the extent of his seriousness.




  ‘And . . .?’




  A pause as they both prepared themselves for the worst.




  ‘There’s been a delay on the teen mags. BIG and Smash Hits . . .’




  Jesus, no! The cover story on Alfie! She had seen it flagged in last week’s Hits!




  ‘They’re not here, Molly. They arrived late at the distribution house in Dublin. Won’t be here until early next week. I’m sorry.’




  Molly gulped back her disappointment. Fonzie knew how important these magazines were to her and sometimes that made her feel vulnerable in his company.




  ‘No problem,’ she said brightly, handing him his money, ‘sure they’re only magazines.’




  ‘That’s right,’ he replied.




  But they both knew there was more to it than that.




  





  PART ONE




   

   

  




  Offices of 2DAY magazine




  ‘Britain’s BEST celebrity weekly!’




  MEMORANDUM


  





  

    

      	

        To:  


      



      	

        Lucy Lemon – Editor


      

    




    

      	

        From:  


      



      	

        Hettie Flinthrop – Celebrity Co-ordinator


      

    




    

      	

        Re:  


      



      	

        MoniKa/Alfie Smith At-Home Shoot


      

    


  




  Lucy! So exciting about MoniKa/Alfie shoot next week! Justin (Mon’s agent) just rang to say that on reflection they’ve

  decided to donate the money themselves (want to see all those smiling little faces – you can’t blame them!). So if we can send the cheque directly to McIvor Management that would

  be great. I know you had reservations about the £500,000 tag but it is an exclusive and the house is meant to be fantastic!




  Hugs! Hettie
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  It hadn’t worked out the way he had expected at all, this marriage business. But then, Alfie wondered as he settled back in his plane seat, what had he actually been

  expecting? Perhaps that was the problem, as the words of his mentor/best man the night before what was supposed to have been the happiest day of his life came back to him: ‘Have you thought

  this through, Alf? I mean really thought about what this means?’




  Of course he hadn’t. What was there to think about? MoniKa was, by agreement of the world’s fashion press, ‘the most beautiful woman in the world’ and he was in love.

  They had been dating for a year, as much as both their busy work schedules would allow. It had been the most successful year of his career to date, with four number-one singles, a platinum album

  and awards ceremonies so numerous that they blended into one another – along with the places, the parties and plane journeys, until the only stable thing he could remember for the year 2001

  was MoniKa. He had been playing the Point in Dublin the night of their first anniversary. One of the journalists interviewing him in his hotel suite before the concert had brought along that

  day’s edition of the Sun newspaper, which had dedicated six colour pages to A Stormy Year for Alf and Mon.




  It was full of the usual lies. January, the two of them holding hands, walking down Bond Street, trying to blend in with dark glasses and combats, with a picture insert of a dancer he had

  briefly encountered with the quote, ‘Secret love rat Alfie dumped me for Supermodel’. Fuzzy snaps of both of them with agents, friends, cousins purported to be evidence that they were

  cheating on one another. Throughout the twelve-month period they had allegedly been one or the other gay, cheating, violently arguing, having affairs and ultimately (December), with a chart of

  their joint increased earnings over the period, The greatest publicity stunt ever staged.




  Alfie was offended. He was always offended when people didn’t think he was genuine. Fakeness – the giant ego, the tantrums, the pouting pretentious disease of modern celebrity

  – was something that he had always determined to keep at bay. He succeeded, in his own mind, through the only escape routes open to him: giving to charity (for which he was accused of

  publicity seeking), continuing to work as hard as he could (greedy), trying to form and maintain meaningful friendships with his peers (gay) and avoiding reading the papers. He knew he was still a

  down-to-earth young man. As down-to-earth, certainly, as was possible given the first-class/five-star/Versace-freebie lifestyle which, despite himself, he had found to be the inevitable remit of a

  guy in his position.




  In the early days, it had been impossible to maintain any level of normality. Not that he had wanted to back then. He hadn’t started out in this business to live a ‘normal

  life’. No matter how much it was all about the music now, it hadn’t been in the days of U&Us. Not by a long shot.




  U&Us were not a manufactured boy band. Not at first, anyway. They had been formed a full school year, a lifetime when you are eighteen, before the local talent competition, which had put

  them in view of Dave Davidson. Dave was a Seventies throwback. A one-hit wonder from Wigan, he had never got over his sole appearance on Cheggers Plays Pop, and was looking for a way to oil

  his way back into the world of ‘showbiz’ without compromising his moderately successful position as head of marketing in a Northern advertising agency. Dave picked up on these five

  good-looking lads and courted them into allowing him to be their manager. He was a rug-sporting, loud-shirt-loving poncified bullshitter. But he was no fool when it came to turning a few bob, and

  Alfie was no fool either. While the others wanted to hold out for a response from record companies to the demo tape they’d borrowed a grand each off their parents to record, Alf, one year

  older than the others and therefore their appointed ‘leader’, talked them into going with Dave. It paid off, and after the usual round of teeny school-disco gigs, courting magazine

  editors, dance classes, singing lessons, wardrobe and hair overhauls – all financed by Dave – they got a record deal and the band took off.




  The next four years were the biggest wake-up call five teenage boys could ever have. Singing, dancing, snogging girls, hanging out together were normal recreational activities for lads their

  age. Add international travel and cruising around in limos, then becoming pop stars was surely just an elongation of their youthful fantasies. Playtime with a very grown-up bankroll. For the first

  year they lived the dream, faced the press jointly with beaming boyish grins that said they couldn’t believe their luck. They loved their fans, they loved the music, they loved being on the

  cover of the teen magazines. They were grateful, truly grateful, to their manager, to the record company, to the fans. This was their wildest dream come true. The best thing that had ever

  happened to them. But at eighteen, not enough had happened for them to measure up against. The shorter the period of wanting something, the quicker the gratitude fades.




  They could not have known that when you do anything long enough and with enough intensity, it becomes tedious. The gratitude wore off by year two. If they whinged at their mothers for getting

  them out of bed at eight a.m. after a week of half-term lie-ins, now they found themselves being roused at five by yet another cooked breakfast in a hotel they couldn’t name, in a city they

  had barely heard of. If their parents vaguely nagged them about ‘getting girls into trouble’, the management, which now totalled a team of six – a public relations manager, a tour

  manager, a floating ‘representative of the record company’, two full-time security minders and Dave – had them under permanent surveillance to ensure that they went nowhere near

  any of the underage girls who followed them in crowds. If their teachers had gently goaded them into ‘studying harder’, now they had demanding daily rehearsals with fierce yelling

  tutors threatening them with public humiliation if they didn’t perfect that step, hit that high note, smile, smile, smile all the time.




  ‘SMILE, you ungracious little shit! There are five thousand fans out there who have paid money to see you. Smile, sing, shuffle – I’ve told you a million times, Alfie, you

  moron!’




  In the end they all knew it didn’t matter if they couldn’t sing or dance. Only the smiles were important. The fans weren’t there to hear the music. They just wanted to see the

  glossy pictures they had plastered to their bedroom walls come to life. The audience became nothing more than a shivering wave of noise. Girls wept and wailed and wet themselves: a far cry from the

  coy nervous seductions of their local discos. They went through the motions on stage not for the fans, but for fear of their management. Each fantasy they experienced – the hotel suites,

  designer clothes, thousands of screaming fans, chart success – wore them out with the rigour of their exhausting working schedule and turned into a cynically viewed duty. It was something

  they had all wanted, but not wanted enough to warrant the discipline and 24/7 commitment that had been hoisted on them. A more experienced manager might have understood the benefits of letting the

  boys go home more often, allowed them to incorporate their family and friends into their entourage. But Dave was greedy; there was always another gig, another video, another single. This was a

  short-term money-making opportunity and he was determined to milk it.




  Year three it really started to fall apart. They missed their families. They had bought houses they had never visited, cars they had never driven. They needed to let go and enjoy some of the

  fruits of their labour. Led by Alfie, the band threatened to go on strike and Dave finally conceded to arrange a concert in Leeds, followed by a week off. The night went brilliantly, but the

  following day each of them was called at home and told that there had been a change of plan. They had gone to Number One in Denmark, and a car was coming to collect them to take them to the airport

  for an impromptu publicity tour.




  Alfie refused to get into the car. He lay on the sofa of the new suburban home he had bought for his mother while the family pleaded with him to go. But he stayed firm. The limo driver waited

  outside the detached house for two hours, until he knew it would be too late to make the flight. The phone rang and rang and rang, but each time Alfie grabbed it and clicked the receiver off. He

  went up to his room and pulled the curtains and sat in a bedroom he had never been in before. His mother had decorated it like a hotel, with a four-poster bed flanked by flouncy curtains and a

  salmon-pink carpet that still smelt shop-new. The en-suite bathroom even had a basket of shampoo and bath-foam sachets nestling by the side of the oval-shaped bath; a designer shaving range and an

  unopened packet of razors were arranged neatly on a chrome shelf by the sink. Alfie imagined his mother threatening his younger brother if he so much as went near them. While his siblings sat

  downstairs, glued to MTV Europe for news of his disappearance, Alfie locked himself in the room. He dug his face into the sheets to try and find something that smelt like home. Something from

  before. An old pizza box under the bed, the odd Top Man sock mysteriously mismatched with one of his sister’s, a half-empty bottle of CK flung into the corner on an old Union Jack bean bag.

  Some reference point to remind him of who he was before he became a pop idol. His old CDs were filed neatly on a desk next to his bed under a brand-new miniature stereo. His mother had hoovered and

  dusted and decorated away his first eighteen years, replacing them with this new glamorized version of life he hadn’t known he was trying to escape until now.




  As much as Alfie felt estranged from his old life, he knew he had been the one who had chased it away.




  His family begged him to go back. He was letting his fans down, letting Dave down. ‘After all the hard work he’s done for you,’ Sharon said. Alfie knew it would only be a

  matter of days before the crafty bastard had got to his mum.




  ‘He got paid for it.’ Even as Alfie said it he was aware of how precocious it sounded. He was talking like a seasoned whore. At twenty-two it wasn’t normal to have such

  first-hand experience of contracts and marketing and percentages. He wasn’t going back to U&Us. He wasn’t even going to think through why. Alfie just knew it was over. That evening

  he called his mother’s solicitor and gave him Dave’s mobile number. Alfie Quits U&Us by Mobile! the headlines read the next day. The truth was Alfie didn’t even know

  who his own solicitor was. He knew that he must have been introduced to the guy somewhere down the line, but he had met so many thousands of people in the past four years, he could only remember

  the occasional pretty face and names more famous than his own.




  The next few days were hell. Journalists camping outside the house; his brother and sister had to stay home from school and his mother ordered their groceries in over the internet.




  The Alfie on Booze and Chocolate Binge story was courtesy of a Tesco delivery boy who was paid fifty pounds to show the tabloids two bottles of dry white wine and a family fun-size bag of

  Mars bars.




  ‘Pop singer Alfie Smith locked himself into his half-a-million-pound mansion this week and comforted himself over his U&Us sacking by bingeing on chocolate and booze. A source close to

  the family said: “Alfie loves his chocolate and often orders in family packs which can contain up to twenty bars.” Also in the large delivery from a well-known supermarket in Leeds were

  several bottles of wine. “Mrs Smith regularly buys drink,” our source told us.’




  Accompanying the story was a picture of Sharon Smith in her housecoat putting a few beer cans in the wheelie bin. The photographer had had his long lens trained on their side entrance for almost

  forty-eight hours. He had endured the tabloid-savvy Sharon coming to the side entrance in a neat twin set and lipstick with sealed rubbish bags and waving and smiling nicely for almost two days.

  She hadn’t reckoned on him sticking it out that long. The picture was taken at five a.m., after a sleepless night of worry. The caption read, The party is over for Sharon Smith, and

  the picture was repeated in the women’s section over a small filler piece asking various ‘top hairdressers’ how long it was respectable for a woman of Sharon’s age to let

  her roots ‘go’.




  She cried when she saw it. A ‘kind’ neighbour felt it was her ‘duty’ to drop it in the door. Alfie knew it was time to act. He wanted to go out there and fling himself on

  the nearest photographer – at least to tell them all to fuck off and leave his family alone – but he knew that wouldn’t make them go away.




  So he donned a Gucci leather coat over his trackies, slid on a pair of shades and went out to talk to them.




  They hurled questions at him and he answered them nicely. He was sad to have left U&Us. He left by mutual agreement – they could make of that whatever they liked. He wished the boys

  and Dave every success in the world. They were a great bunch of people, and he would be forever grateful to the management and the fans. Yes, he was very sorry that his fans were sad and that they

  felt he had let them down. No, he wasn’t on a break and no, he was never going back. No, he didn’t have any plans for the near future beyond spending time with his friends and his

  family. Yes, it was worth watching this space. He waited until they had run out of every possible line of questioning. Yes, he did like chocolate. Yes, he did drink beer. No, he didn’t take

  drugs. Yes, his mother was delighted to have him home. No, he didn’t know when she last had her roots ‘done’. On and on, and Alfie stayed calm and helpful and charming. It was the

  only way he knew, instinctively more than through training, to make them go away. As they left, he followed them down to the bank of a hundred or so weeping, shivering, hopeful pubescent and

  teenage girls that were contained by two policemen in a neat semicircle around the entrance of their short drive. He autographed every single album, T-shirt, pair of knickers, vest-top and poster

  handed to him. Then, when he was quite happy that they were all happy, he walked back to the house.




  The following day there was one newspaper and a handful of girls outside. The day after, four or five girls called to the door. After that, peace.




    




  Offices of 2DAY magazine




  ‘Britain’s BEST celebrity weekly!’




  MEMORANDUM


  





  

    

      	

        To:  


      



      	

        Timothy Macmillan – Publishing Director


      

    




    

      	

        From:  


      



      	

        Lucy Lemon – Editor


      

    




    

      	

        Re:  


      



      	

        MoniKa/Alfie Smith At-Home Shoot


      

    


  




  That toe-rag Justin was just on to me demanding a car in addition to the £500,000 ‘charidee’ donation which I am not at all

  sure his client isn’t planning to spend on handbags – if she gets to it before it goes up McIvor’s nose. Needless to say she was pitching way out of her league – a

  soft-top Jaguar MX4 in fuchsia pink. I told him to fuck off, that she wasn’t Madonna. Having said that, it’s a cover story, it’s an exclusive – and we need it. Didn’t

  you say you had somebody out at Volkswagen who was looking to give a high-profile freebie? Sorry to do this to you, Tim – I know Hettie is a colossal pain in the hole, I keep trying to reign

  her in and put all agent negotiations through me, but to be honest, she is not the brightest button on the blazer. What can we do though? We might have the brains but she’s got the

  bloody contacts.




  Best, Luce
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  Corrine had called her daughter ‘Sapphire’ after her own stage name. It had a glamorous, one-off ring to it. Sapphire was born with her mother’s luminous blue

  eyes. Then they turned brown, and the delicate promise of Corrine’s second coming morphed into a rather plain and podgy twelve-year-old – further evidence in Corrine’s chequered

  life path that the best-laid plans can fall foul of expectations. The name had stuck to the child better than to herself – despite the fact that Corrine still had those jewel-like eyes that

  suggested something of great value lay behind them.




  



  ‘We’ll call you “Sapphire”,’ Wilson had said as she slid one morning from his bed and struck a pose by the window so he could drink in the sight of

  her young slim body. Waist-length hair draped across her breasts, her legs open slightly, part invitation and part innocence.




  ‘Why?’ she had asked him. She knew why, but she never tired of people telling her how beautiful she was and she was especially proud of her eyes.




  ‘You know why.’ Wilson was like that. He never gave her the satisfaction of compliments. He may have been older and uglier, but he was famous. The fact that he was with her

  was compliment enough.




  ‘But the hair, darling, has just got to go.’




  He was always so camp. It’s a wonder nobody guessed. Certainly not her. But then she was only fifteen. What did she know back then?




  She knew she was beautiful. Not tall, as tall as beauty was defined on the catwalks these days. Or skinny, but she was neither short nor stout. Her face was her greatest asset, and that is how

  beauty should be defined, she told herself now as she studied the cruel carnage of age on her body, stretch marks, the deep groove of her Caesarean scar, veins threatening to push through her lower

  calves. But Corrine’s lips were still full, though lined slightly at the edges, and the eyes still had it.




  ‘She’s a star; she has that indefinable quality,’ Wilson had said to Karl from KLM Management at that first meeting.




  ‘Can she sing?’ Karl had asked, the two men talking about her as if she wasn’t there. Corrine didn’t mind. Still didn’t mind now, thinking back, that they had

  treated her as little more than a mannequin. She had wanted to be famous, believed she was special. In those days it wasn’t like it is now, with every two-bit kid on the block wanting their

  fifteen minutes. Only the genuine articles made it back then. She was ‘different’. She looked different. This was her destiny and these two men were going to help her fulfil it. If they

  wanted to pretend she was their puppet then that was fine. She knew who was really pulling the strings. A beautiful, perfect fifteen-year-old body sharing itself with a squat thirty-year-old rock

  singer, who even his greatest fan would be at a loss to describe as handsome.




  ‘That doesn’t matter,’ Wilson had waved the question aside, ‘she has presence.’




  ‘She has too much hair,’ Karl had said.




  ‘She’s booked into Keith at the new Smile salon in Knightsbridge. I’ve told him to make her look totally “now”. You sign her up and I’ll write the

  material.’




  Wilson was the greatest songwriter of his generation. He was to remain so for generations to come. He was no oil painting, but that only made his popularity and chart success all the more

  remarkable. He had talent, and he was willing to harness it to turn a suburban teenager into a pop star. Corrine had thought the sweating and sobbing that was their supposed sex life was a small

  price to pay. In public he walked proudly with his hand around her waist, exuding lecherous self-congratulatory delight. In private he cuddled and cried and complained that he

  ‘couldn’t’.




  ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me,’ he’d say, his puggish face crumpled in pained disappointment with himself, ‘you’re so beautiful.’




  She would feel a little bit of love for him when he said that. Enough, at least, to stay, and long enough to get what she wanted.




  Ten hit singles and sufficient industry savvy to make it on her own.




  In any case, by her eighteenth birthday, they had both had enough. Corrine of playing arm candy, always taking second billing at parties and premieres: ‘Wilson and his girlfriend

  Sapphire.’ She was a star in her own right now, as talented and enduring as him. With three whole years being Top Of The Pops, Corrine knew everything. She had that much in common with her

  fans.




  Wilson too needed to move things along. Being with Sapphire had helped him lie to himself, and to his public. But Wilson was starting to realize he didn’t really need to do either. After

  three years trying to train his sexuality down a straight road he decided to give up and started exploring the gay underworld of Eighties London.




  Corrine got another eight years out of it before the hits petered out. Then her real age was revealed and the scandal of her past under-age affair with Wilson. It wasn’t such a big deal

  back then, and it didn’t do her too much harm. She had been taken advantage of. Led astray. Manipulated. Abused. Wilson took the flak gracefully, admitting that he knew her age but saying

  that their friendship was largely platonic. He announced that he was gay and started to wear a lot of sequins on stage. She had done him a favour, really.




  Karl didn’t renew her contract after that, and she got signed by a large US label who put the album out cheaply. Three mediocre albums later and it was all over.




  Wilson had made sure her future was secure in those first three years. He knew. The pretty little pop singer, make her and let her break herself. She was so young, she was bound to underestimate

  him. With her first big advance, he made her buy a house for her parents in their name. She had wanted a car, even though she couldn’t drive.




  ‘You’re an only child, chicken.’ (She hated it when he called her that.) ‘It’ll keep them happy and it’ll all be yours in the end, so what’s the

  difference? You’ve got to think of the future.’ Or rather, he had to think of her future. Wilson didn’t want that on his conscience as well.




  He had been right, of course. If her parents hadn’t died and left her the house, she would never have been able to afford the place in Ireland.




  Ironic that by the time it was over – after ten years, at least five of them riding high – her early, grudging investment was all she had left. That and the pile of tatty memorabilia

  in the attic, which she was clearing out for Sapphire’s new ‘den’.




  Corrine wanted to give the twelve-year-old her own ‘space’ at the top of the grand Georgian two-storey house.




  ‘But I’ve plenty of room down here, Mum.’




  The house was rambling and there was only the two of them in it. But the truth was Sapphire seemed to be getting more clingy as she got older, and she was getting on her mother’s

  nerves.




  Sapphire had not been planned. Corrine had followed her then boyfriend to Ireland only a few weeks before she had been conceived. Sapphire’s father was a talented but hapless recording

  engineer called Crimp who was working with the Irish rock band Godot at the time.




  As Corrine’s pop-star celebrity had faded, she fell, by accident, into journalism and discovered that she had a talent for writing. Having been on the receiving end of interviewers for

  years, magazine editors found that she had a unique ability to turn in insightful, intelligent interviews without attracting threats to sue. Finding that she had more of an ability to write than to

  sing, Corrine published a novel, which enjoyed very good reviews in the ‘serious’ papers and sold reasonably well. While she was frustrated at not earning the money she had earned in

  her early music days, Corrine none the less enjoyed the credibility that writing gave her. Being perceived as intelligent by the right sort of people was surely a progression from the shallow fame

  of her youth. It was the ultimate sideways move, and allowed her to fuel the idea that she had moved out of the industry by choice, in order to pursue a higher art form. ‘Novelist’ had

  a cache about it that ‘ex-pop-singer’ undeniably lacked.




  Corrine continued to do her journalism. She had no choice. It was, and would remain to this day, a constant source of puzzlement and disappointment as to how little money she had actually earned

  during her days as a successful pop artist. Her early career had more or less carried her through the leaner years. Once Wilson was gone she had nobody really to advise her and by the time she had

  paid various managers, security and personal assistants their cut, she barely had enough to secure the deposit on the flat in Notting Hill. Songwriting royalties was the only way, she learned too

  late, of making money in the music business. Otherwise you were just a puppet on a salary, like the people in the office. Corrine needed the money she earned from journalism to keep her going.




  Then she met Mal, Godot’s charismatic lead singer, and it seemed like everything might be about to change.




  Godot were, quite simply, the biggest rock band in the world. And what had earned them that position was not just a combination of powerful lyrics and emotive melodies, but their seemingly

  grounded, publicity-shy approach to fame. Of the four, Mal had the most appeal because he was the hardest to reach. Corrine was one of a handful of journalists in their ten-year career whom he had

  deigned to meet.




  Up to that point Corrine had never had a crush on anybody in her life. She left that to the other person. There was more to be gained in having people fall in love with you than the other way

  around. She still could not say for sure that she was in love with Mal, but she knew, from that first moment, that she wanted him. He was certainly the first man whom she felt was great enough,

  beautiful enough, powerful enough to contain her. Perhaps even worth giving something up for.




  Mal emptied the hotel suite as soon as she walked in.




  ‘You can all fuck off now,’ he said to the hangers-on that were there to protect their charge from the evil threat of media. Only the raised eyebrow of a seasoned fellow band member

  indicated he knew what was more than likely on Mal’s mind.




  ‘Do you want coffee?’ he asked, indicating that, although he was enormously famous, he still knew how to pour his own coffee.




  Corrine wasn’t taken in by such homely tactics, but there was plenty else to be impressed with: a powerful imposing physique, a slightly scruffy, understated manner and one of those

  mismatched, striking faces that looked as if the features had been struck into the bones with a hammer. Corrine saw straight through him. The hair seemed unkempt, but it was carefully contrived to

  look that way. His T-shirt was crumpled and over-washed, but there was a cashmere thrown on the back of the chair that was worth at least two hundred pounds. This was no sweaty bog-boy. He was

  trying too hard. But the fact that he was trying at all meant that the game could begin.




  ‘Tell me about your wife.’




  That was her first question. Brazen and designed to put him on the defensive.




  ‘She’s my rock,’ he said. A standard press answer. Rehearsed. Everyone knew that Mal Doherty screwed around. Probably, almost certainly, his ‘rock’ knew.




  Corrine didn’t even write it down. She just sat and silently stared at him, letting him tie himself in knots bumbling on about this woman, Helen, whom he pretended to care about. A more

  experienced interviewee would have known that instigating awkward silence was a standard journalism tactic, designed to make the subject ill at ease and babble themselves in and out of

  self-revelation. But for Mal, there was more to it than that.




  ‘I met Helen before this all happened. She’s the mother of my children and I love her.’




  Everything he said sounded defensive, so he’d say it again to try and make it more convincing. ‘Helen this, Helen that . . .’ He kept repeating her name, trying to bring her

  into the room. As if reminding himself of his wife would somehow protect him against this terrible helplessness that was overtaking him just being in the presence of this woman. Mal had chosen to

  do the interview because he was curious about this pop singer turned music journo. He fancied her. And what he fancied, he generally took. But he was careful. He always chose. That was important.

  It was his rule, his way of keeping control of his comings and goings. He loved Helen, and while he liked to spread himself about – what man wouldn’t in his situation? – he always

  kept it strictly physical and saved the emotional stuff, the important stuff, for his wife. She was the only woman who really rocked him, and he intended to keep it that way. Until now. Corrine was

  doing something to him that was beyond his control, and he could feel himself falling into her eyes.




  So the inevitable happened, and the affair progressed. It was as passionate and painful as most serious affairs, and centred on the oldest theme. He loved her, but he wasn’t going to leave

  his wife.




  She said that was all right, but only because she didn’t believe him.




  Corrine was as deluded as every mistress, except that she had less patience than most. She ended it after six months, convinced he would fall apart and follow her.




  Mal did fall apart, and it was his oldest, closest friend who suspected that an affair was behind his sadness. It just so happened that that person was also his wife.




  Helen didn’t say anything. She knew that Mal had a weak, artistic ego. He was the kind who would tell her everything she didn’t want to know, then expect her to comfort and console

  him.




  So she left the twins with their nanny and toured with Godot for the following year. No gaps for girls left open. Mal didn’t mind. Falling for Corrine had lessened his appetite, and he was

  happy to concentrate on work, and then curl quietly into the safe care of his family.




  Once Corrine realized that she was being blocked at every angle – with all their previous aiders and abetters ignoring her calls – her determination to reach him grew. She craved

  him. In the months they were apart, she began to see how being with Mal would be the answer to everything. His wife was an ordinary woman. She didn’t understand him. That wasn’t her

  fault. Corrine was his soul mate. She was different. He was different. They were meant to be together. She could write brilliant novels, and he could write brilliant music. They could be brilliant

  together. All she needed was to find a way in, and that was where poor Crimp came along.




  He wasn’t hard to find. All she had to do was investigate who would be working on Godot’s next album, then seduce one of them. Crimp was the sort of easy-going guy who would let a

  girlfriend of two weeks tag along. He didn’t care that she was a big-cheese journalist, or an ex-pop-star, or a novelist or even a beauty. She was just some bird who wanted to come along to

  Ireland for the ride. Corrine despised him, but she slept with him anyway because the rented cottage in Wicklow felt empty and cold, and she had experienced a brief and uncharacteristic crisis of

  confidence in her decision to leave her life in London behind and chase Mal.




  By the time she got over it, she was pregnant.




  ‘Come down to the studio today, babe, yeah?’




  Crimp had been cajoling her to go into Dublin for weeks, and she kept steadfastly refusing, insisting that she was writing and would rather stay in Wicklow and work. In reality, he wanted to

  show the lads in the studio what he had tucked away back in the cottage, and she knew he’d be bragging and bandying her name about in front of Mal, which was perfect.




  Three weeks passed and there was no phone call.




  Four weeks, six.




  On the day Mal finally rang her, Corrine was standing in the hall of a house she didn’t own, in a country she didn’t know, holding a positive pregnancy test in one hand and a fag in

  the other.




  ‘I can’t talk now,’ she had said. Stunned by the bad timing of both, she had hung up.




  Twelve years later, it was as if all the glamour and mystery of those days had never happened.
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        Timothy Macmillan – Publishing Director


      

    




    

      	

        Re:  


      



      	

        MoniKa/Alfie Smith At-Home Shoot


      

    


  




  Got the first figures through and they are looking worse than we thought. Going down by the minute. This is really a disaster, Lucy – and

  seemingly the McIvor contract is watertight – so there’s no going back on the £500,000, even though they reneged on delivering Alfie. I have never had so many letters of

  complaint. It seems Alfie has a huge fan base and they are not taking this well. We have two readers threatening to sue on grounds of emotional distress and the legal boys are taking the threats v.

  seriously. I know you’re angry and want to give Hettie the chop, but frankly, this might not be the right time. She’s our only real celebrity contact, and, especially after this,

  we’ll be hard pushed to find another. We need her, for the time being anyway, to help us firefight as the only way I can see out of this mess is an exclusive with Alfie.




  Let’s see if we can turn this around,




  Tim
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      19 January 1980




      Dear Anne,




                   I hope you got over the bad spell of weather all right and that the baby is well. I cannot wait to see her

      again! I will get the bus down for a visit when the snow clears.




           Best wishes to you and yours,




      Miss Mannings




      PS I am not in Tangier.


    


  




  Molly studied the postcard sent to her mother by the old neighbour a few weeks after Molly was born. On the front of the postcard was an aerial-view photograph, probably taken

  in the 1960s, of a beach scattered with a few high-rise hotels. It must have looked impossibly exotic at the time. Certainly, it had caused huge amusement in the Walshe household: the very idea of

  the retired spinster who had worked in the local post office all of her life bothering to postscript the card, imagining that the recipients might think that she had taken herself off somewhere

  foreign. It had caused Jack Walshe, Molly’s father, such humorous diversion from his many ailments that he had framed it and put in on the mantelpiece, where it had lived, behind the Child of

  Prague, for as long as his daughter could remember.




  ‘Tangier!’ he still exclaimed from time to time.




  ‘She never went further than Galway in her life.’




  ‘No, Mary. That’s not fair, she was in Bundoran once.’




  ‘That’s right. She was getting treatment for the knees.’




  ‘Did she send us a postcard from there?’




  ‘She did surely, Jack. It said: “PS I am in Bundoran.” ’




  Then the two of them would collapse again.




  Margaret Mannings had always been a kindly woman by all accounts – but mad for the Church and always into everybody else’s business. She had been a neighbour of her mother’s

  family when Mary was growing up and after she had married Jack Walshe and moved back from England to open the B&B ‘Miss’ Mannings had stayed in touch.




  ‘I’d have probably never married your father only for Miss Mannings,’ Molly’s mother was fond of telling Molly.




  ‘She saw me kissing your mother in the park one night, and told the priest on us,’ her father filled in.




  ‘They came down and told my parents. I was eighteen. I’d have never lived it down if I hadn’t followed through on him. I never kissed another man before nor since.’




  ‘Not indeed that you ever wanted to!’




  ‘Not indeed that I didn’t get plenty of offers!’




  Her parents were like that. Still madly in love and on top of each other all the time. They doted on Molly, of course, being their only child. But at the same time, she knew they were wondering

  when she was going to move away and get on with her life. She was twenty-three, and her mother had been married at nineteen.




  ‘That Mallarkey lad above in Newstop is cracked on you.’




  Molly would shrug.




  ‘Jesus, Mam, you’d think you wanted rid of me? Is it the room you want? Because I’ll move out for the summer season if you want. I can kip down in Aoife’s.’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I just want you to be happy, and you can’t be happy stuck here with your mam and dad all the time.’




  But that was the problem really. Molly was happy. The B&B was big – seven guest rooms in all. She had tea- and coffee-making facilities in her bedroom, and an en-suite shower and

  a TV. You didn’t get much more independent than that! In the summer months Molly was quite happy to get up at seven and help her father put on breakfast for the guests.




  Molly enjoyed her job in the chemist’s; she had her gossip magazines every week to look forward to, and Killa was a great town. OK – so it wasn’t Galway or Dublin. There were

  only six pubs in it, but they were packed during the summer with visitors. And if people came here on their holidays – there must be something special about the place. The winters were

  long enough, but there was always plenty going on, and Moran’s had extended out the back and were planning to turn their function room into a proper nightclub. Since Molly had started

  working, she’d met all kinds of interesting people from round about.




  Everybody needed a prescription sooner or later, and where Molly thought she had known everybody there was to know from school and mass and growing up in the area, she had found all kinds of new

  faces were starting to crop up in the surrounding areas that Flynn’s chemist supplied. There was Corrine, for instance, who came in at least once a week for shampoo and cosmetics. She was

  very stylish and Molly often minded her twelve-year-old – a lovely little girl called Sapphire – while Corrine headed off for the night with her new boyfriend, the local DJ Father

  Enda.




  Mr Flynn was a great boss and let Molly run the cosmetics counter in whatever way she saw fit. The reps came up from Dublin to see her, and she was in charge of buying all the stock. It was

  quite a responsibility for a girl of her age and she took it very seriously. In such a small place, you couldn’t afford to go recommending a lipstick that didn’t suit or selling on some

  ‘miracle’ wrinkle cream unless you knew for sure it was going to get results. So Molly made sure she was fully informed about every item she stocked. She ran an ‘open house’

  policy as far as cosmetics were concerned. Encouraging the customers to come in and ‘experiment’ under her expert guidance, and rewarding purchases with a ‘goody bag’ of new

  samples. Two years ago she had sold more make-up than any other single chemist in the country for a big cosmetics company, and had been rewarded with an overnight trip to Galway staying in a swanky

  hotel and attending a make-up seminar by the American make-up artist Julian August. A framed certificate, signed by the man himself, sat on her glass counter and Molly used it as inspiration on

  tough jobs like, say, showing Rita Cooney, for the umpteenth time, how to conceal the map of raised moles that peppered the vain old woman’s face. In the summer just past, Molly had set up a

  nice little sideline in making local girls up for their weddings. And not just the brides. Mothers and bridesmaids often brought a good few hundred euros into her back pocket. Then there was her

  friend Aoife Breslin, who worked as a model up in Dublin. She persuaded Molly to help her organize a fashion show for her mother’s shop. The first Breslin’s Ladies’ Wear

  Spring/Summer International Fashion Show had taken place at Donlan’s Hotel and had been a huge success, raising over fifteen hundred euros for the local Under Sixteens’ G.A.A. Team.

  Molly had helped dress the girls (a selection of the town’s best specimens plus Aoife’s new friend Karla, a stunning six-footer from Lithuania), and done all of the make-up. The clothes

  weren’t great; the ‘international’ end of the collection basically comprising some German mother-of-thebride suits which swam on the girls. But the atmosphere was electric, with

  gasps of pride from the proud parents, plenty of ‘g’wan, ya good thing’s from the lads of the town, and a disco afterwards that raged into the early hours.




  They were already planning the next Breslin’s Autumn/Winter show, and Aoife had great plans to bring down a rake of girls and a top DJ from Dublin. What with that, and weddings booked for

  almost every Saturday between now and Christmas, Molly had enough on her plate without thinking about lads or moving out of home.




  And she would have been more than able to avert her mother’s niggling if it weren’t for the issue of Miss Mannings’ money.




  Miss Mannings had never married. The prognosis on her lifetime’s single status was obvious to everyone but herself. Even as a young woman she had favoured a brash outspoken pragmatism that

  any man would have found hard to live with. Through her teens and early twenties, her parents had tried to fix her up with every neighbouring farmer. But even they recognized that Margaret’s

  greatest selling point was a hefty physique, ideal for baling hay and birthing calves, but not apparently advantageous to the marital duty of conjugal relations. She was also prone to speaking her

  mind in an age where open expression was considered anathema to successful marriage.




  So Miss Mannings stayed at home with her parents until they died, and got herself a job in the local post office where she dreamed of foreign travel. She collected postcards, communicating with

  regional post office workers from around the world, fantasizing in turn about some gorgeous postcard hunk turning up in Killa one day and whipping her off somewhere impossibly exotic. Of course,

  she never let on. To the world, Miss Mannings remained the plain plump old busybody, the very antithesis of glamour. Nobody could ever have guessed the yearning for excitement and romance that she

  carried about with her all of her life.




  Until after she died. Thousands of postcards were found in her small cottage – many of them from pen-pal lovers, written in reply to a woman who had clearly presented herself to them as a

  flaxen-haired twenty-five-year-old sex kitten. Perhaps, people commented as word of her secret life spread, that’s who she really was all along. In which case a few shortsighted farmers had

  missed out on a golden opportunity.




  Then there was the will. To their amazement, Miss Mannings had left a portion of her savings, some five thousand pounds, to Jack and Mary Walshe’s infant daughter. It was a ludicrously

  complicated document but it stood up to legal scrutiny, as did its proviso that the money was to be given to the child when she was eighteen and the money spent on ‘seeing the

  world’.




  Molly, like any teenager, had wanted to blow it on outfits and make-up and buying burgers for her friends in Caffola’s, but her parents had held firm to Miss Mannings’ wishes. So the

  money sat there, in the Credit Union, accruing interest. Almost nine thousand pounds it totalled now, and most of the time it was just something that was there. Like an old forgotten photograph, or

  an ornament that has been in the house so long that you no longer see it. Molly never needed extra money. She had enough for everything she wanted, and she got all the cosmetics she wanted for

  free! But every once in a while, like today, she would be wiping down the mantelpiece and take the card out of its frame and try to will herself into wanting to go to Tangier.




  ‘I am not in Tangier,’ she would say to herself, trying to drum up a bit of what Miss Mannings would have felt. A curiosity, some little pellet of desire she could build on.

  But there was nothing there. A vague regret perhaps, but nothing tangible and strong enough to make her want to do anything about it. So she would clip the card back in its frame, put it back

  behind the Child of Prague and forget about it.




  Until the next time. Which was to come sooner than she thought and from a completely different place.
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  Fucking find him. NOW!
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  ‘What have you done with the potatoes, Sim?’




  Helen was having a handful of VIPs over for supper that night.




  ‘They cooked.’




  Sim smiled broadly at her, as if the power of her goodwill alone had boiled the water.




  ‘Good. Where did you put them?’




  ‘In stew. I put them in stew. Nice.’




  Pheasant slow-cooked in old port ruined with a layer of disintegrating spud. Fuck.




  She turned the heat off and grabbed a serving spoon and started to scrape wildly at the offending vegetable.




  ‘I did wrong, Miss?’




  Sim’s face collapsed, and she looked tearful.




  ‘No, Sim, it’s fine. Really. Pass me the bin.’




  Sim looked confused.




  ‘The bin. Over there. Rubbish! Rubbish!’




  And as her new housekeeper sauntered across the kitchen to get the Brabantia, Helen stood in quiet despair, watching as lumps of watery mash fell onto her Manolo mules.




  Actually, it wasn’t fine. Helen craved good ‘help’. At times like this, when she had a lot going on, the effective running of her home seemed paramount and it took on a

  physical longing.




  Perhaps it was, as only the wealthiest élite will admit in the company of one another, away from the horrified ears of the politically correct or the hopeful empathy of the moderately

  wealthy, that ‘one simply cannot get the help these days’.




  While the twins were small Helen had run the house herself, with help from various housekeepers and babysitters from the local village. Ironically, now that the fundraising was taking up most of

  her time, she found she needed help around the place more than ever, though the twins were big enough to look after themselves.




  Money was not a problem, or space. It was time. Mal didn’t want any ‘strangers’ living in the house. So then Helen had to oversee the building of a guest cottage on the grounds

  of their Wicklow estate and as was always the case when they had to employ people to do things for them, there was the ‘money is no object’ issue.




  As well as being a high-profile fundraiser, Helen gave heavily herself to charity. And there was nothing she hated more than being ripped off. The way she looked at it, twenty grand skimmed off

  the top of a job to pay for the builder to upgrade his five-year-old Mercedes was not an act of charity. People who had plenty of money to be getting along with, but less money than her, were the

  worst offenders. She had met people who had nothing, travelled to some of the projects she helped raised money for. She had met families that had no food, no clothes, no home and been taken at face

  value. Then she gets some builder, who lives in a six-bedroom house in Naas, spinning her a line about needing an extra thirty grand to ‘finish the job’ and getting all ‘tight

  bitch’ on her when she objects to putting in Royal Doulton bathroom suites, which she knows well were seconds he got for free and is going to try and charge her full price for.
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