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Introduction

When I was twenty-one I got it into my head that I wanted to be a journalist. I considered my options: I could buy a pork-pie hat and notebook and approach newspapers, or I could apply to do a course. I decided on the course, which happened to be vastly oversubscribed, but I got through several of the interviewing stages, as they whittled down the numbers. However, I didn’t make the final cut and I was absolutely devastated – heartbroken! But with the wisdom of hindsight it was probably all for the best. I would have been a terrible journalist – too wussy to doorstep suspects and too afraid of giving offence to ask tough questions. And I think I misunderstood my desire to work with words: I wanted to write fiction, not fact.

Anyway, years passed (nine of them) and eventually I did begin to write fiction, which is when I discovered a peculiar side-effect of being a novelist: newspaper and magazine editors were keen for me to contribute pieces of – wait for it – journalism.

Once I established that I didn’t have to dissect burning matters of the day and that it was perfectly OK to write funny autobiographical pieces, I was happy to do so. I began doing a regular monthly column for Irish Tatler, which covered most aspects of my life – writing, touring, trying to buy a house and learn to drive, my great love of shoes and confectionery, my great fear of dogs and New Year’s Eve. Occasionally other Irish publications commissioned articles on something specific like Mother’s Day or summer holidays, and over the months and years, without noticing, I built up quite a hefty pile of journalism.

Most of the articles in this collection have been published already in Ireland, but not all have been. Some others I’ve incorporated into a novel – like the story of me going for a mud-wrap in a desperate attempt to lose weight two days before I got married. Those of you who’ve read Last Chance Saloon might remember Tara having a similar experience.

Everything in this book really did happen to me, but occasionally I’ve changed some details and people’s names to protect the innocent or not-so-innocent! The majority of the articles are humorous, but a few aren’t quite as light-hearted – in particular the piece about struggling with alcoholism. (But you can skip it if it makes you depressed!) That’s the beauty of a collection like this – unlike a novel, it can be read in any order you please; you can even start at the back if you want. I like the idea that this is something you can dip in and out of, that you can let the book fall open on a random page and just start reading (unless you’ve read it already, of course).

Many people were instrumental in this book coming together and I’d like to thank them all; in particular, Tony (aka Himself) for his Trojan work collating the pieces, and Louise Moore and Harriet Evans for their creative and meticulous editing. Finally, I’d like to thank Ian Davidson for inspiring this collection.

And thank you very much for reading this book. I sincerely hope you enjoy it.

Marian Keyes


OH, THE GLAMOUR
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Paperback Writher

When people ask me what I do for a crust and I tell them that I’m a novelist, they immediately assume that my life is a non-stop carousel of limos, television appearances, hair-dos, devoted fans, stalkers and all the glitzy paraphernalia of being a public figure.

It’s time to set the record straight.

I write alone, in a darkened bedroom, wearing my PJs, eating bananas, my laptop on a pillow in front of me. Occasionally – it usually coincides with promoting a book – I am led, blinking, into the daylight, and when I try to talk to people, discover that I’m not able to, that I’ve become completely desocialized. And as for being mobbed by adoring fans – I’m never recognized. Once I thought I was, but I was mistaken. I was in a shoeshop (where else?), and when I asked one of the girls if she had any of these sixteen shoes in my size, she looked at me, put her hand on her chest and gave a little gasp. ‘It’s you!’ she declared.

It is, I thought, thrilled to the marrow. It is me – I’m famous!

‘Yes,’ the girl continued. ‘You were in the pub last night, you were the one singing, weren’t you?’

I was so disappointed I could hardly speak. I’d been nowhere near any pub the night before.

‘You’ve a great voice,’ she said. ‘Now what size do you want these shoes in?’

Even the day a book comes out isn’t as life-altering as I’d once anticipated. The morning my first book Watermelon was officially published in England, where I lived at the time, I half-expected that people in the street would look at me differently as I went to work. That they’d nudge each other and mutter, ‘See her, that’s that Marian Keyes, she’s written a book.’ And that the bus conductor might let me off my fare. (‘You’re OK there, Writer-Girl, this one’s on me.’) But, naturally, no one paid me the slightest attention. At lunchtime I rushed to the nearest bookshop, my heart aflutter, as I expected to see my beloved creation in a massive display. Instead I found the latest John Grisham piled high where my book should have been. I looked for a smaller display of my book. None to be seen. Mortified, I went to the shelf and searched alphabetically. And found it wasn’t there. So I went to the counter and got the girl to look it up on the computer.

‘Oh, that,’ she said, eyeing the screen. ‘We’re not getting any in.’

‘I can order you a copy, though,’ she called after me, as I slunk away to shoot myself.

For a couple of weeks afterwards, whenever my boss left the office I grabbed the phone and systematically rang every bookshop in London, pretending to be a customer, asking if they stocked Watermelon. And if they hadn’t got it, I rang again a few days later, hoping they’d changed their minds. In the end, I’m sure they recognized my voice. I imagined them putting their hands over the mouthpiece and shouting, ‘It’s that Keyes one again. Have we got her bloody book in yet?’

As well as expecting glitz and glamour, I used to think that an integral part of being a writer was lying around on a couch, eating chocolate raisins, waiting for the muse to strike. And that if the muse hadn’t struck, I might as well be watching Jerry Springer while I was waiting. So it came as a nasty shock to discover that if I was waiting for the muse to come a-calling, it would take several decades to write a book.

So now, muse or no muse, I work eight hours a day, Monday to Friday, just like I did when I was an accounts clerk. The main difference is that I work in bed. Not because I am a lazy lump (OK, not just because I’m a lazy lump), but just because the idea of sitting at a desk daunts me and frankly, I’m daunted enough. So the bed it is and it’s worked out nicely so far, especially since I started turning myself regularly to avoid bedsores.

Most days I start work at about eight o’clock – kicking the day off with a good dose of terror. Today is the day, I usually think, when I run out of ideas, when the inspiration packs its bags and goes to find another accounts clerk and transforms their life.

People often ask me where I get my ideas from and, God, I wish I knew. All I can say is that I find people fascinating, and seeing as I write about emotional landscapes, this can only be a good thing. I think that on a subconscious level I’m taking in information constantly, and in case I come across extra-specially interesting people or funny sayings, I carry a notebook with me at all times. Well, actually I don’t. I’m supposed to, and when I give advice to aspiring writers that’s always what I tell them to do. But somehow when I forage around amongst the sweet papers and lip glosses in my handbag the notebook is never there. So my ‘office’ (i.e., the floor on my side of the bed) is littered with bus-tickets and pastille wrappers with little notes to myself scribbled on them.

Another question that I’m often asked is if there’s any downside to being a writer. Three words: the crippling insecurity. In my old job, I worked in accounts. It may not have been the most exciting job in the universe, but it was very reassuring. If it balanced I knew I was right – it was as simple as that. But with writing, there’s no right or wrong, it’s all just a matter of opinion. One of my hardest times as a writer was when my second book came out and someone told me they preferred the first. ‘It’s not as good,’ she complained sulkily, as if I’d done it specifically to spite her.

‘Thank you for your comments,’ I replied heartily. ‘And would you mind passing me that cut-throat razor. I’m off to have a bath.’

And there’s more! For example, I tried to get an agent after I’d been accepted for publication. Smugly, I assumed it would be no bother, seeing as the hard work of securing a publisher had already been done. Instead I got a snooty letter saying that the agent didn’t feel mine was the kind of work she wanted to represent. I was absolutely devastated, and tormented myself during many a sleepless night wondering about these mysterious authors that she did want to represent.

It took me a long time to see that this woman’s rejection of me was only one person’s opinion. Which leads me smoothly to my next gripe – bad reviews. The first time someone slagged my book in print I was genuinely baffled by how nasty they were. ‘What did I ever do to her?’ I wondered aloud and at length, and only stopped when my nearest and dearest begged me to shut up. Five books later, I’ve got a lot better at dealing with it. A bad review is never a reason to throw my hat in the air and burst into an impromptu version of ‘Knees Up, Mother Brown’, but nor is it a reason to take to my bed with a box of Miniature Heroes for a day or two either. (I need no excuse to do that.) I’ve got better at accepting that I can’t please everyone. I’ve also got better at accepting that critics are often happy to review books without going to the trouble of actually reading them: that became clear when one broadsheet described Rachel’s Holiday – a novel about recovering from drug addiction – as ‘forgettable froth’.

Another potential minefield is the possibility of real life leaking into what I write. I love my friends and I’m keen to hold on to them, so if they’re going through dramas, tempting though it may be, I have to make sure that not even a hint sneaks into a storyline. Similarly, my characters are entirely made up – amalgams of several characteristics gleaned from dozens, maybe even hundreds, of different people. Hopefully, at some stage in the book they transcend the sum of their parts and become ‘real’. But not real real, if you know what I mean. All the same, that doesn’t stop people seeing either themselves or others re-created as fictional characters. More than once someone has said to me, ‘Oh-ho! So-and-so won’t be too pleased to see you’ve stuck her in your book! And implied that she’s unfaithful to her husband.’

But apart from that, Mrs Lincoln, how did you enjoy the play? – Despite the few downsides, I get tremendous pleasure from what I do. And even more pleasure from the fact that other people seem to enjoy it.

Though I’m told it actually happens, I still find it hard to credit that people will part with their hard-earned cash for something that I’ve created. One of the nicest experiences I’ve ever had was recently in a bookshop. They had a lovely display of my books, which gave me a great buzz, especially because I’m the kind of person who gets a kick from seeing my name in the phonebook. While I was discreetly admiring the pile, and marvelling at how strange life was – by rights I should still be working in an accounts office – I saw a girl pick up a book with my name on it. Casually she glanced at the front, turned it over and read the back. Then – with me holding my breath – she started to drift towards the cash-desk, still with the book in her hand.

Slowly, slowly, she made her way through the shop, while beads of sweat broke out on my forehead. When she finally got to the till and put the book down, this was the real moment of truth. Either she’d brought it over to complain that the bookshop was stocking a load of crap or else she was going to buy it. I could hardly believe it when she began to rummage in her bag for her purse. In a matter of seconds, she’d handed over some money and left with the book. I’m sure she wondered who the weird woman staring at her was, but it made my week.

Adapted from an article first published in ESB Magazine,
September 1999.


In the Name of Research – Going Under Cover

When I decided to set my fifth novel in a women’s magazine, my friend Morag invited me to do a week’s research on the glossy Irish monthly she edited…

Day One

I’m ready for my freebies, Mr de Mille.

Up at six trying to Pull Together a Look – have to hold my own with the glam mag folk. Leaving the house, was convinced I cut a fairly impressive dash: until I arrived at the office and clocked the staff. (The prettiness! The skinniness! The lovely shoes!) The scales fell from my (incorrectly made-up) eyes and I saw myself for the lumpen hick I was all along.

But no time to wallow in my rough-hewn crapness – it was straight to work. My first glamorous job was to… type in copy! I sat in my best clothes and inputted an article on thrush. Then an article on the new celibacy. All the while I eyed a basket of Charles Worthington products. Would anyone be wanting them? Surely not? Don’t they get stuff like that all the time… ?

Then Morag interrupted my reverie. ‘I need you to do something important.’

I straightened up, my face serious.

And she was right, I thought, as I headed off to the newsagent’s. Keeping the workers in cigarettes and chocolate is very important.

And so passed my first morning. After lunch (sandwiches from the deli, I went for them), things hotted up when Morag took me to one of Dublin’s coolest hotels for a launch party for a groovy new clothes shop.

It quickly became apparent that I Hadn’t a Clue. First of all, Morag had to warn me off being excited. Apparently, that’s just not on. Then I got into trouble for wanting to be on time. Apparently, that’s not on either. Then when we walked into the hotel and an Adonis relieved me of my coat, she berated me for that also. You see, you never take off your coat because you want to give the impression that you’re just dropping in for a minute.

When we signed the visitors’ book, she ran a French-manicured nail along the other signatures and murmured, ‘Always check who’s here.’

‘So we know who to meet?’

‘So we know who to avoid,’ she corrected sternly.

And then we were in! There was champagne, there were canapés, there were semi-famous Irish people, there was a quite boring speech…

Before the applause had even died away, Morag was tugging me out of there. As we left they gave her a little parcel. Some sort of freebie! I turned an eager face to them and – after a slight hesitation – they handed one over to me too. I was thrilled. Thrilled.

Morag wouldn’t let me open it until we were well clear of the hotel. It turned out to be a T-shirt with the name of the shop and its Irish opening date. Morag was wearily unimpressed. Unlike me.

‘But will you wear it?’ she asked.

‘Well, no,’ I admitted. But that was hardly the point, was it? I mean, it had been free. I’d got a freebie!

Then we had to go for coffee. Morag was going to a charity dinner that evening and needed sustenance before she could face the traffic home to put on her fabulous frock and come back into town.

Sitting in the café, she suddenly sprang to her feet and pelted out into the street. In seconds she was back, with a man in tow. She introduced him as Donald, part of the design duo, Oakes.

‘Lend us a dress,’ she beseeched Donald, ‘so I don’t have to go home to get ready.’

‘Sure,’ he said expansively. ‘Call round to the shop and pick one out. But how will you manage for shoes?’

By way of answer, Morag pulled a pair of strappy sandals from her bag. Her emergency pair. I was EXTREMELY impressed.

Day Two

My first task of the day was one of monumental importance: I had to pick the winners for the mountain-bike competition by putting my hand in a sack and emerging with five envelopes. I let my hand hover in the darkness, willing it to pick the right people, the worthiest people. Morag watched wryly.

Then it was my great honour to ring the five lucky contestants and break the good news to them. To my disgust, all I got were answering machines – why couldn’t they have given their work numbers? Finally, on my fifth phone call, I got a real person and I must say, he did sound very grateful. I may have even detected a catch in his voice. He told me he’d been having a bad run of luck and that he hoped my phone call was a sign that everything was about to change.

After the high emotion of that, I inputted more text (all the while admiring the basket of Charles Worthington products) until it was time to leave for the National Spinach Week lunch. (I’m not making this up.) It was being held in a fancy-dan restaurant I’d always wanted to go to and it was, of course, lovely. My only quibble was that it featured a quite astonishing amount of spinach. A spinach-rich starter, spinach soup, a spinach-centric main course (with a side order of spinach) and – ahaha! – spinach ice-cream for dessert. If only I liked spinach…

Speeches followed, then a cookery demo – featuring guess what? – and it was mid-afternoon before we made our escape. After I’d dropped into M&S for a sandwich (I had to, I was starving), Morag whisked me into Brown Thomas for a make-up demo from an expensive cosmetic company. The girl demonstrated how to wear the new season’s slap – very interesting, far, far more complicated than I’d ever realized – then she parcelled up a desirable selection into a dinky little case and handed it to Morag. I turned my eager face on to the girl – well, it had worked the day before with the T-shirt. But nothing doing, no freebies forthcoming and I felt strangely sullen. I mean, the new shop had given me a T-shirt, what was wrong with this stingy lot?

Day Three

No typing today, oh ho, no! Much more challenging work on the agenda – ‘headers’. You know the couple of sentences that are beneath a headline and above the article – that’s a header. Easy, you might think. Wrong, wrong, wrong! Very, very hard. Much harder than it seems, you know. I spent a good hour and a half trying to come up with a snappy, grabby intro to a cookery piece. ‘If your custards are crap and your stir-frys are shite…’ No. Start again. ‘If your roasts are rotten and your soufflés suck…’ No, no, NO.

Eventually, Morag swung by and without even breaking stride called out two perfect sentences – lyrical, appropriate, effortless. Call myself a writer!

But no time to beat myself up. I was off on my own to the launch of a new range of tights. I made myself be ten minutes late, I held on to my coat, but as soon as they gave me a badge that said ‘press’ there was no holding back my excitement.

There was champagne, canapés and – I couldn’t help but notice – the same people who’d turned up to the other publicity events. The Liggeratti. Then, to my astonishment, the lights were dimming, and before I knew what was happening we were plunged into a floor show to showcase the new tights. Flashing lights and skirt-free dancing girls, and songs about legs: ZZ Top’s ‘Legs’ and Rod Stewart’s ‘Hot Legs’ and much more besides. As the coloured lights played over my face, I experienced a chink of uncertainty. If I hadn’t been so sure that all this was highly glamorous, I might have thought it a bit naff and dreadful.

As I left, I promised a lovely mention in the magazine and the PR girl looked at me like I was insane. Too late, I remembered what Morag had told me. Never, ever promise a PR girl that you’ll give them coverage. Even if you’re planning to. Apparently it’s Just Not On.

I stuck my hand out for my free gift: a sweatshirt advertising the tights. To my shame I wasn’t impressed. Three days and already I’d become blasé.

Day Four

Proof-reading. Very, very important. Morag put the fear of God in me by telling me what had happened on one of the other magazines she’d worked on. A recipe for a Christmas cake should have said ½ pound of butter, but went to press as 12 pounds. Apparently, tens of thousands had to be paid out in compensation.

Handily for my book, one of the other girls chipped in with a horror story of her own – a knitting pattern had gone to press with a superfluous zero and mammies the length and breadth of Ireland ended up knitting jumpers whose sleeves were eight feet long.

Then there was a meeting to finalize that month’s cover. The graphics person moved text around and changed background colour and I made what I thought were considered, intelligent comments. My money was on the pink background. ‘It’s fun,’ I enthused. ‘It’s eye-catching. I’d buy it.’

‘Hmmmm,’ Morag said, then turned to the graphics person. ‘Go with blue.’

Right.

Day Five

The final day.

Made last-minute checks before this month’s issue could be put to bed. Ensuring that if the contents list promises that page sixty-six has ‘Handbags are the new shoes – fact or myth?’ it doesn’t turn out to be the article on cystitis, that photos of Germaine Greer aren’t captioned with ‘Robbie Williams, our favourite cheeky chappie’, that sort of thing.

Then I sat in on a meeting with Morag and deputies while they flatplanned the next edition. This was both easier and more difficult than I’d expected. Some things are givens – like horoscopes and books pages. But other stuff – like interviews and features – is trickier. There has to be the right balance of serious and light. And if a rival mag has covered something or someone recently, it immediately becomes as untouchable as radioactive waste. Very, very difficult. They asked me if I had any suggestions. After pretending to give it some thought, I asked ultra-casually, ‘Will you be doing any hair-care pieces… ?’

My last duty was that evening – attending a big, televised fashion show. When I realized I was seated three rows from the stage, I tried to look world-weary and unimpressed. I suspect I made a bad job of it. Within seconds of the x-ray-skinny models starting their march down the catwalk, I was plunged into a fierce determination never to eat again. Other than that, I had a great time.

As I got up to leave, I tucked my basket of Charles Worthington products under my arm, but Morag had one final piece of advice for me. She murmured discreetly that I shouldn’t say that I thought the models wearing Dries Van Noten looked like they’d been at the dressing-up box. It Just Wasn’t On.

Previously unpublished.
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