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For Caitríona Keyes, the funniest person I’ve ever met




What! You too? I thought I was the only one.

C. S. Lewis



‘Everyone remembers where they were the day they heard that Paddy de Courcy was getting married. I was one of the first to know, what with working in a newspaper when word came in from David Thornberry, political correspondent (and tallest man in Dublin), that de Courcy was calling it a day. I was surprised. I mean, we all were. But I was extra surprised and that was even before I heard who the lucky woman was. But I couldn’t act upset. Not that anybody would have noticed. I could fall down dead in the street and people would still ask me to drive them to the station. That’s what life is like when you’re the healthy one of a pair of twins. Anyway, Jacinta Kinsella (boss) needed a quick piece on the engagement so I had to put my personal feelings to one side and be a professional.’

Grace Gildee

‘It would have been nice if you had asked me first.’

Alicia Thornton

‘I was on the net, checking e-bid for owl handbag (by Stella McCartney, not just any ‘oul’ handbag) for a client to wear to a wildlife charity thing when I saw the headline. De Courcy to Wed. Thought it was a hoax. The media are always making stuff up and faking cellulite on girls who don’t have it and taking it off girls who do. When I discovered that it was true, I went into shock. Actually thought I was having heart attack. Would have called an ambulance but couldn’t remember 999. Kept thinking 666. Number of the beast.’

Fionnola ‘Lola’ Daly

‘Don’t you dare be happy, you bastard. That’s what I thought when I heard. Don’t you dare be happy.’

Marnie Hunter


De Courcy to Wed



Women throughout the land will be donning black armbands with the news that Ireland’s most eligible politician, Paddy ‘Quicksilver’ de Courcy, is to hang up his gloves and settle down. Over the last decade, de Courcy, a popular figure in the VIP rooms of Dublin’s hot nightspots, and often said to physically resemble JohnJohn Kennedy, has been linked with a number of glamorous women, including the model-turned-actress Zara Kaletsky and Everest mountaineer Selma Teeley, but, until now, showed no signs of making a permanent commitment.

Not much is known of the woman who has won his notoriously wayward heart, one Alicia Thornton, but she’s certainly no model or mountaineer – the only climbing she seems interested in, is social. Ms Thornton (35), allegedly a widow, has been working for a well-known property agency but plans to give up her job once married, in order to ‘devote herself’ to her husband’s burgeoning political career. As the wife of the famously ambitious ‘Quicksilver’, she’ll have her work cut out for her.

De Courcy (37) is the deputy leader of NewIreland, the party founded three years ago by Dee Rossini and other TDs disaffected with the culture of corruption and croneyism prevailing in Ireland’s main political parties. Contrary to popular opinion, de Courcy is not one of NewIreland’s founding members, but joined eight months after the party’s inception, when it became clear that it was a viable prospect.




Lola

Day Zero. Monday, 25 August 14.25

The worst day of my life. When the first wave of shock released me from its fiendish grip, I couldn’t help but notice that Paddy hadn’t called me. Ominous. I was his girlfriend, the media was going wild that he was getting married to another woman, and he hadn’t called me. Bad sign.

Called his private mobile. Not his ordinary private one, but the private private one that only I and his personal trainer have. It rang four times, then went to message, then I knew it was true.

End of world.

Called his office, called his home, kept ringing his mobile, left fifty-one messages for him – counted.

18.01

Phone rang – it was him!

He said, ‘You’ve seen the evening papers?’

‘Online,’ I said. ‘I never read the papers.’ (Not relevant, but people say the oddest things when in shock.)

‘Sorry you had to find out in such a brutal way. Wanted to tell you myself but some journalist – ’

‘What? So it’s true?’ I cried.

‘I’m sorry, Lola. I didn’t think you’d take us so seriously. We were just a bit of fun.’

‘Fun?’ Fun?

‘Yes, only a few months.’

‘Few? Sixteen of them. Sixteen months, Paddy. That’s a long time. Are you really marrying this woman?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why? Do you love her?’

‘Of course. Wouldn’t be marrying her if I didn’t.’

‘But I thought you loved me.’

In a sad voice, he said, ‘Never made you any promises, Lola. But you are a great, great girl. One in a million. Be good to yourself.’

‘Wait, don’t go! I have to see you, Paddy, please, just for five minutes.’ (No dignity, but couldn’t help myself. Was badly distraught.)

‘Try not to think badly of me,’ he said. ‘I’ll always think fondly of you and our time together. And remember …’

‘Yes?’ I gasped, desperate to hear something to take edge off the terrible, unbearable pain.

‘Don’t talk to the press.’

18.05 to midnight

Rang everyone. Including him. Lost count of number of times, but many. Can be certain of that. Double, possibly triple figures.

Phone was also red-hot with incoming calls. Bridie, Treese and Jem – genuine friends – offered much comfort even though they didn’t like Paddy. (Never admitted it to me, but I knew.) Also many fake friends – rubberneckers! – ringing to gloat. General gist: ‘Is it true that Paddy de Courcy is getting married and not to you? Poor you. Is terrible. Is really, really terrible for you. Is so humILiating. Is so MORTifying. Is so SHAMEing! Is so –’

Kept my dignity. Said, ‘Thank you for kind wishes. Must go now.’

Bridie came to see me in person. ‘You were never cut out to be a politician’s wife,’ she said. ‘Your clothes are too cool and you have purple highlights.’

‘Molichino, please!’ I cried. ‘Purple makes me sound like a … a teenager.’

‘He was too controlling,’ she said. ‘We never got to see you. Especially in the last few months.’

‘We were in love! You know what it’s like to be in love.’

Bridie had got married last year, but Bridie unsentimental. ‘Love, yes, very nice, but no need to live in each other’s pockets. You were always cancelling on us.’

‘Paddy’s time is precious! He’s a busy man! I had to take what I could get!’

‘Also,’ Bridie said, ‘you never read the papers, you know nothing of current affairs.’

‘I could have learnt,’ I said. ‘I could have changed!’

Tuesday, 26 August

Feel the whole country is looking at me, pointing and laughing. Had boasted to all friends and many clients about Paddy and now they know he is marrying someone else.

My equilibrium destroyed. On a photo-shoot in the Wicklow Hills for Harvey Nichols Christmas catalogue, I ironed oyster-coloured silk bias-cut Chloé evening dress (you know the one I mean?) at too high a heat and burnt it! Scorch mark in the shape of the iron on the crotch of iconic dress worth 2,035 euro (retail). Destroyed. Dress was intended to be the pivot of the shoot. Was lucky they didn’t charge me (i.e. bill me, not have me arrested, but could be either, actually, now that I think about it).

Nkechi insisted on taking control – she is an excellent assistant, so excellent that everyone thinks she is my boss – because my hands were trembling, my concentration was in ribbons and I kept having to go to portaloo to vomit.

And worse. Bowels like jelly. Will spare you the details.

20.30–0.34

Bridie and Treese visited me at home and physically restrained me from driving round to Paddy’s apartment and demanding audience with him.

3.00

I woke up and thought, Now, will go! Then noticed Treese was in bed beside me. Worse, was awake and prepared to wrestle.

Wednesday, 27 August 11.05

Constant loop in my head: He is marrying another woman, He is marrying another woman, He is marrying another woman. Then every few hours I think, What? What do you mean, he is marrying another woman? As if discovering it for the first time, and SIMPLY CANNOT BELIEVE IT. Then am compelled to ring him, to try to change his mind, but he never picks up.

Then the loop starts again, then the surprise, then I have to ring him, then I get no answer – again and again and again.

Saw picture of this so-called Alicia Thornton. (In the newsagent buying a Crunchie when I saw it on the front page of the Independent.) Snapper had caught her coming out of her Ballsbridge offices. Hard to be certain but looked like she was wearing Louise Kennedy. Said it all. Safe. Elegant but safe.

Realized I recognized Alicia Thornton – she had been photographed four times with Paddy in glossy society pages over last few months. Caption had always read, ‘Paddy de Courcy and companion’. When photo number three appeared, I had felt emboldened enough to question him about her. He accused me of not trusting him and said she was a family friend. I believed him. But what family? He has no family!

12.11

Call from Bridie. ‘We are going out tonight.’

‘No!’ I cried. ‘Cannot face world!’

‘Yes, you can! Hold your head up high!’

Bridie is very bossy. Known as Sergeant-Major to her nearest and dearest.

‘Bridie, I’m in shreds. Shaking and everything. Cannot go anywhere. I’m begging you.’

She said, ‘Is for your good. We will take care of you.’

‘Can you not come over to my flat?’

‘No.’

Big long pause. Pointless putting up a fight. Bridie is the strongest-willed person I’ve ever met.

I sighed. Said, ‘Who is going?’

‘The four of us. You, me, Treese, Jem –’

‘Even Jem? He got a pass from Claudia?’

Claudia is Jem’s fiancée. Very possessive of him, even though she’s good-looking and thin.

‘Yes, he got pass from Claudia,’ Bridie said. ‘I fixed her.’

Bridie and Claudia shared much mutual antipathy.

Jem was great friends with me, Bridie and Treese, but oddly he wasn’t gay. Not even metrosexual. (Once he actually bought a pair of jeans in Marks & Spencer. Saw nothing wrong with it, until I gently pointed out the error of his ways.) We lived on the same road when teenagers, him and me. Bonded at cold bus stops, on rainy mornings, in duffel coats, on our way to college. Him to be brainy engineer, me to get diploma in fashion. (Just for the record, my duffel coat was electric-blue vinyl.)

20.35

Café Albatross

Shaky legs. Nearly fell down the stairs into the restaurant. Stumbled on the bottom three steps and almost made my entrance skidding across the floor on my knees like Chuck Berry. Worse, didn’t care. Couldn’t possibly be more of a laughing stock than I currently am. Bridie and Treese were waiting.

Bridie – like always – was working a most peculiar look. Her straight blondey-red hair was gathered into a low granny-style bun and she was sporting an astonishing green jumper – shrunken, lopsided and embroidered with tiny jockeys. The oddest taste, she always had – right from her first day at school, aged four, when she insisted on wearing tights the colour of dried blood. But she couldn’t care less.

Treese, a fund-raiser for a big charity, was much more chic. Flaxen hair in screen-goddess-of-the-forties waves and wearing an impressive dress-and-jacket combo. (From Whistles but on Treese you might mistake it for Prada.) You would think if you worked for a charity you could come to work in beige cords and a hoodie but you’d be wrong. Treese’s is a big charity working in the developing world (not third world, cannot say that any more, not PC). Sometimes she has to meet government ministers and ask for money, sometimes she even has to go to The Hague and ask EU for cash.

I asked, ‘Where’s Jem?’

Was sure he had cancelled because it was a very rare occasion when all four of us managed to get together, even when the arrangement was made several weeks in advance, never mind a mere matter of hours, as in this case. (Had to admit that in recent months I’d been the worst offender.)

‘Here he is now!’ Bridie said.

Jem, rushing, briefcase, raincoat, pleasant roundy face.

Wine ordered. Drink flowed. Tongues loosened. As I said, I’d always suspected that my friends didn’t like Paddy. But now that he had publicly shamed me, they could speak freely.

‘Never trusted him,’ Jem said. ‘He was too charming.’

‘Too charming?’ I said. ‘How can you say he was too charming? Charming is a wonderful thing. Like ice-cream. No such thing as too much!’

‘There is,’ Jem said. ‘You can eat a litre carton of Chunky Monkey, then a litre carton of Cherry Garcia, then get sick.’

‘Not me,’ I said. ‘Anyway I remember that night and it was the doobie, not the ice-cream, that made you sick.’

‘He was too good-looking,’ Bridie said.

Again I expressed incredulity. ‘Too good-looking? How can such a thing be? It’s impossible. Goes against laws of physics. Or laws of something. Laws of land, maybe.’

And had I been insulted? ‘Are you saying he was too good-looking for me?’

‘No!’ they exclaim. ‘Not!’

‘You are as cute as a button,’ Jem said. ‘Button! Easily as good-looking as him!’

‘Better!’ Treese said.

‘Yes, better!’ Bridie said. ‘Just different. He’s too obvious. You look at him and think, There is a tall, dark, handsome man. Too perfect! But with you, you think, There is a very pretty, medium-height, girlish woman with a well-cut bob, lovely brown colour with bits of purple –’

‘Molichino, please!’

‘– and a very neat figure considering you’re a non-smoker. A twinkle in your eye – both eyes, in point of fact – and a small symmetrical nose.’ (Bridie was convinced her nose pointed to the left. Was envious of all those with noses poking out of their fizzogs with straight-ahead precision.) ‘The more you look at you, Lola, the more attractive you get. The more you look at Paddy de Courcy, the less attractive he gets. Have I left anything out?’ she asked Treese and Jem.

‘Her smile lights up her face,’ Jem said.

‘Yes,’ Bridie said. ‘Your smile lights up your face. Not like him.’

‘Paddy de Courcy’s a fake smiler. Like the Joker in Batman,’ Jem said.

‘Yes! Like the Joker in Batman!’

I protested, ‘He’s not like the Joker in Batman!’

‘Yes, he IS like the Joker in Batman.’ Bridie was adamant.

21.55

Bridie’s mobile rang. She looked at the number and said, ‘Must take this call.’

She got up to leave, but we indicated, Stay! Stay!

We wanted to hear. It was her boss (important banker). Sounded like he wanted to go to Milan and for Bridie to organize flights and a hotel. Bridie got a big diary out of bag. (Very nice bag. Mulberry. Why a nice bag but peculiar clothes? Makes no sense.)

‘No,’ she said to the boss. ‘You cannot go to Milan. Is your wife’s birthday tomorrow. No, not booking flights for you. Yes, refusing. You will thank me for this. Am keeping you out of the divorce courts.’

She listened a bit more, then gave very scornful laugh. ‘Sack me? Don’t be so silly!’ Then she hung up. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Where were we?’

‘Bridie.’ Treese sounded anxious. ‘It’s not right to refuse to book flights to Milan for your boss. It might be important.’

‘Not!’ Bridie dismissed it with a flourish of her hand. ‘I know all that goes on. Situation in Milan doesn’t require his presence. I suspect he has his eye on an Italian lady. Will not facilitate his philandering.’

22.43

Desserts. I ordered Banoffee pie. Bananas tasted slimy, like wet leaves in November. I threw down my spoon and spat the bananas into my napkin. Bridie tried my pie. Said it wasn’t slimy. Nothing like wet leaves in November. Treese tried it. Said it wasn’t slimy. Jem tried it. Said it wasn’t slimy. He finished it. As compensation, he offered me his cold chocolate slab. But it tasted like chocolate-flavoured lard. Bridie tried it. Said it didn’t taste like chocolate-flavoured lard. Chocolate, yes, but lard, no. Treese concurred. So did Jem.

Bridie offered me her apple tart, but the pastry tasted of damp cardboard and the apple pieces like dead things. Others did not concur.

Treese didn’t offer me her dessert because she had no dessert to offer – once upon a time, she’d been a tubster and now tried to stay away from sugar. It was okay to eat other people’s desserts but not to order one for herself.

Her overeating was mostly under control now but she could still have bad days. Example, if stressed at work because she’d been turned down by the EU for a grant for latrines in Addis Ababa, she could eat up to twenty Mars bars in one go. (Could possibly manage more but the woman in the shop beside her office won’t sell them to her. She says to Treese, ‘You’ve had enough, love.’ Like a kindly publican. She says, ‘You worked hard to lose all that weight, Treese, love, you don’t want be a porker again. Think of that nice husband of yours. He didn’t know you when you were stout, did he?’)

I decided to give up on desserts and ordered a glass of port instead.

‘What’s it taste of ?’ Bridie asked. ‘Rotting ankle boots? Maggots’ eyeballs?’

‘Alcohol,’ I said. ‘It tastes of alcohol.’

After the port, had an amaretto. After the amaretto had a Cointreau.

23.30

I braced myself to be forced to attend a nightclub, so I could ‘hold my head up high’ there also.

But no! No mention of nightclub. Talk of taxis and work in the morning. Everyone returning to their loved ones – Bridie got married last year, Treese got married this year, Jem was living with possessive Claudia. Why go out for steak when you’ve hamburger at home?

Jem dropped me off in a taxi and insisted that any time I wanted to hang out with him and Claudia, I was welcome. He is lovely, Jem. A kind, kind person.

But lying, of course. Claudia doesn’t like me. Not as much as she doesn’t like Bridie, but still.

(Quick aside. You know how they told me Paddy was far too good-looking for me? Well, the same could be said for Claudia and Jem. Claudia is ‘leggy’– marvellous word, so sixties – tanned, blonde and has breast enlargements. She is the only person I know who’s actually had them done. To be fair, they aren’t grotesquely large but, nonetheless, you can’t miss them. Also I suspect her of hair extensions – one week I met her and she had shoulder-length hair, the following week it was twenty inches longer. But perhaps she had simply been taking lots of selenium.

She looks like a model. In fact, she used to be a model. Sort of. She sat on car bonnets in bikinis. She also tried to be a singer – auditioned for You’re A Star (reality TV talent thing). She also tried to be a dancer. (On another reality TV show.) She also tried to be an actress. (Spent small fortune on headshots, but was told to piss off for being crap.) Also a rumour circulated that she had been sighted in a queue for Big Brother auditions but she denies that.

But am not judging. Good lord, I only came by my own career by trial and error, failing at everything else, etc. Fair play to Claudia for her have-a-go spirit.

The only reason I don’t like Claudia is because she is not pleasant. She barely bothers to speak to me, Treese and especially Bridie. Her body language always says, Can’t ABIDE being with you dullards. Would prefer to be in a nightclub snorting cocaine off a newsreader’s thigh.

She behaves as though we would all steal Jem from under her nose, given half a chance. But she has nothing to worry about. None of us has designs on Jem. We all got off with him when we were teenagers. His face was not as round and trustworthy back then. Had slight rakish edge.

If you want my honest opinion, sometimes I worry that Claudia doesn’t even like Jem. Feel she treats him like an idiotic, repeat-offender dog, who would chew good shoes and tear open goosedown pillows if he wasn’t watched with a basilisk eye.

Jem is a lovely, lovely person. He deserves a lovely, lovely girlfriend.

Final piece of information. Jem is very well paid. Am not implying anything. Just making an observation.)

23.48

Let myself into my tiny flat. I looked around at a life that amounted to nothing and thought, I am all alone. And will be for the rest of my days.

Not self-pity. Simply facing facts.

Thursday, 28 August 9.00

Phone rang. Very friendly female voice said, ‘Lola, hi!’

Cautiously I said, ‘Hi.’

Because it could be a client. I have to pretend I always know who they are and must never say, ‘Who’s that?’ They like to think they are the only one. (Don’t we all?)

‘Lola, hi!’ the female voice goes on, very friendly. ‘My name is Grace. Grace Gildee. I wonder if we could have a chat.’

‘Certainly,’ I said. (Because thought it was woman looking to be styled.)

‘About a good friend of mine,’ she said. ‘Believe you know him too. Paddy de Courcy?’

‘Yes,’ I replied, wondering what this was all about. Suddenly I got it! Oh no! ‘Are you … a journalist?’

‘Yes!’ she said, like it was all okay. ‘I’d love to have a chat about your relationship with Paddy.’

But Paddy had said, No talking to the press.

‘Obviously we will compensate you well,’ the woman says. ‘Believe you’ve lost a couple of clients recently. Money might come in handy.’

What? Had I lost a couple of clients? News to me.

She said, ‘It’ll be your chance to give your side of the story. I know you feel badly betrayed by him.’

‘No, I …’

I was afraid. Really quite afraid. Didn’t want a story about Paddy and me in the paper. I shouldn’t even have admitted I knew him.

‘I don’t want to talk about it!’

She said, ‘But you did have a relationship with Paddy?’

‘No, I, er … No comment.’

Never thought I’d have a conversation where I said the words, No comment.

‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ the Grace woman said. She laughed.

‘Don’t!’ I said. ‘Don’t take it as a yes. I must go now.’

‘If you change your mind,’ she said, ‘give me a shout. Grace Gildee. Features writer for the Spokesman. We’d do a lovely job.’

9.23

Call from Marcia Fitzgibbons, captain of industry and important client. ‘Lola,’ she said, ‘I heard you were jonesing at the Harvey Nichols shoot.’

‘Jonesing?’ I said, high-pitched.

‘Having withdrawals,’ she said.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘I heard you were a shaking mess,’ she said. ‘Sweating, vomiting, unable to do a simple task like press a dress without destroying it.’

‘No, no,’ I insisted. ‘Marcia, I mean Ms Fitzgibbons, I wasn’t jonesing. All that is wrong is that my heart is broken. Paddy de Courcy is my boyfriend but he’s getting married to someone else.’

‘So you keep telling people, I hear. But Paddy de Courcy your boyfriend? Don’t be ridiculous! You have purple hair!’

‘Molichino,’ I cry. ‘Molichino!’

‘Cannot work with you any longer,’ she said. ‘I have strict zero-tolerance policy on druggies. You are an excellent stylist but rules are rules.’

That is why she is a captain of industry, I suppose.

Further attempts to defend myself proved futile, as she hung up on me. Time, after all, is money.

9.26

Missed my mammy very much. Could really have done with her now. I remembered when she was dying – although I didn’t really know that was what was happening, no one said as such, I just thought she needed lots of bed-rest. In the afternoons when I came home from school, I’d get into bed beside her, still in my uniform, and we’d hold hands and watch EastEnders repeats. I’d love to do that now, to get into bed beside her and hold hands and go to sleep for ever.

Or if only I had a big extended family who would cosset me and surround me and say, ‘Well, we love you. Even if you do know nothing about current affairs.’

But I was all alone in the world. Lola, the little orphan girl. Which was a terrible thing to say, as Dad was still alive. I could have gone and visited him in Birmingham. But I knew that would be unendurable. It would be like after Mum died and we were living side by side in a silent house, neither of us with half a clue how to operate a washing machine or roast a chicken and both of us on anti-depressants.

Even though I knew it was a pointless exercise, I rang him.

‘Hello, Dad, my boyfriend is marrying another woman.’

‘The blackguard!’

Then he gave big, long, heavy sigh and said, ‘I just want you to be happy, Lola. If only you could be happy, I would be happy.’

I was sorry I’d rung. I’d upset him, he takes everything so hard. And just listening to him, so obviously depressed … I mean, I suffered from depression too but didn’t go on about it.

Also he was a liar. He wouldn’t be happy if I was happy. The only thing that would make him happy would be if Mum came back.

‘So how’s Birmingham?’ I asked.

At least I got on with my life after Mum died. At least I didn’t move to Birmingham, not even Birmingham proper, which has good shops, including Harvey Nichols, but a Birmingham suburb, where nothing ever happened. He was in such a hurry to move. The minute I turned twenty-one, he was off like a shot, saying his older brother needed him; but I suspected he moved because we found it so hard being with each other. (In fairness, I must admit I was considering moving to New York myself but he saved me the bother.)

‘Birmingham’s grand,’ he said.

‘Right.’

Big, long pause.

‘Well, I’ll be off so,’ I said. ‘I love you, Dad.’

‘Good girl,’ he said. ‘That’s right.’

‘And you love me too, Dad.’

18.01

I go against every one of my instincts and watch the news, hoping to see coverage from the Dail and possibly catch a glimpse of Paddy. Have to sit through terrible, terrible stuff about seventeen Nigerian men being deported even though they have Irish children; and European nations dumping their rubbish mountains in third world countries (and yes, they said ‘third world’, not ‘developing world’).

Kept waiting for Dail report, for pictures of fat, red-faced, corrupt looking men standing in a room with a blue carpet, shouting Rawlrawl-rawl! at each other. But it never came.

Too late I remembered it was the summer holidays and they wouldn’t be back in session (or whatever they call it) until two weeks before Christmas. When they would have to break for Christmas. Lazies.

Before I turned the telly off, my attention was caught by an item about the Cavan to Dublin road being closed because a lorry carrying six thousand hens had overturned and all the hens had got loose. The screen was full of hens. I wondered if my grief was inducing hallucinations. Hens are funny things to hallucinate about, though. I looked away, squeezed my eyes tightly shut, then opened them and looked at the telly again and the screen was still full of hens. Marauding gangs making for the open road, a great swathe of them disappearing over a hill to freedom, locals stealing them, carrying them away by their legs, a man with a microphone trying to talk to the camera but up to his knees in moving sea of rust-coloured feathers.

18.55

I can’t stop ringing Paddy. It’s like OCD. Like washing hands constantly. Or eating cashew nuts. Once I start, I can’t stop.

He never answered and he never rang back. Was aware I was debasing myself but couldn’t stop. I longed for him. Yearned for him.

If I could just speak to him! Maybe I wouldn’t get him to change his mind, but I could get answers to questions. Like, why did he make me feel so special? Why was he so possessive of me? When there was another woman all along.

There was a horrible niggling feeling that this was my own fault. How could I have believed that a man as handsome and charismatic as Paddy would take a person like me seriously?

I felt so very, very stupid. And the thing was, I wasn’t stupid. Shallow, yes, but not stupid. There was a big difference. Just because I loved clothes and fashion didn’t mean I was a thicko. May not have known who the president of Bolivia was but I had emotional intelligence. Or at least, had thought I had. I always gave great advice on other people’s lives. (Only on request. Not uninvited. That would be rude.) But clearly I’d had no right to. Cobblers’ children, etc., etc.

Friday, 29 August

The worst week of my life continues with no respite.

At a photo-shoot for author Petra McGillis, I’d staggered along to the studio with three massive suitcases of clothes I’d called in according to Petra’s specifications, but when I opened them up she said, outraged, ‘I said no colours! I said neutrals, camels, toffees, that sort of thing!’ She turned on a woman whom I later discovered was her editor and said, ‘Gwendoline, what are you trying to turn me into? Pistachio green? I am NOT a pistachio-green author!’

The poor editor insisted she was not trying to turn the author into anything, certainly not a pistachio-green person. She said that Petra had talked to the stylist (me) and told her her requirements and that no one had interfered.

Petra insisted, ‘But I said, “No colours!” I was quite specific. I never wear colours! I am a serious writer.’

Suddenly everyone was looking at me – the photographer, the make-up artist, the art director, the caterer, a postman delivering a parcel. It’s her fault, they all accused me with their eyes. That stylist. She thinks Petra McGillis is a pistachio-green person.

And they were right to accuse me. No way could I blame Nkechi. It was me who had taken the call, and when Petra had said, ‘No colours!’ my scrambled brain must have heard, ‘I love colours!’

It had never happened to me before. I was usually so good at channelling the clients’ requirements that they tried to steal the garments from the shoot and got me into trouble with press office.

‘I’ll wear my own bloody clothes,’ Petra said, tightly and tetchily.

Resourceful Nkechi made many calls, seeking an emergency care package of neutral-coloured garments, but none was available.

At least she tried, all the accusing faces said silently. That Nkechi is mere assistant but she showed more gumption than the stylist herself.

I should have left there and then, as I was no use to anyone. But for the rest of shoot (three hours), I stood by, smiling gamely, trying to bring the twitch in my lip under control. Now and then, I’d nip forward to adjust Petra’s collar, to pretend I had a reason for existing, but it was a disaster, a horrible, horrible disaster.

I’d spent a long time building up my career. Was it all to be destroyed in a matter of days, because of Paddy de Courcy?

Hard to care, though. All I was interested in was how to get him back. Or failing that, how to endure the rest of my life without him. Yes, I sounded like overblown Gothic-type person, but really, if you’d met him … In person he was so much more good-looking and charismatic than on telly. He made you feel like you were the only person in the world, and he smelt so nice that after I first met him I bought his aftershave (Baldessini) and although he brought an extra-special additional de Courcy ingredient to the mix, one whiff was enough to make me feel tunnel-visiony, like I was about to faint.

15.15

Another call from this Grace Gildee journalist. Pushy. How did she get my number in the first place? And how did she know Marcia Fitzgibbons was going to sack me? In fact, I thought about asking her who else was going to sack me, but desisted.

After a certain amount of pussy-footing (on my part) she offered five grand for my story. A lot of money. Styling was an uncertain business. You could have twelve jobs one week and none at all for the rest of month. But I was not tempted.

However – I was not complete fool, despite feeling like one – I rang Paddy and left a message. ‘A journalist called Grace Gildee offered me lots of money to talk about our relationship. What should I do?’

He rang back so fast I had barely hung up.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ he said. ‘I’m a public figure. I’ve a career.’

Always about him and his career.

‘I’ve a career too, you know,’ I reminded him. ‘And it’s going down the Swanee due to my broken heart.’

‘Don’t let it,’ he said, in a kindly manner. ‘I’m not worth it.’

‘She offered me five grand.’

‘Lola.’ His voice was persuasive. ‘Don’t sell your soul for money, you’re not that kind of girl. You and I, we had good times together. Let’s preserve the memory. And you know that if you’re ever stuck for a few quid, I’ll help out.’

I didn’t know what to say. Although he was behaving like a supportive friend, was he, in fact, offering to pay me to keep shtum?

‘There’s plenty I could tell Grace Gildee,’ I said bravely.

A different voice from him this time. Low, cold. ‘Like fucking what?’

Less confidently I said, ‘… The … things you bought me. The games we played …’

‘Let’s make one thing clear, Lola.’ Arctic tones. ‘You talk to no one, especially not her.’ Then he said, ‘Must go. I’m in the middle of something. Take care of yourself.’

Gone!

20.30

A night in with Bridie and Treese in Treese’s big house in Howth. Treese’s new husband Vincent was away. I was secretly glad. I never feel welcome when he’s there. Always feel he’s thinking, What are these strangers doing in my house?

He never joins in. He’ll come into the room and nod hello, but only because he wants to ask Treese where his dry-cleaning is; then he goes off to do something more important than spend time with his wife’s friends.

He calls Treese by her proper name, Teresa, like it wasn’t our friend he married but a different woman altogether.

He is quite elderly. Thirteen years older than Treese. On his second marriage. His first wife and three young children are stashed somewhere. He is a big cheese in the Irish rugby organization. In fact, used to play for Ireland and he knows everything about everything. No room for discussion with Vincent. He says one sentence and the entire conversation shuts down.

He has a rugby-player physique – muscles, wideness, thighs so enormous he has to walk in a strange side-to-side, just-got-off-a-horse motion. Many women – indeed Treese obviously does; she married him, after all – might find this comely. But not me. He is too butty and … wide. He eats phenomenal quantities and weighs about forty stone, but – I want to be fair – he isn’t fat. Just … compacted. Very dense, like he’s spent time living in a black hole. His neck is the circumference of a rain barrel and he has a stunningly enormous head. Also big hair. Gak.

21.15

Food was delicious. Treese had done a course in classical French cuisine so she could cook the type of food Vincent’s rugby cronies expected. I ate two mouthfuls, then my stomach contracted into a tiny walnut and I had the taste of sick in my mouth.

Bridie was wearing her peculiar green jumper again. Even though I was obsessed with myself and my pain, I couldn’t stop looking at it. As before, it was lopsided, shrunken and embroidered with jockeys. What was that all about?

I wondered if I should say something? But she liked it. She must. Otherwise why would she wear it? So why burst her bubble?

23.59

Many bottles of wine later, although not ones from the bottom shelf, as they are Vincent’s special ones and he would be annoyed if we drank them.

‘Stay the night,’ Treese said to me.

Treese had four spare rooms.

‘You have a dream life,’ Bridie said. ‘Rich husband, fabulous house, lovely clothes …’

‘And the first wife always asking for money! And bratty stepchildren giving me the evils. And terrible worry …’

‘About what?’

‘That my eating disorder will kick in again and I’ll balloon to eighteen stone and have to be cut out of the house and taken away on a flatbed truck and Vincent won’t love me any more.’

‘Of course he will love you! No matter what!’

But, in a secret little chamber in my heart, where I thought my darkest thoughts, I wasn’t so sure. Vincent did not jettison his first wife and children in order to shack up with Jabba the Hutt.

0.27

Tucked up in Number One Spare Room. Softest pillow I’d ever laid my head on; magnificent, carved, antique French bed; brocade chairs with bandy legs; mirrors of Murano glass; weighty, lined curtains in luxurious fabric; and the sort of wallpaper you only get in hotels.

‘Look, Treese,’ I said. ‘The carpet is the exact same colour as your hair! It’s beautiful, beautiful, everything’s beautiful …’

I was quite drunk, in retrospect.

‘Sleep tight,’ Treese said. ‘Don’t let bugs bite and don’t wake at four thirty-six a.m. and decide to sneak out and drive over to Paddy’s flat to throw stones at his windows and shout abuse about Alicia Thornton.’

4.36

I awake. I decide to sneak out and drive over to Paddy’s flat to throw stones at his windows and shout abuse about Alicia Thornton (‘Alicia Thornton’s mother blows the parish priest!’ ‘Alicia Thornton doesn’t wash her lady-bits!’ ‘Alicia Thornton’s father is cruel to the family Labrador!’). But when I opened Treese’s front door, alarm siren started screeching, searchlights snapped on, and there was the distant sound of dogs barking. Was half expecting a helicopter to appear overhead when Treese came floating down the stairs in a silky, shell-pink negligee (nightdress) and matching peignoir (dressing gown), searchlights glinting silver on her shiny pale coiffeur (hair).

Calmly she chastised me. ‘You promised you wouldn’t. Now you are snared. Return to bed!’

Red-faced.

Treese reset alarm, then glided back up the stairs.

Saturday, 30 August 12.10

At home

Bridie rang. After an enquiry about my well-being, a strange little silence ensued. Expectant almost.

Then she asked, ‘Did you like green jumper I was wearing Wednesday night and last night?’

I could hardly reply, No, it was the strangest thing I’ve seen in a long, long time.

I said, ‘Lovely!’ Then, ‘Er … new?’

‘Yes.’ Bridie sounded almost shy. Then she blurted out, like someone with a big, thrilling secret, ‘Moschino!’

Moschino!

I had thought perhaps she had purchased it at a sale-of-work at her local lunatic asylum! Good job I didn’t say so.

Although I wouldn’t. Not my way. Mum always told me that if I couldn’t say something nice, to say nothing at all.

‘Where did you buy it, Bridie?’ I was wondering how, with my encyclopaedic knowledge of clothing, I’d never before come across this item.

‘On eBay.’

Cripes! Perhaps fake!

‘It cost me a fortune, Lola. But worth it. Worth it, yes?’

‘Oh yes, yes, worth it! Jockeys very … um … fashion-forward.’

‘I noticed you looking at it, Lola.’

Oh yes, I was looking all right.

Sunday, 31 August

Articles about Paddy in all the newspapers. I bought several. (Was surprised by how cheap newspapers are compared to magazines. Good value. Funny the things you notice even when your life has fallen apart.) But the articles said nothing really. Just that he was a hunky ride, the poster boy for Irish politics.

There was no mention of me in any article. I should have felt relieved – at least Paddy wouldn’t be annoyed – but instead I felt bereft, like I didn’t exist.

Monday, 1 September 10.07

A call from Irish Tatler cancelling a job next week. The message was clear: no one likes a stylist who destroys the collections. Word gets round.

10.22

Mobile rang. Thought I recognized number, wasn’t sure, then realized it was that Grace Gildee journalist woman again. Hounding me! I didn’t pick up, but listened to the message. She was pushing for a face-to-face meeting and offering more money. Seven grand. She laughed and accused me of playing hardball. But I wasn’t playing any kind of ball! Just wanted to be left in peace!

Tuesday, 2 September

Worst blow to date. Alicia Thornton was on the front cover of VIP, with the headline, ‘How I won Quicksilver’s heart’.

The nice man in the newsagent’s gave me a glass of water and let me sit on his stool for a little while, until the dizziness passed.

Twelve pages of photos. Paddy was wearing make-up in them. Silicon-based foundation, with silicon-based primer, so that he looked plastic, like a Ken-doll.

I didn’t know who had styled the shoot, but they’d had a very definite brief. Alicia (tall, thin, blonde bob, quite horsey-looking, but not in nice way, not like Sarah Jessica Parker, more like Celine Dion. Neigh!) in a cream tweed Chanel dress and jacket. Paddy in a statesman-like suit (Zegna? Ford? Couldn’t be sure) sitting at a mahogany desk, holding a silver pen like he was about to sign an important treaty, Alicia standing behind him, her hand on his shoulder, in a supportive-wife pose. Then, Paddy and Alicia in evening wear. Paddy in black tie and Alicia in a long, red, off-the-shoulder MaxMara. Red not her colour. Also a small glimpse of stubble under her right arm.

Worst of all, Paddy and Alicia in matching chambray jeans, polo-shirts with collars turned up, cable-knit jumpers slung around their necks and HOLDING TENNIS RACKETS! Like a cheap mail-order catalogue.

These photos managed, despite Paddy being the most handsome man alive, to make him look like a male model down on his luck.

The interview said they had known each other since they were teenagers, but had been seeing each other romantically, ‘in a low-key’ fashion, for the past seven months. Past seven months! I had been seeing him ‘in a low-key’ fashion for the past sixteen months! And no wonder he said we should be ‘low-key’. He said life (mine) would be a living hell if I appeared at his side at official shindigs and red-carpet events. The press would torment me and I’d be obliged to wear a full face of make-up at all times, even when asleep, to avoid photos captioned with, ‘Paddy’s girl is spotty minger’. (During the summer there had been two mentions of me in gossip columns but Paddy’s press office said I was helping him with clothing, and everyone seemed to believe that.) I had honestly thought he was thinking of my best interests. Instead he was keeping Alicia, his ‘soul friend’ (that’s what he said in the interview), from finding out about me. How thick am I?

Later Tuesday

VIP photo-shoot was the final blow. I spent the day analysing the photos and brooding. What had this Alicia Thornton got that I hadn’t? I was flicking through the pages, studying the pictures of him and her, searching for clues. Again and again. Trying to believe this was real. But I ended up staring at them too much so that it didn’t look like him any more, the way if you stare at your own face in the mirror for too long, it goes weird, almost scary.

Even later Tuesday

Angry. Thinking dark, bitter thoughts. Full of bad, burny feeling. Breathless. Suddenly I dashed VIP magazine to the floor and thought, I deserve answers!

Drove to Paddy’s apartment and rang bell. Rang it and rang it and rang it and rang it and rang it. Nothing happened but I decided, To hell with it, I’ll stay! I’ll wait until he comes back. Even if I have to wait a number of days. A couple of weeks, even. He’ll have to come home eventually.

Bad, burny feeling made me strong and I felt I could wait for ever. If necessary.

I made plans. I rang Bridie and asked her to bring a sleeping bag and sandwiches. Also a flask of soup. ‘But not minestrone,’ I said. ‘Nothing with lumps.’

‘What?’ she asked, incredulous. ‘You are camped outside de Courcy’s flat?’

‘Must you dramatize everything?’ I said. ‘I’m just waiting for him to come home. But it may take a few days. So, like I said, a sleeping bag, sandwiches and soup. And remember: nothing with lumps.’

She was squawking about being worried about me and I had to hang up. Short of patience.

Time passed. Bad, burny feelings keeping me focused. I was unaware of discomfort, cold and need for loo. Like a Buddhist monk.

Intermittently I rang Paddy’s bell, as much for something to do as anything else. Then I realized bad, burny feelings must have abated slightly as I was finding this quite boring. I rang Bridie again. Asked, ‘Could you also bring the new InStyle, a sudoku book and my biography of Diana Vreeland?’

‘No!’ she said. ‘Lola, please! Please come away from there. You have lost your reason.’

‘On the contrary,’ I said. ‘I’ve never been so sane in my life!’

‘Lola, you are stalking him. He’s a public figure, you could get into trouble! You could –’

Had to hang up again. I didn’t savour being rude but I had no choice.

Entertained myself by ringing Paddy’s doorbell a few more times, then my mobile rang. It was Bridie! She was at the gate! She couldn’t get in because she didn’t know the code!

‘Have you a sleeping bag?’ I asked her. ‘And soup in a flask?’

‘No.’

‘Is Barry with you?’ (Barry was her husband.)

‘Yes, Barry’s here beside me. You like Barry, don’t you?’

Yes, but I had visions of her and Barry manhandling me into their car and driving me away. Not having it.

‘Lola, please let us in.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’

Then I switched my mobile off.

I continued to ring Paddy’s bell, not expecting any result, when, all of sudden, the outline of a man appeared behind the textured glass door.

It was him! It was him! He’d been there all along! I was relieved, excited – then darker thoughts occurred: Why didn’t he come down before now? Why must he further humiliate me?

But it wasn’t him at all! Instead it was Spanish John, his driver. Knew him well because he sometimes collected and delivered me to Paddy. Although he had never been less than cordial to me, was quite frightened of him. A big, bulky type, who looked as if he could snap your neck in two as if it were a chicken wing in barbecue sauce.

‘Spanish John,’ I beseeched, ‘I need to see Paddy. Let me in, I’m begging you.’

He shook head and rumbled, ‘Go home, Lola.’

‘Is she up there with him?’ I asked.

Spanish John was a master of discretion (and not Spanish). All he said was, ‘Come on, Lola, I’ll drop you home.’

‘She is up there!’

Gently, almost kindly, he steered me away from the door and towards Paddy’s Saab.

‘It’s okay,’ I said huffily. ‘I’ve my own car, I can drive myself.’

‘Good luck, Lola,’ he said. With finality.

Such finality emboldened me to ask the question which I’d always wanted to know the answer to.

‘By the way,’ I said, ‘I’ve always wondered. Why do they call you Spanish John when you’re not Spanish?’

For a moment I thought he would step forward and do a very painful karate chop on me, then he seemed to relent. ‘Just look at me.’ He pointed to his red hair, white fizzog and many freckles. ‘Did you ever see anyone who looks less Spanish?’

‘Ah.’ I understood. ‘Irony?’

‘Or possibly sarcasm. Never sure of distinction.’

Tuesday night, later still

That was it, had been turned away from Paddy’s door, like a smelly beggar.

Sanity returned like a bucket of cold water thrown in my face and I was scandalized by my behaviour. I’d been like a mentally ill person. Deranged. Stalking Paddy. Yes, Bridie was right. Stalking him.

And I was appalled at the way I’d treated Bridie. Asking for a flask of soup. Where would Bridie get soup? Then refusing to tell her the gate code and hanging up on her. Bridie was a concerned friend!

I saw how mad I’d been, and the worst thing of all – while in the grip of my lunacy, I’d been convinced that I was perfectly sane. The final blow.

Couldn’t go on like this, not eating, not sleeping, making a shambles of work, treating friends like servants and driving around the city without due care and attention …

I drove to Bridie’s house. She was in her pyjamas and glad to see me.

I apologized profusely for the sleeping-bag business, then the gate-code business.

‘Accepted,’ Bridie said. ‘Accepted. So what’s up?’

‘I’ve made a decision,’ I said. ‘Have decided to pack up my life and move to the end of the earth. To a place with no reminders of Paddy. You have a globe, haven’t you?’

‘Er, yes …’

(From studying geography when she was at school. She never throws anything away.)

On Bridie’s globe the end of the earth (from Ireland) was New Zealand. Fine. That would do. I believed they had lovely scenery. I could go on a Lord of the Rings tour.

But Bridie was the voice of reason. ‘New Zealand is costly to get to,’ she said. ‘Also very far away.’

‘But that is the very point,’ I said. ‘I have to get far away from here, so I don’t see Alicia’s picture every time I go to buy a bar of chocolate, or hear about Paddy on evening news, not that I watch evening news – God, it’s so depressing, apart from that thing about the hens, did you see it?’

‘What about Uncle Tom’s cabin?’ Barry suggested. Barry was also in his pyjamas.

Uncle Tom’s cabin was a holiday home that Bridie’s uncle Tom had in County Clare. Had been there for Treese’s hen weekend. Broke many things. (Not me personally, just between the lot of us.)

‘That’s remote,’ Barry said.

‘It doesn’t even have telly!’ Bridie agreed. ‘But if you go mental all on your own, you can be home in three hours, since they’ve opened the Kildare bypass.’

(The Kildare bypass is the best thing to ever happen to Bridie’s extended family, as many of them live in Dublin but love Uncle Tom’s cabin. It knocks forty-five minutes off the drive, Bridie’s dad says. But what do I care? I am thirty-one and, if I don’t kill myself, am likely to live another forty years. I can spend all that time sitting in a traffic jam outside Kildare and it will make no difference to anything.)

‘Thank you for kindly offer,’ I said. ‘But I can’t stay in Uncle Tom’s cabin for ever. Some of your family might want to use it.’

‘They won’t, it’s the end of the summer. Look,’ she said. ‘Your heart is broken and you feel like you’ll never get over it. But you will and then you’ll be sorry you moved to New Zealand and threw away your business here. Why not go to Clare for a couple of weeks to recuperate? Get Nkechi to keep things ticking over at work. How’s your schedule at the moment? Busy?’

‘No.’ Not just because jobs kept being cancelled, but because of the time of year. I’d finished all the autumn/winter wardrobes for private clients – busy, rich women, who had no time to shop but needed to look stylish, businesslike, pulled-together. The next demanding time would be the Christmas party season, which kicked off the minute Hallowe’en was out of the way. There was no need to start on it for a couple of weeks. I mean, there was always work which could be done. I could be taking buyers from Brown Thomas and Costume and other good shops to lunch so they would earmark their best dresses for me and not for other stylists. Cut-throat business, styling. Really vicious. Only so many good clothes to go around and the competition is fierce. People don’t realize. They think it’s all great girly fun, wafting around with expensive frocks, making everyone look fabulous. Far from it.

Bridie said, ‘And when you come back, if things are as bad as ever, then you can go to New Zealand.’

‘I know when I am being humoured, Bridie. The laugh will be on other side of your fizzog when I am living in a nice little house in Rotorua. However, I will accept your kindly offer.’

Even later still

Driving home

Suddenly realized that Bridie’s pyjamas were not in fact pyjamas but strange ‘leisure’ pants for lounging in at home. Mail-order. Would swear to it. Under normal circumstances the shock would have swerved me off the road and straight into a pole. Even as things were, I was pretty disturbed. Next she’ll be wearing them out in public. She needed to be taken in hand. Barry should have a word but, now that I remembered, he was also wearing a pair. He was her enabler. She would never get help as long as he was encouraging her.

Wednesday, 3 September 10.00

Went to my ‘office’ (Martine’s Patisserie). I would have worked from home but my home was too small. That was the price you paid for living in the city centre. (Another price was drunken men having grunty wrestling matches outside your bedroom window at 4 a.m.)

I ordered hot chocolate and an apricot Danish. Normally I loved apricot Danishes so much, I had to ration myself. I could eat ten in a row, no bother. But today the jammy glaze looked revolting and the apricot stared up at me like a baleful eye. Had to push it away. I took a sip of my hot chocolate and immediately wanted to vomit.

Bell tinged. The arrival of Nkechi. Everyone looked. Plenty to look at. Nigerian, excellent posture, braids hanging all the way down her back, very long legs, then a really quite large bottom perched on top of them. But Nkechi never tried to hide her bottom. She was proud of it. Fascinating to me. Irish girls’ lives were a constant quest for bottom-disguising or bottom-reducing clothing tactics. We can learn much from other cultures.

Nkechi, although young (twenty-three), is a genius. Like the time Rosalind Croft (wife of dodgy rich bloke Maxwell Croft) was going to a benefit dinner at the Mansion House. The neckline on her dress was so fashion-forward that none of the jewellery was working with it. We tried everything. A nightmare! Mrs Croft was about to ring up and cancel, when Nkechi said, ‘I have it!’ And whipped off her scarf, her own scarf (that she bought in a charity shop for 3 euro), draped it around Mrs Croft’s neck and saved the day.

‘Nkechi,’ I said. ‘I am going to take a couple of weeks off and go down to Uncle Tom’s cabin.’

Nkechi familiar with same. She was there for Treese’s hen night. Now that I thought of it, she broke the toaster, trying to fit in an entire bagel. Quite spectacular carnage. Black smoke started spewing from the side of toaster, followed by a big whoosh of flame. Also she broke a ceramic dolphin which had been in Bridie’s family for thirty-eight years. She’d been dancing drunkenly and did a big high kick which sent the dolphin flying, like a rugby ball over the bar, into a wall, where it smashed into smithereens. But it was a hen night, these things happen. At least no one ended up in hospital. Not like at Bridie’s hen night.

I said, ‘I know it sounds dramatic, packing up my life, but really, Nkechi, the state of me. I can’t work, can’t sleep, my digestive system’s in flitters.’

She said, ‘I think it’s good idea. Take yourself out of circulation for while, before you damage our reputation even further.’

An awkward little silence ensued.

Just one slight quibble about Nkechi – she’s an excellent stylist, really really excellent, but slightly lacking in TLC. Part of a stylist’s job is to prevent the client going out looking like a total tit. It’s our job to protect them from the gossip columnists’ harsh comments. If the client has a wrinkly décolletage, we steer them away from plunging necklines. If they have knees like a bloodhound’s jowls, we suggest floor-length gowns. But subtly. Kindly.

However, Nkechi wasn’t always as diplomatic as I would have preferred. For example, the time she was dressing SarahJane Hutchinson. Poor woman. Her husband had left her for a young Filipino boy. Public humiliation. This was the first charity event she was attending as a deserted wife so it was important that she looked and felt good. She tried on a very pretty strapless Matthew Williamson, but it was obvious it wasn’t working. Everything going south. I was just about to tactfully suggest a Roland Mouret (gave much more support, had built-in but hidden corset) when Nkechi exclaimed, ‘You can’t go out with those bingo wings! You need sleeves, girlfriend!’

I said, ‘Nkechi, I would appreciate it if you could take over the reins for the short time I’ll be away.’

‘Sure,’ she says. ‘Take over. Will do.’

I tried to swallow away my anxiety. Everything was under control. Nkechi would do it well.

Possibly too well.

I didn’t like the way she said, ‘Take over.’

‘Nkechi,’ I say, ‘you are a genius. You will go on to be a brilliant stylist, possibly the greatest of us all. But for the moment, just keep things ticking over. Please do not do a putsch on me while I’m gone. Please do not set up on your own. Please do not poach my richest clients. Be my friend. Remember: your name means “loyal” in Yoruba.’

10.47

Trailing dispiritedly home to pack when I see someone waiting outside my building. A woman. Tall, jeans, boots, hoodie, short spiky blonde hair. Leaning against railings, smoking. Two men passed her and said something. Her response was carried to me on the air. Go fuck yourselves.

Who was she? What fresh hell? Then I knew! It was that journalist, Grace Gildee! I was being door-stepped, like … like a drug baron or … or … a paedophile!

I paused in my tracks. Where should I go? Flee, flee! But flee where? I had a perfect right to go to my flat. After all, I lived there.

Too late! She’d seen me!

‘Lola?’ Smiling, smiling, speedily stubbing out her cigarette with a nifty swivel of her ankle.

‘Hi!’

Extending her hand. ‘Grace Gildee. Lovely to meet you.’

Her warm, smooth hand was in mine before I could stop it.

‘No,’ I said, jerking my hand away. ‘Leave me alone. I’m not talking to you.’

‘Why?’ she asked.

I ignored her and fumbled in my bag for my keys. Fully intended not to make eye contact but, against my will, found myself looking straight into her face.

Up close, I could see she wasn’t wearing make-up. Unusual. But she had no need to. Very attractive in a tomboy sort of way. Hazel-coloured eyes and a scatter of freckles across nose. The kind of woman who could run out of shampoo and have no problem washing hair with washing-up liquid. Good in an emergency, I suspected.

‘Lola,’ she says, ‘you can trust me.’

‘You can trust me!’ I exclaimed. ‘You’re a cliché!’

Nonetheless, something about her. Persuasive.

In a soft voice, she said, ‘You really can trust me. I’m not like other journalists. I know what he’s like.’

I stopped twirling my hand around the hidden depths of my bag, seeking my keys. I was mesmerized. Like being hypnotized by a snake.

‘I’ve known him half his life,’ she said.

All of sudden, I wanted to put my head on the shoulder of her hoodie and sob and let her stroke my hair.

But that was what she would have wanted. That’s what they all do, journalists. Pretend they’re your friends. Like the time SarahJane Hutchinson was interviewed at the Children at Risk Ball. The journalist woman was all lovely, asking where SarahJane got her gorgeous dress. And her delicious jewellery. And who did her hair? Trust me, trust me, trust me. Then the headline was:


Mutton Dressed As Pig

What forty-something, recently deserted wife has lost the run of herself? Running around town dressed in her teenage daughter’s clothes. A bid to recapture lost youth? Or a bid to recapture lost husband? Forget it, babes. Either way, it ain’t working.



My hand closed over my keys. Thank God. I had to get into my flat. I had to get away from this Grace Gildee.

17.07

Arrive in Knockavoy! Uncle Tom’s cabin is in a field, a short way outside town.

I drove down the bumpy boreen and parked in the gravel patch outside the front door.

Lime-washed cottage. Thick lumpy walls. Small windows. Red-painted latched door. Deep window ledges. Charming.

I got out of the car and was nearly blown away. Had a vision of being picked up and twirled high into the sky and out over the bay, then dashed to a watery grave in the Atlantic waves. Paddy would be sorry then. Would rue the day he ever heard of Alicia Thornton.

Go on, wind, I begged. Take me!

I stood with my eyes scrunched shut and my arms outstretched invitingly, but nothing happened. Annoying.

Leaning into the wind, I battled towards the front door. The air was riddled with sea salt. My hair would be destroyed. Although was very proud of my Molichino highlights, had to admit they made hair prone to dullness and breaking. Hoped they had deep-conditioning treatment in the local chemist. Cripes! Hoped there was a local chemist. All I remembered from every other visit was pubs, many pubs, and a nightclub so extraordinarily bad it was hilarious.

I unlocked the adorable red door and the force of the wind made it fly back against the wall with an almighty bang. Dragged bags in across the flagstones. Was I imagining it or did the house still smell of smoke from the broken toaster even though several months had elapsed since the hen night?

There was one big living room, with sofas and rugs and a big open fire with rocking chairs in the alcove. The back windows looked out over fields, then the Atlantic, maybe a hundred yards away. Actually I’m just making that bit up, I had no idea how far away the sea was. Only men could do things like that. ‘Half a mile.’ ‘Fifty yards.’ Giving directions, that sort of thing. I could look at a woman and say, ‘36C.’ Or, ‘Let’s try it in next size up.’ But I had no idea how far away Uncle Tom’s sea was except that I wouldn’t want to walk to it in high heels.

In the kitchen there were scorch marks on the wall behind the (new) toaster, a table with a cherry-patterned oilcloth cover, six hard wooden chairs, yellow free-standing cupboards, like from a kitchen of the 1950s, and old, mismatched delph, many with faded floral patterns. The kitchen windows also looked towards the sea. I shut my left eye and squinted out at it. Still had no idea how far away it was.

My mobile rang. Bridie. ‘How was the drive?’

‘Good, fine,’ I said. Hard to be enthusiastic.

‘How long did it take?’

I couldn’t remember. I hadn’t been paying attention. But she had told me to time the journey. So I said, just off the top of my head, ‘Two hours, forty minutes.’

She whistled and said, ‘That’s the fastest yet. I have to go, have to tell Dad. He managed two hours fifty in July but that was at half five in the morning. He’ll be upset to have been bested. Especially by a girl.’

‘Don’t tell him, then,’ I said. ‘Why upset him? There’s enough upset in the world.’

17.30

Upstairs there were three bedrooms. I chose the middle-sized one. Wasn’t so up myself that I had to pick the biggest but self-esteem was not so low that I automatically gravitated to the smallest. (Good sign.) A double bed, but very narrow. How did people cope in the olden days? Was not exactly a fatso (although would have liked a much, much smaller bottom) but there was really only room for me in it. The frame of the bed was iron and at first glance the quilt looked like patchwork and I was charmed. Then I took a closer look. Not patchwork at all. Fake patchwork business that cost a tenner in Penneys. All the same, looked good from a distance.

The same white lumpy walls as downstairs and two small windows with red-painted frames. Cheery. With flowery curtains. Cosy.

I opened my suitcase. Shock. The clothing I’d packed was evidence of my unsettled mental state. Nothing practical. No jeans. No boots. Foolish! Was living in a field! Needed mucker-style clothing! Instead had brought dresses, spangles, ostrich feather boa! Where did I think I’d be going? The only thing that might be useful was a pair of wellingtons. Did it matter that they were pink? Did it make them any less practical?

I hung my impractical clothing in the mahogany wardrobe. Carved. Curved. Solid. Flyblown mirror on the front. Looked antique. You’d pay a fortune for that in Dublin.

18.23

Back downstairs I noticed a telly in the corner! Quite annoyed with Bridie! Rang her.

‘There’s a telly here! You said there was no telly!’

‘It’s not a telly,’ she said.

‘It looks like a telly!’

But, worried, I had to go closer and crouch down and check. Was I so distraught that I’d mistaken something else for telly? A microwave, perhaps?

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It’s physically a telly. But it’s not connected.’

‘So what’s the point, then?’

‘You can watch DVDs on it.’

‘Where will I get DVDs?’

‘In the DVD shop.’

‘I am a long way from a DVD shop.’

‘You’re not. The supermarket on main street has a good choice. Up to date.’

‘Okay. So … ah … any news?’

I meant, any news about Paddy?

‘You’ve only been gone a couple of hours,’ she said.

But had detected hesitation in her delivery. ‘There is news,’ I cried. ‘Please tell me!’

‘No,’ she said. ‘You’ve gone down there to escape from news!’

‘Please tell me! Now that I know there is news, I must know. I will die if I don’t know. I won’t ask again, but I need to know now.’

She sighed. Said, ‘Okay. In the evening paper. Date set. Wedding to be held in March. Reception in the K Club.’

Two thoughts. First one: March a long, long way away. He might change his mind. And second thought: ‘The K Club? Only horsey types have their wedding reception in the K Club. He’s not a horsey type. Is she?’

Bridie said, ‘Well, she looks like one. A horse, I mean.’

Bridie, loyal friend.

‘But don’t think she is a horsey type,’ she said.

I said, ‘Everyone knows it’s not on to hold your wedding reception in the K Club if you’re not a horsey Kildare type.’

‘Is tacky,’ Bridie said.

‘Yes, is tacky.’

18.37

Nice little town. Plenty of people about. A lot going on. More than I’d remembered. Hotel, one (small). Pubs, many. Supermarket, one. Boutiques, one. (Awful – Aran ganzies, tweed capes, crocheted bobble hats. Aimed at tourists.) Chipper, one. Surf shops, two! Internet café, one. (Yes, I know. Unexpected.) Huxtery, all-purpose, seaside-town shop, selling Jackie Collins novels, souvenirs and ashtrays shaped like toilets, with writing, ‘Rest Your Weary Ash’ (criminal!), one.

Decision. Would have my evening meal in a pub. I had no one to talk to, but I had a magazine to hide behind. All pubs advertised food so decided to choose one at random and take a chance it wasn’t the place we got barred from on Treese’s hen night.

(Hen nights should be banned. You’re honour-bound to behave atrociously, then feel terribly ashamed afterwards. Didn’t remember much of Treese’s, except that the ten of us – only eight actually, as Treese had passed out in the cottage and never made it to town and Jill was in the pub toilet, collapsed on the floor – draped ourselves all over the barman, pulling at him and saying, ‘Oh baby! You drive me wild!’ And stuff like that. Had a vague memory of the barman begging, ‘Come on now, girls. Cut it out. Is a family pub! Am asking nicely.’ Remember he had seemed on the verge of tears.)

Opened the door of a place called the Dungeon and a knot of hostile male fizzogs glared up like creatures disturbed under a rock. An impression of red eyes, pointy chins and smell of sulphur. Like the video of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. Recoiled.

Next pub, the Oak, bright lighting, upholstered seating, family groups eating chicken nuggets. Safer. No one glared.

Took a seat and a barman came over and asked, ‘Have you decided?’

Realized perhaps he wasn’t Irish – non-Irish accent, toffee-coloured skin, black hair and eyes like raisins (actually that makes them sound small and shrivelled, which was not the case at all. Big dark eyes. If looking for comparison to dried fruit, the best description was, eyes like prunes. But could not say that as prunes had unfortunate connotations, putting everyone in mind of old folk in homes, getting stewed prunes and custard to keep them ‘regular’. However, once I had thought it, couldn’t stop thinking of him as Prune Eyes. Ol’ Prune Eyes, even.)

Asked him, ‘What’s soup of the day?’

‘Mushroom.’

‘Is it lumpy?’

‘No.’

‘Okay. And a glass of red wine.’

‘Merlot?’

‘Grand.’

20.25

Finished my dinner. (After the soup of the day, had had the cheesecake of the day – strawberry.) I was standing outside the Oak, wondering what to do next.

I could go for walk. It was a beautiful bright evening and there was a lovely beach down there. I could blow away the cobwebs, as people might say. (Actually don’t like that saying. Makes me think of spiders. Will not say it again.) Or I could get a DVD. Yes, I decided. Would get a DVD.

20.29

Supermarket

Wide choice of DVDs. Boy and girl behind the counter (name badges: Kelly and Brandon) tried to help me.

‘Wedding Crashers is good,’ Kelly said. Quite a stout girl. Looked like she enjoyed chips. (Indeed, who doesn’t?) Poker-straight, stripey blonde hair. Pink trackie bottoms pulled very low. Two inches of belly rolling over waistband. Gold bar through belly button, acrylic French manicure. Tacky, yet admired her confidence.

‘Not Wedding Crashers,’ I said.

‘Like your highlights.’

‘Thank –’

‘Did you do them yourself ?’

‘No. Er … no. In hairdresse –’

‘Like your jacket. Where d’you get it? Topshop?’

‘… No … Got it in work.’

‘Where d’you work?’

‘… Work for self.’

‘How much was it?’

‘… Well, got it on discount …’

‘How much would it be before the discount?’

‘… Not really sure.’

Was plenty sure, but it was expensive. I was too ashamed to say the price.

‘Shut up,’ Brandon said. Like Kelly, he obviously took an interest in his appearance. Neck-chains, rings, blond hair in Tintin quiff, yellowish tinge to it, probably the result of a home-bleach job, but applauded his efforts.

‘How about Lord of the Rings?’ he asked. ‘We have special extended versions.’

‘No. Good film, am not saying it’s not, but …’

‘What you in the mood for?’

‘Need cheering up.’

‘Why?’ Kelly asked.

Cripes, so nosy!

‘Wee … lll,’ I said, suddenly mad keen to talk about Paddy. ‘My boyfriend is getting married to someone else.’

‘Okay,’ Kelly said, contrarily refusing to take the bait. ‘What about Sleepless in Seattle? That’s sappy.’

Frustrated! Hadn’t wanted to discuss cost of jacket but wanted to splurge info about Paddy.

‘Or One Fine Day. Also sappy. You could have a good cry.’

‘No!’ Brandon said. ‘Get revenge film! Kill Bill. Dirty Harry.’

‘Dirty Harry,’ I cried. ‘Perfect!’

23.08

Dirty Harry is a marvellous film! Was exactly what I’d wanted. There’s a great bit when he gets revenge.

At one stage I looked up from Clint Eastwood and out through the back window of Uncle Tom’s cabin and for a moment thought there was great big Berocca tablet in the sky. Bright orange and looked like it was fizzing, infusing the sky with health-giving vitamin B. The sunset! Suddenly glad I had come to this place. Had learnt to appreciate the beauty of nature.

Quite nice evening. Thought about Paddy non-stop, but only picked up the phone to ring him four times.

23.31

Bedtime. Afraid I wouldn’t sleep, so took two NatraCalms and turned off the light.

23.32

Turned on the light. Took half a Zimovane (a real sleeping tablet jam-packed with chemicals, not some namby-pamby herbal malarkey). Would be terrible if I couldn’t sleep. No point risking it. Turned off the light.

23.33

Turned on the light. Took the other half of the Zimovane. Couldn’t take a chance on not sleeping. Turned off the light. Pulled the fake patchwork quilt up to my chin and snuggled into the pillow. Now that I was doped up to the gills, I was looking forward to a lovely night’s sleep.

23.34

Very quiet in the country. Nice. Soothing.

23.35

Comforting. Not sinister.

23.36

Calming. Not a bit sinister.

23.37

Is sinister! Too quiet out there. Menacing. Like the fields are planning to ambush me while I’m asleep! Turn the light back on. My heart was pounding. Needed something to read but was too afraid to go downstairs for my InStyle. Bookshelf in room with ancient paperback books. Thrillers by someone called Margery Allingham. Picked The Fashion for Shrouds, because about fashion designer in 1930s. Although book gone a bit damp, enjoyed it very much. Everyone in story wore hats. No one wears hats any more. Tragic. March of modernity.

Thursday, 4 September 9.07

Woken up by silence. Is very disruptive. Never thought would miss drunken men grunting and wrestling outside window. Life full of surprises.

Mattress feels filled with tennis balls. How did people cope in olden days? Different value systems. Community and wearing hats and children being able to walk to school by themselves. No value put on high-grade mattress, nice sheets, nice pillows.

Lean over the side of the bed and grab copy of VIP and stare, for millionth time, at Paddy, with his grin and his tennis racket, and am astonished by how wholesome he looks. Cripes, if only they knew …

Trip down memory lane

Last year, Sunday in April, blustery and cold. I was visiting Mum’s grave. Perched on little kerb, talking to her, telling how job was going, how Dad was – just a general catch-up, really. Funnily enough was in middle of telling her that still hadn’t a boyfriend, not since gave Malachy the elbow for wanting me to be thinner (photographer, spent too much time hanging around with models), when noticed someone a few rows over, looking at me. A man. Not my type. Too grown-up. Tall. Sober, single-breasted, navy overcoat, cashmere/wool mix (at quick glance), holding armload of technicolour-yellow daffodils. Dark hair, a bit bouffed (although that could have been by-product of windy day).

Instantly felt touchy. I mean, was graveyard. If you couldn’t talk to your dead mother there, where could you talk to her?

‘Mum,’ I said, ‘there’s some bloke over there watching me talking to you. Rude!’

In my head her voice said, ‘Maybe he isn’t looking at you. Maybe he’s staring into space. Give people a chance.’

I looked again. He was definitely watching me and I got sudden flash of his hair slick and flat with sweat, as result of having sex with me.

Sacrilegious! In graveyard. But suppose it makes sense – sex and death.

‘Well?’ Mum asked.

‘Er … is fine …’

Eventually said goodbye to Mum and walked towards exit. Had to pass Overcoat Man to get to main path and although not normally the type who challenges people, was defensive over dead mother. When I reached him, I stopped and said, ‘I’m only talking to a marble headstone because I have no choice. I’d prefer it if she was alive, you know.’

‘Your mother?’

‘Yes.’

‘Me too.’

Suddenly didn’t feel touchy any longer, but sad. Sad for both of us.

‘Didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,’ he said.

‘Well you did.’

He had strewn his mother’s grave with daffodils and don’t know why, but it touched me. Man like him could have (judging from quality of overcoat) bought big exotic bouquet, orchids and lilies and similar, but daffodils humble flower.

He said, ‘I thought it was … good … you could talk so freely …’ He paused, looked down, then looked up again, causing maximum impact with blue eyes. He said, ‘I envied you.’

11.08

I opened front door and took deep inhale of fresh country air. Smelt of cow-shite. Five red and white cows in nearby field lazily flicking tails at me. Culprits.

Walked round to back of house and there was wild Atlantic. Waves and swelling and white bits and sun glinting. Smell of ozone and salt and all that. Gazed upon nature and beauty and everything and thought, I miss shops.

Was no good. Mistake coming here. Had no one to talk to, no telly to watch. Too much time on my hands to think about Paddy.

Should have done bunk to exciting, lively place, like New York, with its many distractions. But New York hotels expensive. Uncle Tom’s cabin is free.

Texted Bridie:


Lonely. Mght cum hme.



Reply:


Frst day alwys hrdest. Stik wth it!



11.40

Ringing clients all morning, explaining ‘out of circulation’ for couple of weeks. Leaving them ‘in capable hands’ of Nkechi. Some happy enough with it. But others not. Afraid of Nkechi. SarahJane Hutchinson point-blank refuses to have any dealings with her.

Made self walk into town. Could have driven, but only five minutes’ walk. Shameful to drive. Also remember what shrink used to say after Mum died. Best way to keep depression at bay is to get out and about and take short walk. Quite funny really when you think about it. Because when you’re depressed, the last thing you want to do is get out and about and take short walk. Tablets far better.

11.42

Strangest thing. Beautiful really. Tramping into town in pastel wellingtons, nearing next-door-neighbour’s cottage, when through small window in the side of house, high up under the roof, caught a glimpse of sparkles and shine.

Stopped. Twisted head. Something about the direction of the window – it faced almost towards the sea – meant it was unlikely passers-by would see in. (Hard to describe. Not good at things like that. A man-type 200-yards-style description.) I had been at peculiarly angled bend in road and just got lucky.

Next thing, I saw woman in a wedding dress twirling around and around! Smooth, shiny, white satin, tight bodice, wide skirt, not risible meringue, but like exaggerated A-line, if you can imagine. Like upside-down cone. Almost certain was a Vera Wang. Arresting image. Despite self ’s tragic circumstances, couldn’t help but be happy for her beauty and evident happiness.

White elbow gloves. Elaborate diamanté choker – might have been Swarovski, but couldn’t be certain at this distance. Stunning dark hair, thick and long and smooth, swinging as she twirled, perfect little tiara perched on crown of head.

She came right up to window, mouthing words – probably practising vows – chatting away to herself, good old chinwag, then she did that thing people do in films when they suddenly realize they are standing on a crocodile. She froze, slid eyes downwards very, very sloooowly until got to my level, when she forced herself to look at me, standing in road, gazing up at her, like supplicant. Even though still too far away to be able to say if choker was Swarovski, no denying the shock, horror even, on her face. She backed away from the window as if on castors. Why? What is big secret?

I remained rooted in place, wondering if she would reappear, until farmer chugging along in tractor emitting evil-smelling black smoke, shouted, ‘Out of the way, Jackeen!’ and tried to run me off the road.

11.49

Internet café

Have BlackBerry, no real need to go to internet café but, honest admission, wanted reason to talk to someone.

Inside was a girl, smoking a cigarette, sitting on a stool, legs crossed elegantly. Very short dark hair, like Jean Seberg in À Bout de Souffle. Few faces can take haircut that severe. Beautiful pointy eyebrows. Dark red lipstick. Matte. Interesting choice in these glossy times.

I said, ‘Er … hello.’

‘’Ello.’

She had to be French. That or cockney.

Clothes simple but beautiful. Black polo-neck, black and white skirt, almost puffball, but pulling back just at vital moment. Wide belt tight around waist. Black ballet slippers. Understated but chic. French women simply have knack. Like Irish people are skilled at being great craic and getting green freckles instead of tan.

Said, ‘Can I use internet?’

‘Certainement,’ she said. ‘Work away.’

Asked her, ‘You local girl?’ (Knew she wasn’t. A conversational pretext.)

‘Non. De France.’

Can understand now why girl in DVD shop was so forward last night. Only way to get kicks around here is to poke nose into other people’s lives.

Said, ‘I love France! In fact, j’aime France!’

Hoped we could talk about shops in Paris. But she wasn’t from Paris. From somewhere called Beaune. Never heard of it but she seemed proud. That is French people for you. They are proud of being French, smoke Gauloises and are excellent at going on strike. Sometimes whole country does it.

Introduced myself. Hoped not coming across as too desperate.

She said, ‘Bonjour, Lola. Je m’appelle Cecile.’

Asked, ‘Why you live here, Cecile?’

Reason? A man.

‘Am crazy in love,’ she said. ‘He is surfer.’

‘What is name?’

‘Zoran.’

‘Irish?’ Thinking, Can’t be.

‘No. Serbian. Lives here now.’

Only one email of interest. From Nkechi. She has persuaded woman who imports Roberto Cavalli to Ireland to sell to ‘us’ exclusively. Is good news. Excellent news, really. All Irish women hot for Cavalli will have to be styled by me – or ‘us’ as Nkechi so ominously put it. Cripes. Have only been gone a day and already she is taking over the world.

12.16

The Oak

Same barman as last night. Ol’ Prune Eyes. Asked him, ‘What is soup of day?’

‘Mushroom.’

‘Okay. And cup coffee.’

‘Latte? Cappuccino? Espresso?’

‘Er … latte.’

‘Soy milk? Skinny?’

‘Er … skinny.’

Not expecting so much choice.

Found self asking, ‘So, where you from?’

Cripes! Have become irritating person who instigates conversation with everyone she meets, which I so am not. In Dublin, make point of principle to talk to as few people as possible. Especially when buying things. Have you noticed lately how shop assistants have been told to say validating bon mot about purchase when wrapping it? They say, ‘Gorgeous colour!’ Or, ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’

Always find self wanting to say, ‘Actually no, dislike colour very much. One of least favourites.’

I mean, would hardly buy it if didn’t like it!

But they are just doing their job. Not their fault.

‘From Egypt,’ Ol’ Prune Eyes said.

Egypt! Multinational! Is like cast of Lost here in Knockavoy!

‘You are long way from home!’ Thinking, What a stupid thing to say. Sound like wolf in Little Red Riding Hood.

Then I say, ‘You must miss warm weather.’ Thinking, That is also stupid thing to say, and bet everyone says it.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘That is what everyone says. But more to life than weather.’

‘Like what?’ Suddenly curious.

He laughed. ‘Like three meals a day. Like freedom from political persecution. Like opportunity to provide for family.’

‘Right,’ I say. ‘I see your point.’

Feel bit better. Have connected with another human being.

Warmish glow interrupted by man at the end of the bar – slumped, unkempt creature – calling, ‘Osama! Enough of chat! Where’s my pint?’

I asked, ‘Is your name really Osama?’

Thinking, Cripes! That would be hard cross to bear. Even worse than Ol’ Prune Eyes. No wonder he got political persecution!

‘No. Is Ibrahim. Osama nickname from locals.’

Late afternoon

Walked home by seafront. Passed funny old house. Houses on either side had been modernized – PVC windows, fresh paint – but this one was weather-beaten and sort of slumped-looking. Faded blue paint on front door was coming off in handfuls. Reminded me of time I’d had chemical peel. On window sill, sea anemones, pebbles, sand, periwinkles. No curtains, so could see right into front room. Fishing nets hanging from ceiling, starfish shells, conches, driftwood pieces like sculpture. Name of house, ‘The Reef’.

Magical place. Wanted to go in there.

18.03

Mobile rang. Recognized number: Grace Gildee, charismatic journalist woman. Was stalking me! Threw mobile into handbag as if red-hot. Get away, get away, get away! Ten seconds later, double beep of message. Get away, get away, get away!

Deleted message without listening. Afraid. Obviously no one can make self talk if self doesn’t want to talk. But still afraid. Grace Gildee pushy, persuasive, determined. Also – possibly – nice.

20.08

Grocery-cum-newsagent-cum-DVD-shop

Brandon and Kelly on duty again. On Brandon’s recommendation, got The Godfather. Kelly tried to steer self in direction of Starsky & Hutch. She said, ‘Two hunks like them, they’ll take your mind off your fella getting married to someone else. So did he tell you to your face?’

She was agog to hear and I was agog to tell. As soon as I said, ‘Paddy de Courcy,’ she exclaimed, ‘I know that name! Politician man, yes? I’ve seen him! In VIP! Get it!’ She directed Brandon to the magazine rack. ‘Go on, get it, get it!’

She devoured pictures. Made many comments. Said Paddy was ‘way lush’ ‘for older man’ and Alicia was ‘minger’. Brandon said Alicia was ‘bowler’, word I hadn’t come across before. Learnt it means same thing as minger. Increase your wordpower. Both of them very impressed that my ex-boyfriend was in a celebrity magazine, even if it was only an Irish one.

‘Anything about him in Heat?’ Kelly asked. ‘Or Grazia?’

‘No.’

‘Well, sure, never mind. And you knew nothing about the other woman? Nothing AT ALL?’

I shook head.

‘I’d have killed him,’ she marvelled. ‘Killed him with my bare hands.’

‘You could just sit on him,’ Brandon said, with unexpected venom. ‘That’d do the trick. Not many men would survive being sat on by your arse.’

She responded with gusto. ‘All You’d have to do is breathe on someone!’

Revised original assessment that Brandon and Kelly were boyfriend and girlfriend. Brother and sister, more likely.

‘And now you’re down here in Tom Twoomey’s house nursing a broken heart.’

‘We get a fair bit of that,’ Brandon said. ‘Women. Arriving here. With broken hearts. Don’t know why. Maybe they think the waves will fix them. Walking the beach twenty times a day. Often they go exploring up on sand dunes. Don’t realize they’re owned by golf club. Suddenly find themselves in middle of the eleventh hole, balls whizzing past their heads. Escorted off in buggy. Usually very upset.’

‘Very upset,’ Kelly said.

Strange pause ensued. Then both of them convulsing with laughter.

‘Sorry,’ Brandon said, shaking with mirth. ‘Is just … is just –’

‘– they think they’re being all soulful,’ Kelly said, face contorted from laughing. ‘Communing with nature … and then … and then … they nearly get brained by golf ball …’

‘Have no intention of walking on any beach or up any sand dunes,’ I said coldly.

Is not nice to laugh at heartbroken women.

Abruptly they stopped laughing. Cleared their throats. Kelly said, ‘You might start painting. Getting all that heartbreak out of your system.’

‘Really?’

‘Oh yes, happens a lot. Painting.’

‘Or poetry,’ Brandon interjected.

‘Or pottery.’

‘But mostly painting. Let’s face it, better than cutting off your man’s lad with a bread knife.’ Brandon gave Kelly meaningful look.

‘What?’ She turned and yelled into his face, ‘That was an ACCIDENT!’

Then to me, ‘We have crayons and copybooks, but if you need proper paints and all, there’s shop in Ennistymon.’ (Ennistymon nearest proper town.)

No intention of starting painting.

Or poetry.

Or pottery.

Things bad enough.

23.59

Godfather marvellous film. Simply chock full of revenge. And quite fancy Al Pacino. Hopeful sign. All evening only picked up the phone to ring Paddy three times. Or thrice, if you prefer. Like that word. Got it in Margery Allingham book.

0.37

‘Turned in’ as they say in Margery Allingham. Strange saying. But so are many sayings when think about it. Example, ‘Don’t go there!’ That is very odd saying, unless you are talking about Afghanistan, or Topshop on Saturday afternoon, two weeks before Christmas.

2.01

Jerked awake, in the absolute horrors. Gripped by terrible compulsion to get into car and drive straight across country to Dublin, to find Paddy and beg him to be with me. Began flinging things into bag. Heart pounding. Mouth dry. Waking nightmare. He was getting married to someone else? But that couldn’t be!

Should I have shower? No. Should I get dressed? No. No, yes. What if I actually found him? Couldn’t be like an asylum escapee in my pyjamas. What should I wear? Couldn’t decide. Couldn’t decide. Muzzy from sleeping tablet but thoughts going too fast. Whizzing past before could snag one.

Bumped first bag down stairs. Must go to bathroom to collect things. No. Leave them. Who cares? It’s just stuff. Opened front door, cool night air, flung bag into car boot, back into house for other bag.

But by the time I was lugging second bag down stairs, my heartbeat had slowed. Thoughts more ordered. Saw my lunacy. Pointless driving to Dublin. He wouldn’t see me. That had been his plan all along and was hardly likely to change his mind now.

I sat on front step in my pyjamas, staring out at darkness. Fields out there, couldn’t see them.

Trip down memory lane

Funny thing is, when first met Paddy de Courcy in graveyard, didn’t think would end up falling for him. So not my type. Previous boyfriend, Malachy the photographer, very different. Small, neat, sparkly-eyed charmer. Loved women, women loved him back. Charmed models like Zara Kaletsky into doing mad poses for him. (In fact, that was how I met Malachy. I was Zara’s stylist until she left Ireland so abruptly. She fixed us up.)

Malachy not very hairy. But, as I was buffeted by icy winds that day in the cemetery, I could tell simply by looking at Paddy de Courcy’s overcoat that he would have hairy chest. Picking up on subliminal signs. Dark raspy stubble on jaw. Backs of hands scattered with dark hairs. (Not like woolly mammoth King Kong paws – nice coverage.) Smooth hair-free chest simply wouldn’t fit.

He asked, ‘Do you come here often?’

I said, ‘Do I come here often?’ I surveyed marble slabs of death stretching out in all directions. Just goes to show, you can meet a man anywhere. ‘About once a month.’

‘This is slightly unorthodox …’ he said. ‘Graveyard and all that … Could come back in a month’s time hoping to bump into you, or … would you like to come for hot chocolate now?’

Clever. Hot chocolate the one thing – the only thing – I would have accepted. Safe. Totally different if he’d invited me for alcoholic drink. Or, indeed, cup of tea. Alcoholic drink – lecherous sleaze. Cup of tea – dullard with mother fixation.

Went to pub across road (Gravediggers Arms) where drank hot chocolate with marshmallows and reminisced about dead mothers.

He said, ‘Every time something good happens to me, I want to tell her, and every time something bad happens, I want her help.’

Knew exactly how he felt. We were both fifteen when our mums died. Was nice – glorious relief, actually – to meet someone who had lost their mum the same age I had. Talked openly, compared feelings, was drawn to him but didn’t fancy him. Actually felt I was almost doing him a favour, spending time with him, so he could talk about his mother.

He said, ‘Probably in bad taste, considering where we met, but any chance I could see you again? Promise I won’t talk about my mother the next time.’

I retreated against upholstery. Assailed by image of him looming over me, him naked, hairy-chested, hard-on in hand. My stomach did unpleasant squeeze. Excitement? Possibly not. Maybe nausea. He wasn’t my type. I thought he looked too old, also (shallow, shallow! Yes, I know) I didn’t like his clothes. Too buttoned-up, too safe. But why not give it a try?

Wrote my phone number on ancient cinema stub.

He looked at it. Said, ‘Mission Impossible? Any good?’

‘You didn’t see it?’

‘Never get time to go to pictures.’

‘Why not?’

‘Am politician. Deputy leader of NewIreland. Full-on job.’

Felt had better ask him his name – is what you have to do when people say they are writer or actor or – yes – politician. Almost as if they are angling to be asked.

‘Paddy de Courcy.’

Nodded and said, ‘Mmmm,’ to disguise fact had never heard of him.

He watched me shoot past in my red Mini, admiration in his eyes. I looked at him in rear-view. Even from distance could see blueness of his eyes. Coloured contact lenses? No. Coloured contact lenses make eyes strangely starey and dead-looking. Wearers look like aliens. Sometimes clients take a notion to wear them for big night out. (‘I fancy being a green-eyed temptress tonight.’) I always talk them out of it. Tacky. Very … Mariah Carey.

Wondered if Paddy de Courcy would call. Wasn’t sure he would. Suspected he might be married. Also we weren’t, on the face of it, a likely match. I had red Mini Cooper, he had navy Saab. I had sharp-cut, wide-lapelled, teal jacket, he had sober navy overcoat. I had angular Louise Brooks bob and Chiarascuro highlights (colour before Molichino), he had bouffy hair.

Didn’t Google him. That’s how interested I wasn’t.

Early next morning my mobile rang. I didn’t recognize number but answered because could be new client. Some woman said, ‘I’m calling from Paddy de Courcy’s office. Mr de Courcy was wondering if you are free this evening. He will pick you up at seven p.m. I need your address please.’

I was startled into silence. Then laughed. Said, ‘No.’

‘No, what?’

‘No, not giving address. Who’s he think he is?’

Her turn to be startled. Said, ‘Is Paddy de Courcy!’

‘If Mr de Courcy wants to make arrangement with me, Mr de Courcy can pick up phone and call me himself.’

‘… Yes … but Ms Daly, Mr de Courcy very busy man …’

Understand busyness. Most of my clients very busy people and usually clients’ assistant, rather than clients themselves, call to set up styling appointment. But that was work. This was not work.

‘Must go now,’ I said. ‘Thank you. Nice talking to you. Goodbye.’ (Costs nothing to be polite. Also she might want to be styled at some time in the future.)

I wasn’t even indignant. Simply realized had been right to think he wasn’t my type. Maybe that is how some people live their lives, getting their assistants to set up romantic assignations. Perhaps it is considered perfectly fine in certain circles.

I didn’t expect him to ring back and I really didn’t care. When think now of the risk I ran, I go hot and cold all over. Could have blithely thrown it all away. Over before it ever started. Then realize it’s all over anyway, and maybe would have been better off being spared the pain. But couldn’t imagine not having had him in my life. Was the most intense experience. The most intense man. Most beautiful, most sexy.

Anyway, a few minutes later, he did call. Laughing. Apologizing for being arrogant asshole.

I said, ‘You politicians have totally lost touch with reality.’ (Light-hearted tone. Banter.)

‘No, haven’t.’

‘Oh really? If so, tell me price of litre of milk?’ (Once, by accident, saw programme where minister of something was shamed for not knowing that. Actually felt quite sorry for him. Not so sure of price myself. But could tell you to the nearest euro, exact cost of entire Chloé collection. Wholesale, discounted and full retail. We all have our gifts.)

Paddy de Courcy said, ‘Don’t know. Don’t drink milk.’

‘Why so? Too busy?’

He laughed. Banter going well.

I said, ‘No milk on your cereal?’

‘Don’t eat cereal.’

‘What you have for breakfast?’

Pause. Then he said, ‘Would you like to find out?’

Cheesy. Remembered his bouffy hair. Didn’t want to banter any longer.

‘Sorry,’ he said. Sounded humbled, then he asked, ‘You free this evening?’

‘No.’ (Was, but really …)

‘How about tomorrow … uh, no, can’t do tomorrow. Or Wednesday. Just a minute,’ he said, then called to someone, ‘Stephanie, can you get me out of that thing with Brazilians on Thursday?’ Then he was back. ‘Thursday?’

‘Let me look at appointments.’ I checked, then said, ‘Yes, okay for Thursday evening.’

‘Thursday it is,’ he said. ‘I’ll pick you up. Seven?’

What was this thing with seven? Why so early?

‘I’ll book couple of tables for dinner and you can choose.’

Bridled at way he was calling all the shots, then … don’t know … stopped bridling, is best way to put it.

‘Just one thing,’ I said. ‘You married?’

‘Why? You offering?’

Further cheesiness. I said, ‘Yes or no? Married or not?’

‘Not.’

‘Fine.’

‘Really looking forward to seeing you,’ he said.

‘… Yes, me too.’

But wasn’t sure I was. And when I climbed into the back of his car and he was Mr Grown-up in his suit and briefcase, I thought, Oh no, terrible mistake. Stomach did that rolling, tilty nausea thing again. And, of course, things got worse in the shop. But then … undressing for him … everything changed. Started to really fancy him. Never looked back.

Friday, 5 September 12.19

Woke up. Had gone back to bed around 6 a.m., when sun was rising.

No longer felt crazed desperation for Paddy. Simply felt of no value. Wasn’t good enough for him. Not good enough for anyone.

13.53

Walked into town. Sea mist hanging in air, playing merry hell with hair.

When I reached special spot on bend of road, stopped and gazed up at next-door’s window, hoping to see woman in wedding dress. Intrigued. In fact, maddened with curiosity. But no sign of her.

14.01

The Oak

Soup of day, mushroom. Beginning to wonder if any other kind. Cheesecake of day, strawberry. Ditto.

15.05

Internet café

Thought would visit couple of nice sites. Net-a-porter. LaRedoute. Gazing upon beautiful things might bring sparkle back into world. But café closed! Crooked handwritten sign said, ‘Gone to lunch.’ Annoyed. These French people with their lunch hours! Stomped off towards home. Decided on seafront route, to get little infusion of magic house, and who did I see, outside magic house, only Cecile! Hooked by her knees, she was hanging upside down on the railings overlooking the waves, giggling with three surf boys in wetsuits.

Her skirt was up around her shoulders, as result of gravity. Her knickers on show. Cute. Cotton. White with red poppies and red trim. Nice for her to be so uninhibited. Actually no … not really a good thing. Was uncomfortable with her exhibitionism … we’re not on Côte d’Azur now.

Semi-circle of surf boys. General impression of wet sand, large bare male feet, tangled salty hair, surfboards, wetsuits unzipped, smooth bare chests, eyes bright from salt water, thin chains around tanned throats, tiny gold rings through male eyebrows. Couldn’t tell any of them apart, just generic cluster of young male yumminess.

‘Cecile?’ I asked.

‘Oui?’

‘Are you on your lunch break?’

‘Oui.’

‘When will it finish?’

Even hanging upside down, she managed Gallic shrug. ‘I cannot say.’ She giggled, giving one of surf boys a minxy glance.

Front door of magic house slightly ajar. Glimpse of bare, faded floorboards, old-fashioned banisters, white paint flaking, leading up the stairway to a magic bedroom.

Cecile would be going into magic house to have sex with one of surf boys. Terrible pang. Jealousy. Loneliness. For things lost and things never had. Wished I was young. Wished I was beautiful. Wished I was French.

19.57

Trying alternative bars to Oak. Cannot face another bowl of mushroom soup. Also didn’t want to get too dependent on the Oak. It might burn down or something and where would that leave me? Look what happened the last time I depended on someone (Paddy).

Stuck my head into golfing bar, called Hole in One, or some such dreadful golfing pun. Couldn’t go in. Packed to gills with men (and one or two women who should have known better) exchanging posh insults about how badly the other man played. (You know how men are. Can only bond by being horrible.) Noisy. Shouty. Rawlrawlrawl. Like politicians in Dail. And such bad clothing! Yellow sweaters. Spats. Visors! I ask you. Not even useful, not in Ireland, not enough sun. Is … is … wilful bad taste.

Tried Butterly’s. Very small place. Size of a front room. Flagstoned floors, bare wooden counter, three high stools at it. Small television on overhead shelf. Smiley old woman behind bar, looking keen as mustard. (Margery Allingham phrase.) Otherwise place empty. Wanted to back out, saying, ‘Sorry, looking for chemist! My mistake!’ But was too polite. Did running jump, like pole vaulter, to seat self on high stool. (Can’t abide high stools, so uncomfortable. Too high, to begin with, and nothing to hold on to, nothing to support your back, nothing for your feet. You are quite adrift. Breakfast bars, there they are again! Why would I choose to start my day wobbling atop a high stool when could sit on a normal-height chair? And why only for breakfast?)

Butterly’s was the oddest-looking bar had ever seen, offering most peculiar selection of drinks – all seemed to be sweet sticky liqueurs. Also sundry other items for sale, to wit: cans of marrowfat peas, boxes of matches, packets of instant custard. Like when playing shop when small. (All same, might be handy to know. Some night, might be halfway through glass of red wine and get sudden unbearable craving for custard, which needed immediate gratification.) (Sarcastic.)

The old woman was Mrs Butterly herself. Nice to be in proprietor-run establishment. Extremely chatty. Said the bar was her parlour and she only opened it when she felt like company and closed it again when she didn’t.

Though my hopes weren’t high, I asked, ‘Do you do food?’

She pointed at strange collection behind bar.

‘I meant … something … could eat now.’

Had horrible fear she would offer to heat up can of marrowfat peas. Even look of marrowfat peas makes me want to take my own life.

‘Could make you little sandwich. Will see what’s in fridge.’

She disappeared into other room, presume it was kitchen. Returned with processed ham piece between two slices of woolly white bread. In strange, retro way, quite satisfying. When I finished, she made us both a cup of tea and produced a packet of Hobnobs.

I tried purchase a glass of red wine but she said, ‘Don’t carry wine. How about Tia Maria? Or what’s this here? Cointreau?’

Closest thing to a normal drink was Southern Comfort. No ice available so had it with a dash of the flattest Sprite have ever had. From a 2-litre bottle that had been on shelf for oh, about sixty years. Not a bubble left in entire bottle.

Cajoled Mrs Butterly to join me in a drink. Invitation accepted.

Revised original impression. Mrs Butterly had woven web of charm around me. Liked it. Liked it all. Best bit of entire bar was neon green poster, saying, ‘No Stag Parties!’

Stag party wouldn’t fit! They would have to be refused in instalments. Would have to send delegation of two or three in to be barred, then leave and let next tranche in to be turned down.

When I was leaving, Mrs Butterly refused to take money for the food. She said, ‘Only couple of Hobnobs, for the love of God.’

‘But Mrs Butterly, the sandwich …’

‘Only couple of slices of bread, for the love of God.’

Kindly. Very kindly.

But no way to run a business.

21.59

DVD shop

Wanted to ask about Kelly and the bread knife, but shop thronged. Many people visiting. Tourists for weekend, their baskets filled with frozen pizzas and six-packs of lager. I resented their presence, as if I live here.

Brandon distracted but recommended Goodfellas.

0.57

Enjoyed Goodfellas, not saying I didn’t. Don’t mean to be picky. Much violence, but no actual revenge as such.

1.01

Realization. Why I felt so comforted in Mrs Butterly’s. It was the flat Sprite. Flat Sprite is a convalescent’s drink. Mum used to give it to me when I was sick. She used to heat it up to cleanse it of all bubbles, so it wouldn’t hurt my sore throat. Flat Sprite makes me feel loved. As no one is handy to administer it to me, will do it myself.

Saturday, 6 September 8.01

Woken by slam of next-door-neighbour’s front door. I hopped from bed, into other bedroom to look out front window, hoping to see Wedding Dress girl in her civvies. But no girl, just her boyfriend -fiancé, I suppose – alone. Studied him. Interested to see what kind of man had bagged the Vera Wanged beauty. At quick glance, not exactly kempt. He would need haircut before wedding. Out-doorsy-loving-style clothing: jeans and big, thick navy fleece suitable for North Pole. Footwear, however, cause for interest: trainers in anthracite colour – in fashionista circles anthracite known as ‘Black for risk-takers’. He got into car – couldn’t be sure what kind it was -banged door shut, drove away.

I returned to bed.

13.10

Town busy. Day-trippers. Blue skies, sunshine, heat, weather very nice for September, apart from never-ceasing, hair-destroying wind.

My attention caught by woman on beach, walking alone. Had half-noticed her over previous few days and just knew she was one of the heartbroken painters or potters or poets. Even from distance, her face was stiff, the way heartbroken faces are. What is it about being rejected by loved ones that locks face muscles into inactivity? Special enzyme? (Possible scientific discovery. You know how dumpees don’t smile? Everyone puts it down to them having nothing to smile about. But perhaps it is as result of special enzyme which means they cannot smile. This is the sort of discovery that wins prizes.)

20.10

DVD shop

Brandon recommended Kill Bill, vol. 1. Excellent. Revenge – 10 out of 10.

Sunday, 7 September

Ol’ Prune Eyes is Muslim! Don’t know why I’m so surprised. He is from Egypt, which believe has large Muslim population. Suppose I didn’t think devout Muslim would work in pub. Den of alcohol.

He made casual reference to praying towards Mecca and I asked, ‘You Muslim?’

And he said, ‘Yes.’

No big deal but am suddenly uncomfortable ordering glass of wine from him. Feel he is thinking, Stinking Whore. Whore of the Infidel.

Also ashamed of my beloved Molichino highlights. Not only have I my hair on display but am drawing attention to it with lovely highlights. He is very friendly – seems like lovely man, really – but fear he is faker and in his head he is thinking terrible things about me. Maybe even muttering under his breath. Like this …

‘Hi, Ibrahim.’

‘Ah, hello there, Lola. Stinking whore of the Infidel. How are you today?’

‘Good. You?’

‘Excellent. Considering I’ll be going to Paradise and you haven’t a hope. What can I get you?’

‘Glass of Merlot please, Ibrahim.’

(Big, big smile.) ‘Glass of Merlot, Lola. Filthy Western whore. You will burn in hell, you alcohol-drinking, pork-eating, bare-haired unbeliever. Coming right up!’

Am I racist? Or am I only saying what everyone is thinking? The way everyone used to think all Irish people were IRA bombers. ‘Hello, yes, Paddy, come in, sit down, have a cup of Earl Grey. Tell me, were you good at chemistry at school?’

Don’t want to be racist. But undeniable clash in value system. I like Merlot. Muslims disapprove of Merlot. Would not refuse person a job because they didn’t like Merlot. Would not refuse person citizenship. But want to enjoy Merlot. Don’t want to feel afraid that I will burn in hell if have glass with my lunch.

Is it better to acknowledge how uncomfortable Ibrahim makes me? Or just pretend all is fine, no difference between me and him? What is best way to handle multicultural society? Nkechi’s big bottom, Ibrahim’s Armageddon. Such lofty worries. Cripes, don’t know. Exhausting, whole bloody thing.

14.38

Cecile has taken over running boutique as well as internet café! Apparently now that season is officially over, owner of boutique (who is also owner internet café, which, don’t mean to be picky, is not actually café at all, as you cannot buy anything to eat or drink) has gone off to Puerto Banus for a month and Cecile is running both all on her own. Or not running. I wanted to surf net but sign on café door saying, ‘In Monique’s.’ And sign on Monique’s door saying, ‘At lunch.’

Between Cecile’s double-jobbing and European-style lunch breaks, is a wonder anyone in Knockavoy gets to send any emails at all.

Trip down memory lane

Remembering my first date with Paddy. Got picked up at flat in car driven by Spanish John. Paddy sitting in the back, wearing a suit. Open briefcase on lap.

‘What you like to do?’ he asked. ‘You hungry?’

‘No, not really. Is a bit early.’ (Was only 7 p.m. Unusually early for date.)

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘let’s go shopping.’

‘For what?’

‘Clothes.’

‘For me or for you?’

I was wondering if he was trying to get styling from me on the cheap. On the free, in fact.

‘For you.’

Didn’t know what to say. Funny sort of date. Cannot usually make man come shopping with me for love nor money. Also had strange suspicion that this wouldn’t be normal shopping.

Next thing, Spanish John opening car door, Paddy’s arm on my back, ushering me up steps, discreet dark-glass door, soft carpeting, friendly woman’s voice welcoming us, feel free to browse. Thought I knew every shop in Dublin. I was wrong. Pools of light highlighting dark shiny items. Closer look. Vibrator. Black satin blindfold. Spanky device. Small onyx things thought were cufflinks, then realized were nipple clamps.

Knickers, bras, suspender belts, satin, silk, lace, leather, spandex, black, red, pink, white, blue, nude, patterned …

Trying to behave like woman of the world – had been in this sort of emporium before; after all, had organized two hen nights, admittedly not in place of this high quality – but had to confess, felt rather uncomfortable. Anxious. Very. Hardly what had expected from first date.

Drifted over to underwear. Expected to receive mild electric shock from shoddy man-made fibres, but quality good. Real silk, satin, lace. Actually some lovely ‘pieces’, as we in fashion world say (when I say that, I sound light-hearted, but believe me, was not feeling light-hearted at the time). Dark blue set embroidered with butterflies, appliquéd with feathers and diamantés. Silky mulberry and black polka-dot knickers with ribbon ties at sides. Demure pink set festooned with pink roses – not embroidered but actual little roses -on bra cups and crotch. Would look terrible under clothes. All lumpy.

Surprised to see nice plain black knickers. Completely unremarkable. Then realized they were crotchless, and jumped back as if burnt. Same with low-cut balconette bra. Seemed very low-cut, so low-cut would hardly cover nipples! Then realized – cripes! – that was the whole point.

Beside me, Paddy’s voice said, ‘Would you like to try any of them on?’

Froze. Stomach curdled. He was dirty pervert. Dirty pervert weirdo. Treating me as sex object. What was I doing here?

But what should I expect when I pick up man in graveyard? Hardly going to take me for pizza and Ben Stiller movie.

‘Lola, are you okay? Is this okay?’ He skewered me with blue gaze. Expression sympathetic, well, sympatheticish. Hint of challenge there also.

Held his look. This is the moment, I thought, where I decide to trust him, or to leave. Teetered on high wire. Looked at door. Could just go. No harm done. Would never see him again. I mean, in sex shop! On first date! I was horrified …

… but a bit excited. If left now what would I miss …?

Looked back into blue gaze, may even have tilted chin upwards in attitude of slight defiance and said, ‘Okay …’

Assistant came to help. Sort of mumsy. She looked at chest. ‘34B?’

‘… Yes …’

‘What ones you like?’

‘These,’ I said, pointing out pretty, most demure set could see. (Pale blue, generously cut, robust-looking crotch.)

‘And maybe these,’ Paddy suggested, indicating saucier stuff.

‘And maybe not,’ I said.

‘Sure, why not try?’ mumsy woman said, ferrying armload of underwear off to changing room. ‘What’s to be lost?’

Big changing room. Almost same size as my bedroom. Rose-coloured lighting, curly-legged brocade chair, Chinese-style wallpaper patterned with winter flowering cherry – and wire grille in wall, like in a confessional … What was that for?

‘Would you like your friend to wait in the anteroom?’ mumsy woman asked.

‘An … teroom …?’

‘Yes, just here.’

She indicated a smaller room next to the changing room, with a chair in it and a grille in wall. Same grille as in my room.

‘Where he can watch you,’ mumsy woman said.

Cripes! Where Paddy de Courcy could sit and watch me try on underwear. Where he could observe me take off current clothes and see me naked, like in tacky peep show! Aghast. Frozen indecision seemed to last for decades, then I crumbled. In for a penny, in for a pound.

Reasons:


1) Had been waxed to kingdom come. Only hair on body below waist was small square on pubic bone reminiscent of Adolf Hitler’s moustache.

2) Pink lighting flattering.

3) Didn’t want to seem like prude.

4) Was undeniably excited. Conflicted but excited.



While taking off ordinary clothes I flattened self against wall, out of view of peephole. Not sure what to do. Too self-conscious to dance, also no music. Considered walking to and fro, but held back by fear I would look like animal in zoo – lion, maybe – with cabin fever. Might start wobbling head and moaning.

However, once I stepped into teetery-high pair of white fluffy mules and very flattering black silk knickers and bra, felt like a different person. Pretended Paddy de Courcy wasn’t sitting in next room watching me through mesh hatch. Pretended I was on my own. (But if on own, would never lean forward and shimmy in order to shake breasts into bra. Would never lick finger then rub it against nipples so they stood out like rubber stoppers on water wings, then admire self in mirror. Ordinarily when trying on knickers, wouldn’t bother running hand up and down along pubic bone, checking fit just right.)

Leisurely I changed into next set, unhooking bra and slowly removing it, sliding straps down arms, as if I had all the time in world. Next was fifties-style garter and bra, in stiff pink satin. Bra made breasts high and jutty – when leant forward could see nipples. Garter went from waist to top of legs, giving extreme hourglass curve. Rosy glow from fabric made thighs look creamy and smooth and I sat on brocade chair, liking rough feel of fabric against naked bottom. Slowly rolled silk stockings up legs and attached them to rubber suspenders on garter.

Heightened awareness of him behind grille, watching me.

Sexy. Oh so sexy.

Now and then mumsy woman popped head round door, displaying hangers. ‘This lovely crotchless corset,’ she said wistfully. ‘Be gorgeous with thigh boots.’

Or, ‘Would you like to try rubber catsuit? Red one in your size. Be gorgeous with thigh boots.’

Wanted her to go away. She was disturbing mood.

Very turned on. But turned on by self ? Mad?

Tried excellent little bra made with overlapping layers of sheer fabric, like petals of flower. Opened little pearl button on cup and unpeeled petal after petal until nipple exposed. Didn’t know when I’d get to final layer. As much a revelation to me as to him. When it finally appeared, I said, ‘Ooh!’ and looked straight at him. Saw gleam of his eyes in dark room looking back at me and that was it. I was overtaken by unendurable desire and brought matters to an abrupt close. I got dressed, my fingers shaking, wondering how soon I could have sex with him.

When I bolted out of changing room, Paddy asked, ‘Which ones you like?’

Quickly I shook head. Prices out of my league.

‘Let me,’ he said.

‘No!’ Felt like kept woman, mistress, prostitute, all those things.

‘I insist,’ he said.

‘You insist?’

‘Please,’ he said. ‘Let me. I’m one who’ll benefit.’

‘You’re taking a lot for granted!’

He was mortified. Caught out. Apologized profusely. Sounded sincere. Offered again to buy them. ‘For you,’ he said. ‘Not for me. How about it?’

Still uncomfortable. Felt wrong. Didn’t like it. But, in strange, messy mix, also liked it.

So I let him.

Later (in bed, as happened) said to him, ‘You took a big risk. What if I’d been offended?’

‘Then you wouldn’t have been the girl I’d thought you were.’

‘What kind is that?’

‘Dirty little girl.’

Wasn’t sure that I was, had always suspected I was bit of a prude, but nice of him to say so.

Monday, 8 September

Serendipity! Happenstance! At 7.25 p.m. popped into Mrs Butterly’s for some healing flat Sprite and she said, ‘Do you mind if I put on telly?’

Next thing, she put on Coronation Street! My favourite! When it finished at 8 p.m. she switched over to EastEnders – my other favourite! Then at 8.30 put on Holby City. Hospital soap. Never seen it before but prepared to love it.

Veritable orgy of soaps, washed down with Southern Comfort and flat Sprite. Enjoyed it hugely. You’d swear I hadn’t seen proper telly for months!

Mrs Butterly said she had developed a fondness for me and issued an open soap invitation for any night. Then asked me to leave, she wanted to go to bed.

‘Anything else I can get for you, Lola, before I shut up?’

In rush of goodwill, I said, ‘Ah sure, I’ll take a packet of custard.’

21.03

Wandered slightly aimlessly round town, carrying my custard, then sat on a wall, facing towards sea. Had been in Knockavoy nearly a week and hadn’t put foot on beach. Took pride in this. Had retained sense of self.

Man walking dog passed me and said, ‘Evening. That’s what I call a sunset.’

I replied, ‘Evening, yes indeed.’

Hadn’t been paying attention but now that I looked, the sun was doing its impression of a great, big, fizzy vitamin B tablet. Sky all orange. Supporting immune system.

Cripes! Just noticed. Heading in my direction was the woman I’d seen walking alone on the beach. Grey-skinned, sunken-eyed, sweats flapping against emaciated body. Been here in Knockavoy for some time judging by condition of her hair.

Instinct was to run away. But she was too near. We’d locked eyes. She was bearing down on self. Homing device.

She stopped and tried to engage me in chat about sunset. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’

‘… Yes …’

Not entirely sure what to say. I don’t have those kinds of conversations – sunsets, nature, etc. Now, if it was white Stella trouser suit she was talking about …

She sighed heavily. ‘The sun still sets every evening. Still rises every morning. Hard to believe, isn’t it?’

‘… Yes … Must be off now.’

Suspected Kelly and Brandon had told her my story and suspected she was sounding me out for membership of Heartbroken Women’s gang. Didn’t want to sign up. All very well for them doing their painting and poetry and pottery. But not for me.

Although will never love anyone again, don’t want to become bitter. Or creative.

Middle of night

Woken by … something. What was it? Became aware of red glow beyond window. Sunrise? Instinctively knew it was too early. For moment wondered if sun had decided to pop its head back up over horizon so could do encore sunset, seeing as people so pleased with it first time round.

Looked out window. Behind house and also sort of behind next-door was semi-circle of red. Flames. A fire!

Should have rung fire brigade but instead decided to investigate. Such nosiness. Proof of danger of being without distraction of telly! Would never ‘investigate’ anything in Dublin.

Wellingtons, big mohair jumper over pyjamas. Torch. Out into chilly night.

Ducked under wire fence thing and tramped through field. Moon spreading reflection across vast area of sea, lighting up whole area. Grass smelt nice at night. Cows in bed.

Not out-of-control fire. Simply bonfire. But unattended. How very strange. Got closer. Sudden shock. Fire being fuelled by clothes! Black tulle, blue taffeta, all melting. Then horrors! White satin! The wedding dress! Not the wedding dress! Tried to pull it from flames but shower of sparks jumped out at me and heat too great.

Distressed. It pains self to see clothes being abused. (Yes! Also pains self to see children and animals abused! Of course! Am not total shallow fashion type. Care VERY MUCH about children and animals, so much so have to change channel when sad ads come on.)

Had burny thought. If beautiful painting gets knife stuck in it by madman, everyone appalled. Experts come on telly to talk about it. But if perfect frock – which is also work of art – is destroyed, no one comes on telly to protest. Is discrimination. Is because perfect frock is girly concern, whereas paintings are serious, manly stuff, even when done by women.

Sound of approaching feet. Frightened. Who was coming? Outline gradually appeared through flickering gloom. It was the unkempt fiancé carrying an armload of clothes. Was it light from flames causing his eyes to shine or was he – horrors – crying?

Alerted him to my presence by saying, ‘Ahem! Hello.’

‘Jesus Christ!’ He nearly dropped his bundle. ‘Where the hell did you come from?’

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘But saw flames. Worried was a fire.’

He stared at me. Attitude brooding. Stamped on his fizzog was weary question: If a man can’t burn a load of lovely clothes in middle of night, when can he burn them?

‘I’m staying in Tom Twoomey’s for while. Am Lola Daly.’

Unfriendly pause. ‘Rossa Considine. Didn’t mean to cause scare. Should have warned you but was spur-of-moment thing …’

Mealy-mouthed apology.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked. ‘There was a woman … in a wedding dre –’

‘She’s gone.’ Abrupt.

‘Will she be … coming back?’ (Stupid question, not very likely when her wedding dress was being torched.)

He shook head. Mood dark. ‘Nope. Not coming back.’

Awkward pause. He gave bundle in arms a little shake. Clearly he was itching to get on with his burning.

‘Well, I’ll get back to bed, then.’

‘Okay. ’Night.’

I tramped back through the fields. Other people have tragedies also. This poor man.

Wouldn’t kill him to be civil, though.

Tuesday, 9 September 8.00

Woken by slamming of front door (not mine). Hopped out of bed and into front bedroom. Stared out window. There was Firestarter in his anthracite trainers, going to work. No scorch marks or black stains on fizzog to indicate he had caused conflagration only hours previously.

Still cannot identify the make of his car.

18.47

Kelly and Brandon ARE girlfriend and boyfriend! Could have sworn they hated each other! Plucked up courage to ask what had happened with the bread knife.

They’d had sex, Kelly said, then a fight. Brandon was lying on the couch with his willy out in post-coital repose.

I asked, ‘Whose couch?’

‘My parents’,’ Kelly said.

‘And where were they?’

‘In armchairs beside the couch, watching Winning Streak.’

‘Were they?’

‘Got you there! No! They were upstairs asleep in bed, where else? Would hardly be doing it with them in the room. If I got caught, my dad would KILL Brandon. Anyway, for a joke I got bread knife from kitchen to pretend was going to chop off Brandon’s willy.’

As you do.

‘But I tripped coming back into sitting room and accidentally got tiny, tiny cut on his lad. Tiny cut. He went MENTALIST, said was bleeding to death, would get gangrene and lose lad, wanted to ring for ambulance. I couldn’t stop laughing. Put a Barbie plaster on it. God, was hilarious.’

‘Suppose it was really, looking back on it.’ Brandon gave little chuckle.

Young love. I envy them their uncomplicated happiness.

Wednesday, 10 September 13.28

The Oak

‘Hi, Ibrahim.’

‘Hello there, Lola.’ Stinking whore of the Infidel.

Can’t shake it! Thing is, Ol’ Prune Eyes is so nice. Handsome, twinkly-eyed, pleasant man. Obliging, cheerful, chatty but not pushy. But surely he must disapprove of me. I am many of the things Muslims don’t like. I am independent(ish) woman. With face, hair and sometimes legs on display. Who drinks alcohol. And enjoys smoky bacon-flavoured crisps. It is his duty to disapprove of me.

20.15

Three women came into Mrs Butterly’s while we were watching East-Enders. Without missing a beat, Mrs B says, ‘We’re closed.’

‘… But …’

‘Yes, closed. Goodbye.’

‘… Oh, well, right …’

‘What is the point,’ she says, ‘of having your own pub if you do not exercise small amount of power every now and then?’

21.08

Sun setting. Walking home after soap orgy at Mrs Butterly’s. Firestarter’s car parked outside his house. Tiptoed up rough-hewn boreen to take closer look. Unfamiliar car. Prius. What did I know about it? Aha, yes! Eco-swot car. Could run on electricity.

What worthy person he is.

Thursday, 11 September 13.01

Internet café

Someone already in there talking to Cecile. A man. I came to involuntary halt at door. Internationally good-looking – long, salt-tangled blond hair, deep smooth tan, one of those special mouths also owned by Steve Tyler (when young), Mick Jagger (also when young).

He was lounging across two chairs. Relaxed. The kind of man who stops people in their tracks. Like a god.

Felt slightly uncomfortable, like I might be interrupting something.

‘Hi, Cecile. How are you?’

‘Bien, Lola. Pulling ze divil be the tail.’ Whatever that means. ‘Lola, this is my friend, Jake.’

He looked at me with silvery eyes – and I blushed! Was simply too much. So sexy, he was almost feral creature. As if had been brought up by good-looking wolves.

He nodded and said, ‘Lola.’

‘Jake,’ I replied.

Question. When people call their boy-children names like Jake, how do they know they’re going to grow up sexy? Nature or nurture? If someone is called bog-standard name like Brian or Nigel, will they grow up to be bog-standard person? If they are given sexy-hero name like Lance or – as in this case – Jake, do they feel they have a duty to live up to it?

He muttered in low, deep voice, ‘I’ll be off, Cecile.’

Then he nodded at me again. ‘Nice meeting you, Lola.’

‘… You too … Jake.’ And I blushed for second time! Blood had barely departed face from first time and almost met itself coming back.

I let a few minutes pass after his departure. Didn’t want to seem too avid.

‘… So, ah … Cecile, was that your boyfriend? The one you’re crazy in love with?’

‘Jake? No! My little turtle dove is Zoran. Jake is Zoran’s friend.’

‘Where is Jake from? Serbia also?’

‘Jake? No, Cork.’

‘You mean he’s Irish?’

‘As Irish as Guinness.’

Unexpected.

Friday, 12 September 13.45

New soup of the day at the Oak! Mixed vegetable. Lots of lumps, so cannot stomach it. Nevertheless, mild thrill.

16.33

Grace Gildee rang again! Thought she’d lost interest in me. Didn’t answer, of course, and took every ounce of courage simply to listen to her message.

‘Hi, Lola, me again, Grace Gildee. Just wondering if you’d made up your mind about doing the interview. You can trust me, I’ve known Paddy long time.’ (Laughs.) ‘I know where all his bodies are buried!’

If that is the case, then she can do interview with herself !

18.04

Fall into emotional slump. Why was I not good enough for Paddy? Was it because I didn’t show enough interest in his job?

He used to come in and throw himself on couch, in bad mood, and complain bitterly about minister for something or other doing something he shouldn’t have. He would rant and rant and eventually would say, ‘You haven’t a clue, have you?’

‘No.’

I thought that’s what he liked about me!

I thought I was his escape from all that.

And, after all, how much did he know about Roland Mouret frocks?

But it was obvious, in retrospect, that I should have massaged his temples and plotted with him to overthrow minister for health or inveigle Taoiseach into compromising sexual situation with a herd of goats.

Funny thing is that always, all my life, my worst fear is of being abandoned, and it keeps happening. When I was a child, I used to say to Mum and Dad, ‘Can we all die at same time?’ Mum promised yes, we could. But she was liar. Went ahead and died all by herself when I was fifteen. But, to be fair, she couldn’t help herself. About a week before she died, she blurted out, ‘It’s breaking my heart to have to leave you, Lola. I hate not being there for when you grow up. I hate not being able to mind you and I hate not knowing what’s going to happen to you.’

Realized then that she might be on the way out. No one had told me.

19.12

Looking for comfort, rang Dad.

He asked, ‘Are you still shook up over that scut?’

‘Yes.’

‘Let that be a lesson to you, Lola. Never trust a politician.’

‘Thanks, Dad. Bye.’

Monday, 15 September 12.12

Internet café

‘Hi, Cecile. How are you?’

‘Bien, Lola. On the pig’s back.’

‘… Yes …’

She keeps saying all these bizarre rural Irish greetings – like, ‘Sucking diesel, please God.’ And, ‘Mighty, mighty!’

Even I do not know what they mean and I am Irish!

‘Oh Lola, you ’ave a hadmire-air.’

‘A hadmire-air?’

‘Yes. A man hadmires you.’

‘Oh! An admirer! No! Really?’

‘My friend Jake. ’E says you har cute.’

Jake? The Love-God? No! He couldn’t. He could have anyone! Said as much.

Cecile shrugged. ‘You are holder woman. ’E likes holder women.’

‘How much holder? I’m only thirty-one.’

‘’E is twenty-five. Also ’e ’as slept with every other woman in Knockavoy. You har “fresh blood”.’

Cripes! You ever have something to sell? Don’t let Cecile do it.

Deflated, got on with my business of checking emails. But Cecile wasn’t finished.

‘Lola,’ she said, ‘what will I tell him?’

What will you tell him? Are we back at school? My friend fancies your friend?

As fast as it had arrived, ire of indignation snuffed out.

‘Nothing to tell,’ I said. ‘Anyway, going back to Dublin on Wednesday.’

20.16

Two men tried to have drink in Mrs Butterly’s.

She said, ‘We’re closed.’

‘But you’re not.’

Pushy types.

She said, ‘Are you stag party?’

‘No.’

‘Dutch?’

‘No.’

‘Golfers?’

‘… Er, yes …’

‘Cannot serve you. Golfers barred. Have had trouble with your type before.’

‘You’re refusing to serve us?’

‘Yes.’

‘… but that’s …’

‘By order of the management. Unless you would like takeaway? Can of marrowfat peas? Box of matches?’

Tuesday, 16 September

Ready to go back to Dublin. Was like being on holidays here– first day or so, ants in pants. Then calming down, then enjoying it. Establishing regular routine, then days speeding up, until circle completed, back to start, ants in pants.

Agony about Paddy had levelled out. No longer felt curiosity or desperation to see him or even (rare) indignation that he discarded me so easily.

Not cured, of course. In a way, worse. When I was all tangled up in hope and shock and bad, burny feeling, couldn’t see full picture.

Overwhelming feeling now is that I am worthless. All my confidence gone.

Also feeling bad loneliness. Paddy was my one big love and I will never meet anyone else. I know everyone says that when their heart is broken and people roll their eyes at display of naked self-pity and say, ‘Don’t be so silly!’ But he was a unique man. A one-off. Never met anyone like him before. Never will again.

This is my burden. I accept it. My work will be the saving of me. Intend to devote rest of my life to doing missionary work – making women of Ireland look spectacular for very reasonable cost.

Wednesday, 17 September 10.13–11.53

Leavetaking

Visited all my Knockavoy friends – Ol’ Prune Eyes, Mrs Butterly, Kelly and Brandon, Cecile.

‘Yes, oui, goodbye, leaving Knockavoy, returning to metropolis, lovely, yes, thank you, you too, pleasure, if ever in Dublin. No, no plans to return.’

11.55

Drove up the hill, watching Knockavoy get smaller and smaller in rear-view mirror, wondering when – if ever – I’d be back.

18.30

Home

Could hardly get into my flat. Full of suitcases, suit-carriers and clothes. None of them mine. Nkechi had been busy. Calling in lots of stuff. Storing it in my flat.

Phone rang. Bridie. ‘How long did journey take you?’

Said, ‘Three hours twenty.’ (But had no real idea.)

‘I seeeee,’ she said. ‘Three hours twenty? Slap bang in middle of table. Mean journey time three hours twenty-seven.’

Heard clicking of keys, like she was inputting something.

‘Bridie, are you keeping record?’

‘Yes. Graphs. Pie-chart. Spreadsheets. Lovely software. Such variety of different ways to present things.’

Thursday, 18 September 9.00

Martine’s Patisserie

Bright and early. Fresh start. Meeting in ‘office’ with Nkechi. As usual, Nkechi late.

9.14

Nkechi swans in, braids piled high on top of her head. Long, shapely neck. Very elegant. Walks like queen. Lazily swings her bottom into seat. Asks, ‘Nice break?’

‘Yes, yes,’ I said breezily. Implying, That beastly (Margery Allingham) business all behind me now. I am restored to old efficient self.

‘So!’ I say, trying to sound dynamic. Even clap hands together in attitude of zeal. ‘What’s happening?’

Nkechi reads from her BlackBerry. ‘Tonight Rosalind Croft. Gala dinner at her house. Conference in Ireland at moment, world debt, Africa …’ waved her hand vaguely ‘… that sort of thing. Lots of famous people here. Kofi Annan, President South Africa …’ another wave of hand ‘… those types. All main players invited to Crofts’. She’s been insane. Rang me in middle of night, wanted Versace dress she saw in American Vogue. Couldn’t get fucking thing, was special creation for catwalk. She told me to fly to Miami to find it. Talked her down, dress selection narrowed to three. Balenciaga, Chanel, Prorsum Burberry. All flown in from London. Matching shoes, jewellery, etc., packed in your flat, ready to go.’

‘Okay.’

‘Tomorrow, ski chic shoot for Woman’s World. Usual winter wonderland bollocks. Furry boots, earmuffs, minging knitwear. Following day, evening dress fittings for Tess Bickers.’

‘Who?’

‘New client. Corporate wife. Tons of jingle. Wants kitting out for party season. Called in eighteen frocks. Reckon she’ll take most of them.’

‘You’ve been very busy, Nkechi. I’ll take over, do Mrs Croft this evening.’

‘But –’

‘You’ve been working very hard, Nkechi. Take the night off.’

Time to assume control. Show her who’s boss.

She didn’t want to give in. She has fostered ‘special relationship’ with Rosalind Croft since the time she saved her bacon with scarf from charity shop. Mrs Croft very powerful. Knows what’s hot and what’s shot. Handy person to have on your side.

Repeated, ‘Really, Nkechi, I’ll do it.’

‘… Well, okay. She wants you at the house at six-thirty. Well, she actually wants me at the house at six-thirty, but if you insist …’

Nkechi radiating resentment. Giving me ’tude, as she would say. As a rule, do not savour unpleasantness, but imperative to regain upper hand.

17.08

Finishing informal meeting with Brown Thomas buyer

Better get skates on. Had to pick up clothes for Mrs Croft and get out to Killiney for 6.30. Lagging behind all day. Still on Knockavoy speed. ‘Speed’ wrong word. ‘Slowth’ would be more apt.

17.15

Nipping along South William Street, weaving through people. Car double-parked. Holding up traffic. Knew before I knew, if you know what I mean. Maybe subconsciously I recognized car, or something, because had bad, burny feeling before I knew exactly why.

It was Paddy. Helping a woman – the horse, who else? – into back seat of double-parked car. Solicitous.

I stood and stared. Appalled by scene. I used to be the woman in the back seat of his car. But I had been cast aside, like cheap red dress with cigarette burn on nipple.

Living proof of my insignificance.

Knew I was going to vomit. Beseeched God, All I ask is don’t let me do it in the street.

17.18

Hogan’s Public House

I lurched towards Ladies like a sailor on dry land, black dots swimming before my eyes. Nick of time. Threw up into handbasin. Sank to knees. Whispered, ‘Sorry,’ to two disgusted girls applying lipgloss in mirror. Who, once they realized I wasn’t stotious drunk, were kindness itself. Gave me a tissue, stick of Orbit and said, ‘All men are bastards.’

They stuck with me while I waited for legs to stop trembling and could take weight of body, then escorted me to street to hail taxi. Kindness of strangers. Just before I drove away, I whispered to them about secret sample sale in Lainey Keogh’s atelier.

17.47

My flat

Rushed in. Brushed teeth. Speedily loaded self like packhorse and staggered out to car.

Taxi driver looked at luggage and asked, ‘You doing moonlight flit?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘My wife left me. I came home one day and found all her stuff gone. Cannot be party to woman doing secret runner.’

‘Oh, no, no, just work.’ Then added, ‘Sorry for your trouble.’

18.05

Traffic terrible. Rush-hour gridlock. Wedged between man in Nissan Sunny (in front), man in Toyota Corolla (behind), man in Opel Corsa (beside) and man in Skoda Skoda (don’t think they have different types) (facing, going in opposite direction).

18.13

Haven’t moved in ten minutes. Am going to be late. Possibly very late. I am never late.

Considering rolling down window and striking up conversation with man in Opel Corsa. Might take mind off my anxiety.

Made the mistake of sharing my pain with taxi driver. He despises Paddy. Says he is ‘ruthless’. Although driver is bitter man – he has never forgiven his wife and swears he wouldn’t trust a woman to give him the right change from a euro – I suppose I agree.

18.28

Traffic still terrible. Officially almost late. Should have left town no later than 5.30. Sighting of Paddy and the horse threw me right off schedule. If I hadn’t needed to duck into pub to puke and recover aplomb, would have been fine. Can’t BEAR being late.

18.35

Officially late and nowhere near Killiney. Gnawing hand with anxiety.

18.48

Toothmarks on hand.

19.03

Hand bleeding.

19.14

Arrive! Through electronic gates, up long drive lit with flaming torches. Front door open, framing frantic housekeeper. ‘Quick, quick. Mrs Croft going mad!’

Hive of activity, canapés, uniformed staff, light glinting on champagne glasses.

Race up the stairs, dragging one suitcase, the housekeeper and unidentified male employee hot on my heels carrying the rest of the stuff. Mrs Croft in silky robe, sitting at mirror in her dressing room, a picture of fretfulness. Hairdresser pacing room, rapping curling tongs against his palm. Sees me. Exclaims, ‘Thanks be to Christ! What the hell kept you?’

I gasp, ‘So sorry, Mrs Croft. So sorry. Traffic terrible.’

‘Where’s Nkechi?’

‘Not coming. Night off. Me instead.’

‘Oh …’

I clunked open suitcases, unwhizzed zips on carriers, while housekeeper and unidentified man begin unpacking things onto hangers.

‘What’s this?’ Mrs Croft picked up a little white angora sweater.

‘… I … ah …’

‘And this?’ Red jumper patterned with snowflakes.

‘And this?’ Stripey knitted hat.

Self baffled. Snowflakes? Then hideous understanding dawned. Hideous, hideous, unbearably hideous. Prickly heat flushed down my body and vomit rose in my throat for second time that evening. This couldn’t be happening. Really couldn’t be happening.

I’d brought wrong clothes.

I hadn’t noticed until now, but Nkechi had labelled them. Clearly said ‘Ski Shoot’.

‘Where’re my dresses?’ Mrs Croft was pawing through the carriers and emerging with padded anoraks with cute furry trims on hood.

‘It’s all anoraks,’ the hairdresser said.

Frisson ran through other staff. Anoraks! But where’re Mrs Croft’s couture dresses? The ones she had flown in specially from London?

Mrs Croft caught me by the shoulders, looking like a soul in hell. ‘Where are my dresses?’ she beseeched me.

‘It’s all okay,’ I said, my voice thin and high and shaking. ‘It’s all okay. Just have to make quick phone call.’

‘You mean they’re not here?’

‘Not just yet.’

‘Oh Jesus! Oh sweet Jesus! What happened? You brought wrong ones?’

‘Mishap, Mrs Croft. So very sorry. All will be well.’

Trying to stay calm because, of the two of us, she was more likely to descend into hysterics requiring slap to face and Pull Yourself Together.

‘Where are my dresses?’

‘In my apartment.’

‘And where’s that?’

‘In town.’

‘IN TOWN? But that’s ten miles away!’

Someone said, ‘Bumper-to-bumper traffic. Three hours to get here.’

Could hardly hold phone, my hand was so sweaty with fear.

‘Nkechi?’ My voice was shaking. ‘Nkechi. Something terrible has happened. I brought wrong clothes to Mrs Croft.’

Long, long judgemental silence.

Out of corner of my ear, I heard housekeeper say, ‘Maybe could borrow Bono’s helicopter.’

Nkechi finally spoke. ‘I’m on my way.’

I snapped phone shut. In tone of hysterical joy, I said, ‘Nkechi’s coming! Correct clothes will be here in no time.’

‘So will my guests!’ Mrs Croft stood up and began gasping. ‘Bono is coming! Bill Clinton is coming! To my house! Here! To my house! And I have nothing to wear!’

Struggling for breath. Began hitting her chest with her fist.

‘Paper bag!’ someone shouted. ‘Bring a paper bag! Mrs Croft is hyperventilating!’

Paper bag appeared and Mrs Croft put it to her face, like a nosebag, and heaved in and out of it.

‘That’s it,’ the housekeeper said. ‘That’s it. In and out, nice and easy.’

Mrs Croft sat down, stood up, took bag from her face, sat down, put head between knees, took it up again, stood up, turned and screeched at us all, ‘Oh God, oh my God! Oh God, Maxwell will kill me!’

19.32

A man’s voice intruded into dressing room. ‘Where the hell’s my wife?’

Oh no! Not Maxwell Croft!

Yes. In dinner jacket and dicky-bow. Short man. Enormous chest. Always seemed in bad mood.

He looked at Mrs Croft. Fizzog like thunder. ‘What the hell’s going on? Why you not dressed?’

He took her wrist and pulled her out of the dressing room and into main bedroom.

Me, hairdresser, housekeeper and unidentified male employee looked at the floor, trying to pretend horribleness wasn’t happening.

Maxwell Croft demanding in low menacing voice, ‘What hell’s going on? What you mean dresses not here yet? Why can’t you use reliable stylist? You fucking useless –’

Mrs Croft tried apologizing, ‘Sorry, Maxie, so so so sorry.’

But Mr Croft not listening, speaking over her. ‘You know who’s downstairs? Bill Clinton. Bill fucking Clinton. Alpha male of all alpha males. And you are making fucking holy show of me. You should be down THERE, you are fucking hostess!’

‘Will wear other dress,’ Mrs Croft said nervously.

‘No, you fucking won’t. Wear an old dress for Bill Clinton? What you want people to think of me? Think I can’t afford to buy wife new season couture? Oh thank you, Rosalind. Nice one.’

Then it all went quiet and hairdresser mouthed, ‘Is he gone?’ Gave me shove in the back and whispered, ‘You take a look.’

Stuck my head around wall for little peek, but surprised to find them both still there, locked in odd embrace. Then saw. Horrors! Mr Croft holding Mrs Croft’s wrist between both his hands and giving her Chinese burn! (Quick aside – in these PC times are we allowed to say ‘Chinese’ burn?) Stretching and twisting poor Mrs Croft’s skin. Long mew of pain from her. Then Mr Croft let go, gave her rough push and barrelled from the room.

19.43

Waiting for Nkechi. Mrs Croft trying discreetly to rub her smarting wrist, us pretending not to notice. Bad ‘burn’. Perfect bracelet of little red dots, burst blood vessels. Conspiracy of silence. Although others hadn’t seen what had happened, it was as if they knew. Regular occurrence?

Mrs Croft began to cry softly.

19.51

Waiting unendurable.

I rang Nkechi. ‘Where are you?’

‘Two minutes away.’

‘Two minutes away? HOW?’

Two minutes later

Arrival of Nkechi like the Rapture. People almost fell to their knees and began blessing themselves. She strode into house and straight up stairs, accompanied by another Nigerian girl, her cousin Abibi.

I asked, ‘But how you get here so quickly?’

‘Public transport,’ she said. ‘Luas, then Dart. Abibi picked me up from Killiney station.’

This caused astonishment. PubLIC transport! How clever of her! Public transport. As if she’d said, ‘Angel descended from heaven and gave me piggy-back over the gridlock.’

Immediately Nkechi took control. Like a paramedic, all short, efficent gestures and snappy orders. (BP 60 over 90 and … CLEAR!)

She took one look at Mrs Croft’s hair and said, ‘The Balenciaga.’

Clicked fingers at Abibi and said, ‘The Balenciaga.’

I said, ‘But the Chanel –’

‘There’s no time!’ Nkechi bit out the words. ‘Mrs Croft would need change of hairstyle if wearing Chanel.’

Of course she was right.

‘You!’ Nkechi rapped knuckles on suitcase and clicked fingers at me – me! ‘Underwear,’ she said. ‘Sort it.’

‘You!’ She clicked fingers at Abibi. ‘You’re on jewellery. I’ll do shoes.’

Like a heist.

‘Quickly!’ Nkechi said to me. ‘Can’t do anything else until underwear on!’

My fingers trembling, I sorted through cornucopia of ‘smalls’. Old-fashioned, I know, but good underwear is the key to looking fabulous in couture. Sturdy foundation garments, your only man. Knickers which go from under bust to tops of knees. Yes, really. In tough, barely stretchy fabric. Exhausting to wrestle with when going to the loo, but worth it.

Also slips. Special laughter reserved for slips. Fuddy-duddy joke, but they hide a multitude.

I threw robust knickers to Nkechi, who caught them like a professional catcher, then manhandled Mrs Croft into them. Gown slipped over Mrs Croft’s head and slithered down her body. Magnificent piece. Ivory crêpe silk, inspired by toga. Off one shoulder, falling in soft pleats from brooch on other shoulder. Very thin belt at waist and slight flare when it reached floor. Queenly.

At its beauty, everyone breathed, ‘Oh!’

Like little elves, we scurried around Mrs Croft, Nkechi slipping her shoes onto her feet, Abibi fitting pendant around her neck, hairdresser winding renegade curl on tongs, me nimbly adjusting tit tape so not visible. Then ready.

‘Go! Go, go, go!’

20.18

Taxi back into town. Mood deeply subdued. Mrs Croft would never use me again.

But she might use Nkechi.

Friday, 19 September 8.30

Mobile rang. Nkechi. Asking for a meeting before today’s shoot.

9.30

Martine’s Patisserie

Nkechi already there. Slumped self into chair. Said, ‘Sorry about last night.’

‘Last night? That could have caused international incident. What if my mobile was switched off? What if no way of getting dress there in time? And Mrs Croft couldn’t host dinner? Kofi Annan and all those types could have thought slur! Snub! Insult on behalf of Irish people. Deal brokered could have fallen apart.’

‘Really think you’re overreacting.’

‘Point is, Lola, you in no fit state to be back.’ She spread hands on table. ‘Look, Lola, have … proposition.’

Bad sinking feeling.

‘You, Lola, have been good to me. Decent pay. Responsibility. Learnt a lot while your assistant. But while you going through your broken-heart stuff, you are out of control.’

‘It was only because actually saw Paddy yesterday!’

‘Dublin small town,’ she said. ‘Danger you could see him at any time. Then will mess up whatever you’re working on. If continue like this, Lola, you will have no clients left at all.’

‘Not true! One mistake!’

‘One terrible mistake. Anyway, more than one. Lots.’

She became a little shamefaced. Said, ‘Look, Lola, I always planned to set up on own, you know that.’

Hadn’t. Suspected. Knew she was ambitious. But never actually articulated. However, nodded wearily.

‘What I propose is to cover your clients until end of year.’

Excuse me?

‘Will keep your business strong. At end of year, I will set up on my own. Whatever clients want to come with me will be mine. Whatever ones want to stay with you will be yours. Client list growing all the time. Will be enough for both of us. Win–win.’

I was staggered. Speechless. I found voice. Croaked, ‘And in meantime what will I do?’

‘Take yourself out of circulation. Go away. Back to Uncle Tom’s cabin, if you like. But –’ Nkechi held up index finger –‘do not tell people you are gone to rural place, they will think you loser. Say you’re going to New York for work. Research. Scouting out new designers. Okay?’

I nodded.

‘Now, ching ching!’ She rubbed fingers together in international ‘money’ gesture. ‘Obviously am doing work of senior stylist AND saving your business. Also need to pay Abibi. Need more jingle in my pocket. Have scribbled some figures.’

Spreadsheet shoved across table. All laid out for me. Nkechi very clever girl.

Shoved it back at her. Said, ‘Okay.’

‘Okay?’ Sounded like she expected more of a fight.

But was beaten. Broken.

‘Okay, okay. Okay to everything. Right, we’d better get going.’

‘For what?’

‘Ski chic shoot.’

‘You’re not going, Lola. Remember?’

Oh yes, remember.

9.50

Walking home

Only twenty minutes had elapsed since I’d met Nkechi. A short time for a life to be completely filleted.

Reminding me of other terrible time in life when younger. Twenty-one. Mum dead, Dad in Birmingham, boyfriend I’d had for two years in college had kicked self to kerb and gone to New York, full of talk of taking on Wall Street. (As happened, he developed severe cocaine habit and came back to Ireland several years later in disgrace and penury, which, if had known, would have been balm to pain, but at time, all I knew was had been abandoned.) Only thing had going for me back then was my job. Working with Freddie A, top designer. However, after only three weeks, he gave it to me straight: ‘Lola, you are good, but not good enough.’

Confirmed what had begun to suspect myself. Had been afraid of going into work in case would make unfixable mistake. Having recurring dream that catwalk show about to start and none of the clothes made. Me frantically sewing in massive warehouse filled with bales of fabric and models in their bras and knickers clamouring for outfits.

‘Mr A, will work harder! I promise!’

‘Not a question of hard work, Lola. Is question of talent. And you haven’t got enough of it.’

He did his best to be kindly, but devastating blow. Had always loved, loved clothes. Would cut out patterns for dolls and sew own stuff, even as twelve-year-old. Friends Bridie, Treese, Sybil O’Sullivan (not friends with her any more, had terrible falling out, can no longer remember about what, but rule is must hate her, and whenever any of us catch glimpse of her, must say, ‘She has really let herself go. Gone very fat and hair in terrible condition’) would ask me to shorten skirts and suchlike. Ambition from very young age to be a designer.

Now admitted, not talented enough.

Last rope anchoring self had gone. Felt like utter failure.

(All worked out in the end, I suppose. Went back on anti-depressants and went to counselling. While wondering what to do with life, accidentally fell into being stylist. Because knew so much about clothes, got odd freelance gig being assistant on shoot. Worked very hard. Maximized every opportunity given. Spent long hours concentrating, concentrating, concentrating. In what way can I make this outfit more original? More beautiful? Slow climb. Bad money. Uncertainty. No job security. But people began talk about me. Odd mention. ‘Lola Daly is good.’ Like way people say it about Nkechi now.)

19.01

‘Best thing if you go back to Knockavoy, just for a while,’ Treese said.

‘Yes, best thing to go back to Knockavoy,’ said Jem.

‘But how will she manage for money?’ (Bridie, keen grasp of practicalities.)

I said, ‘I’ve worked in pubs. Can pull pints, collect glasses. Or am not above cleaning in hotel.’

‘How long you think you’ll stay there?’ Treese asked.

‘For ever,’ I replied. Then, ‘Don’t really know, let’s play it by ear.’

22.56

Parting words from Treese. ‘Forget Paddy de Courcy,’ she said. ‘He’s not worth wrecking your life over. Even Vincent doesn’t like him.’

I closed door, then thought, What she mean, even Vincent? As if Vincent is kindly man like Nelson Mandela who sees good in everyone!

Paddy and Vincent met only once and it was indescribably appalling evening.

Treese held dinner party for me, her, Bridie and Jem and our partners. Like grown-ups. Soon as we arrived, Vincent took immediate interest in Paddy. Thought he was being kind because Paddy was new to gang, but should have known.

Without asking what he would like to drink, Vincent gave Paddy glass with inch of red wine in bottom. ‘What you think of that?’

With his meaty frame, big hair and neck as big as my waist, Vincent looked like malevolent ox. Especially compared with Paddy’s sexy, good looks.

Paddy sniffed, swirled wine, took sip, other sip, squirted it noisily round in mouth, like mouthwash, then swallowed.

‘Excellent,’ he says. ‘Yes, excellent.’

Jem and Bridie’s Barry watched with expectant little expressions, like puppies hoping for kindly word from master, but they were not offered any of this special red wine. (Nor were Bridie, Treese, Claudia or I, but it was joke to even consider it. Vincent a ‘man’s man’.)

‘What is it?’ Vincent asks Paddy. Challenge.

‘Wine?’ Paddy says, with laugh. Hoping to charm his way out of not having clue.

‘What kind of wine?’ Vincent asks impatiently.

‘Red?’

‘You’re showing your ignorance, my friend,’ Vincent said loudly, so we all could hear.

Jem and Barry suddenly very relieved not to have been offered any.

‘Is Côtes de Something or other,’ Vincent boasted, ‘1902, from cellar of Counte Some Frenchbloke. Paid —’ (he mentioned extortionate sum of money) ‘for it at auction. Beat Bono. Only box of its kind in Ireland.’

Vincent happy. He had got one over on Paddy and the night had hardly begun.

All night he chipped away. Soon as starter was cleared, he said belligerently, ‘You so-called NewIreland will never win election while woman is leading party.’

‘Never stopped Tories under Margaret Thatcher,’ Paddy said politely.

‘That was in Britain, my friend. I think you’ll find Ireland’s a bit more conservative.’

‘Not any more –’

‘– yes any more! Irish women will never vote for a woman. If they vote at all – and they don’t – it’s for a man.’

Vincent was leaning across the table at Paddy. Paddy also leant forward, so they were almost forehead to forehead.

Paddy said, ‘We’ve had two female presidents.’

‘Presidents!’ Vincent did fake chortle. ‘Shaking hands with trade delegates from China. But real power? Not to a woman.’

It was awful. The rest of us sweating with tension. Paddy having to be pleasant because a) was politician and had to be pleasant to everyone so they would vote for him, b) was guest in Vincent’s home.

Treese wasn’t there to rein Vincent back in. She was in the kitchen, taking tinfoil off catered food (this was before she’d done her cookery course), and secretly cramming chocolate after chocolate into her mouth from 500 g box of Butler’s which Jem brought. She returned, all flustered and guilty-looking, with gin and tonic sorbets in eggcups. Asked, ‘Vincent, can you change CD?’

‘Certainly, love.’ Then ‘In the Air Tonight’ filling the room.

Vincent came back to table and Paddy was laughing energetically. But fake mirth. He said to Vincent, ‘Phil Collins? You’re showing your age, my friend. Why not Cliff Richard, while you’re about it?’

‘What’s wrong with Phil Collins?’

‘He’s shit.’

But Vincent not to be deterred. Ranted, ‘Phil Collins consummate artiste.’ (Pronounced it ‘arteeste’.) ‘Has had more number one records … highest-selling artist in thirty-two countries … How can you argue with that?’

‘All it means is a lot of people are prepared to buy shit.’

‘Well, you’d know all about that.’

Atmosphere terrible. I was desperate to leave. But long wait. Many courses. Treese had gone for de luxe, most expensive version. Amuse-bouches. Palate-cleansing sorbets. Mini-desserts before the real ones.

At one stage I thought to self, Ah! I understand now – I have died and am in hell. I will be trapped here for ever, my boyfriend being insulted, air toxic with hostility.

Once I knew it was hell and not real life, I cheered up.

And then … Blue Mountain coffee. Petits fours. End in sight!

Relaxed too soon. Tricky, tricky moment. Vincent said to Treese, ‘Let’s have some of chocolates Jim brought.’ (Vincent always called Jem ‘Jim’. Knew what his name was, just did it to be unpleasant.)

‘No!’ Bridie, Treese, Jem and I said together. Even Claudia joined in, for once allied with us instead of standing against us. ‘Full!’ we exclaimed. ‘No need for chocolates!’

‘Would puke if saw one,’ Bridie said.

‘Yes, would puke!’

We knew Treese had eaten most of them.

‘Get them,’ Vincent said to Treese.

‘I’ll get them,’ I said. Then simply went and got my jacket and Paddy’s coat. Could take no more.

‘Was wonderful evening,’ I said, sounding hysterical even to self. ‘But late. Must go now. Come on, Paddy!’

Paddy, all smiles, until final goodbyes said and front door had closed behind us. Then sudden change. Stiff-backed, he strode ahead of me to car. Got in, and slam of door closing was like thunderclap. I got in beside him. Anxious. We revved away in shower of gravel. (Spanish John on rare night off.) Drove in silence, Paddy looking straight ahead.

‘Sorr –’ I started.

But he cut across me. Bit out the words, voice low and full of fury. ‘Don’t ever do that to me again.’

Sunday, 21 September

Back in Knockavoy. Greeting old friends. ‘Hello, yes, oui, back. Unexpected. Hahaha, yes, life full of surprises.’

Mortified.

Monday, 22 September 15.17

Asking in local hostelries for work. Started with hotel. But they were closing end of month. Invited me to come back next April when they reopened. No good to me, but appreciated their positive attitude: 7 out of 10 for courtesy.

15.30

The Hole in One. Golfers’ pub. Manager quite mean. ‘It’s September,’ he pointed out. ‘End of season. We’re laying people off, not taking them on.’ Scornful: 2 out of 10 for pleasantness.

15.37

The Oak. Ol’ Prune Eyes, blunt but sympathetic. Just enough work for him. However, 9 out of 10 for kindness.

15.43

Mrs McGrory’s pantry. Peopled with young surfy men eating all-day breakfasts. (Did quick scan, no sign of the Love-God.) Dopey youth said he thought they might have a job. Made me wait fifteen minutes while he went to ask someone called Mika, but Mika sent word back that there were no jobs until next May. Nevertheless, 7 out of 10 for effort.

16.03

The Dungeon. Dark, charmless place, peopled with day-long drinkers. All men, who laughed cruelly when I enquired about work, then offered to buy me drink. About to refuse, wavered, then accepted. Why not? Sat on high stool, with a trio of men I later discovered were collectively known as Alco’s Corner.

Immediately they began bombarding me with personal questions. What was my name? Why was I in Knockavoy?

Played coy for a few minutes, but when spilled story about Paddy, they admitted they already knew. No secrets in a town this small. Chief questioner, a lively man called Boss, with many, many broken veins, and mad head of springy grey curls, like Art Garfunkel gone to the bad, was father of Kelly in DVD shop. Kelly had told him everything.

‘Dying to meet you, so I was,’ he said. ‘Sorry for your trouble, but poor judgement. What you expect from Christian Progressive?’

‘Paddy de Courcy not Christian Progressive. Member of NewIreland actually.’

‘He was Chrisp before NewIreland. Will always be Chrisp. Not something you can wash off.’

‘Oh no, not something you can wash off,’ agreed man next to Boss. Fat, shaved head, 98fm T-shirt, name of Moss.

‘The soap that could wash away stench of Christian Progressives not invented yet,’ said third man, a small, intense, stale-smelling individual in black suit shiny with age.

‘Will be stinking Christian Progressive person until end of his days.’

‘Will go to his grave as filthy Chrisp.’

Boss said, ‘Would have been different if Paddy de Courcy had been from Nationalist Party of Ireland.’

Chorus of agreement: ‘He wouldn’t have let you down if he was Nationalist. Nationalist Party of Ireland, your only man.’

Suspect they are supporters of the NPI. (‘Nappies’ for short.)

‘But Nationalist Party very corrupt, no?’ Repeating what little I had learnt from Paddy.

‘Oh yes! Corrupt! Yes, good. You get nothing done in this country without little corruption. Keeps the wheels turning.’

I had another little titbit of information for them. ‘I heard Teddy Taft – leader of the Nappies and Taoiseach of this country – doesn’t change his underwear every day. Paddy says he turns them inside out to get second day’s wear out of them.’

‘Don’t call them “Nappies”,’ Boss admonished, climbing down from his stool. ‘Disrespectful.’

All three had climbed down from their stools.

‘Up de Valera!’ they yelled and raised their glasses. ‘Up de Valera!’

(De Valera, former president of Ireland, dead at least thirty years. Irish people have long memories.)

Later discovered they did this little de Valera-praising ritual every day around 4.30.

Small ruckus ensued. A man at far end of the bar got off stool and slowly approached us. My three new friends nudged each other. Sniggered, ‘Look what’s coming.’

Newcomer extended shaking finger. In strange, quavery voice, he announced, ‘De Valera illegitimate son of stinking Spanish whoremaster!’

Was he? Spanish? Hadn’t known. Mind you, name a bit of a giveaway.

Further insult-calling ensued.

‘You dirty turncoat!’

‘You filthy free-stater!’

Much antipathy. Reason? Their grandfathers had fought on opposite sides in the civil war.

A few more insults were flung, then newcomer returned to his place and Boss said to barman, ‘Give him a drink on us.’

Meanwhile another drink had appeared in front of me. Hadn’t planned to stay, but as drink was there …

‘Tell us more,’ Boss ordered, his eyes very bright due to drunkenness and redness of face.

And actually great relief to talk, to get it all off chest. Another drink appeared. Explained my financial position. They didn’t like the sound of Nkechi.

‘What’s yours is mine and what’s mine is my own,’ the small, dark, smelly man said, in attitude of great wisdom.

‘Never a truer word! Never a truer word!’

(They were calling small, dark, smelly man the Master. Not because good at Eastern mysticism or martial arts but because he used to be headmaster in boys’ school.)

Boss exclaimed, ‘But why you looking for work? You can claim dole!’

Idea a novel one. Yes, had been on dole for brief spell ten years ago, after got sacked from fashion house for not making the grade and before started work as stylist. But had been earning own living for long time now. Had forgotten there was such a thing as welfare state.

‘You’ve looked for work,’ Boss said. ‘There isn’t any. Why shouldn’t you get dole?’

Awash with drink, ‘Yes!’ I agreed. ‘Why shouldn’t I get dole?’

‘You’ve worked hard, yes? Paid your taxes?’

‘Ah no,’ said Moss. ‘Let her alone.’

‘Actually have paid taxes.’

‘You have?’ They were astonished, then scandalized. Insisted on buying me other drink because of novelty.

General consensus, ‘You deserve the dole.’

‘We’re going to sign on tomorrow morning. We’ll collect you in van.’

Right! Good! Excellent! Great idea!

Tuesday, 23 September 8.30

Awoke! A noise! What was it? Lay in bed, rigid with listening. Something moving around downstairs. Person. No, people! Voices talking.

Was being burgled!

Frightened. Couldn’t believe it was happening. More noises. Sounded … actually … like kettle boiling. Burglars making tea? Unusual. Murmur of voices again, followed by tinkle of sugar being stirred and stirred and stirred in mug. Then slurp. Actually heard it! Slurping of tea worst sound in world. Makes me want to go on Falling Down-style rampage.

I pulled on jumper over pyjamas. Found Boss and Moss sitting at kitchen table drinking – nay, slurping – tea. Boss said, ‘Ah there she is.’

‘There’s tea in the pot,’ Moss said. ‘Pour you cup?’

All came rushing back. New friends. Trip to Ennistymon to sign on.

They looked even more washed-up in unforgiving light of day. Art Garfunkel hair, hadn’t seen comb since 2003; 98fm T-shirt on Moss less than pristine. But they were happy to see me. Smiles.

I asked, ‘Where’s the other one? The small one? The Master?’

‘Doesn’t come. Bad back. Disability allowance.’

Hadn’t noticed anything wrong with his back yesterday. Uncertain about moral calibre of my new friends.

‘… Will get dressed.’

9.51

Not proper van. Like car with two seats in front but van bit in back, where back seats would usually be. Ushered into front seat beside Boss. Moss crouched in back, hugging his knees. Van remarkably filthy. And smelly. Tobacco. Animals. Cinnamon air-freshener. Had to roll down window in case I vomited.

10.17

Ennistymon

Not much bigger than Knockavoy but real town, not tourist place. Shop selling animal feed and innoculations, another one which seemed to sell only ropes. Surprisingly large number of chemists. People of Ennistymon prone to illness? (Love chemists, maybe I could have quick browse.)

In shower of dirt from van wheels, we parked in Disabled space right outside Welfare Office. Boss rooted around on filthy floor, produced Disabled sticker and threw it on dashboard.

I didn’t want go into Welfare Office. Had all made perfect sense last night, when drunk. But was sober now.

Not that I thought myself above claiming welfare. Oh no. Simply wearied by futility of what lay ahead.

Claiming welfare, like twelve labours of Hercules. Should be simple – had paid contributions, had lost job, had tried without success to get another one, was skint. But obstacle course. Fill in this form. Fill in that form. Produce last year’s accounts, this year’s accounts, utilities bill, proof of Irish citizenship, letter from last employer …

If, by monumental effort, produced everything, it still wouldn’t be enough. More requests, progressively more challenging. Photo of my first pet. Three white truffles. Tom Cruise’s autograph. First pressing of ‘Lily the Pink’. Bottle of limited-edition Vanilla Tango (trick task, as Vanilla Tango only ever came in cans). Charcoal illustration Zinedine Zidane’s bottom. Brass rubbing of Holy Grail. If I did them all, would then get letter saying, ‘We have found other query. You are not entitled to any dole, you will never be entitled to any dole, but bring us 10 grams of powdered unicorn horn in a nice box and we will see if can make discretionary payment.’

If people ever get payment from Welfare Office, it is not because they’re entitled to it. It is a reward for tenacity, for sheer bloodymindedness, for enduring Kafkaesque pettiness of their requests and not blowing up and shrieking, SHOVE YOUR SHITTY LITTLE PAYMENTS! I’D RATHER STARVE!

10.45

As expected, given short shrift (what is that exactly?).

‘You are new claimant?’

‘Yes.’

‘You need assessment!’

‘Okay, can I have assessment?’

‘You cannot just waltz in expecting assessment. You need appointment.’

‘Okay, may I book appointment?’

(Wouldn’t have bothered if hadn’t been for Boss and Moss crowding around me, saying, ‘Go ON, Lola! It’s your RIGHT, Lola.’)

‘Actually have appointment free this morning.’

‘What time?’

‘… Now.’

10.46

Grim back room, with assessor man. Don’t mean to be unkind, but could see why he wasn’t front-of-house person. Looked all … pointy. Like fox. Sharp, inquisitive features, nose, chin. Fox-like colouring, reddish hair in ponytail at nape of neck. Wearing the special glasses that all interrogators seem to wear. Ones with narrow silver frames, which light glints off in manner intended to unsettle. The Silver Frames of Suspicion.

‘A stylist?’ he asked, full of contempt. ‘What kind of job is that?’

‘I source clothes for people.’

‘Source?’ he asked, making fun of the word. ‘What does that mean?’

‘I … find … clothes for people. If someone has to go to a fancy red-carpet do, I get designers to send over a selection of dresses. Or if someone is very busy, I call in stuff and they try it all on without having to traipse around shops.’

He gave me strange look.

‘Look,’ I said defensively, ‘I know it’s not a very worthwhile job. Not like being a nurse or … or … aid worker in Bangladesh. But there is a demand for it and someone has to do it and I like it and it might as well be me.’

‘Not much call for it round here,’ doleman said.

‘I know. That’s why I’m here. I looked for jobs in all the bars in Knockavoy, but end of season, nothing doing.’

He asked, ‘Why have you come to live in Knockavoy?’

‘Personal reasons,’ I replied, trying to keep voice steady. Lip started its mad twitch, like it was trying to send a message in Morse code.

‘You’ll have to do better than that! No secrets here.’

‘Okay,’ I said, blurting it all out. ‘My boyfriend is getting married to someone else. The shock has had bad effect. Have messed up every job I’ve done. Have been sort of sent into exile to get over it before I destroy my business completely. Having to pay my assistant and her cousin while I’m away. No jingle left for me.’

‘Okay,’ he said, writing it all down. ‘We’ll be in touch.’

Wondered which way they’d block my claim. Almost curious. Would it be because I was self-employed? Or should I be claiming in Dublin? Or was this ill-health, rather than unemployment per se, so should I be claiming disability benefit? Oh I knew all their tricks.

19.22

On my way to Mrs Butterly’s for soap-watching, passed the Dungeon. Heard, ‘Hey, Lola!’ Three eager fizzogs were beaming out: Moss, Boss and the Master. They’d been watching for me.

Called from street, ‘Going to watch Coronation Street with Mrs Butterly.’

‘Come in for one!’

‘One quick one!’

‘Will come on the way back, when all the soaps are over.’

They seemed quite disappointed.

19.57

While waiting for EastEnders to start, I said, ‘Mrs Butterly, you know the house next door to me?’

‘Rossa Considine’s? Nice lad. What about him?’

‘You know how he was supposed to be getting married?’

‘To who?’

‘He’s not any more, but he was going to …’

‘No, he wasn’t!’ Mrs Butterly quite categorical. ‘He’s been footloose and fancy-free this last eight months since he broke the heart of Gillian Kilbert. Nice girl but terrible ferrety look about her.’

‘… Yes … but …’

Vacillated. Should I ask her about the woman in the wedding dress? Vacillated small bit longer, then got bored vacillating. Limited enjoyment potential, vacillating. (Don’t think I could ever take it up as hobby, vacillation. Imagine putting it on speed-dating form. Or job application. ‘List interests.’ ‘Fashion. Billy Wilder movies. Yoga. Vacillating.’)

Anyway I digress (and actually that is something I do enjoy). EastEnders was starting and Mrs Butterly was elderly lady. Possibly senile. I let Rossa Considine’s mystery woman go.

21.40

The Dungeon

I was greeted like homecoming queen. A high stool was found and brushed clean, drinks were set in front of me, also KitKat. Turned out the Dungeon housed not one but two Alco’s Corners. Bitter enemies. The other Alco’s Corner had a dog. Boss’s one had me.

I said, ‘Tell me about the couple living next door to me.’

‘No couple,’ Boss said. ‘Just a man. Rossa Considine. Single gentleman.’

‘Nothing suspect about that, though,’ the Master chimed in. ‘Not like in times past, when if man didn’t take a wife, everyone would say was a woofter. Sociological shift.’

‘But Rossa Considine had a girlfriend?’ I asked. ‘Until a couple of weeks ago? They were getting married.’

Chortles of laughter, indicating I couldn’t be more wrong if I tried.

‘But,’ I protested, ‘I’ve seen a woman in his house.’

‘A man is entitled to some R and R!’

‘What kind of woman?’ the Master asked. ‘Small, blondey, has the look of a ferret about her? Gillian Kilbert. All the Kilberts have the same ferrety cast. They get it from their father’s side.’

I considered. ‘No,’ I said, ‘nothing ferrety about her. And she was wearing a wedding dress. Standing at an upstairs window, staring down at me.’

The three men shot each other alarmed looks and Boss went quite white, no mean feat with the vast network of red veins littering the landscape of his face. Then they turned their startled gazes on me.

‘Why … why … you staring at me like that?’

They said nothing. Just kept on looking.

‘You have the Sight,’ Boss said.

‘… What? You mean, you think … the woman I saw was … a ghost?’

Involuntarily I shuddered. I remembered her white dress and her dark hair. Then, just as quickly, I got a grip. That was no ghost dress Firestarter had been burning on his bonfire. But for some reason I didn’t want to tell Alco’s Corner about that. Just felt it was … I don’t know … Firestarter’s business.

Boss furrowed brow. ‘Did this woman look anything like Our Lady?’

What lady? ‘Who?’

‘The MOTHER OF GOD. You are a crowd of pagans above in Dublin.’

‘No, nothing like the mother of God,’ I said.

‘Think hard,’ he said. ‘Blue frock? Halo? Small child?’

‘No, I’m sure.’ I could see where Boss’s make-a-quick-buck brain was going with this. Trying to talk me into having had a vision of the mother of God, so he could set up Knockavoy as a new site for Catholic pilgrims.

‘Leave it,’ the Master advised. ‘There were no witnesses. Rome would never buy it.’

‘Bloody sticklers,’ Boss muttered. ‘Anyway, yes, Rossa Considine, nice fellow apart from forever climbing up the side of a mountain or swinging on ropes into potholes. Works for Department of Environment. Something to do with think tank on recycling. A proper job. I remember when people had proper jobs. In the bank. Or civil service. Now it’s all web designers and … and … cognitive behavioural therapists and your thing. Stylists. Useless, fecky, meaningless jobs.’

I said nothing. But was affronted. Felt like saying, At least have a job. Unlike you trio of drunken layabouts.

Then remembered actually didn’t have job.

Sudden change of mood. One of the men from competing Alco’s Corner called, ‘Give us a recitation, Master!’

Transpired the Master knew vast reams of terrible poetry. Without further encouragement, he cleared his throat, rolled eyes back into his head and gave ‘recitation’ of something called ‘The Green Eye of the Little Yellow God’.

It went on for fearsomely long time.

Wednesday, 24 September 8.01

Woken by slamming of front door (not mine). Hopped out of bed and into front bedroom to stare down on Firestarter Considine leaving for work.

Whole thing very odd. Firestarter Considine having a woman in his house, fine. But woman in wedding dress? And no one in town knowing he was getting married? Then him burning the dress on big bonfire?

Wild thought – had he kidnapped and killed her? But that was absurd. If she’d been kidnapped, she wouldn’t have been twirling around in a Vera Wang dress. When she saw me in road, she’d have banged window and mouthed, ‘Help me! Being held against will by environmental man!’

Mystery. Undeniable mystery.

Thursday, 25 September 11.27

Mobile went. Local number. It was the foxy dole-bloke. (Not foxy as in attractive, foxy as in fox-like. Vulpine, if you will.) He wanted to see me.

‘Which obscure bit of paperwork you want me to bring?’ I asked.

‘No, want to see you outside work,’ he said.

Foxy doleman fancied me! Cripes! I’d have to sleep with him if I wanted any dole!

Once I thought about it, didn’t really care. So long as could just lie there.

‘Look, Mr Doleman –’

‘– Noel, call me Noel.’

Noel from the dole. Okay, should be easy to remember.

‘Noel,’ I said, ‘I’m just out of relationship, I’m in no fit state –’

‘That’s not why want to see you.’

Oh?

‘Will explain when we meet. In meantime, watchword is discretion. We cannot meet in Ennistymon. Walls have ears.’

‘Come to Knockavoy.’

‘No –’

‘Walls have ears here too?’

Was being sarcastic, but he just said, ‘Copy.’

Copy? God’s sake!

He asked, ‘You know Miltown Malbay?’

Miltown Malbay, town further along the coast from Knockavoy.

‘Meet me tomorrow night, ten p.m., Lenihan’s, Miltown Malbay. Don’t ring this number.’

He hung up.

Friday, 26 September 8.08

Woken by ‘bip’ of car horn. Propelled self from bed, into other bedroom, to look out front window. Some manner of filthy four-wheel-drive vehicle gunning engine outside next door. Men within. Hard to see because of mud-flecked windows, but impression of roistering machismo.

Sound of front door slamming. Rossa Considine appeared in stampy boots, rucksack and black North Face fleece. Coils of rope were slung over his shoulder, small metal things dangling from them.

He strode towards the soiled charabanc and called some early morning manly greeting. (Something along the lines of ‘Didn’t expect any of you girls to be able to get out of bed this morning after great feed of pints we had last night.’ Didn’t catch exact wording but divined message from tone.)

Suddenly, as if intuited he was being spied on, his head turned to look back over his befleeced shoulder at Uncle Tom’s cabin. Jerkily I withdrew from sight. But too late. Had been spotted. Rossa Considine did lopsided Caught you, you spying oddball smile, gave sarcastic-style wave, wrenched open the door of the vehicle, vaulted in and screeched away in shower of mud.

22.12

Lenihan’s, Miltown Malbay

Noel from Dole was sitting in alcove, pointy knee crossed over other pointy knee, pointy elbows resting on table. He looked around and gave me full 180 of his pointy foxy features. If toppled on top of him, could sustain quite nasty puncture wound.

He leapt up, summoned me into alcove and whispered, ‘Did anyone see you come in?’

‘I don’t know. You didn’t tell me to sneak in.’

‘Yes, I know, but this is highly confidential.’

I waited.

‘It’s about your job,’ he said. ‘Being a stylist. You ever help people track down clothes in difficult-to-find sizes?’

That was it?

‘Certainly,’ I said. ‘Actually my speciality. Worked for wife of investment banker who had to go to unmerciful number of gala dinners, but, unusually for wife of investment banker, was a size fourteen. Rarely come in such a large size.’

‘What about accessories?’

‘I do everything. Shoes, handbags, jewellery, underwear.’

‘I have this friend, you see,’ he said. He sounded nervous. Suddenly he declared, almost in anguish, ‘Look, I’m married! And I have a friend.’

‘A lady-friend?’

He nodded.

Married and with a girlfriend? Just goes to show, looks aren’t everything. Perhaps he is very good at telling jokes.

‘My girlfriend. I like to buy her nice things. But she has trouble getting nice shoes in her size. Can you help?’

‘I’m sure I can. What size feet has she?’

After perplexingly long pause, he said, ‘Eleven.’

Eleven! Eleven is HUGE. Most men aren’t even size eleven.

‘… Is quite large size, but will see what can do …’

‘How about some clothes for her?’

‘What size is she?’

He stared. Stared and stared and stared.

‘Wha – at?’ I asked. He was beginning to scare me.

He exhaled with abnormal heaviness, as if he’d made decision, then said, ‘Lookit.’ Expression of intense distress. ‘Can you keep a secret?’

 

‘Oh God,’ he groaned into his hands. ‘Oh God.’

He looked up at her and to her surprise his face was wet with tears. ‘I’m so sorry, I’m so fucking sorry. You’re the best thing in my life, the only thing of any goodness. Forgive me, for the love of Jesus say you’ll forgive me. It’ll never happen again. I don’t know what happened. Stress at work, been building for ages, but to take it out on you, of all people –’

He broke down into proper shoulder-jerking crying. ‘What kind of animal am I?’ he moaned.

‘It’s okay.’ She touched him with tentative fingers. She couldn’t bear to see him so prostrate.

‘Thank you! Thank God.’ He grasped her to him and kissed her hard, and although her split lip was raw to the touch, she let him.




End of sample
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