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  iN DUBLiN TOWN ONE SATURDAY . . .
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  Lorna’s eyes felt like they’d been taken out in the night, dipped in vinegar and put back in sideways. The vodka gremlins must have been at her in the night again.

  She was still fully dressed and, as she tried to move to see if she was still alive, her Wolford’s twisted unmercifully into the crack of her buttocks. Her first waking thought was a mournful

  regret that the two-hundred-pound Italian nightie she had bought in Brown Thomas that week was still folded respectfully on her pillow, as she’d been too incapacitated to put it on three

  nights in a row. On the bright side, its proximity meant she was at home in bed, or at least on it which was better than she’d done in the last few mornings.




  Wednesday – drinks after work with the girls, and a promise to be in bed by ten. She had bumped into Geoff, a retired rock star who was living a life of tweedy humdrummery in Wicklow, and

  had managed to get away from his dullard of a wife for the night. He had a couple of nobody, back-stage technician types with him, but by midnight the boys were at home cuddling their girlfriends,

  and Lorna and Geoff were enjoying a champagne nightcap in the penthouse of The Clarence. She had passed out on the sofa, but it hadn’t been a completely wasted evening as he’d agreed to

  open an art exhibition for her on Friday. That was what good PR was all about. Maintaining your contacts.




  Thursday, she knew she had to be up early on Friday for a breakfast presentation to a potential new client. Flannery Frozen Foods were not exactly glamour material, but she needed a few

  ‘meat and potato’ accounts to keep the business end of things running. Young fashion designers were all very well for keeping the wardrobe up to scratch, and her travel-company clients

  paid her partly in free flights, but it was the dog-food manufacturers and washing-powder producers that paid for the Ferrari and the mews in Ballsbridge.




  Lorna had been good on Thursday, and was home by eight with the intention of an evening devoted to tackling her hair. She had missed her appointment with Gloria and, really, the mop could not go

  a day longer without some serious attention. Three days without a professional wash and blow and her sleek highlighted bob assumed the colour and consistency of a grubby bath mat. There had been a

  shower of rain that day and she’d had to hide it under a jaunty Philip Treacy hat which her assistant Sheila had just blown a month’s wages on.




  ‘But the rain will ruin it!’




  ‘Don’t worry, darling, I’ll buy you another one.’




  ‘But it was the last one in the sh-ho-op,’ the little strap whinged.




  ‘Oh, grow up!’




  It was Lorna’s favourite retort and the only advantage of being ten years older than everyone she employed as she could pretend that she knew what it meant. If she could have afforded to,

  Lorna would have surrounded herself with veiny old-timers who knew what they were doing. But the economics of her champagne lifestyle meant she had to employ children who were cheap, willing to

  slave and motivated by the occasional hem-brush of Dublin’s most glamorous and successful PR person.




  By nine thirty the rollers were in. Then the phone had rung. It was some taxi driver she had given her phone number to the previous Saturday.




  ‘Remember me?’




  Lorna didn’t, but she was glad of the company all the same. He sounded so crestfallen by her confusion that she had spared him five minutes’ chat which, given the half bottle of

  ‘wind-down’ chilled Chablis that was already inside her, and the husky how’ya roughness of his voice, led to a quick drink in the pub round the corner. The quiet nobody-goes-there

  local she used when she didn’t want to be seen.




  The ‘quick’ drink was followed by ten more – all of them consumed very quickly – by which time she had rung Jury’s from the ladies’ loo and booked a

  room for the night. She told the deliciously dark and stocky what’s-his-name that she was staying there while her house was being redecorated, then made him drive her there in the taxi, while

  she lounged in the back and reminded him of all the good reasons he was going to have for risking his licence driving through Dublin under the influence.




  Lorna went straight to the Flannery Frozen Foods meeting from the hotel, still slightly cut and mossy from the night’s excitement. Within ten minutes she had the big hairy aul’ fella

  of an MD in the palm of her hand. He was up from Kerry for the day and had never seen anything quite so glamorous and alluring as Lorna straight after a night of rampant sex with a complete

  stranger. Of course, he didn’t know that, and she didn’t tell him. But Dez Flannery was from a farming background and was very sensitive to the subtle nuances of Mother Nature’s

  aromas. On his way out the door, he took her to one side and said, ‘Ye have a lovely natural smell about ye.’ Lorna would have slapped him, except that she’d met enough like him

  to know it was a genuine compliment. Four hours later she was glad she hadn’t because they got a call to say they had won the account. Four hours and five minutes later, Flannery’s

  secretary rang to arrange a one-on-one meeting with Lorna ‘as soon as possible’ to discuss strategy. Lorna negotiated ‘dinner’ down to a ‘late lunch’ in three

  weeks’ time.




  She spent the rest of the day running around town getting herself ‘lovely-fied’ for that night’s gig – the opening of the Arcade Gallery in Temple Bar. It was the hottest

  invite in town and her phone was rung red-hot all afternoon. It was Lorna’s job to make sure that the important people, press and celebrities, turned up, and that there were enough lick-arse

  liggers there to make the party swing, but not so many that they would hog all the wine and canapés.




  She did this by lying committedly and convincingly to all camps. The press were told that it was going to be ‘wall-to-wall celebs, darling’, so much so that she didn’t know if

  she should squeeze them in. The celebrities were graded Number One (famous actors living in Wicklow; international authors hiding in Clare and tax-evading rock stars) and Number Two (Irish fashion

  designers, soap-opera actors, and DJs). Number Ones were told that other Number Ones were flying in from London/New York especially: ‘Elton’s coming – he said he’s only

  dying to see you!’ and that there would be ‘absolutely no press, darling. Won’t get in the door, I promise!’




  The Number Two celebrities could usually be tempted in with promised social proximity to the Number Ones and of course, ‘Press, darling – they’ll all be there. In

  fact I was talking to so-and-so only last week about you and they said a profile was long overdue . . . yes I was, darling . . . cross my heart . . . long overdue . . . his exact

  words, yes . . . see you there at seven!’




  The liggers and general Dublin wannabe party animals were more difficult to judge. One never knew when today’s nobody make-up artist was going to bugger off to Hollywood and become

  Madonna’s best friend. It had happened to her once before, when she had turned away a nasty little freeloading stylist, Biddy McFarlane, from the door of a party in The Clarence only to

  discover that her four years in New York had turned her into an assistant fashion editor on Vogue. She had renamed herself ‘Gorgeous’ and had Christy and Naomi waiting in a limo

  outside.




  ‘I’m Gorgeous,’ the purple-haired piglet had announced to the doorman.




  ‘You are in your hole,’ he replied and the tabloids had had a field day.




  The gallery opening was in full swing by nine, and Lorna had got it just right. Parties were Her Thing, and Lorna had managed to get enough drink into everyone so that the Number Twos thought

  they were Number Ones and, better still, so did the press. The one Number One who had turned up stayed just long enough to get his photo taken, and even believed Lorna when she told him that Elton

  had missed his flight but said that he would love to see him the next time he was over: ‘He is such a lovely man and he adores you!’




  Lorna was a master at diverting social disasters while creating just enough scandal to get everyone talking. Her greatest weapon was her old friend Lynda Laverty. Lynda was an ex-Miss Ireland

  who was well into her forties, a good five stone heavier than she had been in her heyday and who – on the verge of complete obscurity – was always grateful for the opportunity to

  reassert her celebrity status at a public event. She generally achieved this by wearing some brightly coloured minuscule frock and pressing her outlandish breasts in the face of anyone who would

  listen to her. If Lorna was lucky she might whip them out altogether and ‘out’ a few ageing politicians who had enjoyed her in her ‘Lovely Laverty’ days. Lynda was old hat

  but always entertaining. If the Dáil was closed and it was a quiet week news-wise, she might get a half-column on page six.




  When Lynda got drunk, she spoke in around-the-house Irish mammy-speak without drawing a breath. At tonight’s gallery opening she had it in for Ireland’s top DJ, Rory Mac Rory, who

  had made a show of her on his talk-radio programme during the last Miss World competition, flummoxing her with questions about Sexism and the Objectification of Women. A furious Lynda had gleefully

  told the housewives and taxi drivers of Ireland that, from her first-hand experience of it, Rory’s precious object was in itself ‘nothing to write home about’, and reminded him

  that Sexism had surely lost its last three letters if his behaviour at the afters party for the last Miss Ireland competition was anything to go by. Rory and Lynda were both at the opening, and

  Lynda was the first to get into the ring, sidling up to Lorna and saying, in a voice just loud enough for him to hear, ‘Would you come here for a moment, Lorna, and tell me who that gobshite

  Rory thinks he is with the cut of his big fecky jumper and the aul’ family-man bollocks when the world and the Virgin Mother Herself knows – ’ she paused to take a big swig of

  vodka and cranberry – ‘that he’d get up on a sick hen!’




  Rory, who had his new red-haired production assistant pinned up against the wall, ignored the slight. Lorna deftly disappeared to the other side of the room so she wouldn’t be directly

  associated with the barney she knew was coming.




  ‘A cracked plate!’ bellowed Lynda.




  The bait wasn’t taken. Ms Laverty was a lady who would stop at nothing until she was heard. She stood on a chair and raised her glass in the air.




  ‘Ladies and gentleman, I have an announcement to make . . .’




  The room had no option but to stop and listen.




  ‘Rory Mac Rory – Mr Person-fucking-ality himself – would eat the arse off a nun through the convent gates and if there’s anyone in this room disagrees with me speak now

  or for ever hold your pe—’ Lynda had not chosen the sturdiest chair in the house and the flimsy foldaway collapsed, sending her crashing to the ground. She was rushed to hospital with a

  fractured foot, and while Lorna was the very picture of concern, swooping around with instructions and asking everyone to move out of the way, she was secretly pleased that the incident had been

  halted when it had, and yet not before the press had their smutty little story. The saddest thing for Lorna was knowing that it worked both ways. Lynda’s life depended on one or two

  press cuttings a year, however much she had to humiliate herself in the process of getting them. Lorna never challenged her on it or pretended to understand. The two women used each other in this

  way without ever asking themselves or each other if it made them happy. It was the food of life for both of them. Money for one and fame for the other. It was the unspoken deal that made their

  worlds go round.




  As the party was petering out, Lorna did her last working act of the day, taking her mobile out of her bag and snapping it open before she gave herself time to think about what might be on it.

  There were six messages from her best paying but least favourite client – a big thick from Galway who made Flannery look like James Bond. Paddy Wallop had a nervous up-from-the-country air

  about him that made Lorna cringe. He was coming to Dublin in the morning and could they meet for lunch, coffee – anything? Wallop was the managing director and owner of Medico, which

  manufactured and sold medical supplies. Except he didn’t just manufacture and sell them – he lived, breathed, slept, chewed, swallowed and digested them. Three hours talking about the

  importance of strong elasticity in the waistband of incontinence pants was not Lorna’s idea of a fun lunch date. But Wallop paid her company forty grand a year for press and public-relations

  services and got exactly zilch in return. Lorna had, in fairness, tried to get him some publicity in the beginning. She had taken ten hand-picked journalists to Ashford Castle for a weekend, wined

  and dined them to within an inch of their lives, then taken them on a quick whip round the factory, handed them a press release which was as interesting as the limits of her subject matter would

  allow and hoped for the best. A week later one of the Sundays had done a cruel but hilarious piece featuring a half-page picture of Wallop illustrating the strength of his new incontinence pants by

  filling a pair with a stone of potatoes. There was a pull-out quote which read ‘Paddy says, “It takes a lot of spuds to fill my pants.”’ Lorna had strongly advised against

  the photo opportunity at the time, but in the absence of any other press coverage whatsoever, she had to turn the whole ghastly thing around and convince Paddy that there was No Such Thing As Bad

  Publicity, and that a full page in a Sunday newspaper would have cost him infinitely more than throwing champagne and oysters into Dublin’s greediest journos in Ireland’s most expensive

  hotel over a three-day period. He hadn’t seemed to mind and had been her most faithful client to date. She made a mental note to call his office in the morning and say she was going on a

  shoot to Tasmania for six weeks.




  The evening had taken a downturn for Lorna when the party was finally over. It was eleven and she had air-kissed her last guest and, the lack of sleep having caught up on her, was on her way

  home to bed, leaving the minions to clean up the mess. She had smiled enough for one night, and felt like she’d had a coat hanger stuffed in her mouth for ever. The very last thing she needed

  was a chance meeting with the Queen of Smug, Bridget Wilkin-Walkins.




  Bridget and Lorna had been at UCD together. While Lorna had partied her way into a third-class degree and fallen into PR for free drink and the want of anything else to do, Bridget had graduated

  with first-class honours, done a masters in marketing, married well, and lived a life of subdued elegant abstinence in a feng-shui minimalist paradise in Dalkey. Lorna despised her.




  ‘Darling!’ Lorna heard behind her as the wafer-thin soles of her Gucci mules hit the hard cobblestones.




  She struggled to rearrange her fed-up, frowning face into an expression of serene joy and ability before whipping around on her heels in an impressive demi-turn.




  ‘Bridget! And Thomas! How lovely to see you!’




  ‘Boring Tom’ was officially the dullest man in the world. In their first few months at university he had been considered a good catch on account of his good looks. But once word got

  out that he was a Class A, non-drinking, Dry Protestant Dullard, all the girls backed off. Bridget moved in and they all thought she was mad. Now the rest of them had alcoholic ex-husbands or were

  scrabbling around at almost forty for Mr He’ll Do, and Brainy Bridget was married to some class of an extremely clever bio-chemistry, scientist-type person, who still had all his own teeth

  and hair and was a full-on devoted husband and father. It took lack of imagination in a man to achieve that type of respectable longevity and Bridget had been smart enough to spot that at

  twenty-one.




  Lorna always flirted overtly with Tom in the hope he might flirt back and annoy Bridget. If truth be known, she’d ride him from here to Malinhead and send Bridget the video if she got the

  chance, but Tom remained indifferent to her charms. He was officially impervious to sin.




  ‘Lorna – you are looking fantastic!’




  ‘Why thank you, Bridget – ’ Lorna gave Tom a sideways glance, but got nothing back – ‘but I would have to say you are looking only fantastic

  yourself!’




  It killed Lorna to say it because it was so true. Lorna had long known that the world is divided into Women Like Lauren Hutton Who Can Wear Beige and Women Who Can’t. Bridget fell into the

  first category, but Lorna needed all the help she could get. Black was the closest she could ever get to elegance.




  Bridget could have let it end there, and sent Lorna home depressed, but she was going for the full menu tonight.




  ‘On your way home from another party?’




  ‘Opening, actually. Fabulous work – new Irish artists . . .’ Lorna struggled to remember one of their names and couldn’t.




  Bridget was straight back with a hard volley: ‘Oh ye-es, darling, it is so important to support the arts in Ireland. I’ve just been appointed to the board of the

  National Gallery – I only hope that I’ll be able to do as much as you do for young artists with your parties and . . . things . . .’ She trailed off as if unable to put words on

  the shallowness of it all.




  Lorna just wanted to scream, I am best friends with Elton John! But she knew that Bridget would pretend to be too highbrow to have heard of him. She wanted to cry.




  ‘And look at your gorgeous dress, I wish I had the courage to wear something as short as that . . .’




  Lorna never failed to be astonished at how cutting Bridget could be. She was annoyed at herself for feeling hurt; it was slowing down her ability to give a catty answer back.




  ‘. . . and I just don’t know how you keep that fantastic figure with all the partying you have to do!’




  There was not a pick on Bridget and she had three children under her belt.




  ‘Really. Doesn’t she look amazing, darling?’




  They both turned on Boring Tom. Lorna was inwardly pleading for a wink or a mere crumb of lasciviousness. But Tom’s eyes moved lovingly across his wife’s face as if he was longing to

  get her home and tear the back off her.




  But Bridget was going nowhere until she had scrunched Lorna’s self-worth in her fist and scattered it across the pavement.




  ‘I mean, considering the age we are – we haven’t done too badly now, have we?’




  She rounded it off with a tinkling laugh and Lorna joined in, although her own sounded hollow. She knew she was losing. She just wanted to get it over and done with now.




  ‘I mean, here we are, Two Old Ha-ags – ’ she opened her eyes wide and glowered pointedly at Lorna over the word ‘hag’ – ‘and we are like opposite ends

  of the extreme.’




  ‘How do you mean?’




  Even as the words came out Lorna knew they were a mistake. An invite for the executioner to kick back the stool.




  ‘Well, I mean here I am – clean-living, bor-ing lifestyle – no smoking – very little drink – ’ she sang-a-song over ‘bor-ing’ so it was clear she

  didn’t mean it – ‘and here you are – a high-flyer, drinking, smoking, party girl . . .’ and raised her hands up over ‘party girl’ as if compensating for

  the fact that it implied ‘sad slut’. ‘We’re like adverts for no drink and lots of drink! Don’t drink and at thirty-eight you’ll look like me – ’ she

  shrugged modestly then nodded at Lorna – ‘or drink lots and you’ll get preserved, sort of pickled permanently at twenty-five!’




  Vile Bridget then looked up at her husband as if she deserved a pat on the head for being terribly clever.




  Pickled! Preserved in vinegar like a fucking onion! Crunchy, bitter and wrinkled. ‘Raging alcoholic’ felt like an accolade in comparison. Lorna dug her toes into the cobblestones

  until she thought her heels would snap, struggling through the shock of the insult to find a bitchy but clever retort. But blind rage had blunted her wit. She wanted to pull Bridget’s Nicole

  Farhi mac over her head and kick her down the street before burying one of her stilettos in the back of the bitch’s skull. There was going to be no dignified way out of this. Bridget was

  smiling at her sweetly, waiting to meet the oncoming lorry of abuse.




  ‘Oh fuck off!’ was the best she could manage and, as Lorna tried to turn away with a suitably disgusted flounce, one of her heels got caught in the cobblestones and she tripped in an

  undignified half-fall which made her look like even more of a sad drunk.




  Bridget called after her, ‘What? What did I say? I said you looked twenty-five!’ Then to her husband but within Lorna’s hearing, ‘I hope she’ll be all right going

  home on her own in that state!’




  Lorna had no decent alternative but to hotfoot it up to Little’s. Little’s was owned by Little Mike who was, well, little. (Although after he had initiated one of Dublin’s

  models into his free membership ‘arrangement’, he always insisted they call him Big Mike.) Lorna was one of his few female members for whom he had waived the physical formalities.

  Little got a good deal of publicity and profile out of Lorna. In return she got a free pass into the most fun place in Dublin to plaster oneself into a state of acute putrefaction.
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  Sitting up on the bed with her tights still on and at least ten talented rave artists having a disco inside her skull, Lorna tried to remember how she had got home. She

  remembered meeting Bridget and the geek (sadly that part of the tape had not been wiped), then the contents of her handbag scattering over the dance floor at Little’s. Some bastard had stood

  on her new Prescriptives compact. Oh God – had she punched him? Had a go at him? Had she . . . ?




  ‘Cheery morning, poppet!’




  Lorna jumped under the duvet, forgetting she was dressed.




  ‘Only me, sweetheart. Keep your pants on. Oh, I see you’re still fully dressed. Makes a change, the state you were in last night!’




  It was Nylon. He must have rescued her from Little’s and taken her home. Nylon was the only person in the whole world that Lorna felt she could be thoroughly herself with. Although

  increasingly she was forgetting what that felt like. The river between her public persona and her inner life seemed to be growing increasingly wide. In public she was viciously confident and

  capable. The last time her inner life had seen the light was in a therapist’s chair when she had bawled uncontrollably at the sad singular shallowness of her existence and paid fifty quid for

  the insight. She thought it best to give that whole area a wide berth and stick to acting full time. Sometimes it became unavoidable and swooped down on her after a particularly heavy session, or

  if she forgot her ruling against whiskey consumption. Those times, Nylon was usually on hand to help her pick up the pieces and remind her that she was still an alluring and vivacious woman who men

  were queuing nineteen deep at the bar to meet. He always managed to convince her it was true even though he was a committed homosexual.




  The title Homosexual was the only thing that Nylon was committed to. He was one of Dublin’s Floating Personality Gays, who earned his crust by doing odds and sods of things that

  required charm, humour and not too much hard work. He worked a day here and there for Lorna, running errands and party organizing, but mostly sitting on the girls’ desks talking about

  skincare and sidling his way into free lunches. On Saturdays he worked in Dublin’s trendiest hair salon, Gloria’s Gaff, taking coats and, if a male model walked in through the doors,

  washing hair. About twice a year he managed to get one of his extremely badly written pieces into Gay Force magazine in return for sexual blackmail of the editor, but it was enough for him

  to call himself ‘press’ at every freebie lunch and party lig going. He lived on canapés, crisps and champagne, ‘borrowed’ most of his clothes from still-sleeping

  one-night stands, and tended to camp out in rich friends’ houses to avoid the reality of the grim bedsit in Rathmines where he had been living since he dropped out of college seven years ago.

  Nylon was fond of Lorna, but he was not committed. She was so lost in the whirl of her hard-core party lifestyle that the bit of comfort she got from having him around seemed as close to real

  friendship as she could get.




  ‘Did I make a complete exhibition of myself last night?’




  Nylon handed her a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice. He was always the perfect house guest. He had to be.




  ‘Truth or Hollywood version?’




  ‘Truth.’




  ‘We-ell . . .’




  The brain-rave was in full swing and Lorna didn’t think she’d be able to make it through the truth.




  ‘No. Hollywood version.’




  ‘You arrived in Little’s to an audience of adoring fans, drank pink champagne . . .’




  ‘Whiskey?’




  ‘Lots, I’m afraid, dear – you were in a bit of a condition . . .’




  Lorna waved him away through a slug of juice.




  ‘No, no – back to Hollywood.’




  ‘You danced around your handbag with an unqualified display of style and decorum. Tom Cruise came up and asked you out again. You turned him down – The End!’




  ‘I hit a man, didn’t I?’




  Nylon pursed his lips and nodded sagely.




  ‘Yes you did, dearie.’




  ‘After I dropped my bag on the floor and he stepped on my compact?’




  ‘Got it in one.’




  ‘Then you came and took me home.’




  ‘We-ell.’




  Nylon looked at the ceiling. Lorna’s face contorted with fear.




  ‘No, we weren’t . . . we weren’t . . .’




  ‘Ejected? Yes, sadly yes. We were indeed chucked out.’




  ‘And up?’




  ‘All over Derek the Doorman’s nice new trainers.’




  Lorna curled up into a ball under the duvet. ‘Oh God, I can never leave the house again. Were we barred – no – don’t tell me . . .’




  ‘Don’t worry, darling, bunch of flowers to Zoe, a new pair of boots for Del Boy and I think we’d be cleared of our crimes. I’ll have it all organized by

  lunchtime.’




  In reality, Nylon had a hot date with a builder in less than an hour and had no intention of doing either errand. Builders and beefcakes in general were kept strictly to the afternoons as they

  were pure recreational fodder and there was nothing to be gained from knowing them. Apart, that is, from being nailed to the wall of his bedsit and humiliated to within an inch of his life. He was

  supposed to be at Gloria’s Gaff from ten this morning, but she’d forgive him if he turned up at two.




  ‘You are such an angel – what would I do without you?’




  ‘Die a lonely and desperate old woman – here’s your post,’ he said, thrusting an official-looking envelope into her hand. ‘Found it half under the settee, thought

  it might be important.’




  Then Nylon swanned out to the kitchen to prepare their morning medication of espresso and Rothmans.




  ‘Important’, thought Lorna, is love letters and postcards. This was just some garbage from the bank. She always left opening ghastly post until she got into her office, but the lady

  of leisure charm of receiving letters in bed made Lorna open it.




  Thirty seconds later she wished she hadn’t.




  ‘Yaaaaaa . . . noooooooh!’




  Nylon heard the scream from the kitchen.




  By the time he got to her, Lorna was standing with her palms out slicing the air like a politician. The letter was still in one hand and she was talking herself out of her hysteria.




  ‘It’s a mistake. It must be a mistake . . .’




  Then she looked at Nylon and smiled with her mouth only.




  ‘Not a problem! Crisis over! A mistake has been made, and I’ll sort it all out on Monday!’




  ‘What kind of a mistake, hon?’




  Maybe someone had died and she’d gone into denial. How ghastly would that be!




  ‘A bill, Nylon, a tax bill – ’ she shook her head and pursed her lips – ‘for seven hundred and fifty thousand pounds.’




  Nylon’s face fell.




  ‘But it’s okay because it’s a mistake. Ha! A stupid mistake. Quite funny, really!’




  Desperation was written across Lorna’s face. She wanted Nylon to give her a big hug and tell her that it was fine. That she was wealthy and successful as well as beautiful and young. He

  said nothing. He knew that Lorna was a serious flake, and it had always been a source of extreme puzzlement to him how she made the money that she did. Like most pathologically lazy people, Nylon

  did not understand the concept of hard work. He just saw people running around being hysterical for no reason and temporarily losing their sense of humour. The fact that Lorna owed lots of money to

  this taxman, whoever he was, came as no surprise to him whatsoever. After all, he knew somewhere at the back of his mind that champagne wasn’t cheap.




  ‘I’ll ring the accountant on Monday. I have the best accountant in the whole world. He’ll sort it out.’




  Nylon wasn’t so sure. But there was no point in deserting the ship before it had sunk. He still had the rest of the weekend to get through, and here was as good a place to spend it as

  any.




  ‘Sure he will, honey. Sure he will.’
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  Sandy was beginning to feel like she had known her new boss Rory Mac ‘Say it again!’ Rory for ever. Not because she had formed some sort of spiritual bond with

  Ireland’s best-loved DJ, but because since she had started as his production assistant less than a week ago, he had not let her out of his sight. He had dragged her to a gallery opening the

  night before, and if it hadn’t been for that big blonde one making a show of herself and him, Revolting Rory would have had Sandy pinned up against the wall all night. Or worse. It was

  beginning to dawn on Sandy that there might be an initiation ceremony into this new job, and feared that it involved the exchange of bodily fluids. Judging by the lunge he had made for her with his

  big beery gob as she’d got into the taxi on Dame Street last night, Rory was planning on cashing in his chips sooner rather than later.




  Now it was eight a.m. on Saturday morning, and the two of them were in the studio recording his programme. The producer had called in sick, and Sandy was left to deal with him on her own. Which

  meant she got to grips with all of the technical equipment, which was good, but it still left the piece of equipment in the criss-cross golfer’s jumper to deal with.




  Thankfully there was a thick soundproof screen between them.




  ‘Time to twiddle my knobs, baby,’ came through on her headphones.




  Sandy’s guts lurched as he threw her one of his dirty, lip-licking winks. How in the name of Christ did he get away with being so unspeakably vile in a city the size of Dublin – with

  his big, blow-dried pouf of a hairstyle and his garish hand-knit jumpers? Lorna put on the polite nun’s smile she had been wearing since she got here. As the newest and most junior person on

  the team, it was her only defence. It clearly wasn’t working.




  ‘Rory Mac – say it again, Rory, Mac – say it again, Rory, Mac – say it again . . . The Rory Mac Rory Sha – ho – ho – hoooooow!’




  Sandy could not believe the theme jingle when she had first heard it, and during her first ideas meeting on day two had suggested it be changed. It turned out to be an aberration which Rory

  himself had invented and of which he was extremely proud. The others had twitched around nervously when she had said it, but Rory then stepped in and saved her by saying, ‘It’s good to

  have someone on the team with a bit of spunk!’ She had been pleased to have made a good impression, but realized now that his use of the noun had been a bad sign. He had not left her alone

  since.




  ‘Mary Murphy in Bohola sends birthday wishes to her little boy Joe who is seven today Freddie Fitzpatrick is eight down there in the County of Kerry and a man by the name of Cormac

  O’Keefe would like to say he still loves his wife Maura after forty-five years of marriage they live in Derry and a big How About Ye to you and your lovely lay-dee and to all of you out there

  who are enjoying a special day today I would like to say – cue Cliff, Sandy . . .’




  The show always started with requests, and Sandy marvelled, with a sort of horrified wonder, at Rory’s ability to run through them without drawing breath. Sandy pressed the button and the

  sound of the jingle rang through her ears like a bad, bad joke . . .




  ‘Con – Grat – Tew – Lay – SHUNS and Cell-ee-bray-SHUNS . . .’




  How had this happened to her? Three weeks ago she had been PA to one of London’s coolest DJs, the King of Radio Hip – Horace Deaver. The show had been a mishmash of cruel humour, new

  underground music and quirky reports on events and stories from around London, which were researched and presented by Sandy. Her career was just beginning to break, and a small story on her had

  been spotted in the review section of Time Out by Rory’s boss. The Aul’ Fella in Charge of Radio was fed up with people whom he turned down for jobs going over to England and

  becoming famous. Two months ago the TV interviewer and comedian Dandy McNamara had actually named him – live! On British television! – as the man who told Dan at a job interview,

  ‘You are just not funny.’ Aul’ Fella had decided to try to redress the balance and had vowed that whenever he saw anyone Irish mentioned in any kind of UK media context at all, he

  would headhunt them back to Mother Éire.




  Sandy was given the real hard-sell spin. They must really want me, she thought.




  ‘You’ll be a big fish in a small pond,’ they said.




  ‘We’ve got the Celtic Tiger/fastest-growing youth population/trendiest city in Europe,’ they said.




  ‘More money, status, national profile,’ they said. ‘You’ll be working for the National Broadcaster. The Irish equivalent of the BBC!’ they said. ‘Only

  better!’




  Sandy missed her friends and family in Dublin, and her mother had nearly lost her life with excitement when her daughter told her she had been offered a job with Rory Mac – the

  Housewives’ Choice.




  ‘He’s “The King of Radio”, Sandra, and a lovely person by all accounts. Maisie’s sister Clodagh met him once at a charity drive in Cork. Said he was lovely.

  Katherine lives near him out in Bray. Says the wife shops in the local supermarket, just like a Normal Person.’




  Maisie. Clodagh. Katherine. Sandra’s mother seemed to know an endless list of women who were experts on everything from curing arthritis (‘Patricia says she gave the mother a spoon

  of cider vinegar every day and it did wonders for her knee!’) to spoken obituaries (‘She was a lovely woman but Assumpta said the husband had her run ragged after him!’) to radio

  DJs (‘He gets the jumpers from a shop in Killiney. Ve-ry expensive. Hand-knitted, if you don’t mind!’). Sandra had no idea who any of these women were, but her mother quoted them

  as if they were the Oracle.




  In a weak moment, missing home, and caught up with her mother’s excitement at having her back in her old room ‘for a few months anyway – till you find your feet’, Sandra

  handed in her notice and rented out her flat in Notting Hill to a friend. She was moving home.




  Except it didn’t feel like home any more. Her five years in London had seen many of her old friends move abroad, and most of the ones that were left had husbands and babies. That was fine

  for them, but at twenty-nine Sandy had little in common with that settling-down stuff. Her married friends lived in houses mirrored by their own parents; suburban squares with fitted kitchens and

  cots. They started off wanting Phillipe Stark and kilims, but ended up with wipe-clean surfaces and Scotchguard carpets. Sandy just wanted to live her own life, be a success at work, prove herself.

  She didn’t want to settle for some boy from college whose parents knew her parents.




  On her first night home, Sandy went to visit the Last Unmarried, her oldest friend Maeve.




  Maeve worked in an insurance company and, while she earned a packet, she still lived at home with her parents in Stillorgan, around the corner from Sandy’s folks.




  ‘I’m staying here till I get married,’ she had told Sandy.




  ‘You’re mad!’ Sandy said. ‘How can you stand it – do you not want your independence? A groovy pad in town. You can afford it – Jesus, woman, you must have a

  fortune saved.’




  ‘I need every penny as a dowry.’




  ‘Ah Jesus!’ Sandy was worried that Maeve was only half joking.




  ‘Look. If I leave home, it’ll mean giving in finally to the spinster life. At first it would be fun – my own space, wrecking the card in Habitat. Then what? Girls coming around

  and watching the telly complaining that there’s no men in Dublin? Then I’ll be so comfy, I’ll stop going out altogether. It’ll be take-away food and telly – three

  stone later there won’t be a party dress in Dublin to fit me, then I’ll go and get myself a cat. The cat will be such great company, I’ll have to get another. By the time

  I’m forty it’ll be me and twelve cats living in a one-bedroomed apartment in Christchurch, I’ll have an arse you could park a bus in and I’ll still be wondering why

  I’m single.’




  ‘Yes, but, well, does it not drive you mad still living at home . . . ?’ said Sandy, her inaugural meal of bacon and cabbage still settling in her stomach an hour later. ‘Is it

  not, well – embarrassing?’




  ‘Why?’ Maeve was unfazed by the suggestion. ‘I’ve a fantastic wardrobe which, by the way, is all size ten because the Mammy is a Weightwatchers leader and prepares my

  evening meals. I’m forced out every night of the week because the alternative is just too dreadful, which is the only way I’m going to meet a man. And, when I do meet one, I have to

  stay at his – which means I get to sift out the Mr Marrieds and the Losers Who Still Live With Their Mammies.’




  The culture gap was wider than Sandy had thought.




  ‘But you still live at home with your mammy!’




  ‘Not the same thing, Sandy. Now,’ she said, opening her wardrobe door on the Skimpy-Saturday side and running her hands across an impressive collection of strappy, spangly

  goodies, ‘which one of these little beauties is coming out to play tonight?’




  Sandy did not have the time, even if she had the inclination or ambition, to meet a man. Besides, she had her work cut out for her fending off her new boss.




  ‘. . . blast from the past there, folks, with “Billy, Don’t Be a Hero” by Paper Lace – love that tew-hune! – Jingle, Sandy! Jingle! Wake up,

  girl!’




  Sandy duly banged the button. A monkey. I am an over-trained monkey, she thought.




  ‘Rory Mac – say it again, Roar-reee! . . . And that’s going out to Billy in Tourmakeady from a lay-dee who loves you, your ladywife Janice. Now it’s that time of the

  week when culture takes over this vulture! Mary? Now what have you got for us this week?’




  Sandy woke up. She was interested in this bit. Mary Scanlan did an arts slot on the show every week. She was a middle-aged woman who had been sidelined from daytime TV on account of her

  expanding girth, and the make-up department complaints that Mary had point-blank refused to tackle her Facial Hair Problem which had started to show up on screen.




  Sandy was curious. She had reported on everything from poetry readings to salsa clubs on Horace’s show and was keen to see how it was done here. Ireland was hot on culture and arty things

  in general. Hopefully this Mary woman would give her something to aim for. She might meet her for coffee later and get a few tips.




  ‘Well now, Rory, I went to see a play there during the week and it was great gas entirely.’




  ‘Is that so, Mary, and what was it called?’




  Rory winked over at Sandy again – honestly, would he ever give up.




  ‘It was called Pull Yer Pants Up There Now, Missis by Bernie Gimlet, and I’ll tell you something now, Rory, I really enjoyed it, now, I really, really did.’




  ‘And what was it about, Mary?’




  ‘Well, it was set in Dublin – in a flat – and there was this family – and but now, Rory, I don’t want to be going giving the game away. You’d have to go

  and see it yourself.’




  Sandy couldn’t believe her ears. Was this a skit? With growing horror it dawned on her that they were being deadly serious. Rory wasn’t looking at his guest reviewer at all. Granted,

  she was no oil painting, but Sandy had had enough tongue-swiping winks for one day.




  ‘And it was good, Mary?’




  ‘Oh yes, it was brilliant, Rory. Brilliant, now. Really good.’




  Then, realizing she had run out of things to say, Mary leaned toward the mike and reminded anyone who might have just tuned in, ‘Really very, very good indeed,’ and sat back

  in her chair as if her day’s work was done.




  Sandy started to panic. They had to get another four whole minutes out of this slot before the next ad break was scheduled, and she had no music lined up. Rory didn’t look too hot either,

  and was grimacing wildly at Mary. He managed to stop her short of saying. ‘What?’ on air with the most stupid question Sandy had ever heard in her seven years of radio experience. He

  could have asked what actors were in the play, about the costumes, the direction, the set. In the name of God he could have even asked where the wretched play was on! Easy questions that poor Mary

  would have understood and might (only might, mind you) have been able to answer. Instead he said, ‘Gimlet? That’s an unusual name.’




  That sent Mary into a kanniption of confused panic. She started to flail her arms wildly at him; radio sign language for ‘What the fuck are you doing?’




  Rory flailed back and mouthed ‘You stupid cow!’




  Mary, cool as you like, leaned down on the microphone and said simply, ‘It is indeed, Rory.’




  Then she leaned back, folded her arms, making it quite clear that it was ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers from here on in.




  ‘Where is it from now, Mary, do you think?’




  ‘I wouldn’t have a clue about that, now, Rory.’




  ‘Isn’t a gimlet some class of a tabard or overall or something?’




  ‘Oh, I wouldn’t have a clue about that either now, Rory.’




  For three and three-quarter minutes Rory chucked his balls into Mary’s court and she squeezed them hard before dropping them back disdainfully over the net. It was certainly the longest

  three and three-quarter minutes of his life, not discounting the Live With Lynda Laverty experience.




  After Mary’s extremely snippy exit, Rory was raging for the rest of the show. He made a couple of politically dodgy remarks on air, one to a priest who was calling to say they

  weren’t all sex-craved child molesters. ‘Well now in fairness, Father, there’s been a lot of you caught messing around with children in the news there lately.’

  Paedophilia was not the Aul’ Fella in Charge of Radio’s favourite subject, and his PA was on the phone to Sandy like a hot snot bawling and bleating as if it were her fault for

  putting a priest through in the first place. The other was to a woman from Cavan who was commenting on the ridiculous fashions she had seen on the TV catwalk shows this season.




  ‘In all honesty, Rory, now – who’d be seen dead in mad gear like that?’




  ‘Not the women of Cavan anyway. I mean, you’re not exactly renowned for your sense of style, now, are you?’




  The switchboard went mad. Never mind the priest. There were women from every town and village and outback farmland in Cavan hollering down the phone that they had invented the leg warmer

  back in ’81, and who the hell did Rory Mac Rory think he was when they’d been knitting jumpers for generations that were better than anything he’d ever put on his dirty little

  jackeen back!




  Rory was nearly going out of his mind, and Sandy had to save him by finding extra music.




  ‘Here’s three in a row to play us out today. It’s a blast from the past from the mega-70s band ELO – that’s the Electric Light Orchestra. This is Rory Mac

  signing off from me to you this Saturday. Have a safe weekend now . . .’




  ‘. . . unless you’re from fucking CAVAN!’ he yelled into the mike as soon as it had been switched off.




  Sandy was nervous as Rory opened the studio door. As first at hand, she was sure to be blamed somehow. The good thing was that he was so preoccupied with the hellish last hour of his show, he

  was unlikely to try to drop the hand again.




  The last thing she was expecting was that it would work to her advantage.




  ‘That bastard bollocks of a hairy, fat bitch Mary Scanlan. I’ll have her killed. I fucking will!’




  He said it out as if he still had an audience, but there was only Sandy.




  ‘You!’ he said, pointing at her as if she were someone he had never seen before in his life. ‘You’re fucking doing it next week. Go and see a play, read a fucking

  book. Anything! You’re our new arts reviewer – and you had better be good!’




  You wouldn’t know ‘good’, thought Sandy, if it was strapped to your arse and you were sent sliding down Croagh Patrick on it.




  Still, Sandy had her first radio slot and that was, at least, a start.




  She got on the bus to Stillorgan after the show with a smile on her face, and couldn’t wait to tell Maeve the Rave all about it.
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  Gloria had been rushed off her feet since eight thirty that morning. Sam Cohen, a friend, client and record producer, had a funky American girl band in town to shoot a video

  for their latest single. They had set up camp – Winnebagos, catering, make-up huts, the lot – in an inner-city housing estate near to where Gloria grew up. Unfortunately, they had not

  organized enough security. Enough, in the case of this particular estate, being a sizeable percentage of the US Army. They had lost one van entirely, the wheels off two more, and four nine-year-old

  lads, known to the local Guards, been found both modelling and attempting to sell a fair portion of the band’s wardrobe on the dual carriageway that bordered their wasteland terrain. A

  mistaken motorist, not interested in purchasing second-hand pop-star paraphernalia, had stopped with entirely the wrong idea about these pre-pubescent boys in drag.




  ‘Hey, look, mista,’ said the bravest heart, thrusting a pair of hot pants in the stranger’s face, ‘you can still smella off-of dem.’




  This sent the middle-aged pervert right over the edge. The kid shouted, ‘Ya dorty bolliksya’ at him, then threw his lucky brick (which he carried in his pocket for

  ‘emergencies’ – although generally its purpose was to create rather than divert them) in through the open window. It landed, fatefully for all concerned, in the man’s lap,

  putting pay to his grubby fantasies for quite some time.




  Gloria was apprised of these happenings at seven thirty a.m. on a Saturday morning. She had not drunk the six cups of strong coffee she needed in order to function prior to nine.




  ‘. . . but that’s not the worst of it. The hairdresser has just called from New York to say she’s missed her flight and can’t make it until tomorrow. We have to start

  shooting this afternoon. Gloria – if I sent the girls into the salon would you give them a quick going over? Nothing fancy, just tidy them up a bit . . .’




  ‘Sure, sure, honey. Send them in. Nine thirty . . . yeah . . . yeah. No problem . . .’




  Sam was a sweetheart. He wouldn’t send her anything she couldn’t handle. Anyway, she owed him one. Actually, taking into account the financing he had lent her ex-husband Frank to set

  up that joke of a modelling agency he pretended to run, she owed Sam Cohen plenty more.




  Had Gloria had her caffeine fix she would have remembered that Go Girl! was an American singing sextet. She only had four stylists including herself on that day, and two of them had their first

  fixed appointments at nine. She might also have remembered that Go Girl! were black, and that neither she nor any of her staff were either trained in, or had any experience of, the extremely tricky

  and highly specialized art of styling Afro hair, never mind sculpting it up into the complicated mathematical styles that these big American stars were into.




  Kevin, her best-looking stylist, also held the post Client Liaison, which was another way of saying Apparently Irresistible. Gloria, who needed all the help she could get, put him in charge of

  the group as a whole, hoping his charm would make up for his lack of expertise. In the area of doing their hair at least.




  ‘Please, God, let one or all of them fancy him,’ she prayed, grateful for once that the slim, sex-addicted Kevin seemed to be scoring with the right type of client, and not

  one who would turn up a week later looking for an engagement ring or, worse, a free set of highlights.




  By the time the band had been subjected to the rigours of a thorough scrub at the hands of an overly excited Scooter (junior assistant trainee – and their biggest fan), the six ebony

  princesses were beginning to look worried. One of them whipped their last CD cover out of her purse and instructed Kevin that they wanted the same look. A symmetrical slanting-sideways pyramid of

  perfect curls. Kevin looked like they might have to call the priest to have him anointed, but Gloria had promised Sam she would do a good job and she wasn’t going back on her word.




  Scooter had to be promoted on the spot to trainee team leader (he had been there three years and was utterly talentless; Gloria hadn’t the heart to tell him so she kept giving him ever

  more convoluted titles to make him feel important), and in charge of sending juniors out to every chemist in Dublin to buy, borrow and beg more rollers. Four hours later and every roller in the

  salon was wrapped in glossy black.




  As if the diva quota wasn’t high enough, Saturday at Gloria’s Gaff was their busiest time. The advantage of being Dublin’s chicest salon was that Gloria and her staff were busy

  every day and could charge through the nose. The downside was that every two-bit-uppity-tart-off-the-telly wanted their hair cut by Gloria. Most of the time for free. Top of her list of People Who

  Deserve to Lose an Earlobe was Francesca Duffée (christened Fionnuala Duffy), who presented the daytime TV show Altogether Now! Fifteen years of clawing her way up through the mound

  of dinosaur shite that was the Erin National Broadcasting corporate ladder had brought her to the zenith of her success: sharing recipes and magazine reviews with the fifty or so people who had

  their telly on at three in the afternoon. She had a huge octogenarian following. This was on account of the fact that, having run out of volunteers for a studio audience, some researcher had the

  bright idea of coaching people in from nursing homes around the country. Francesca seemed oblivious and behaved, at all times, as if she should be under armed protection from autograph-seekers and

  stalkers. Gloria wasn’t in the mood for her client’s big TV ego today. The deluded Fran firmly believed that it was of National Importance ‘and in the interests of the

  public’ that (a) her hair was done to perfection (not a problem), and (b) she wasn’t left sitting around reception with wet hair and tide-marks where she Might Be Seen (a very

  big problem today).




  ‘I don’t like being on view like this, Gloria. I shan’t go on about it – but it’s different for me, you see. I’m a – ’ she silently mouthed

  the last word as if there might be someone listening in – ‘celeb-ri-ty!’




  ‘What’s thirty-foot long and smells of wee?’ Scooter said to Kevin after he had bought Fran a cappuccino to calm her down. The answer was ‘The front row of Altogether

  Now!’ Kevin didn’t say it loud, but it unified them in a bit of inner amusement. Laughs had been a bit tight the last week or so since Gloria’s ex, Frank, had started dropping

  in and ‘borrowing’ from the till.




  [image: ]




  Gloria had grown up in the Ballymun flats in the 70s. For the first ten years it had been great. The flat was spacious (the only thing that the architects got right about

  Dublin’s first and last attempt at high-rise living), and the young Gloria never tired of gazing out over the city through the high glass windows. Sometimes Gloria felt as if she were flying.

  She could see the whole world from up there, and having it spread out in front of her somehow made it seem like she owned it.




  As the years went on, the flats became run-down. Graffiti started to appear on the wall, the lifts broke and some of the local lads started to deal in heroin, which was still considered a fun,

  fashionable alternative to drink. But James ‘Jamsey’ O’Neill brought home every penny he earned as a factory worker, and his wife Eileen ran a clean, comfortable household. At

  forty-seven Gloria’s father was promoted to floor manager. With the extra money he intended to move the family to their own house in Clondalkin, where his kids might have a garden to play in,

  away from the scavenging slum he saw Ballymun turning into. Within six months of his new job, James O’Neill died suddenly from a massive heart attack. Gloria remembered coming home on the day

  of the funeral and opening her dead father’s post. It was from an estate agent. Details of six three-bedroomed houses in the north county Dublin suburbs. He had not been working for long

  enough to get a decent pension from the factory. The only legacy he had left behind him was a handful of unfulfilled dreams.
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