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            ONE
            

         
 
         GRACE TOOK TO SMOKING like a politician to planning applications. It was as though she had always held that small cylinder between her lips – always drawn that column of smoke deep into her lungs, her fingers holding the cigarette lightly, like a flower.
         
 
         ‘There’s no smoking in the agency building,’ said Myles, the managing director, automatically, quickly followed by, ‘I didn’t know you smoked, Grace.’
         
 
         ‘I do now,’ said Grace, resting the smouldering cigarette on the edge of her desk while she continued with the task of emptying her drawers of twenty years of working in advertising. Myles Kitchen stood, momentarily discomfited, but then he strode on, anxious to complete his daily circuit of the agency to assess the condition of his employees. He could spot a hangover at fifty yards – a quickly discarded crossword at seventy. Grace took another lazy pull on her cigarette.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         There wasn’t much in the end: some letters; an emery board; a stopwatch; and a smooth, grey stone. Everything else she threw into the two large bin bags draped over chairs. Normally, she was a person who kept things. Her house was full of unread cuttings from newspapers, cracked plates, broken clocks, worn-down lipsticks, and carefully catalogued clothes in long, brown boxes. But she found that once she’d consigned the first item to the bin bag, the urge to throw everything away was irresistible. In went her walking shoes, the stilettos she kept lest an unscheduled meeting with a client occur. Out went the nail varnishes, the CDs she’d bought on impulse, the plant, the framed photograph of her husband, the photograph of her two children – Josh and Emily, another of her husband, Lionel and Grace herself, caught unawares, looking away to the left with a frightened expression on her face. What was she looking at that day, she wondered? Probably the dog – what was its name? Ah yes, Gandhi – Gandhi on account of his extreme thinness. He had a habit of darting out onto the road, dicing with death until one day he didn’t move fast enough. The owner of the car was more upset than Grace, who had imagined Gandhi’s demise so often that she was inclined to treat the reality with a fair degree of stoicism.
         
 
         The two black plastic bags were nearly full now as Grace dispatched a last jacket into their depths and, finally, the ten awards – heavy, ugly things – which she had won for her work as TV Producer in this advertising agency that she was now leaving.
         
 
         The cigarette had smouldered down to its filter and there was a greasy, brown burn on the desk. Grace brushed the butt to the floor and ground it into the carpet tile. She picked up her pack of cigarettes and lighter and went out and round to the back of the building where the smokers stood, hunched against the cold.
         
 
         ‘Jesus, Grace,’ said one of the young art directors, ‘when did you start smoking?’
         
 
         ‘Oh I think everyone should take up a hobby in retirement,’ Grace told him.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            TWO
            

         
 
         WHEN MYLES KITCHEN called her into his office three weeks earlier, Grace felt a flutter of excitement. She’d just overseen three commercials on the trot, all of which had gone like clockwork, and the agency was going to make a great deal of money on the foot of them. Grace, who was underpaid, felt that this was the moment when the situation would be redressed. She was so busy visualizing the expression on Josh’s face when she told him – she was not going to tell Lionel, tempting as it was, lest he use it as an excuse to reduce her alimony – that she had to ask Myles to repeat what he’d said. The only phrase she actually heard from what had been quite a long speech was, ‘… and of course we’ll miss you.’
         
 
         ‘Miss me?’ Grace searched his face as though it might reveal the text of all he had said.
         
 
         ‘Look Grace,’ Myles said, ‘we both know this is a young man’s industry.’
 
         ‘And I’m not a young man?’
 
         ‘A young person’s industry,’ Myles corrected himself. He smiled at her then, a smile she recognized. It was the one he reserved for a new business pitch. It was a smile that suggested honesty, charm and boyish enthusiasm. It was an expression that used both his mouth and his forehead – which was now furrowed with integrity and kindliness.
         
 
         ‘I’m only forty-six – eh forty-two.’
 
         Grace remembered just in time that she’d lopped four years off her age on her forty-first birthday.
         
 
         ‘Sometimes I feel too old myself,’ Myles said, leaning forward confidingly, ‘and I’m only –’ Grace could see him doing some rapid arithmetic. He was actually only a year younger than Grace herself. ‘Forty,’ he said stoutly.
         
 
         He got up and rested his haunches against the edge of his desk.
 
         ‘Look, I tell you what, we’ll bump up your last month’s salary by what – by two thousand, say and you can draw down some of your pension. Start enjoying life, relax, take up a few hobbies.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, absolutely. Yes. Yes. Hobbies. Yes.’ Grace felt at a loss. She had a huge urge to go to bed in a darkened room. To take two sleeping pills and just sleep.
         
 
         ‘Now,’ said Myles, jovial again, ‘you’ve still got a bit of finishing up to do. You’ll be doing the Javelin shoot – oh and you’ll need to negotiate terms with whoever’s cast in the coffee thing. You’re so good at that. So … here’s to freedom,’ and he raised his coffee mug, which was emblazoned with a picture of Bart Simpson and the instruction EAT MY SHORTS.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         That evening, Grace had gone home to her house in Donnybrook with its two granite steps and dark blue door. She’d walked in, her hand automatically finding the light-switch which illuminated the Indian rug that ran the length of the hall and the kitchen on the return with its once fashionable, pale green, rag-rubbed cupboards.
         
 
         She sat in one of the matching cream couches in the living-room, ignoring the vase of dying tulips, and channel-hopped for a half hour or so. Then, having drunk both bottles of wine she kept for guests, didn’t need the sleeping pills after all. The phone rang twice, but she didn’t answer it. Probably Josh. Not Emily anyway. Emily never called.
         
 
         The next morning she woke with a hangover. This was very bad news indeed as she’d given up drinking fifteen years ago and wanted to keep it that way. She had two Solpadeine, a vitamin C tablet and washed her teeth with more than her usual vigour – although what she really wanted was a treble vodka. Old habits die hard. As she put on her make-up she looked at herself carefully. Was this old? Her face looked back at her, the tiny lines around her eyes, a slight looseness around the mouth and she was a bit overweight maybe. But hadn’t someone told her – or maybe she’d read it somewhere – you either keep your face or your body? She applied lipstick in an apologetic shade of peach and climbed into one of the three Louise Kennedy suits she owned which glided over her – concealing her body in a sweep of cream. The tights she was wearing, with their ‘tummy-shaper’ panels, bit into her waist. Rather unfair, she thought, considering the missed dinner.
         
 
         The day passed in a blur of simulated disbelief from her colleagues. ‘It won’t be the same without you,’ they said, not meaning it. They imagined they had done it all themselves – believed  they had done it all themselves: contacted the outside producers; got the reels in; assembled the directors’ treatments; beaten down the price; set up the casting; liaised with the director; arranged the terms with the cast and the extras; scheduled the wardrobe; the location scout; caught all the dropped balls during the shoot; sat in on the edit; re-edited after the rough-cut; and thanked the client for being so courageous and helpful when the final cut was approved.
         
 
         She made the telephone calls covering the last-minute arrangements for the five-day Javelin shoot operating on autopilot. It seemed a long time since her first Javelin shoot fifteen years before. She looked idly at the Polaroids of the three leads. How predictable they were. The handsome one with the floppy hair, the impish one with the shaved head. The brooding one with a dangerous slant to his eyes. Yawn, yawn, yawn, she mumbled to herself. It was a complicated shoot and, with the industry going through a lean time, she suspected the production company had underquoted.
         
 
         ‘How many extras have we got on this bloody thing?’
 
         ‘Hundred-fifty,’ said Mike, her assistant.
 
         ‘Oh great, bloody excellent!’
 
         ‘I went through the Polaroids, they’re all fine,’ Mike said soothingly. ‘No one looks over twelve.’
         
 
         ‘Shut up, I’ve no sense of humour today.’
 
         ‘Sorry.’
 
         Broadcast regulations insisted that everyone featured in a beer commercial had to both be over twenty-six and look it. This posed something of a problem as the target market was considerably younger than this so they endeavoured to walk the tightrope between station approval and client need to ‘push the envelope’ as the creative director was fond of saying in those rare moments he was in the agency.
         
 
         Grace reached behind her to Mike’s desk and lifted up a handful of photographs. She rummaged through them interjecting the exercise with occasional exclamations. ‘God, what’s that she’s holding – a Barbie doll?’ ‘Ah Mike, this one hasn’t started shaving yet.’
         
 
         ‘Male or female?’
 
         Grace threw the photos back on his desk.
 
         ‘Oh who cares,’ she said, and then they both shouted in unison, ‘Sure no one will see them anyway.’ They laughed then because this was the phrase which had comforted them during all the beer shoots of their long association when, confronted with a child actor staunchly maintaining that he was twenty-seven last birthday, the two would nod sagely and mutter, ‘Sure no one will see them anyway.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Next she phoned the account director to ensure there was enough product and branded glasses. ‘God I hate beer commercials,’ she told Mike, unnecessarily.
         
 
         She fielded calls from her son Josh during which he talked about solicitors and lump sums always ending with, ‘You’re so useless Mum. You’re so passive.’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ she agreed, before holding her hand over the mouthpiece to say evenly to the account handler, ‘You complete idiot –  does this look like an ace glass to you? The damned branding is all over the place.’ The account handler was number three in the shaky chain of command that managed Javelin. His name was Henry and his anxiety about his work had recently manifested itself in an attack of eczema. Grace dusted a drift of white skin off her notebook, trying not to look too disgusted.
         
 
         ‘Sorry Grace.’
 
         Everyone was apologizing to her today. It was very wearing. Almost a relief really to return to Josh’s hectoring voice, pummelling its way down the phone line. Even as a child he had the certain knowledge that he was always right.
         
 
         ‘Look Josh,’ she said, returning to the phone, ‘I’m incredibly busy just now. I’ve got a shoot and I’m up to here – all right?’
         
 
         ‘Oh for God’s sake, it’s not brain surgery Mum.’
 
         ‘No,’ Grace murmured. ‘It’s not.’ And she replaced the phone carefully in its cradle.
         
 
         ‘Son and heir?’ Mike asked sympathetically as he started to staple call-sheets together. ‘Grace …?’ Mike had paused in his task.
         
 
         ‘Mmmh?’
 
         ‘You should go for them.’
 
         ‘How do you mean?’
 
         ‘They’ve shafted you. You’re just rolling over for them. Maybe Josh is right – y’know?’
         
 
         Grace ran her fingers through her straight, brown hair, cut in a style she had worn since her twenties.
         
 
         ‘I can’t be bothered, Mike.’ She smiled at him apologetically and then with an air of purpose took up the phone. ‘Best get the kiddies over for a chat.’
         
 
         The commercial’s creators arrived some minutes later. The art director was a sulky twenty-two year old called Melvin who had little talent apart from an ability to plagiarize the work of people more gifted than he. The writer, Dion, was even younger and mightn’t be half-bad in ten years or so by which time he would be considered too yesterday and would eke out his days doing press ads for phone companies and cars.
         
 
         ‘Well,’ Grace asked, ‘all set?’
 
         ‘Pretty much,’ said Dion.
 
         ‘Right,’ Grace consulted her call-sheet, ‘the call is for seven – be there.’ Dion looked excited, Melvin horrified. Eleven was his normal starting time involving a lot of ‘the cat was sick on my homework’ excuses.
         
 
         ‘We’re starting with the big club scenes because they’re the messiest,’ Grace continued, trying to keep the ennui out of her voice, ‘and it’ll be a long day. Wear something warm, it’s like an icebox there for some reason.’
         
 
         ‘The Red Ice Box,’ sniggered Dion before Grace quelled his good humour with a glare. They were shooting in a club called The Red Box. It had been chosen because the director said it was ‘totally ideal’. The production company then set about dismantling the entire premises, retiling it, refurnishing it and repainting it until it was virtually unrecognizable.
         
 
         ‘Is that it?’ asked Melvin rattling his Zippo in his hand impatiently.
 
         ‘No pet, it’s not,’ Grace said and then, ‘oh what the hell. Let’s go outside.’
         
 
         Mike and she followed the others to the door and out to the back of the building where a tangle of bicycles slouched against the wall – a vain attempt to outwit Dublin’s traffic congestion.
         
 
         ‘Could I have one of those?’ Grace took a cigarette, lit it and inhaled deeply. This smoking business was wonderfully relaxing.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         There were three messages from Josh when she got home and an irate one from Lionel. What did she mean packing in her job – did she think he was made of money?
         
 
         ‘I hope your disgusting twins throw up all over you, you stupid old goat,’ Grace told the telephone, feeling instantly better. Lionel had remarried – choosing, predictably, a girl some years younger than his own daughter. Too late, Lionel discovered that behind the taut brown tummy and pert breasts, there was a mother aching to get out and she became pregnant with twins almost immediately. Lionel, as poor a father as Grace was a mother first time round, was an even worse one now. Fortunately for everyone concerned, he spent a great deal of time abroad, writing vivid reports about trouble spots from the comfort of his large hotel, as far away as possible from the smell of death and cordite.
         
 
         The phone rang again. The answer-phone clicked on and she let it run.
 
         ‘If you’re there, pick up. Mum? Pick up.’ It was Josh. He started to say something and then said, ‘Oh forget it. Ring me.’
         
 
         Grace’s relationship with Josh was run on diplomatic lines. Their life was one of talks about talks in a series of meetings that had to do with a constantly fluctuating power base. As a child he had chipped and gnawed at her authority – if you could call her lazy parenting ‘authority’ – until one day the balance had shifted and all of a sudden, she was the child, forever found wanting.
         
 
         Josh and she had drifted apart just as surely as she and Lionel had. This had to do with the fact that Grace found it difficult to concentrate on more than one thing at a time. So, when Lionel and she had been negotiating the long, slow, last dance of their marriage, the children hardly figured in her consciousness at all.
         
 
         Then Emily had her problems – actually it was ‘a problem’ but Grace found that the use of the plural somehow diminished its seriousness. And, when Emily’s difficulties were Grace’s focus, all thoughts of Josh receded into somewhere far in the distance so that he became as close to her as, say, someone with whom she shared a plane journey but less close than her hairdresser.
         
 
         She’d lost count of the number of times he’d said, ‘I told you that Mum!’ alluding to some aspect of his life that they’d discussed at length but Grace had forgotten. It would have been easier to admit it – to say, ‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t listening,’ but even Grace knew that you couldn’t say that to your child. Not all the time anyway.
         
 
         There were no more calls that night and she was in bed by eleven. She was awoken by the sound of the phone ringing but this time it was her early morning call. She never trusted alarm clocks on the day of a shoot.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            THREE
            

         
 
         WHEN SHE ARRIVED, the generators, the catering truck and buses were all in place. She accepted an egg  and sausage sandwich, had two bites and threw it away. On the other side of the road, a man in an ancient coat tied with string made his way tentatively to the catering truck.
         
 
         ‘Any chance of …?’
 
         ‘Fuck off,’ said the greasy-haired caterer.
 
         ‘Ah give him a sandwich and a cup of tea for God’s sake,’ said Grace, smiling at the old man who didn’t smile back.
         
 
         During the course of the day, she saw him several times, gaining in confidence at every trip to the chuck wagon. He had the chicken curry for his lunch. ‘Bad decision,’ Mike had said when Grace had pointed out their guest, and louder. ‘Never have the curry mate. Never, ever have the curry.’
         
 
         Grace began to feel quite cheerful in the cold, early morning air. She went to the make-up caravan to check on the actors. The three of them sat with towels bibbed around their necks wearing pristine clothes from Gap and shiny Camper boots. The wardrobe girl, Sam, was ironing the box-creases out of an Armani shirt, its not inconsiderable price tag hanging from the collar.
         
 
         Grace sighed. ‘Sam I thought you were going to distress the clothes. The guys look as though they’re doing a mail-order catalogue.’
         
 
         Sam looked at the actors, her pretty brow slightly furrowed.
 
         ‘I know Grace, I know – but I was really up against it ’cos they all gave the wrong sizes and I had to race into town last night and re-buy everything.’
         
 
         ‘Sam, they always give the wrong sizes. Just the way they always say they can drive, high-dive and ride to Olympic standard, but you don’t necessarily believe them.’
         
 
         Then she turned to the actors.
 
         ‘Off!’
 
         They looked at her, uncomprehending.
 
         ‘The clothes. Take the clothes off – and the boots so Sam can make you look as if you have some sort of life outside of applying cream beige foundation and a touch of mascara.’
         
 
         The three actors looked at each other and then stripped off until they were standing in their boxer-shorts. How thin and white they looked, how young.
         
 
         ‘Put sweaters on before you freeze to death,’ Grace said over her shoulder as she made a call to the agency and asked to be put through to the creative director, Andrew.
         
 
         ‘I’ve no creatives,’ she said. Mike had just come into the trailer. She threw her eyes up to heaven and continued talking into the phone. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘I’ll have no creatives even when they do arrive. No we’re fine. Everything’s great. Terrific. Are you going to come by? No I’d really prefer if you didn’t bring your children. Because they’ll be in the way. I see. Excellent. Well, we look forward to seeing all three of you.’
         
 
         ‘Bastard’s bringing his kids,’ she told Mike, pressing the end button savagely.
         
 
         At the other end of the trailer, Sam was squashing a shirt ineffectually between her smooth, brown hands.
         
 
         ‘Look,’ Grace told her, ‘you’re going to have to run them through the machine again – leave them a bit creased – and wash the coloureds with the whites. Please God they’ll run. Mine always do. You three can rehearse in your own clothes,’ she told the three actors. The shaven-headed one made to speak.
         
 
         ‘Yes?’ Grace said, ungraciously.
 
         ‘Will I have to drink in the commercial?’
 
         Grace looked at him searchingly to see if he was making an ill-timed joke, decided he wasn’t and said carefully,
         
 
         ‘This is a beer commercial. In it you will be required to drink beer. Yes?’
 
         ‘You see the thing is,’ Shaven-head said with a winning smile, ‘I don’t drink.’
         
 
         ‘Neither do I,’ said Floppy Hair, coming to life for the first time since he’d been stripped of the comfort of his Gap trousers and sweatshirt.
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry?’
 
         Grace looked helplessly at Mike, who gave a great bark of laughter and then said, ‘You don’t what?’
         
 
         ‘Oh this is ridiculous.’ Grace sat down and grabbed a cigarette from her pocket.
         
 
         ‘I’d prefer if you didn’t,’ Sam said tentatively and then thought better of it as Grace lit her lighter with a clatter and inhaled copiously. The three actors moved closer together.
         
 
         ‘I drink,’ the brooding one mentioned.
 
         ‘Good for you,’ Grace said, not looking at him but rather at the other two who were returning her glare with puzzled expressions.
         
 
         ‘So you don’t drink? I see. Excellent. Wonderful. That’s all I need.’
 
         Neither actor replied.
 
         ‘What about non-alcoholic beer?’ Mike suggested.
 
         The actors looked mutinous.
 
         ‘No,’ said Grace, ‘it looks like shite.’
 
         ‘Well I’m not drinking,’ said Shaven-head.
 
         ‘Me neither,’ said Floppy, a little uncertainly.
 
         ‘Sweet mother of Jesus is there no end?’ Grace ground her cigarette into the linoleum and rounded on the two actors, ‘Did it not occur to you to say this at the casting you complete morons? What did you think you’d be doing in a beer commercial – washing baths? I’m calling your agents,’ she said and started dialling.
         
 
         ‘We could spit it out,’ Shaven-head suggested.
 
         ‘What do you think?’ asked Mike.
 
         ‘Oh I don’t know. Yes. I suppose. Yes. But you bloody well better look as if it’s the best thing that has ever passed your lips before you spit it out.’
         
 
         ‘Jesus,’ she said to Mike when they’d stepped outside the trailer, ‘when I started in this business the problem was stopping them drinking. At the first Javelin shoot two of them passed out before the end-shot and we had to do an extra day – worst bloody shoot of my life.’
         
 
         The director, Derek, was an immensely calm man in his mid-thirties who took the news of his two non-drinking leads with equanimity.
         
 
         ‘At least they won’t get poleaxed before we’re done,’ he said.
 
         ‘I’d poleaxe them myself if I had a suitable weapon,’ Grace said, lighting another cigarette. At that moment Dion and Melvin appeared from behind the chuck wagon, clutching bacon and egg  sandwiches and endeavouring not to drip them on their leather jackets.
         
 
         ‘Have you talked to them yet – the creatives I mean?’ Grace asked Derek.
         
 
         ‘Yeah,’ he grinned lazily and looked off into the middle distance. ‘Is this their first commercial, ’cos they don’t know fuck?’
         
 
         ‘We all have to start somewhere.’ Grace felt suddenly tired, the long, long day stretching before her like an illness.
         
 
         ‘Ready to rock and roll?’ Derek enquired of the cameraman.
 
         ‘Nearly there,’ said the cameraman as men pegged sheets of translucent paper over the huge arc lights called, appropriately enough, Brutes.
         
 
         ‘Rehearsal,’ screamed the first assistant.
 
         ‘Oh God, oh God, oh God,’ muttered Grace, lighting a cigarette from the butt end of the one she was about to put out.
         
 
         ‘I must say you don’t believe in doing things by halves,’ Mike said eyeing her cigarette as the first assistant circled the crowd of extras like a sheep-dog – darting here, chivvying there until the group were all assembled on the dance-floor.
         
 
         ‘Thought I’d start with the dance scene,’ Derek explained, ‘we can see who we’d like to feature.’
         
 
         ‘Try and avoid showing the ones who haven’t done their Junior Cert yet – OK?’ Grace sat down on a pile of beanbags and closed her eyes as a blast of music came out of the speakers. Over the music, she could hear the first assistant yelling,
         
 
         ‘I want everyone dancing now. Go go go. Dance!’
 
         ‘Roll on one a.m.,’ muttered Grace.
 
         ‘One a.m.? God bless your optimism,’ said Mike.
 
         
             

         
 
         At the lunch break, Grace toyed with something called The Vegetarian Option, which was khaki-coloured and tasted in equal parts of raw cumin and burnt garlic. Finally, too nauseated by its colour against the patterned paper plate to eat more than a bite or two, she slung the plate into the plastic bin. She took an apple from a big silver dish and cut it into quarters. It tasted of soap.
         
 
         At ten that night, they still hadn’t got the dance shot. Between takes the hundred or so waifs in their cut-off tops and their spindly shoes clambered up the stairs to the mezzanine area of the club and muttered amongst themselves. At midnight, the first assistant called them down for another take. The chatter from overhead ceased.
         
 
         ‘Extras on the set – now,’ yelled the first assistant.
 
         ‘We’re not coming down,’ said a tiny voice.
 
         ‘Come down this minute,’ shouted the first assistant.
 
         ‘No,’ from several small voices.
 
         ‘Bollix,’ said Derek, philosophically and wandered over to Geoff, his producer. The two had a whispered conversation for some minutes and then the producer disappeared through the big double doors to the street. Twenty minutes later he returned with several heavy brown boxes which he and the grips carried up to the mezzanine. Grace looked questioningly at Mike.
         
 
         ‘Vodka and something nice and sugary,’ Mike explained.
 
         Ten minutes later, the extras were back on the floor, dancing their little hearts out.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         At five am Grace fell into an uneasy sleep. She awoke not knowing where she was. Mike was looking startled and rubbing his face.
         
 
         ‘Jesus Grace, remind me never to sleep with you. You just clocked me one.’
         
 
         He felt around inside his mouth experimentally with his tongue.
 
         ‘I think you loosened a tooth. You were completely out of it. “Where am I? Where am I?”’ Mike squeaked using a voice she hoped didn’t resemble her real one. ‘Anyway, there was one thing I knew I shouldn’t reply to that question and that was,’ and he dropped his voice to a funereal bass, ‘“You’re in the Red Box, Grace”.’
         
 
         ‘Ha ha,’ Grace said, getting up stiffly.
 
         ‘Well we’re wrapped,’ Mike told her.
 
         ‘I can see that,’ she said crossly. ‘Oh let’s get out of here.’ Grace hoisted her bag over her shoulder and they walked out into the dawn to hail a taxi, ignoring Dion and Melvin who seemed to have been sneaking some of the extras’ ration of vodka.
         
 
         ‘Had a good night then?’ leered the taxi driver, who picked them up outside the club.
         
 
         ‘Oh fuck off,’ said Grace.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            FOUR
            

         
 
         GRACE HAD GOT INTO advertising by accident. Actually, her entire life was a series of accidents – including Josh and Emily. And Lionel, of course, was the worst accident of all – the relationship equivalent of a five-car pile-up.
         
 
         She’d met him when she was twenty, in a pub frequented by law students located close to the King’s Inns. She was having a quiet drink with her then employer – the editor of the obscure literary magazine where she worked having failed her final Arts exam.
         
 
         ‘Little turds like that should be drowned at birth,’ Raymond, her employer remarked as another gust of manic laughter rose from a crowded table in the corner. There were about eight young men, all clad in dark suits, all drunk – all, it seemed, reading from a script more appropriate to Evelyn Waugh than Ireland in the mid-seventies. Raymond sighed and called for another round. They were both drinking whiskey, Raymond maintaining the gentle fog of alcohol that surrounded him all day, Grace, the less practised of the two, a little the worse for wear. Although the pint of cold lager that suddenly drenched her sobered her somewhat. There was an abrupt burst of laughter close to her ear and she heard Raymond say, ‘What the?’ and then Lionel was bending over her, ineffectually mopping at her hair and face with the sleeve of his pinstripe suit.
         
 
         ‘It just fell out of my hand,’ he laughed, ‘wet glass! Jesus!’
 
         Grace eyed her silk shirt, which was absorbing the beer as though it had a raging thirst. Her hair dripped on the table with the steady beat of a metronome. The sour smell of yeast was overpowering.
         
 
         ‘It’s meant to be good for hair all the same,’ Lionel said, his face serious once again.
         
 
         ‘Pity you can’t hold your drink sir,’ said Raymond rooting through his pockets till he emerged with a grey, somewhat used handkerchief.
         
 
         ‘I’m fine, no really, I’m fine,’ said Grace as she pressed tissues into the wettest sections of her shirt and squeezed her hair.
         
 
         ‘Let me buy you a drink at least,’ Lionel said winningly.
 
         ‘Two large whiskies,’ Raymond said with alacrity. He forgave easily when there was the offer of drink involved. There wasn’t much money in literary magazines.
         
 
         ‘Raymond!’ protested Grace, but already Raymond and Lionel were shaking hands and Lionel was explaining that he’d just attended a Grand Night at the Inns, which involved the consumption of several beers and a bottle of port. This, he explained disarmingly, was why he was a little more maladroit than would ordinarily be the case. Raymond had moved from his former position and was now of the opinion that such an accident could ‘happen to a bishop – happen to a judge even’, at which the pair brayed with laughter. Within minutes Lionel had joined them on the faded banquette and Raymond and he were deep in conversation about, amongst other things, the state of the Abbey, the future of Irish poetry, the death of the novel and ‘Brits’ (the fuckers).
         
 
         Raymond ordered another round and Grace went to the Ladies to assess the damage. ‘Great’, she thought, looking at her reflection in the scarred mirror. Her hair lay slick and tangled against her head; the stained half of her shirt was honeycombed with froth-encrusted crinkles. Her mascara had run and her make-up had formed small tidal bays around the dark streaks. She swiped viciously at her face with toilet paper and then rubbed her hair with the cleanest part of the roller towel she could find. Then checked in the mirror again. The mascara was gone but she looked as though she had been crying for a very long time.
         
 
         Prescience, no doubt.
 
         
             

         
 
         Raymond worked out of a mobile home in the drive of his house. From here, the quarterly review was assembled, proofed and finally printed, generally late – a combination of lack of funds and Grace’s ineptitude. Efficiency was a quality that came to her late in life. Aged twenty, her mind was a tangle of crossed wires and half-conceived notions about her future.
         
 
         ‘What I can’t understand,’ Raymond would say, ‘is how you can type both slowly and inaccurately. You’d think you might compensate for your lack of speed with precision but …’ and he sighed and took a deep swallow of the cheap red wine he drank during the day – saving the better vintages for the evening when he could concentrate more on ‘the nose’.
         
 
         Four times a year, Grace approached the pasting-up of the magazine for printing. It was a simple enough task. All you had to do was count the lines and then paste them in. Raymond had already decided the order of the magazine. There would be incomprehensible articles about esoteric Russian poets written by American academics; gloomy short stories set in Antrim about old men rowing over smallholdings; big, dense poems about forgotten moments in history and slender little poems about ‘life’ that dribbled down the page and ended with a single word. All too frequently when the lines wouldn’t fit, Grace allowed that single, final word to drift onto the next page and then, when the magazine hit the bookshops, would have to endure the tearful phone call from the poet whose opus had been rendered meaningless. As this latter was a condition that had existed from the outset, she couldn’t bring herself to simulate penitence. Grace also proofread the galleys, so there were more angry phone calls about the misspellings and literals that had escaped her less than beady eye. On those days Raymond ranted and raged around the mobile home so that it shook on its foundation of cement blocks.
         
 
         ‘What were you thinking?’
 
         He waved the offending pages in front of her face.
 
         ‘What made you think “gorse” should be changed to “of course”?’
 
         And Grace could never answer satisfactorily because she didn’t know. She didn’t know what she was thinking. Her thoughts were just a mishmash of daydreams, regret and fear. Disgusted with her lack of an explanation, Raymond retired to the security of his home leaving her alone in the caravan with its smell of gas and ink and paper.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Grace lived with her parents. That is to say, she lived in a war zone. How her parents had got together in the first place was a mystery. Possibly they were the ‘opposites attract’ syndrome carried too far – the exception to the rule. They were the proof that opposites repel. As far back as Grace could remember, they had bickered and sniped at each other. Although they were never physically violent, the threat of it was always present – often articulated in the most gruesome terms. No one could describe evisceration quite so colourfully as Grace’s mother – whilst her father’s medical background meant he was skilled in the finer points of flailing and eye-gouging and capable of articulating his plans for her mother in minute, stomach-churning detail. Lionel said it was Who’s  Afraid  of  Virginia  Woolf?  on Zimmer frames. This was inaccurate. Grace’s parents were alarmingly agile – relentlessly shadowing each other around the house, effecting ambushes of verbal grenades and spattering the machine-gun fire of their rage ‘indiscriminately’ – as Lionel was wont to say in his later war articles.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Oh yes, after that first meeting she and Lionel had started going out. She slept with him on their first date. Couldn’t think of a good reason not to. He was attractive, funny, and with all her friends getting engaged, it occurred to her vaguely that he might make a good husband. Certainly better than her last boyfriend, a sleepy, taciturn boy who inhabited a parallel world, thanks to his huge consumption of Colombian Gold which an ex-girlfriend sent him, secreted in carefully hollowed-out paperbacks, from San Francisco. You couldn’t do it now, Grace reflected. Grace was in the habit of meeting Lionel after his King’s Inns dinners in the pub where they had first met. Bar students were obliged to ‘dine’ at the Inns four times each term in order to sit their exams. The tradition had come into being so that students could benefit from the wisdom of their more learned colleagues but now had deteriorated into a boring necessity leavened only by drink. Students were given several beers as an ‘aperitif’ followed by their choice of a bottle of wine or a half-bottle of port. Future senior counsels and judges ate the execrable food (‘What precisely is fair-end of lamb?’ Lionel would ask rhetorically), drank too much and, occasionally, one or two of them threw up on the polished mahogany tables. The latter habit was rather frowned upon by the benchers – the five or so judges who sat at an elevated table at the top of the room and who had to be ‘petitioned’ if you wanted to go to the lavatory. But members of the legal profession have short memories and you would be unlikely to be reminded of these peccadilloes as your career blossomed.
         
 
         When Grace sulked about the endless King’s Inns dinners – exclaimed at their anachronistic character, Lionel said he liked it. He thought traditions should be nurtured, held sacred – though not, as it turned out, the tradition of marriage.
         
 
         In the end they had to get married. When Grace fell pregnant, Lionel seemed to take the news on the chin but this was only because he assumed Grace would do the decent thing and go to London. And she did go to London. She got the name of a clinic from the web of such information criss-crossing the university, offering far speedier solutions than the present-day web. She took the plane and waited with all the other women in the waiting room of a tall, redbrick house in Pimlico. She stared at the ceiling while the Indian doctor probed around with one cold, jellied, rubber-clad finger and then, instead of waiting for the minibus that was to take all the women to another location to be terminated, she walked out into the late summer evening and hailed a taxi into the centre of London. She used the money Lionel had given her, £80 if memory served, to pay for a hotel off Oxford Street. Once settled in the dusty pink of a twin-bedded room, she ordered room service. She was surprisingly hungry.
         
 
         ‘How did it go, angel?’ Lionel asked when she called.
 
         ‘Fine,’ she said, picking a thread of steak from between her teeth.
 
         She didn’t tell him for a month. Actually, she didn’t need to tell him because by then you could see that her vague tales about how things had gone in the clinic were fabrications. They didn’t tell Grace’s parents at all who simply thought she was getting fat. ‘You’ve turned into quite a big girl, haven’t you,’ her father mentioned to Grace on their way to the church. Although, in retrospect, this may have been said in a rare moment of kindliness. He was a doctor after all. Grace’s mother mumbled indistinct threats, seemingly unaware that this was a strange wedding, taking place at nine o’clock on a Monday with only Grace’s school friend, Maeve, and Lionel’s brother, Ralph, present. Afterwards they went to a wine bar where Lionel got drunk and Grace got sick – twice.
         
 
         Josh was born four and a half months later. By then Grace had left Raymond’s magazine. He bought her lunch on her last day.
         
 
         ‘I’ll miss you.’
 
         ‘No you won’t. I was totally rotten.’
 
         ‘Well yes, you were pretty abysmal but … we got along,’ he finished rather lamely.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Lionel got an allowance from his father to support them till he did his final exams and he went for interviews with various newspapers. ‘Can’t sit around in the Law Library waiting for work,’ he said, a little accusingly.
         
 
         From the outset it was accepted by Lionel, by Lionel’s parents (his father was a very successful senior counsel), and by Grace herself that she had RUINED HIS LIFE. As it was, he got a job quite easily with a daily newspaper and started his journalistic career writing acid little pieces about the day-to-day workings of the District Court. His career burgeoned rapidly thanks to the fact that a foreign correspondent due to cover civil unrest in some African state got appendicitis. In the absence of anyone more experienced, the paper sent Lionel. He did so well – cannily relying on the bar-chats with other reporters rather than his own investigations – that he was sent abroad more and more to those remote places where the paper did not have a journalist on the ground.
         
 
         And Grace became a mother. A bad mother. It wasn’t that she disliked Josh it was just that – well he didn’t seem to belong to her. She couldn’t cope with the crying, the nappies, and the constant throb of the washing machine. She felt simultaneously bored and exhausted. She was too tired for sex but fortunately Lionel was also too tired, although as it turned out, he was too tired  from  sex.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         She started drinking seriously. That is, she tended to head for the off-licence prior to stocking up with baby food. Some people weren’t meant to be mothers really. In the hospital she had been the only woman who never asked for her baby to be brought to her and was relieved every time it was wheeled away to screech in some distant glass-walled room. Wine dulled the feeling of intrusion – of being colonized against her will – and, the more wine she drank, the more affectionate she became. She aimed at a level of anaesthesia just short of total drunkenness – a point where she felt a pleasant kinship with the world in general – where she was ‘a good mother’.
         
 
         Lionel either didn’t notice or didn’t care. ‘You sound exhausted,’ he would say as he telephoned from the edge of the pool in some hotel in some country that edged some little war, its violence as contained as a struggle fought out in a boxing ring.
         
 
         Emily was born two years later. Looking back, it seemed as though the baby-years had passed in a dream. She remembered very little of them except the occasional vivid snapshot of a birthday party or a day at the beach when a combination of wind and icy water had sobered her for a minute.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         She might have gone on like that forever but for the fact that one afternoon she lost the children. It was a bleak, dank day with yellow-grey clouds hanging low on the horizon. Rain tumbled and slid down the windowpane, the bricks of the house opposite oozed and bled, the living room smelt of soot and wet wool. Grace was not put out by the weather because she was well into her second bottle of cheap Spanish red and was inclined to see the humour in all this dark and melancholy. The high piping sound of Josh and Emily playing some game of pretend of Josh’s devising seemed soothing rather than irritating. She dozed for a bit. She awoke to silence and the beginnings of a headache but another glass of wine soon saw that off.
         
 
         About half an hour later, she realized the house was quiet. ‘Too quiet,’ she said in the ominous tones of a TV thriller and then laughed hysterically. She enjoyed her own sense of humour. She got to her feet unsteadily, a little disorientated by a gust of wind in the hallway, and called up the stairs, ‘Josh? Emily?’ There was no reply. Then she noticed the front door was open.
         
 
         She ran into the street and looked up and down but there was no sign of them. Some instinct for self-preservation made her go upstairs and run the shower full force over her head and face, the icy water clearing her head. Then, hair lank, her sweatshirt sodden, she went out again. At the top end of the road, a window cleaner was tying a ladder onto his bicycle. She ran up to him.
         
 
         ‘Did you see two children – four and six – a little girl and boy?’
 
         ‘Blond?’
 
         ‘Yes, yes – both blond.’
 
         ‘They went down towards the pub,’ the window cleaner said, pointing to where the main road with its flash of cars strobing past at speed lay at right angles to the street.
         
 
         ‘Oh Jesus. Oh God.’
 
         Grace started to turn circles, feeling panic closing its grip. She couldn’t think – couldn’t move.
         
 
         ‘Hold on now.’
 
         The window cleaner had started untying his ladder. He rested it against the railings and climbed on his bike.
         
 
         ‘You go down straight ma’am and I’ll go down the other road, they can’t have got far.’
         
 
         Grace raced down the street he had indicated until she reached the main road. For once the street seemed quiet, although it was jammed with cars that were stopped, drivers looking out their windows asking what was the problem. ‘Two kids,’ yelled a man some distance away.
         
 
         Grace ran towards him. She was gibbering a mantra, ‘Oh please God, I’ll do anything only please, please no.’ When she reached the head of the bank of stalled cars, she screamed. Emily was lying in the middle of the road. Josh was sitting beside her. ‘I’ll tell Mummy,’ he shouted.
         
 
         ‘Oh no,’ tears coursed down Grace’s face mingling with the wet of her hair. She heard Emily’s stout little voice.
         
 
         ‘Won’t, won’t.’
 
         At that moment, Josh caught sight of her.
 
         ‘Mummy, she just sat down and wouldn’t move.’
 
         ‘’Cos you were going too fast for me,’ Emily said, jumping to her feet and dusting her pink, sprigged Laura Ashley dress fastidiously. Grace grabbed both their hands conscious of some mutterings from the people who had gathered on the footpath. ‘It’s a disgrace,’ she heard, ‘poor little mites.’ Grace smiled shakily and, almost dragging the children, made it back to her own street. ‘Never, ever, ever do that again,’ she said to the bewildered children, after she had caught up with the window cleaner and called off the search. But in her head was that the never, ever applied to her. That she was never going to drink again. And she didn’t. Well, until now.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         She stopped drinking, got the children into a Montessori school and started applying for jobs. An assistant in the TV production department of Zeus Advertising seemed the best bet – for the moment at least. That was twenty years ago – although, oddly enough, it seemed longer.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            FIVE
            

         
 
         THE SECOND DAY of the Javelin shoot passed uneventfully. The non-drinking actors took delighted mouthfuls of beer – and then spat them into the plastic bucket provided.
         
 
         ‘Charming,’ said Mike.
 
         ‘I don’t like this at all,’ said the client.
 
         ‘Oh it’s just so they can – be at their best all day,’ Grace soothed, ‘normally they’d be milling the stuff.’
         
 
         She went up to the actors, smiling at them warmly. Still smiling, she indicated the client.
         
 
         ‘If any of you breathes a word about being non-drinkers, I will personally see to it that you never work again.’
         
 
         She then spent an hour with the client who didn’t like the colour of the beer.
         
 
         ‘It’s your shagging beer,’ Grace felt like telling him, ‘that’s the colour of it.’ But instead she told him tranquilly that they’d tweak it in ‘post’.
         
 
         They wrapped at eight.
 
         ‘Give you a lift?’ Mike asked.
 
         ‘Thanks pet, I don’t think I could cope with a taxi.’
 
         Outside the house, she asked him to come in.
 
         ‘Only spag bol mind.’
 
         ‘Perfect.’
 
         
             

         
 
         There was another message from Lionel who seemed to have forgotten all about his call of the day before and wanted her to send him a newly published novel. He was bored out of his tree and his present assignment was in a country where soothing his soul with alcohol might mean the loss of a hand. Could she send it care of the Hilton?
         
 
         ‘Bastard,’ she exclaimed to Mike who was opening a bottle of wine he’d found in the fridge.
         
 
         ‘Last month he wanted a back issue of The  New  Yorker,’  she said, expertly lowering spaghetti into a pot of bubbling water. ‘About the only thing I can cook,’ she said over her shoulder. They ate in silence for a while.
         
 
         ‘God it’s good to sit down,’ Mike said finally.
 
         ‘Hah!’
 
         ‘What do you mean, “Hah!”?’
 
         ‘You were sat down all day in the make-up van. Flirting with that hairdresser.’
         
 
         ‘I was not! Oh all right,’ Mike laughed, ‘that’s hard work too you know.’
 
         ‘Well you won’t be able to do that next time round. You’ll be doing my job. Worry, worry, worry twenty-four hours a day and nothing but a new job description to recompense you. Agency Producer! Tah-rah!’
         
 
         ‘I must have a plaque made.’ Mike twirled his pasta into a nest on his fork and let it fall back onto the plate. ‘They’ll get someone else in. I won’t get it. Don’t want it to tell you the truth.’
         
 
         ‘They’ll have to offer it to you,’ Grace took their plates and threw them in the sink, ‘just make sure you screw more money out of them.’
         
 
         She turned round, resting her hips against the sink and smiled at Mike. He was a curiosity amongst all the designer-clad agency people with their studied grunginess, their close-shaved heads, their boots fashioned to scale mountains rather than simply step on their colleagues.
         
 
         He was wearing a very old corduroy jacket and flannel trousers. His shoes were old too but looked as though they might have been handmade, which they were. These clothes were set off by a floppy hairstyle that just grazed his collar and a rather diffident English public school accent. He had the appearance of someone who maintained a ‘place’ in Scotland – the sort of place that provided shooting and fishing but not much in the way of central heating. He looked like ‘old money’.
         
 
         Perhaps that was what had attracted his wife, Annalise. If it was, she had been in for a shock. Mike had indeed attended a well-known English public school – courtesy of a great-aunt who had provided for it in her will. Mike’s parents would have preferred the money. His father was a poorly-paid civil servant and his mother worked in a shop.
         
 
         Still, they comforted themselves with the thought that Mike would make influential friends during his schooldays and this would serve him well later. But Mike didn’t make any friends to speak of. He was understandably reluctant to invite any of his school-mates to stay in the pebble-dashed semi-d in Knocklyon, its window draped with his mother’s homemade curtains, the glass-fronted cabinet housing her collection of china animals. He didn’t feel like exposing his father, who tended to wear carpet slippers when at home and owned a part-share in a greyhound, to the pitiless gaze of his school-mates – several of whom had titles.
         
 
         So all he got out of his six years at the school was an accent that embarrassed his parents and the ability to eat absolutely anything, no matter how badly cooked.
         
 
         Mike did his best to soften the edges of his past. He made a conscious effort to drop the ‘g’ in ‘fucking’ and to say ‘shite’ rather than ‘shit’ but somehow this only served to highlight the elegance of his vowels and the crisp explosions of his consonants.
         
 
         Grace reached for a tea towel and ran it under the tap.
 
         ‘You’ve got bolognese all over your shirt,’ she said, throwing the towel to him.
         
 
         ‘Oh shite,’ he said, looking down at his pale yellow shirt, speckled with terracotta. He dabbed at it and then took a gulp of his wine. ‘Spoken to Josh yet?’
         
 
         ‘Not face-to-face thank God.’
 
         ‘What about Emily?’
 
         Grace started to peel a peach, one long tendril of skin spiralling down from the glistening flesh, and shook her head.
         
 
         ‘Emily doesn’t talk to any of us. I’m not sure which is worse, Emily the drug addict or Emily post-rehab. Apparently she can’t “risk” any contact with her family because, of course, it’s all our fault. In any case, she wouldn’t have the time, she goes to about twenty of those wretched meetings a day.’
         
 
         ‘Never tried it yourself?’ Mike said, not looking at her.
 
         Grace, who was having a hard time not reaching across the table and lowering Mike’s wine in one swallow, told him she didn’t need meetings. She’d just stopped. Years and years ago.
         
 
         ‘For the children,’ she said and noticing how pompous that sounded, burst out laughing. ‘Anyway,’ she confessed, ‘I’ve started again, just a glass now and then,’ she said, going over to the cupboard for another glass which she filled from the bottle on the table.
         
 
         ‘Cheers,’ she said.
 
         Then, inexplicably, Grace’s eyes filled with tears.
 
         ‘Ah Grace,’ Mike shifted uncomfortably.
 
         ‘Sorry.’
 
         Grace blew her nose thoroughly in her napkin.
 
         ‘It’s just I’ve always done the right thing – I thought anyway. I was a diligent employee, and while I wasn’t a natural mother – I did my best, the best I could. I was a good wife, a good homemaker, I gave up the jar – and in the end I’ve just made a mess of everything.’
         
 
         ‘No you haven’t.’
 
         Grace ignored him.
 
         ‘I was a good little girl – boringly good. I always got good reports, I was captain of the netball team, and I was a prefect. I was a virgin when I got married. Well, no I wasn’t.’ She held out her glass for a refill. ‘But I might as well have been. I was so naïve it’s unreal. Then I worked my ass off for those cretins for nearly twenty years – and for what? For bloody what? So they could buy villas in bloody Portugal and change their goddamn car every year?’
         
 
         ‘Fuck them,’ Mike advised.
 
         ‘I feel as though I’m going to explode – I’m so tired of being perfect – someone you can rely on no matter what. I want to be unreliable and reckless. I want to be a danger to myself and to other people. I want to shoplift, I want to take drugs, I want to have meaningless affairs with men who are far too young for me – don’t look so terrified, you’re too old. Do you think I’d even look at someone over thirty?’
         
 
         ‘That’s a relief.’
 
         ‘Sorry,’ Grace said again, ‘I’m just – menopausal probably. Excellent! That’s something to look forward to.’
         
 
         ‘Grace you need to lighten up. Go on – maybe you should – you know, kick over the traces. Though no shoplifting. That’s a bit mid-life crisis.’
         
 
         ‘Not if it’s something really big,’ Grace smiled at him wickedly, ‘like a car. I quite fancy that. Shoplifting a car.’
         
 
         ‘You can’t drive.’
 
         ‘What’s that got to do with anything? Anyway, any fool can drive now. You just point it somewhere and press the accelerator. Easy peasy!’
         
 
         ‘Whatever you say,’ Mike drained the last of his wine and got up to go. ‘Better head,’ he said, ‘another early one tomorrow.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Finally, it was all in the can. Grace had seen the rushes – the dailies – and it looked OK although Derek would have a horse of a job trying to make it cut. And indeed, when she rang Mike at the edit suite two days later, this turned out to be the case.
         
 
         ‘How’s she cutting?’ she said, followed by a snort of laughter at her own witticism.
         
 
         ‘Not too well at all,’ Mike said, ignoring her sally, ‘you’d better get down here.’
         
 
         When she arrived at the studio, Grace was directed to edit suite two. She climbed the stairs nodding at the streams of pretty girls who clattered by her carrying trays of cups and coffee-pots. ‘Hello,’ they each trilled merrily as though she was the nicest encounter they had had all day.
         
 
         In the edit suite, Mike was hunched in a couch, smoking. Beside him sat Derek, looking uncharacteristically nervous while Melvin and Dion had the air of small boys discovered torturing a cat. Mike nodded at the editor who pressed a series of buttons and the commercial appeared.
         
 
         ‘Oh my God,’ said Grace.
 
         ‘I’m very happy with it,’ said Derek, unhappily.
 
         ‘Are you?’
 
         Grace smiled pleasantly before asking the editor to go through the commercial again, freezing at the points she would indicate. ‘OK,’ she said, addressing Derek, ‘this is our main drinking shot – am I right? This is that blond idiot taking one drink from one pint. So he’s drinking and the pint is half-full. Good Lord! Now it’s full. Oh dear, empty. Oh! Now it’s full again. How the fuck did you think this was going to cut you complete idiot? Did you even consult continuity?’
         
 
         Grace leant against the wall. Melvin and Dion looked at their hands. Then Grace remembered that Derek’s continuity girl had been one of his old flames. Grace had let it pass even though Ciara, the lady in question, used Polaroids as though she was paying for them herself so there were never adequate records for the last set-up. She also had an unnerving habit of turning to you just before the camera rolled with the query, ‘Was his shirt open or closed in the last shot?’
         
 
         ‘You’re continuity,’ Grace had snapped at her more than once, ‘you tell me.’
         
 
         ‘You could make a feature of it,’ Geoff, the producer, suggested timidly from a spot deep in the shadows. Half-moons of sweat gathered in his armpits, the collar of his shirt
         
 
         ‘Look, Grace. I’d a shit of a time trying to get any useable drinking shots. They all turn into a spit before I can get a decent edit in. I mean I can’t believe that no one checked that they all drank,’ Derek murmured virtuously, ‘I mean it seems fairly fundamental.’
         
 
         Derek was a great man for checking. For example, he always asked every actor if they had the requisite number of fingers. This stemmed from the fact that he had once been careless enough to cast a hand artist who was missing two digits.
         
 
         ‘We could do something in post,’ the editor suggested.
 
         ‘OK that’s what you’ll have to do then,’ Grace rooted angrily through her bag looking for a cigarette.
         
 
         ‘We haven’t budgeted for …’ Geoff began before thinking better of it. ‘OK,’ he said in a beaten voice, ‘that’s what we’ll do then.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Grace pulled on her coat and wrenched open the door. In the car park, she paused to take some deep breaths.
         
 
         ‘Grace?’ She looked up to see Mike.
 
         ‘Well I think you’ve got the wind up them,’ he said, and then in a John Wayne voice, ‘I don’t mind telling you, you scared the hell out of me.’
         
 
         Grace smiled at his big, open face. They were so careful of each other, she thought. For example, she never asked after Annalise, who was a serial adulterer. Mike had told her once that he no longer held grudges against any of the men. If he were to avoid contact with all his wife’s lovers it would exclude half the population, he explained, so he ignored it. And the more he ignored it, the less important it became. In fact, Grace realized with a start, Mike and Annalise had quite a happy marriage in a way. Once Grace and he had gone to a film, an Argentinean one, she remembered, with subtitles. It was called We  Don’t  Want  to  Talk  About  It,  a reference to the heroine’s attitude to her daughter who was a midget. The mother simply put it out of her mind – ignored it. When one of her lovers bought the daughter a miniature horse, exactly the right size for a miniature person, the mother was furious. ‘What sort of person could ride a horse like that?’ she railed.
         
 
         Occasionally, it occurred to Grace that it might be healthy to talk to Mike about the real reason for Annalise’s infidelity. They had no children and Annalise yearned for a child. Grace assumed it was Annalise who couldn’t have children because God knows she had enough male partners to populate the borough of Dun Laoghaire. But the matter of children was never discussed. As far as Grace knew, there were no tests done, no talk of adoption. They simply closed the chapter. Sometimes it’s better not to face things. In a world full of the need to ‘confront’ one’s anger, one’s pain, one’s past, Mike and Grace shared a desire to let things be.
         
 
         They drove around the corner to a pub for a sandwich.
 
         ‘Aren’t these the absolute best?’ said Mike, grabbing his doorstep ham sandwich and taking a huge bite, ‘none of your poncey sliced-pan here!’
         
 
         ‘No,’ Grace agreed, taking a small sip of her bowl of packet minestrone.
 
         ‘Why does packet minestrone taste exactly like vomit?’
 
         ‘You’ve got me there.’ Mike smeared more mustard on his chunk of ham.
         
 
         ‘Grace?’
 
         Both Grace and Mike looked up. They noticed one of two men who’d been sitting at the bar rise and come towards them.
         
 
         ‘It is Grace, isn’t it?’
 
         The man leaned forward warmly and took her hand, shook it once or twice and then pulled her forward awkwardly and kissed her on the cheek. On the ear actually.
         
 
         ‘I …?’ Grace said, playing for time.
 
         ‘It’s Travis.’
 
         ‘Travis!’ Grace said, astonished. Mike looked on curiously, his sandwich forgotten on the plate.
         
 
         ‘Mike, I’d like you to meet Travis. He was in the first Javelin commercial. Isn’t that the strangest thing? We’re just editing the latest round the corner,’ she explained to Travis.
         
 
         ‘Hope it’s going easier than ours did.’
 
         ‘We’ve the opposite problem this time. They wouldn’t drink.’
 
         ‘Ah,’ said Travis, smiling and immediately becoming more like the boy she’d cast fifteen years ago. ‘So,’ he said, backing away a step, ‘we should have a drink or – you don’t do you? Lunch then. To catch up.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah,’ said Grace, ‘that’d be really great.’
 
         ‘Are you still in the same agency?’
 
         ‘Well, for a couple of weeks anyway.’
 
         Travis smiled again.
 
         ‘OK then. I’ll ring you. Cheers,’ and he went to rejoin his friend.
 
         ‘Isn’t that wild?’ Grace said when she and Mike were driving back to the editing suite.
         
 
         ‘That was the shoot you were talking about – worst one of your life?’
 
         ‘Ah it was a laugh really. Looking back.’ Grace smiled to herself, feeling better for some reason.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         It had been fifteen years ago that the agency had got the Javelin account – right after Myles Kitchen took over as Managing Director. It was his validation. For days he went round with a Cheshire cat smile bathing everyone, and especially the two creators of the concept, in the sunlight of his charm. Grace, with the same good luck that had marked Lionel’s career, had become head of TV after her predecessor had finally succumbed to the manic depression to which he was prey. Not before he had spent two hundred thousand of the agency’s money during one of his manic phases – a spree that meant his departure was quite sudden in the end.
         
 
         The creatives involved were an intimidating woman called Annie, some years older than Grace, and the then creative director, Nicholas. Nick was a man who was merely marking time with advertising until he followed his true calling – that of a painter – although, as the years passed, this ambition seemed less and less likely to be fulfilled.
         
 
         The two had worked together for years and spoke in a sort of patois. They were overly influenced by avant-garde cinema, which they plundered regularly for their work – the present Javelin commercial owed much to a spate of Indie movies set in blue-collar America – and they were fond of ‘challenging’ the viewer, which meant they produced work no one fully understood.
         
 
         The commercial was cast in London because, Grace suspected, Nick and Annie had an urgent need to shop. They stayed in a small hotel in an area skirting Soho. The casting went well enough although Grace didn’t entirely agree with the final result. She wanted an actor whose career was about to take off while Nick and Annie – and the client – all wanted Travis. There was something about him that made Grace nervous. True, he was good. Actually he was too good. The actor who failed to get cast put her fears into words.
         
 
         ‘Look,’ he explained to Grace, ‘I can just act dangerous and Travis – well Travis is dangerous.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Four weeks later, Travis and the two other actors who’d been cast flew into Dublin for the shoot. There was to be a day of rehearsals – a day when the three actors could ‘bond’ as Nick and Annie explained with a great deal of arm-waving and persuasive smiles. The director, hand-picked by Nick and Annie on account of his complete inability to stand his ground on any issue, was called Simon. Or Simple Simon, as he came to be known almost immediately.
         
 
         The bonding process started in a restaurant over an elaborate lunch that included a great deal of wine and much taking up of Nick’s expansive offers of ‘Another digestif anyone?’ During the five years Grace hadn’t been drinking, she’d almost forgotten what drinking did to people. Actually, even when she was drinking, she’d assumed everyone else was sober and, if someone fell over, well, they’d tripped, hadn’t they?
         
 
         Toying with her fourth mineral water, Grace looked around the table. The other two actors, Michael and Robert, were cut from the same cloth as Travis. Lads, wide boys. Sorry, ‘real people’. They were all three shouting now. Swapping theatrical anecdotes while Annie and Nick listened with rapt attention. Grace laughed dutifully as Travis recounted how he got back at an uppity second assistant director on some costume drama by insisting on frequent visits to the lavatory. Since he was wearing full armour at the time, this necessitated the second assistant reaching delicately into his groin and pointing his penis in the right direction. There was a great yelp of laughter and the other diners turned around disapprovingly. Grace made a little face at the head waiter which she hoped encompassed a wealth of meaning: I’m only here because I have to be, I hate it as much as you, I’m actually a really nice person and I want to come back because this is my favourite restaurant in the whole world. But the head waiter ignored her and, when Nick ordered yet another round of drinks, murmured contemptuously, ‘Anozzer?’
         
 
         They left and repaired to Cassidy’s where everyone ordered pints of Guinness.
         
 
         ‘Shouldn’t you be drinking Javelin,’ Grace asked, ‘seeing as that’s what you’re advertising?’
         
 
         ‘That shite?’ said Travis and Nick and Annie laughed as though this was the wittiest thing they’d heard all year.
         
 
         The actors stumbled through their lines. ‘Brilliant,’ enthused Nick.
 
         ‘I’m glad to see you’re not precious about your work,’ Grace said dryly. Half an hour later, Simon dispatched the actors into the night to ‘really get to know each other’. Grace got a taxi home, conversing on autopilot with the driver. ‘Awful.’ ‘Ridiculous.’ ‘I totally agree with you,’ she murmured at intervals in response to the usual stew of racism, misogyny and political extremism.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         She arrived at the shoot just before seven. Simon was already there, fumbling through his shooting script, occasionally going into a huddle with his lighting cameraman. At seven-fifteen, there was still no sign of the actors. Grace wasn’t too concerned. One thing she’d learnt in her five years was that the actors always turn up. The second assistant would force them into a car, at gunpoint if necessary, and they would be there. What Grace had not considered was their condition when they did arrive and Travis, Michael and Robert were in a terrible state.
         
 
         The actors were trapped in that limbo between extreme drunkenness and a monumental hangover. Their eyes were bloodshot, their hands shook and a fine layer of grey sweat covered their faces. Adding a certain surreal touch to the situation, all three were covered in what looked like tattoos but were in fact little drawings in biro. None of the three could account for how they came by them. Nobody spoke for a moment and then Simon screamed:
         
 
         ‘Doctor, we need a doctor.’
 
         The doctor arrived about five minutes later, as if he’d been waiting in the corridor for weeks in anticipation of just such an emergency. He was small, fat and his eyes darted around as though he feared he was being followed. He was the sort of doctor who’d be good for a gram if you were stuck; the kind of doctor with experience of mysterious stab wounds and the removal of bullets.
         
 
         He gave the three actors an injection and for quite a long while afterwards, Grace kicked herself for not discovering what the injection was because it had a totally magical effect. It instantly rendered the actors simultaneously completely alert (‘Dear Christ, I’m covered in biro!’) and wonderfully sanguine (‘Oh … whatever …’).
         
 
         ‘Well I think we can rest assured that they’ve bonded,’ Grace couldn’t resist saying to Nick.
         
 
         ‘Sweet mother of Jesus!’
 
         ‘That’s me all right,’ Grace said.
 
         An hour later, the actors were lounging on bar stools waiting for a lighting check.
         
 
         ‘So what do you think?’ asked Annie.
 
         ‘It’s improved dramatically since they’ve had a drink,’ Grace told her, ‘the difficulty is preventing them from drinking any more.’
         
 
         ‘The Code, right,’ said Annie, uncharacteristically looking to Grace for guidance. The Drink Advertising Code dictated that only one swallow is seen on screen. It was OK if people looked as though they’d just been drinking or were just about to drink but the drinking shot was the only on-screen swallow allowed.
         
 
         Grace frowned at the actors as Travis reached over the bar for a pint.
 
         ‘Oh for God’s sake.’ She strode across the floor to where the brewery product man was pulling two more pints.
         
 
         ‘Put those down,’ she said to the actors, meanwhile smiling at Jack, the product expert who was blowing into a pint with a straw to bring up the head.
         
 
         ‘Jack, you know you shouldn’t be giving them anything – they’ll be good for nothing by lunchtime. Apart from anything else we can’t spare it. Spit in the pints if necessary.’
         
 
         The day crept by giving truth to the cliché about filming – that it was rather like war: long periods of stultifying boredom enlivened by brief moments of frenetic activity.
         
 
         ‘Have a cup of tea,’ Brendan, the sparks, said to her at midnight and, persuasively, ‘they’ve got snake-cake.’
         
 
         ‘Ah,’ Grace grinned, ‘my favourite,’ and she allowed the Swiss roll to unravel into a jammy snake, which she threaded into her mouth, wrinkling her nose as the sugar hit her.
         
 
         ‘How are we doing?’ she asked Simon.
 
         ‘Two shots to go.’
 
         Grace watched the three actors lined up at the bar for the penultimate shot.
         
 
         ‘They look remarkably fresh. I thought they’d fade once that injection wore off.’
         
 
         ‘Well they’ve been going to the loo a lot. An awful lot.’
 
         Simon held one nostril closed and sniffed deeply through the other, all the while looking at Grace meaningfully.
         
 
         ‘You’ve lost me,’ she said eventually.
 
         ‘Cocaine,’ Simon explained patiently.
 
         ‘Oh,’ Grace nodded slowly, ‘I see. Yes. Well at least they’re awake,’ she said finally, looking on the bright side. She went over to Simon’s producer. ‘What are you going to do about the actors?’ she asked.
         
 
         ‘In what way?’
 
         ‘In the way of getting them on set tomorrow half-alive and free of illustrations.’ 
         
 
         ‘That wasn’t our fault,’ said the producer defensively.
 
         ‘Oh who cares whose fault it was?’ Grace said. ‘Just make sure they get a few hours sleep.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The next day it was colder than it had been and they were shooting exteriors. Grace looked down at her ugly, plastic, fur-lined boots with some affection. Travis was coming towards her, shivering in a shirt.
         
 
         ‘Any chance of that doctor from yesterday?’
 
         ‘I hear you’re pretty good at self-medication.’
 
         Travis laughed. She couldn’t help laughing back.
 
         ‘Tell you what Gracie,’ he said, ‘when this is all over, I’ll bring you out partying. How’d you like that?’
         
 
         ‘Oh, my party days are long over.’
 
         ‘You’re as young as you feel. What age are you? Thirty?’
 
         ‘Actually I feel a hundred and four or so.’ Grace grinned at him, then turned and made her way over to where Simon was deep in conversation with his lighting cameraman.
         
 
         ‘Hiya pet,’ Simon said, not looking at her.
 
         ‘I’m fine, thanks for asking,’ Grace said evenly, ‘and don’t call me pet.’
 
         ‘Whatever you say,’ Simon gave her a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. ‘Are we lit, Sunshine?’ Simon enquired of the cameraman.
         
 
         They moved fast, making up for lost time and it was good, Grace had to admit, grudgingly. The actors instinctively played to each other and you could almost believe they’d been mates for years. The next day started smoothly. Travis, Michael and Robert seemed alert enough – Nick and Annie less arrogant and more inclined to ask her advice.
         
 
         ‘It’s going fine,’ she told them, ‘you were right about Travis.’
 
         ‘He’s got a quality, hasn’t he?’ Nick said eagerly.
 
         ‘Well he’s got something,’ Grace muttered.
 
         By eleven they’d got through two set-ups. Simon, delighted with himself, was bopping to the music playing at full decibel in the background, shouting ‘Love it!’ at the actors after every take.
         
 
         ‘If you love it, why don’t you print it?’ Grace said under her breath.
 
         
             

         
 
         During the lunch-break, things started to go downhill. First it was a call from a tabloid newspaper. ‘Was it true that one of the actors in the commercial had been to prison?’
         
 
         ‘What are you talking about? Who gave you this number?’ Grace said, simultaneously waving wildly at Nick. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she said finally, slamming the phone down.
         
 
         ‘What was that?’ Nick scrunched his paper cup and threw it in the bin.
 
         Grace told him.
 
         ‘Jesus!’
 
         ‘Better talk to Travis I suppose,’ Grace sat down on a roll of linoleum. ‘It has to be Travis. I just knew it.’ The phone rang again. It was Myles Kitchen.
         
 
         ‘Of course I didn’t know,’ Grace said, ‘I don’t even know now. I am going to check. I do see the ramifications. No I don’t have any ideas. I don’t even have any information at the moment. Don’t hang up on me you complete bastard.’ Grace looked up at Nick.
         
 
         ‘He hung up on me.’
 
         ‘Bastard,’ said Nick, showing rare sympathy. Now they were in it together. Grace got up slowly.
         
 
         ‘Better check it out,’ she said, making her way to the back of the set where Travis and the others were waiting for a camera rehearsal.
         
 
         ‘Travis, I need to talk to you.’
 
         He followed her out through the big double doors to the car park.
 
         ‘So what’s the story Gracie?’
 
         ‘Don’t call me Gracie,’ she said, then, turning to him, ‘We’ve got a problem.’
         
 
         He looked at her.
 
         ‘I’ve had a paper on and …’ Grace looked away, ‘Travis, were you ever in prison?’
         
 
         Travis didn’t reply for a while.
 
         ‘Well?’
 
         ‘It was in England. No way anyone could find out.’
 
         ‘Well I’m afraid they have found out. May I ask what it was for?’
 
         ‘Armed robbery.’
         
 
         ‘Ah Christ!’ Grace turned away for a moment. ‘I thought it might be something …?’
         
 
         ‘A bit more white-collar? Drugs, fraud?’
 
         ‘Don’t take that attitude with me Travis.’
 
         Grace smiled blankly at a passing grip. Travis threw his still-lit cigarette into the street.
         
 
         ‘I was eighteen,’ he said finally. ‘I was stupid. I didn’t know anyone had a gun.’ He paused. ‘I did the time – you know?’
         
 
         ‘OK,’ Grace thrust her hands more deeply into her pockets.
 
         ‘Anyway,’ Travis said, ‘what’s it to you?’
 
         ‘We’ve just spent a quarter of a million pounds filming an armed robber for a beer company who like to be seen as squeaky clean and it is a problem.’
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry, I needed the work.’
 
         Grace half-smiled.
 
         ‘I know. I know you did. Don’t worry about it. It’s done now.’
 
         ‘So?’ Nick, now joined by Annie, asked on her return.
 
         ‘So we soldier on,’ Grace said, ‘too late to do anything now.’
 
         
             

         
 
         They wrapped at seven and crew and cast repaired to the pub but Grace phoned a taxi and went home. She felt that tomorrow might be a day when she needed to be at her best. She got to the office at eight o’clock but Myles Kitchen had beaten her to it. There were two post-its instructing her to contact him immediately – the second one ending mysteriously with the warning, ‘this is not a joke’. Grace went over to his office and walked in, unannounced.
         
 
         ‘Why would I think it was a joke?’ she asked.
 
         Myles picked up a pen and held it lightly in both hands as though he intended doing a trick of some sort.
         
 
         ‘Somebody has been imitating my writing and leaving messages for people. On their desks.’
         
 
         Had to be Ian, Grace decided. He was the house forger. Need a concert ticket, seats for the rugby? Well Ian was your man.
         
 
         ‘So, what are you going to do about this … this …?’ Myles was momentarily lost for words.
         
 
         ‘Do what we always do,’ Grace said, ‘blame someone else.’
 
         ‘I’m sorry?’ Myles said dangerously.
 
         But Grace moved smoothly on, ‘It was the client who really wanted the particular actor – not us. I made my feelings clear at the time and the two creatives, well they weren’t convinced at all about casting Travis. They went with the client. The director on the other hand was with me,’ Grace lied.
         
 
         ‘But then the client will feel we’re dumping on him and we’ll be in worse trouble. Christ, we’ve only just got this account.’
         
 
         ‘Not if you make a plus of it,’ Grace suggested, thinking on her feet. ‘Before he has time to say anything, congratulate him on his courage in casting this person who has after all paid his debt to society. Tell him what a great leap forward it is for a brand that is seen as bland and boring to come up with a really gritty, hard-edged casting decision.’
         
 
         Myles looked at her sharply trying to see if he could trust her. It was no secret that they didn’t get on. If Grace had been still drinking, she would have told him at length just why she disliked him but their mutual distrust remained something unspoken – something each carried around like a sharp-edged stone they occasionally ran their fingers over.
         
 
         ‘It’s actually a bloody good idea,’ Myles said finally, ‘bloody good.’
 
         ‘Thank you.’ Grace allowed a draft of cold air to enter the phrase so that they would each know where they stood.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The reason Grace disliked Myles was that she’d been so smitten by him when he’d first taken over as MD. The industry, and their agency in particular, were reeling under the effects of a recession. Myles took over a kingdom divided by petty jealousies, rent with bitterness and on the verge of bankruptcy. He needed to assess all his subjects in as short a time as possible. His method of doing this was to visit them individually in their offices. From a vast fund of personal anecdotes, he selected something of himself and this act of self-revelation immediately encouraged the person to whom he was speaking to open up personally.
         
 
         The story he chose to tell Grace had to do with animals. She loved animals – or rather the idea of them. It was about a gun-dog he had owned as a child. He told the story well, occasionally pausing to laugh in a collusive, intimate way that made Grace feel singled out – special. The dog was a present to Myles from an indulgent grandfather and, aside from costing a great deal of money as a pup, its training had involved further investment. Unfortunately, even the most rigorous training couldn’t make up for the dog’s limitations. Not only had it no sense of smell, it had no sense of direction. So, far from raising a pheasant, or charging off to collect the odd successfully downed pigeon, the dog couldn’t even find his way back to the house from the garden.
         
 
         Grace had been so charmed by this that she couldn’t speak. The story played to all her weaknesses – the idea of a gun-dog that got lost in its own back garden both amused and touched her. She saw Myles in a whole new light – saw the bewildered child behind the suit and the briefcase and could picture the equally bewildered dog running hither and thither in the garden. Afterwards she grew bitter about the story and its effect on her. Out of all the stories in his considerable repertoire, how had Myles known that this was the one for her? How had he known?
         
 
         Years later, in a rare moment of self-knowledge, she realized that, had the situation been reversed, she would have known exactly the right anecdote to tell Myles, but by then it was too late. By then she’d forgotten why she disliked him and only remembered that she did.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘So that was the first Javelin shoot!’ said Mike. They’d been parked for some time while Grace finished her story. ‘Well, well, well – how the mighty have crumbled.’
         
 
         ‘Travis?’
 
         ‘No – Nick and Annie. They left years ago, didn’t they?’
 
         ‘Myles is still here though.’
 
         ‘Mmmh,’ Mike opened the car door and spoke in at her, the wind whipping at his hair. ‘Well a badly-cut commercial is going to be small potatoes after that debacle.’
         
 
         ‘I suppose.’ Grace opened her bag and searched for her purse. Mike never had parking money.
         
 
         ‘So are you going to have lunch with him?’
 
         ‘Travis? Yeah. Yeah I might.’
 
         As they went up the steps to the editing suite Mike sniggered.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘He must be nearly forty now – too old for you.’
 
         ‘That wasn’t what I had in mind at all.’
 
         ‘At all at all?’ She could hear Mike’s laughter as he bounded up the stairs ahead of her.
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