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  The offices of How’ya were in a last-minute deadline frenzy. Four days to press and Kellie Logan, the famous Irish-American novelist had withdrawn her permission

  to use her ‘Beautiful Kellie Logan Invites How’ya to Visit Her in Her Beautiful Holiday Home on the Beautiful Holiday Island of Antigua in the Sunny Caribbean!’




  Intoxicated by sunshine and the glory of being followed everywhere by How’ya staff photographer, Roddy Coogan (so smooth he could convince the hoariest of dodgy old crumblies that

  they could make the front cover of Vogue/GQ), Kellie forgot herself. Virtually every photograph featured her substantial and mottled limbs draped around the ebony beauty of an awesome

  variety of local males. All of them young, and none of them an appropriate backdrop to Ms Logan’s less than edifying physique. When the text and pictures had been sent to Kellie’s

  office for sign-off on editorial approval, her agent had seized and destroyed them and sent a solicitor’s letter demanding that all remaining contacts and film be released.




  It was a disaster.




  Karin, How’ya’s editor was in an emergency meeting with her publisher.




  ‘Did you tell her we’d pay?’




  With Eamonn Doyle, middle-aged businessman and all round comb-over golf-playing slack-wearing gobshite, everything came down to money. He truly believed that even dignity had its price. In many

  cases, this was true – but not with Kellie. Eamonn honestly could not understand why one of Ireland’s most high-profile novelists did not want images of her great lardy arse insulted

  with the briefest of day-glo thongs emblazoned across the windows of the newsagents of Ireland for the future entertainment of every waiting dental patient for years to come. Frankly, the pictures

  were so deeply unpleasant – they would have caused toothache in even the hardiest of begrudgers. To publish them under any circumstances would have crossed the boundaries of the

  amusingly cynical into downright cruelty.




  ‘Look, she’s not interested in the money, Eamonn. She just doesn’t want them seen. By anyone. Ever.’




  ‘But sure,’ he said, holding up a head shot featuring two vast mammaries, a drunken lopsided smile and matching polka-dot turban-bikini set, ‘she looks grand to me. A

  fine-looking woman, sure what’s her problem? Ah, lookit – maybe we’ll run with them anyway. She’ll love it when it comes out. It’ll be great publicity for her, so it

  will.’




  Karin closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Eamonn was just not capable of weeding out the Number One ‘international doing-us-a-favour star-status celebrities’ from the ‘poor

  sad bastard wannabes who’d ride their grandmothers for a bit of publicity’ and who made up 90 per cent of How’ya’s victims.




  She’d never had this problem on the Irish Press. Once, Karin was more than tempted to point out to her greedy buffoon of a boss, she had been a proper journalist. A serious-minded

  young woman, Karin Sheridan had served her time diligently at University College Dublin – studied hard for a post-grad in journalism and won the prize – staff writer on the Irish

  Press. News and features. Investigative journalism. Cover stories. Throughout the eighties she fought hard to keep herself out of the girlie ghetto of social columns and fashion pages. Her own

  column turned her into a well-known national figure, commenting each week on serious issues – government scandals, women in politics – high-minded important stuff. None of your

  ‘Twink Opens the New Peter Mark Salon in Stillorgan This Week’ or ‘This Season’s Fashion Shocks as Skirts Go Thigh-High’ for our Karin. Oh no. It was ‘The Social

  Democrats Bite Back’ and ‘In-Depth Interview With the New Minister for Education’ for this lady. If she wanted a break from the politics and the social issues, she would

  cut her creative juices with a historical book critique or an upmarket restaurant review. Not that she was a bore or anything. Karin still hung out at the Pink with her old friends Valerie and

  Sinead – both confirmed rock-chicks. She was not incapable of donning the odd pair of fishnets, scrunching up the bob into an eighties ‘just ridden’ do and chewing the face off a

  visiting rock dignitary in the Library at Lillies when the mood took her. It’s just that – all in all – she didn’t make a habit out of having too much fun. Sure, she had the

  subtle low-lights and the groomed bob. She knew how to coordinate shoulder-pads and shoes so as to keep the Scary Lesbian comments at arm’s length and keep the beery old journo bosses just

  sweet enough to put her in line for constant promotion. She was heading to be the first woman editor of a national newspaper. It would take time, but by the early nineties Karin was confident it

  was on the cards.




  Then disaster struck. The Irish Press group went wallop.




  Of course, everyone was devastated, but once she had got over the shock, Karin felt things would work out. She was well known enough to get a shot at television – perhaps presenting her

  own social issues discussion programme? The Irish Times – well, that was her spiritual home really – and when the news broke, they were sure to call her up and offer her

  something. But then – hey! – London was an option too. The Independent? Or the Guardian? Yes, that was really more her speed. Sure, she should have gone there years ago.

  Perhaps this was her chance to really make the leap.




  Five months later, Karin’s big ideas had been reduced to a perfunctory letter from the features editor on the Guardian offering her a possible feature on spec; two advertorials in

  the Irish Times and the promise of a job interview ‘should anything come up’ which was code for ‘when one of our staff reporters retires or dies – whichever comes

  first’, and an assurance from the RTE newsroom that she was on file for the next round of audition tests which would be happening whenever or never – whichever came soonest.




  The devastation of losing all the status she had worked so hard to achieve was gradual, and did not have the great glorious shock that sets the healing and resilient process of grief rolling

  into action. Over those few months it set about Karin’s confidence like a kind of a virus. Claws of cynicism tightening over the hopes she’d once had and petrifying them into little

  bullets of hate. She changed. She got hard. She lost the almost good-schoolgirl attitude to her life. Integrity was a luxury she could no longer afford.




  When Good Woman Yourself, the mass-market women’s magazine (owned by Eamonn Doyle – Leitrim Crystal, woolly jumper and general Irish tourist tat magnate), rang her up and

  offered her £800 a month to manage their fashion and beauty pages, Karin realized, finally, that she had crossed the line that separates pride and necessity. The nest egg was gone and the

  mortgage was due. Karin needed the money badly enough to finally sell out.




  It was all downhill from there. Ghastly fashion shows with grisly foundation-caked PR ‘girls’ always overly delighted to see her. In her former life, when Karin Sheridan walked into

  a room the same women had quaked in their courts for fear she was about to expose some awful financial indiscretion perpetrated by one of their clients. Nowadays they beamed at her effusively

  because they knew her presence would result in some inoffensive illustrated piece of drivel entitled ‘New Year, New You!’ or ‘Down a Dress Size in Seven Days!’




  Karin got on with it. She learned to lick up to advertisers, write a Go-Get-’Em-Girl! coverline, discern between lip-gloss and lip-shine, make up ‘101 Ways to Change Your Hairstyle

  in Under Five Minutes’ – and other such skills which seem fatuous until you have to actually learn how to master them. As the years passed, her heels got higher, her hair got blonder

  and her nails got longer. She took on a new brittle glamour to replace the more respectable conservatism of her newspaper demeanour. She came to enjoy the freedom of being outrageous and over the

  top; of being able to let it all hang out with the girls without fear of being labelled an air-head floozy. Throughout her thirties she learned to drink and disco and double life. She learned about

  skincare and socializing. Four years ago when Eamonn had offered her the editorship of Ireland’s first celebrity glossy – she threw herself into charming Ireland’s ‘Big

  Names’ into the pages of How’ya with the smug knowledge that she herself was too smart to ever take it too seriously. All in all, she had come to quite enjoy her new life. But

  somewhere at the back of her mind was the niggling belief that the really smart set – the documentary makers, the BBC exports, the ‘hairy clever Trinity set’ –

  thought that she had moved over to the other side and pitied Karin the loss of her erudition and her past status. When she had thoughts like that she had Val and Sinead to turn to and as the years

  had taught her, there was no dark thought that a couple of vodka cocktails and new handbag couldn’t cure.




  ‘Eamonn,’ Karin gave him one of her best testicle-shrinking looks. The kind of assertive ‘I have nails and I’m not afraid to use ’em’ Power Glowers that set

  comb-overs the likes of her boss’s a couple of millimetres upright.




  ‘Kellie Logan will sue, Eamonn – I know I would. Now, if you want to run with it, then it’s no skin off my nose, but remember, a million dollars wouldn’t

  keep her in nail technicians for the year – and I just feel you need to think about whether it’s going to be worth it.’




  Sometimes – just sometimes – Karin’s ability for political argument came in handy.




  Her boss’s lips collapsed into a sulking slab, and his lazy eye twitched unattractively. She’d won. Eamonn was not happy, but he knew this was going nowhere. Really and truly, he

  didn’t give a shit one way or the other. He just liked to swoop down every now and again and throw a bit of authority in the direction of this uppity bird whom he’d done the enormous

  favour of giving a job to when she was on her uppers. In return for his generous patronage Eamonn Doyle had not enjoyed so much as a passing flirt from the hard-nosed cow – never mind the

  full blown micky-hockey treatment that he felt was his due – especially after he had given her the editorship of How’ya! I mean – it wasn’t expecting too much

  surely? A bit of gratitude was all he wanted. Surely to God dinner and an overnighter in the Merrion – what was the harm in that? The rooms there were lovely; telly in the bedroom and him

  sprawled out on the king-size in a fluffy robe. What more could a girl want? And, frankly, she didn’t exactly qualify for the title ‘girl’ any more. I mean, she was pushing, what,

  forty? No spring chicken anyway! It wasn’t like he was running around after a nineteen-year-old model that was out of his league or anything. Seven years the cheeky strap had been working for

  him – seven years! And she hadn’t put out once! And it wasn’t for the want of his asking! OK – so she’d done a great job with How’ya. It was pulling in

  the pennies. But Christ, Eamonn thought as he watched Karin’s breasts strain against the confines of her tight, tailored jacket, a man cannot live on money alone!




  ‘Sorry Eamonn, but we will just have to find something else.’ Karin was not happy with the idea of having to fill six pages at such short notice, but was confident that at least she

  had averted another disaster.




  As Eamonn was musing on the general neglect of his basement playroom, a lascivious image leapt to the front of his mind, with such speed and surety that he chose to interpret it as a flash of

  genius. Then the triangular eyebrows raised, indicating ominously to Karin that he had had ‘one of his little ideas’.




  ‘I’ve had one of my little ideas!’ he said. ‘How about getting that friend of yours – what’s her name? The ex-model – woman that owns a clothes shop

  – used to be married to that pop singer?’




  ‘Jack Valentine?’




  ‘Yes – that’s her! Veronica . . .’




  ‘Valerie.’ Karin knew exactly where he was going – but she’d let the old lech run his course. Poor fecker with his lazy eye and the fuzzy dyed comb-over – loaded

  with money and he couldn’t find even the most temporary placement for his wee lad. He hadn’t a clue.




  ‘That’s it! Valerie Valentine! Why don’t we do a shoot with her . . .’




  ‘An underwear shoot?’ Karin had her eyes closed and was running the tips of her fingers along her eyebrows. Not again. Please God not again. Would he not consider going back to the

  wife. He’d left her as soon as the millions had earned him playboy status – the sad sod never considered that his atrocious appearance would hold him back. Did he not know this

  generation of models had upped the ante? The Onassis era was gone. These days you had to be rich – and good-looking – or at the very least dripping with urbane sophistication

  – to get laid. She felt for him sometimes. Honest she did.




  ‘Brilliant! Brilliant idea! An underwear shoot with Valerie Valentine in her shop – in underwear. She sells underwear doesn’t she? In her shop? Ladies’

  underwear?’




  ‘Yes, Eamonn, she does.’




  ‘Yes, I thought so. I thought she sold underwear all right. Lovely. Lovely lacy bras and things – what are they called – those things?’




  ‘Thongs, Eamonn.’




  ‘Yes, yes. Thongs. That’s settled then, yes?’ he pleaded hopefully. ‘Valerie Valentine. In a thong. In her shop. And a bra – of course . . . or whatever . .

  .’ He trailed off pathetically, knowing in himself that he had gone too far.




  Karin looked at him with something bordering on pity.




  ‘We ran that story a few months ago, Eamonn.’




  Something in her tone infuriated him.




  He drew himself up to his full five foot four inches and smoothed his chubby little hand along the twelve strings that passed for a hairdo and composed himself back into a state of

  authority.




  ‘Yes, we did Karin – and it went down very well – the advertisers loved it.’




  Karin could feel her power slipping away.




  ‘Yes, but . . .’




  ‘It will be excellent publicity for her shop – and I’m sure Veronic—’




  ‘Valerie.’




  ‘I’m sure Valerie will be delighted for the opportunity to publicize her shop again.’




  ‘Well, perhaps we can do something different this time – than the underwear . . .’




  She was making a cod of him – making him talk about thongs and things – and then acting all cool and professional on him. Really! Her days were numbered! Really they were!




  ‘Whatever Karin! You’re the editor – you decide. Really girl – you must stop deferring to me on all these things. I’m a busy man! I don’t have time for

  this!’ – and he marched out the door.




  Karin had won the battle – but it seemed she was losing the war.




  She knew that kind-hearted Valerie would do anything for her to get her out of this hole, but she still hated asking. She always seemed to be the one asking for favours these days, and it was

  wearing her out. Karin wondered when it would all end. She had a nasty vision of herself at sixty-five – papery hands with thick horny scarlet nails tapping out some retired celebrity’s

  number on the Star Tac trying to talk them onto the pages of Ireland’s oldest glossy celebrity magazine.




  She had the feeling that time was running out. But time for what? Karin Sheridan didn’t know.
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  Sinead had had enough today. Enough hassle, enough hustle, and enough – more than enough – hard core. Frankly, it had been one of those days.




  When Sinead O’Sullivan had announced through a small ad in the Evening Herald that her company, SOS Music Management, were looking for ‘The rave artists of the future’

  and invited the DJs of Dublin to an open audition at her offices, she had not been banking on every teenage boy in Ireland with a home mixing desk and a shred of ambition to turn up. But word had

  long since sliced through Ireland’s thriving underground dance scene that Sinead O’Sullivan was the woman behind DJ Dodgy’s massive club hit, ‘Grunt Bunny’ – a

  catchy instrumental number featuring a single ‘nyeep’ sound repeated several thousand times per minute to a thumping baseline which, to the carefully trained ear, sounded very like a

  bunny grunting – hence the title. It was in fact the sound of its creator running a wet hand up the plastic handle of his mother’s kitchen mop, one of those little musical gems that God

  had sent out of the blue to inspire him into an immediate sampling session. Mrs Dodgy had objected mightily at the temporary kidnapping of her kitchen equipment but now, seven months after the huge

  success of Animal Manners – The Album, she enjoyed twice weekly visits from her very own char – and had all but forgotten where the mop was kept thanks to her son’s

  elevation to European DJ Star Status and her own recent position as Woman’s Way’s ‘most glamorous rock mum’. Hence also the fact that by ten o’clock on that

  grim Monday morning, a gang of baggy-trousered pimply back-to-front-baseball-capped youngsters had formed a nervous writhing snake along Baggot Street the head of which was the otherwise

  unobtrusive basement door of Sinead’s swanky office.




  First in was an angry man from the posh dry cleaners on the corner complaining that the entrance to his business had been blocked since eight and that the highbrow clientele enjoyed by Stains of

  Stature was not accustomed to having to elbow their way through a mob of gangly youths in order to get their silk undies treated in the manner to which they had been accustomed. Sinead apologized

  profusely to him, and to the indignant lady from the sandwich shop who had had three packets of crisps and a blueberry muffin nicked from her entrance fridge, and to the flustered guard who

  had just arrested young Philbert ‘Fleabag’ Watson for weeing into the gutter, his defence being that he didn’t want to lose his place in the queue. ‘Sheez Sinead

  O’Sullivan maa-an! Sheez a Goddezz man! The Queen of da Dance-zeen ma-an! No! You donunnerstan’! Thizziz my lucky bre-he-he-he-heak!’ he wailed as his Nikes scraped a trench in

  the paving stones and Guard Pat Donnelly, a staunch Thurles man who it might be said was not conversant with the nuances of dance-music culture, dragged him by the ponytail to Harcourt

  Street Station for the severest of ticking offs.




  Although indeed, no punishment could have been greater than young Philbert’s denial of an audience with the ‘Queen of Dance’. Except perhaps the punishment that Sinead was at

  this moment feeling locked in the windowless soundproofed ante-room of her basement office, as she listened to yet another track, which sounded, as had the dozen tracks before them, like a million

  frantic DIY fanatics hammering shelves. The records varied of course. Of course they did. A million DIY fanatics hammering shelves and breaking wind at various intervals.

  Bang-bang-bang-bang-ba-arf-bang-bang. A million DIY fanatics hammering shelves and banging their thumbs at various intervals. Bang-bang-bang-bang-ee-eek-bang-bang. At one point Sinead

  was certain she even heard someone say ‘Pass me the hammer mate’ in the background. When she questioned the creator, a skinny young lad who was so thin he looked like a little head

  perched on top of a sweatshirt thrown over her Philippe Starck office chair, he ballooned with pride and told her it was in fact his mate yelling ‘Piss on the header Mike’. Sinead did

  not feel that the sentiment behind this piece of Post-Modern contemporary poetry begged further investigation, and sent yet another Stussy-clad teenager shuffling disheartedly out of her

  office.




  By twelve thirty, she was exhausted. Her head felt as if it was inhabited by a dozen ducks, and in the two-minute breaks between interviews, she could hear them quack-quack-quacking even when

  the music was turned off. She sent Dizzy her assistant out to do a headcount of the remaining Ear Terrorists – and in the five minutes she was gone downed half a bottle of Ballygowan to try

  and flush out some of that morning’s caffeine in the hope it might make her feel slightly less hysterical. How, in the name of God, had she managed to become the pivot around which these

  mindless and brain-numbing records were spinning?




  The truth was that she knew nothing about dance music. Less than nothing. No, that wasn’t true. She knew one thing. And that thing was that she didn’t like it. Actually, that

  wasn’t entirely true either. She used to enjoy the luxury of just ‘not liking’ it. Now she found herself in a situation where she well and truly loathed it.




  Sinead O’Sullivan was thirty-nine years of age. A rock-chick at heart, her passion for music had started young – in her bedroom, Radio Luxembourg glued to her ear listening to Slade

  and Gary Glitter, envying her older brother the five-year margin that permitted him out to the exotic unimaginable excitement of live gigs. The Miami Showband, the Horslips – dishy Rory

  Gallagher. She couldn’t wait to get her hands on them. When she was fifteen, the punk scene was exploding over in the UK and Sinead O’Sullivan rebelled with a capital ‘R’.

  Touching five foot eleven in a pair of robbed vintage stilettos, she discovered that she was simply too big – and with the addition of black lipstick – too scary for her parents to stop

  her. While Tom and Mary O’Sullivan sat tearfully offering up rosaries for the safe-keeping of their increasingly satanic-looking daughter’s soul, Sinead was professing her dislike of

  Mondays with the steaming wave of Boomtown Rats fans in Moran’s Hotel in Talbot Street.




  ‘We’d poor Bridie’s funeral tea in Moran’s not a year ago,’ said Sinead’s Aunt Sheila to her mother during one of their fretful Saturday vigil’s for her

  niece’s moral safety.




  ‘The world’s gone mad,’ she said.




  ‘This won’t be the end of it . . .’ muttered her husband Pat into his tea, ‘sure I’ve heard they’re selling condominiums in the toilets at these places and

  everything.’




  The Vipers at McGonigal’s. Revolver at the Baggot Inn. A rim of Loving Care ‘Blue-Black’ hair dye around her parents’ bath; customising the collar of her dad’s

  discarded ‘funerals’ coat with 450 safety pins; twenty Embassy and a Barry M ‘Bile Green’ lipstick tucked into the breast pocket of her ripped army surplus jacket from the

  Dandelion Market. They were exciting times.




  In the end, Uncle Pat needn’t have worried her mother about the free sale of condominiums in the public toilets of Ireland because young Sinead was already on the pill.




  The height, the panstick and the attitude placed her a good five years older than she was, and she was, well, let’s just say she was a very popular young lady with the – as

  her father called them – ‘Guitar Gutties!’ of Dublin.




  But the Dublin punk scene was altogether a more civilized affair than its UK birthplace. In other words, you could rebel all you liked as long as you finished your degree. And Sinead’s

  fellating skills always remained secondary to her love of the music itself. She turned out to be the best kind of groupie. While she knew she would never tire of the taste of stage-sweat on

  steaming testicle on recent release from a leather trouser, she was a bright girl and when she shocked her parents by graduating with a first class honours from UCD she decided to move to London

  and turn her obsession into a day-job. She spent the eighties clawing her way through the publicity department in a big London record company. Armed with a kooky vintage rock-chick wardrobe and a

  youthful determination to turn the world onto the mind-expanding benefits of genuinely good music, Sinead was about to hit a very steep learning curve. New Romantic Boys In Blouses on the front

  cover of Smash Hits. Climie Fisher. Sam Fox. Chesney Hawkes. Rick Astley. Fellow Irishman Chris de Burgh. Spiritually, they were dark times for musical purists. Sinead caved. It was Musical

  Integrity: nil points – Thatcher’s Britain: ten points.




  Eight years later, as Head of Press Sinead was powerful enough to shift groupiedom in her favour, in other words – enough clout to bone-jump an upcoming boy-band member at will. She had

  shoulder-pads, a list of contacts that would frighten Trump, and just enough of a dream left to move herself back to Dublin to start up SOS Music Management. The early nineties were great. The

  massive success of U2 had whetted the world’s appetite for good-quality Irish rock. Dublin was heaving with ambitious young wannabes, and she had no trouble getting her UK record company

  chums for showcase gigs in the Rock Garden followed by all-night sessions in the Library at Lillies. Still hung over, she’d whip them up to Dobbin’s and pile big dinners into them, and

  before they knew it, bish-bash-bosh, the contracts were signed. Her bands were supporting major names at the Point, Ireland’s biggest music venue, and she was the country’s number-one

  music manager. Actually, Sinead O’Sullivan was the only manager in Ireland. She got lazy and complacent – started to spend too much time lording it up in Leeson Street and not

  enough time looking around for new bands. She took her eye off the ball and in 1996, the other high-flying emigrants started to come home. Two in particular – Chris McCabe and Bernard

  Williams – who started up Cris & Bern Artists, started to showcase exciting new bands and just like that – overnight – Sinead O’Sullivan went from ‘hugely

  successful’ to ‘just getting by’.




  DJ Dodgy had just been a little sideline to try and update her increasingly middle-aged client list. Until Grunt Bunny, her old friend Jack Valentine had been her biggest client, but his band

  Sell-Out had broken up in 1989, and after his last solo album had been slated in Q magazine (the words ‘Euro’ and ‘Vision’ had featured heavily), he had all but gone

  into retirement. Supermarket openings and ‘Best Hits’ albums couldn’t keep a girl like Sinead in lingerie, never mind a penthouse in Temple Bar and a BMW convertible. The dance

  music stuff had paid off the mortgage and more besides. In truth, it had saved SOS management from bankruptcy. She needed to be doing this, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.




  Dizzy rushed back into the room, flushed with the effort of counting. She really was a lousy PA, but she looked good. More important still, she knew about this kind of music. Sadly, she was too

  stupid for Sinead to defer to her on anything. Every bit of two-bit tinny garbage was ‘awesome’ or ‘kicking’ or ‘monster’.




  ‘Seventy-four—’




  ‘Mother of Christ . . .’




  ‘—and a half.’




  ‘Oh Christ, child – make sense . . .’




  ‘One of them’s a midget!’




  Sinead almost registered slight interest, but her brain had neither the energy or the inclination to advance it beyond making an immediate decision.




  ‘Where is he in the queue?’




  ‘Who?’ Dizzy was already dreaming about blond and gorgeous Number 35 who had given her a flirty wink in the hope of being moved up a few bodies.




  ‘The midget! Where is he in the queue?’




  ‘Oh – about a third up.’




  ‘Right, I’ll see him last. Tell everyone behind him to go home and, er, look in the papers next week for a new date.’




  In truth she had to get something out of today. Sinead was never, ever putting herself through this process again.




  Dizzy shifted nervously at the door. She didn’t give good rejection.




  Sinead sighed with the effort of having to bark.




  ‘Well – go on girl! Jump to it. And Dizzy,’ she called as the pink pigtails were just disappearing behind door, ‘bring me back a coffee! A large one!’




  A midget DJ eh? Whatever would this wretched Dublin dance scene throw up next.
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  Bernard Chequers stood at the door of Dublin’s exclusive Rouge boutique and gazed with misty eyed admiration at its owner, Valerie, as she wrapped a pair of size sixteen

  beaded leggings in silver tissue paper, then slid them with perfect French manicured precision into a white bag.




  ‘Damn it, Valerie – you just get better looking as the years roll on!’




  His words passed directly over the path of the ambitiously proportioned leggings buyer as she swung out the frosted glass door.




  ‘Spring/Summer evening-wear nearly all gone, Bernie, and I’ve two of those full-length satin bias-cuts on order. Can you get them to me by the end of next week?’




  ‘What size?’




  He wanted to hear ‘Size six – long. They’re for Naomi and Christy to wear at the Vogue charity bash in New York,’ but he knew it was too much to hope for.




  Rouge was in a small arcade just off Grafton Street. Off the main shopping strip, it was tucked away in the kind of expensive knick-knack arcade that one might go to if you are so rich that you

  can afford to shop recreationally for antique kilims, seventeenth-century cameos, cosmetics containing seraphim spittle or exquisite blouses woven from the hair of cherubs. Rouge’s clientele

  were, in the main, women so rich and stylish that nobody knew who they were. The kind of constantly-travelling-until-virtually-homeless glitterati that are too busy being fabulous to fit a

  Hello! shoot into their schedules. Valerie’s rock-wives and supermodel chums were flying in from Paris and New York for a low-key lunch in Cooke’s Café and a trip in to

  see ‘Val’ and to pick up ‘something pretty’ for that after-gig party in Rome. These women gave Valerie Valentine additional social cachet, even though she was already

  fêted for her rock-wife beauty. Bernard Chequers was Valerie’s bread and butter designer. The old faithful with his generously cut evening-wear and classic separates that pulled in the

  less adventurous clients looking for an established homegrown label they could trust to keep their flabby edges from public scrutiny. The ‘Chequers’ range was given its own corner at

  the back of the shop, away from the front rails and cabinets with their tantalizing diaphanous and glittering titbits. Bernard’s conventional fare was not to Valerie’s personal taste,

  but it paid the bills. Bernard had no illusions about that, understanding that Valerie’s own exquisite looks could cope with, and indeed complement, fashion frivolities. He knew he was not,

  at this stage of his life, going to be setting the world of international fashion alight and considered himself lucky to have an outlet at all. Especially one run by as glorious and generous a

  creature as Valerie Valentine. But sometimes, just sometimes, he longed to see his creations on someone a couple of notches up the fashion ladder than the rich barrel wife with gold Visa card to

  hand.




  Valerie pouted her lips into a reserved grimace: ‘Fourteen short and eighteen regular.’




  Bernard let out a groan.




  ‘Why are all the women who have the money to buy my stuff fat hounds? Why? Why?’




  Valerie gave him a sweet shrug. She was far too lovely a person to slag someone off on the grounds of four extra stone and an attitude problem.




  ‘Jesus! All that beading! All that finishing – wasted on Big Ain’t Beautiful Judges’ Wives from Dalkey!’




  ‘Beauty is in the eye of the . . .’




  ‘Oh don’t give me all that new-age dingly-dangly hippy shite, Valerie . . .’




  Bernard was spiralling into one of his Queen Ego Dramas. The kind where the spotting of an additional wrinkle could send him into a satanic spin that led one to expect him to vomit up a feather

  boa.




  Valerie had two clients due in from Monaco for a private viewing and couldn’t afford to shut up shop for an afternoon counselling one of her oldest friends over nothing.




  ‘You’re a wonderful designer, Bernard. Your clients love you – you know they do. So they’re a bit older – a bit less – ’ she struggled for

  the politically correct term – ‘a bit less conventionally shaped than you’d like, but that doesn’t mean they don’t appreciate your work – that I

  don’t appreciate your work.’




  Bernard’s huge frame collapsed like a punched balloon and he shuffled over to Valerie’s glass and mirror serving pulpit.




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yes really, honey.’




  ‘Really and truly?’




  ‘Now Bernard – I couldn’t keep the shop going without your collection. You know I couldn’t.’




  ‘I’m good then?’




  Valerie smiled. He could have stood there dragging compliments out of her all afternoon and they both knew it.




  ‘Bernard’ – she checked the time on her gold Gucci watch – ‘I’ve got Mandy Mason and her mother in at two . . .’




  ‘Rightio, love – I know how to take a hint. I’ve a dozen oysters and some of Uncle Bernard’s special lime dip in the fridge if you fancy popping round tonight for the

  tea?’ he said as he backed out the door.




  ‘Oh Bernard, I’d love to but I’m going to a party tonight . . .’




  Bernard’s face opened for the invite—




  ‘. . . at Jack’s.’




  —then clouded at the mention of Valerie’s ex-husband’s name.




  ‘He’s having a few of us round and I said I’d . . .’




  Valerie trailed off as the look of genuine concern from her biggest fan seemed to crumble her words of justification en route to her mouth.




  ‘I’ll say nothing,’ he warned, just call me tomorrow. Lunch at Cooke’s and . . .’




  ‘. . . a good talking to?’




  ‘Damn straight!’




  Valerie didn’t really mind Bernard’s concern. As a single woman trotting towards the edge of the hill, she was grateful to be cared for that much by a man, but his disapproval of

  Jack irritated her sometimes, especially as she knew his fears for her around her on-going friendship with Ireland’s most high-profile rake were unfounded.
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  Valerie had first seen Jack when she was seventeen. She was still living out in her parents’ three-storey mansion house in Dalkey. Her father was Scottish, but in that

  British upper middle-class way where everyone gets sent to boarding school and ends up speaking with a haw-haw accent. He was a banker by profession and an imperialist at heart. In his early

  twenties, George Barton had met and married Valerie’s mother. Veronica Mullins had been his air hostess on a trip to Dublin. Possessed of an extraordinary beauty the graceful Veronica had

  been chosen as ‘the face’ of Aer Lingus, her hostess smile adorning leaflets and posters enticing those who could afford it to enjoy the unimaginable glamour of air travel in

  sixties’ Ireland. However, George’s infatuation, and his egotistical determination in winning the hand of this young woman who had achieved a kind of national recognition for her looks,

  had a price. The price was that he had to move to Ireland, a country which he considered to be both backward and very much on the periphery of the civilized world. Valerie had, therefore, been

  raised in the atmosphere of her father’s acute intolerance towards all things Irish. He was forever complaining about the ‘lazy ignorance’ inherent in ‘The Arish’

  – making an exception of his tolerant, soft-voiced wife as if his ownership of her somehow precluded her birth. In any case, she was only a woman and a wife so somehow, that made it all

  right. Henry the Eighth had married a Spaniard for God’s sake! One was entitled to own property that was exotic and away from the norm, just so long as your own moral fibre and firm judgement

  did not become swayed by pagan papist ideas and ludicrous celtic myths. But it was harder for George Barton to come to terms with the fact of their birthplace seeping into his children’s

  lives. Valerie and George (the second) were, despite their father’s best efforts to the contrary – Irish. He had convinced himself they would grow out of the sing-song lilts and the

  wild manners in time – but then Valerie had started the rebellion proper at the age of seven when she had bawled for two days solid on being told that she wasn‘t going to be taking

  First Holy Communion with the other girls in her class. Veronica finally put the foot down and declared her right as a Catholic to bring her children up in her own faith. As a woman, she knew that

  Valerie’s early signs of religious commitment were based largely on her desire to parade around in a lacy white dress and veil; and that later her son George would doubtless display the same

  level of fervour in the interests of the financial gifts that would be promised from her vast plethora of relatives – each of whom was delighted that Veronica was siding with the Pope against

  her imperious, snooty husband.




  The betrayal hit George Senior hard, and having to concede to his wife on this one important point, made him even more intransigent about asserting his irrepressible Britishness. He was like a

  man at war with the easygoing nature of the country he was living in; talking down to the ‘servants’, as he insisted on calling the middle-aged housekeeper and her gardener husband;

  only taking British newspapers; sending the children to holiday with family in Norfolk every summer – and keeping Veronica’s family at arm’s length. Veronica bore his petty

  bullying with tolerance and love, wearing him down with gentle persuasion if she thought he had gone too far. Massaging his ego with small details; mail-ordering English food hampers from

  Harrod’s; befriending the wives of British diplomats and organising excrutiatingly formal dinner parties where pompous dullards talked endlesly about the ghastly Irish weather and gossiped

  about English aristocrats with a transparent oneupmanship on who knew them best. Veronica kept the cutlery polished and the conversation polite. She glided through the ex-pat community with a grace

  and elegance that made her husband proud. ‘She’s Irish you know,’ they used to say, ‘but she hides it well.’ In truth, Vee would have sooner sat down at the kitchen

  table and lorried into a pile of bacon and cabbage with the staff and kids – one big happy family. But she did all of these other things to distract George from the crippling control she knew

  he craved over their children. He could have his genteel dinner parties, his Daily Telegraph and his right-wing opinions, but he was not sending his children to public schools and he was not

  going to cut laughter out of their lives in the interests of some half-baked ideal of Victorian decorum. Veronica gathered herself around her children, keeping them largely free from the

  overbearing influence of their father. If Veronica hadn’t died tragically in a car crash when Valerie was thirteen, George Barton would never have won. George Junior was sent to Harrow and

  encouraged to holiday abroad with English friends, and Valerie stayed at home to take over her mother’s role. With his son away at school, George Barton put a television in the drawing room

  to create distraction from this mini–version of his dead wife, whose easy laughter and chattering reminded him of all he had lost. And so Valerie first saw Jack in her father’s drawing

  room as his wiry face sneered through the lyrics of ‘Shoot Me!’ – Sell-Out’s first hit single.




  ‘With the greatest of pleasure – pass me my gun,’ mumbled George from behind his newspaper, for he was not entirely without a sense of humour. Except that Valerie knew that he

  probably meant it. Valerie noticed Jack then all right, but she did not disintegrate into fan-dom. Rather the raunchy limb-flinging figure on the screen represented some kind of an escape from the

  staunch authoritarian figure of her father.




  When she did finally escape from Barton House it was not her own decision.




  George called her into his study one evening and handed her a brochure for the Lucy Clayton School of Modelling – a respectable ‘finishing establishment’ in London.




  ‘You’re booked in for eight weeks from the first of September,’ he stated simply.




  Valerie, who to her father’s disdain, had never fully learned to keep her feelings in check, blurted out, ‘But I don’t want to go, Daddy. How will you manage here on your

  own?’




  George paused, and for a second she thought the impervious mask of severity he had worn since her mother’s death, might melt. But he had his mind made up. Her brother was going to Oxford

  to study Law and her father had always assumed that all Valerie was good for was finding a rich husband. She had her mother’s good looks all right, but lacked the natural elegance and social

  grace that separates your standard-issue females from your good prospect catching lady-wives. She needed this introduction to the real world and he needed time off from the constant reminder of

  Veronica.




  ‘You will stay with your Aunt Philippa in Knightsbridge. It’s been arranged.’




  However, Mr Barton’s plans to turn his daughter into an obedient Sloane backfired. Miss P. Barton turned out not to be the epitome of respectability she presented to her older brother

  twice a year when she was looking for her allowance. Philippa, or ‘The Goddess Phil’ as she liked to be called, was a fun-loving alky who had turned her spinster status and generous

  inheritance into an excuse for wearing beaded floppy hats, mirrored kaftans, and calling herself an ‘artist’. Her paintings were as dreadful as her parties were wild. Her Knightsbridge

  apartment was constantly full of interesting arty types and leftover hippies who were in training for the title ‘True Eccentric’ as opposed to ‘Sixties Casualty’.




  Initially, this Aristo-Boho environment had little impact on Valerie who set about this final leg of her education with considerably more success than she had had in the academically challenging

  Irish education system. Where she had always been bottom of the class in Maths and Gaelic, she found she was well able for Flower Arranging and Table Setting. Within three weeks she was flying

  ahead of the other girls in Deportment and Personal Styling, she could get in and out of a car without any professional peeping Tom or paparazzo getting the merest glimpse of her knickers and she

  had the ‘Paris Turn’ off pat. This surge of academic progress gave Valerie a confidence that she had never had before. She had always been tall for her age and walked with her shoulders

  hunched so that she would ‘fit in’ with the smaller gangs of bouncing girls who marched about the Stillorgan shopping centre slagging the local lads and flicking their Farrah Fawcett

  fringes back in flirtatious defiance. Valerie had been the gawky giant at the back of the pack, hiding her face behind long blonde curtains of hair. Now, here she was in London, the world’s

  capital of nice young ladies, able to hold her own. She had finally found her niche.




  Her father had issued Valerie with a clothing allowance, and on her third Saturday in London, armed with her ‘Clothing Essentials for Respectable Young Ladies’ list, Valerie went

  shopping for court shoes, sensible skirts and stripy cotton blouses. The fashion riot of late seventies punk London had created something of a war zone in terms of finding Sloane Ranger staples

  such as velvet hairbands and knee-length tweeds, and Valerie was hard pushed to find anything that didn’t have BOLLOCKS TO QUEEN & CUNTRY emblazoned across it, or

  outsized nappy pins sewn into the crotch. But after several hours, and the relief of discovering the middle-class haven that was the Peter Jones department store, she walked tentatively with her

  bags up to the reception desk of Neville Daniel hairdressing for her two o’clock appointment, and was somewhat puzzled when a young man with a chewy brown face called Baz introduced himself

  as her ‘Styling Director’. In Dublin, she had always had her hair done by a hairdresser. She thought there must be some kind of mistake. Especially when, as Baz pulled the hair back

  from her face he suddenly exclaimed, ‘Ducky! You ever dunanny modlin’?’




  Valerie gave him a glazed smile. She thought he was joking – and shook her head.




  ‘Nev! Shirley! Cumanaffalookat this!’




  Within seconds scissors had been dropped and there was a crowd gathered at the back of Valerie’s head, scrutinizing her face in the mirror.




  ‘It’s a Bardot all right!’




  ‘Nice fick lips – they’d gloss up luffly they would!’




  ‘Look at the ski-iiin! Look at the ski-iin!’




  ‘Try her wiff a scrunch, Baz, and we’ll get the Polaroid out.’




  ‘Fuck that – I’ll get Jasper on the phone and gettim round to ava look!’




  ‘You gotta coupla hours, luff?’




  Valerie nodded automatically at the shock that she was being addressed in person again.




  ‘We’re gonna give you some highlights, take off somma this weight at the back and do you up in a nice messy scrunch, yeah?’




  Suddenly Valerie realized that, with all the fuss, she hadn’t checked how much money she had left.




  ‘How much will all this cost?’ she barely mumbled the words out, mortified.




  ‘Cost, luff?’ hollered Baz. ‘That’s funny, that is Shirley! She wansta know how much iss gonna cost!’




  Shirley looked over, wrinkled her nose and said, ‘Ahhh. Bless!’




  Then Baz hunched down beside her and gazed up into, easily, the most perfect, the most Vogue-cover face he had seen in his ten years as a hairdressing maestro and part-time model

  scout.




  ‘It ain’t gonna cost you nuffink love. We’re gonna make you a star!’
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  When you’re a model, meeting pop singers is easy. When you are on the front cover of Vogue within three months of being signed, it is something of an occupational

  hazard. In reality, Valerie was still nice nervous kid from Dublin – but in front of the camera she was everything from leather licked dominatrix to snooty beauty in country tweeds to

  semi-clad damp goddess with winking nipples. Even the most streetwise pop star would be hard pushed, in the face of the finest photography and make-up London could provide, not to believe that this

  new media-storming face was up for a bit of spanking from a wealthy wild boy of rock.




  Although Valerie’s innocence would have prevented her from as much as suspecting it, Jack Valentine was merely one of many on a very long list of suitors being kept by Jasper, Chief Booker

  at her agency.




  ‘She’s huge, Baz – but we really need to crank it up a notch if she’s gonna crack New York. Hook her up with a name. Trouble is, I can’t get her out there.

  This kid just won’t be seen. She’s staying with some aunt of hers in Knightsbridge. Won’t party. A real clean liver – you know?’




  ‘Leave her to me, Jasp,’ Baz assured, always ready to meet the challenge of a spot of social deflowering. ‘What’s on your mind?’




  ‘Melody Maker party at Slave on Saturday.’




  ‘She’ll be there.’




  And so it was that Valerie Barton of Barton House, Foxrock, Dublin found herself squashed into a simmering, smoky nightclub in London’s West End surrounded by a gang of sweating,

  half-drunk rock stars – none of whom looked nearly as polished and handsome as they did on the telly – and all of whom seemed to be displaying an unnatural interest in the

  contents of her chiffon YSL blouse.




  Baz, who had promised to stay by her side all night and facilitate proper and appropriate introductions, had beamed himself off to the gents half an hour ago, and a young man calling himself

  ‘Dangerous Dan’ was making a very fine stab at living up to his handle by simultanousely gurgling whisky and sticking his tongue in Valerie’s ear. With a sudden sense of

  self-preservation, Valerie dismounted from her barstool (without, it should be added, giving anything away – just as she’d been taught) and excused herself politely – leaving the

  boys to fight over who was going to have first go-of-her when she got back.




  There were all sorts of strange things going on at that party – even in the Ladies Room. It seemed that whoever had been in the cubicle before Valerie had sprinkled themselves liberally

  with talcum powder although, strangely, it wasn’t on the toilet seat itself, but on the back of the cistern.




  In the cubicle next door, she saw three pairs of legs – even though the cubicles either side were empty.




  When she came out, there was a girl with her head down over the make-up counter – sniffing. Valerie, who had been taught by her mother that being always mindful of others was the first

  lesson in social grace, touched the girl’s shoulder and said, ‘That’s a dreadful cold. I have some paracetamol in my bag if you’d like some?’




  The girl looked back at her with swimming, puzzled eyes – a big splodge of white powder caked under her left nostril.




  The five or so other girls all stopped mid-eyeliner application and gawked – their amusement delayed by amazement at this obvious show of naïvety. Valerie felt the burn of acute

  mortification fizz across her cheeks, although she didn’t quite know why. Then one of the girls recognized her.




  ‘Hey! You’re Valerie Barton – the model.’




  The group melted instantly into a kind of groupie all-girls-together gang – assuming the ‘cold’ comment was an in-joke gag.




  ‘Here, Shirley, chop out a line of Charlie there for the New Face.’ Then, poking Valerie with a set of jet-black nails, the punk leader of the coven winked her spidery lashes and

  said, ‘You’re gonna love this stuff, Val. Takes you up like an angel’s kiss – keeps you going till Wednesday!’




  The confused smile that Valerie had been wearing dropped like a flasher’s pants as she realized what was going on. Charlie wasn’t a person at all but the name of something more

  sinister entirely! Valerie stumbled out of the room marked ‘Babes’ – and smashed straight into the chest of a tall, slim man in a Hackett three-piece tweed suit.




  It would be an hour after he had rescued her into the genteel comfort of the Waldorf Hotel bar that Valerie recognized him as the well-known pop star or ‘musician’ (as he would later

  describe himself to her father) – Jack Valentine.
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  Jack Valentine was passed out under the sunbed when the caterers arrived.




  His own live-in cook of seven years had left the week before and Jack had been devastated when Tommy had handed in his notice.




  ‘There’s no point in my being here, Jack – honestly. Sure I’m doing nothing these days. You’re living on take-aways and frozen pizzas!’




  Tommy said it like it was a new thing. Like there had once been a time when his duties had included devising a complicated specialized macrobiotic calorie controlled celebrity diet for his

  employer – and now that time was past. The reality was that Tommy Grady had been doing little more than mixing drinks and peeling the lid off pizza boxes for his wayward boss for years.

  Virtually from day one – Tommy had been employed as Jack’s drinking buddy and confidant. Flinging together a few half-hearted canapés for druggy rock orgies was as much work as

  he had done. With a liver the size of Guernsey and ten years of alcoholic drinking, Tommy had finally thrown the towel in and gone to AA. Frankly, the ageing rock & roll lifestyle did not suit

  the clean & sober Tommy. If Jack was honest, a clean & sober housemate/cook was not exactly conducive to his own spiritual well-being – which generally started with a toxic egg-nog at

  eleven a.m. But still? He didn’t want to be in this fourteen-bedroomed mansion on his own. It might take him years to train in another alcoholic. They weren’t born overnight and

  he’d be fifty-five next birthday. He was getting too old for leading people astray. It was hard work. He needed people to lead him astray. People who were committed to helping

  him maintain a certain level of debauchery and general mindless rock-star skulduggery. In the old days, it was easier. The Bad Boy stuff came naturally to him then. These days the worn cotton

  chinos seemed so much more comfy than the leathers. His liver hurt, and he had a pair of sheepskin slippers under his bed upstairs. If Tommy left he might get in the habit of wearing them around

  the house – then it would be cardigans and cups of tea. If he didn’t still have 75 per cent hair growth and the ability to finish off a fashion model in under forty-five minutes –

  Jack Valentine might have thought he was losing his touch.




  ‘But what about the parties, Tommy. How will I cope with the parties?’




  Clean shaven and with the zealous bright-eyed smile of the newly reformed, Tommy said, ‘Oh, you’ll manage the parties all right, Jack!’ Then he left.




  Jack watched the taxi disappear down the drive of Courtship Castle and felt the hollow sound of seventeen rooms with nobody in them swallow him up. He hadn’t bought this place for living

  in. He had bought it for parties. Out in the middle of nowhere to keep him away from the fans, and in Ireland because the Irish were great craic and they loved to party. Well fuck them! First

  Valerie had left him – now Tommy. He’d show them all. He’d have the party to end all parties. Fill the place up with drink and drugs and dollies. He’d show that fucker Tommy

  that he could still have a good time – that he didn’t need him – that he had never needed him – the sanctimonious patronizing prick with his ‘One Day at a

  Time’ and his ‘Twelve-Step Programme’ bullshit. Jack Valentine wasn’t going down that route, thank you very much. He still had what it would take to show them all. What he

  hadn’t really considered was that Tommy wouldn’t come.




  What he had stone pure forgotten was that the caterers were delivering the food around lunchtime.




  He always had a snooze under the sunbed at about noon. Sometimes the casual snooze might turn into a little kip, or if he’d had a rough night beforehand, a fullblown nap. Jack had been up

  all of the night before drinking whisky and watching video footage of Sell-Out: The Final Tour. As a result he had fallen into a deep sleep, the heat of the Home-U-Tan lulling him into

  imagining he was dozing under a hot Caribbean sky with a bevy of bikini’d babes frolicking lustfully in the sand.




  So when the caterers arrived and found the back kitchen door open, they just assumed that the owner meant them to come on in and set up. Fifteen-year-old Kylie Kelly was very excited to be

  helping out that day. She’d heard all about these wild parties at their local pop singer’s house, and her dad was a big fan. Maybe Mr Valentine would autograph a napkin for her. She

  wished she’d thought of bringing one of her dad’s tapes – then she could have given it to him as a special present. Maybe she’d ring her brother Joe later and get him to

  send one up. She wondered what it would be like meeting the man himself. Kylie had never met anyone famous before. Would he be nice – just like an ordinary person? Or would you just sort of

  know that he was a special sort of person which is why he was a pop singer and not a plumber or something? As she was instructed to carry a large covered platter of sausage rolls and put

  them somewhere ‘safe’, Kylie was trying to contain her excitement. If she thought about where she was, she might lose her concentration and drop the tray or something disastrous. Then

  she’d be sent home for sure and she would never get Jack Valentine’s autograph for her dad.
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