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Tuesday 25 December

5.30 a.m.

Oh frabjous day, callooh, callay, it's Christmas. Glad
tidings of joy etc. etc. And what a fun day it's going to
be. The highlight will undoubtedly be Sally's mother,
who I haven't seen since Easter last year. That, I recall,
was something of a disaster, culminating in Jane and
Derek, Sally's parents, hotfooting it out in a huff. Sally
has made me promise to behave, but it will be difficult.
Although it ought to be no harder than a regular
Sunday lunch, cooking Christmas lunch is always
uniquely stressful. Perhaps I've been too ambitious with
the menu, but my God there's a lot to do between now
and two o'clock. The only reason why I'm up so damn
early is because I'm so wired about it, and not because
I'm doing what my mother did. She would put the
turkey in the oven at this sort of time in order for it to
be perfectly desiccated by lunch. You could take a
mouthful of breast, and feel all the moisture in your
body drain. By the time you'd had your fourth
mouthful, you needed to be reconstituted as if you were
powdered human being.

I suspect I'd be a lot more chilled if it had been a
vintage year, but it really hasn't. This time last year,
things were looking so good. We had a fat pile of dosh
in the bank, thanks to Sir Roger + Sally's job going well
+ me actually doing all right as a househusband = life
couldn't be much better. Last Christmas was brilliant
(and not just because of the lack of Jane and Derek),
and when I twiddled the snapped wishbone over my
head, I wished that our family would always be as happy
as it was then.

So much for bloody wishbones. Cursebones, more like.
Thanks to one defective immersion heater and an
insurance policy that covered us for everything barring
defective immersion heaters, the money went as quickly
as the flood that greeted us when we returned from two
weeks in Portugal. There was not one part of the house
that the water hadn't permeated, and we considered
knocking it down and starting again. All our stuff –
books, clothes, electrical equipment, pictures, you name
it – was ruined. It took six months to sort out the mess,
and even now, the house still has an unwholesome air of
damp, while our bank account is now completely arid.

Peter and Daisy took it badly, not least because we
ended up living in a succession of B & Bs, friends'
houses and rented houses, none of which were ideal.
They missed our house, their toys (most of which are
now in landfill), and were all too aware that Mummy
and Daddy weren't exactly in the best of moods. As a
result, I indulged them, and gave in to their every whim.
This was a mistake, a big mistake. By the time we got
back home a few weeks ago, Peter and Daisy had
become the most spoiled, whiny children imaginable.
They're so bad that they'll soon need ASBOs. Daisy has
developed a violent streak, and insists on biting and
scratching her brother whenever she can. Peter,
meanwhile, is ludicrously demanding, and if he doesn't
get what he wants he goes into full tantrum mode,
rolling around on the floor, kicking and screaming etc.
I was going to take him to a psychiatrist until my mother
told me I was the same – 'typical Holden man'. On
reflection, perhaps Peter's similarity to me is a reason
for going to a psychiatrist.

I'm also worried about Sally. Ever since the Great
Flood, she's become somewhat taciturn. She's also had
a few problems at work, some of which she can tell me
about, and some that she can't – wretched secrecy! The
ones she can tell me include being passed over for
promotion and having her department 'downsized',
and I can only speculate as to the others. There was a
point in April when she was terribly upset about
something, and all she could say was that it was too easy
to forget that her job involved people's lives. I asked her
if somebody had died, and she said that it was
'somebodies', and even though it wasn't her fault, she
still felt responsible. Until that point, I thought there
was something glamorous about Sally 'working for the
Government', but now I just think that it's a nasty little
business for nasty little people (not her of course). I
want her out of it, and I've told her as much. But what
will we do for money?

Right, I must get on. Christmas Day! Hooray! Fuck, I
feel festive.

6.00 a.m.

Have just discovered that we have no turkey. Turkey is
still at the butcher's, from where I should have picked it
up yesterday afternoon. This is a major disaster. Almost
worse than the Great Flood. Why didn't the bloody
butcher phone me? What was the point of him taking
down my number when I ordered it? Fuckityfuckpoo.
All we have is a 4lb chicken in the freezer. That will have
to do. And God knows what Jane is going to say. Perhaps
I should roast her instead. Unpleasant image of mother-in-law
stuffed with chestnut stuffing. Still, there's
enough meat on her to keep us going for weeks.

10.00 p.m.

I don't know whether that's merely the worst Christmas
Day I've ever had, or the worst Christmas Day anybody
in the world has ever had, including Dean Martin, who
actually died on Christmas Day. What will have to suffice
for the moment is a list of what went wrong:

1. The lack of turkey, as mentioned. Sally wanted to
kill me, but I mollified her by saying that was a
picnic compared to what I wanted to do to
myself.

2. Daisy bit Peter so hard at breakfast that she
actually drew blood. The poor little chap now has
deep sororal indentations on his right forearm.
Naturally, it took Peter some two hours to
recover. Daisy was shut in her bedroom, which
made her apoplectic. Sally disapproves of such
punishment, but I said that as I was cooking, I was
in charge. 'Do you want to shut me in the
bedroom as well?' she asked. Not a bad idea, I
replied.

3. Ensuing row with Sally. Slammed doors, car
engine started, ran out and begged her to stay,
she said she was only driving off to clear her
head. She's been doing a lot of this recently.

4. Phone call from contrite Sally 10 minutes later
informing me she'd had a puncture on the main
road and could I pick her up? Bundle children
into other car and collect her. Spend 30 seconds
attempting to loosen the wheel nuts before
admitting failure. Get back home, and call the
breakdown people. Line engaged. Decide that I
will call back later. Car is far enough off the road.

5. Arrival of Jane and Derek. Instant bollocking for
not removing Jane's coat quickly enough. Want
to tell her that I would more readily remove her
head.

6. Everything OK (ish) until LUNCH, at which Jane
was livid at the lack of turkey. I tried to bullshit
my way out of it by saying that I didn't really
approve of the way that turkeys are reared, to
which Jane responded that this was another
example of the 'pathetic sensitivity' that my
generation showed to animals. 'It's free-range
this, organic that – what's the world coming to?'
Cue row between Jane and me about animal
husbandry, which was only terminated by Jane
announcing that her 'turkey substitute' was raw.
Did I eat everything raw, even chicken? She
would contract 'salamanella', how could I feed
this to her?

7. Jane was right. I chucked the whole chicken into
the microwave (much to her disgust – 'We'll get
nucleated') which resulted in it being utterly
dried out and tasteless.

8. Daisy and Peter behaved atrociously during
lunch, which naturally earned much opprobrium
from Jane. 'So much for the "househusband"
experiment.' It's hard to quantify quite how rude
Jane really is. At least Derek just sat and got
quietly pissed. I expect he does that most meals.
I decided to copy him, which wasn't a great idea.

9. 'Couldn't you have put something a little more
generous than 10 p's in the Christmas pudding?'

10. 'Why aren't you standing up for the Queen?'

11. 'We decided not to give you a present this year.
We helped you enough after the flood.'

12. 'Do you have the receipt?'

13. 'Don't these children ever behave?'

14. 'It's a pity the rain's so bad, otherwise you could
take them for a walk.'

15. At 5.30 a knock on the door. Two policemen,
grim faces, which caused instant sobriety. 'Are
you Samuel James Holden?' Heart went
thumpity-thump, brain went fuckity-fuck. What
could it be? 'Are you the keeper of a green
Citroën estate, registration number . . .' Turned
out the car wasn't far enough off the road, as a
juggernaut had clipped it, which in turn caused it
to swerve into the other lane, narrowly avoiding a
minibus full of disabled children, but not
avoiding the bank, into which the lorry (which
apparently contained turkeys – I could have
grabbed one!) ploughed, blocking both lanes
and thus causing a massive tailback. Turns out
I'm being charged with 'leaving a vehicle in a
place of endangerment', for which Sally was so
apologetic, for which I felt livid, and Jane accused
me of being a criminal.

16. After that, I drank a lot more.

17. I don't remember Jane and Derek leaving.

18 I now feel hung-over and dried out, like the
chicken.

Roll on the New Year. Happy Bloody Christmas.




Tuesday 1 January

Not exactly a great New Year's Eve last night, largely
owing to the fact that I spent it on my own. Sally was
called up to the office at 5 o'clock in the afternoon –
some flare-up in Ktyteklhdfistan or somewhere – and
she didn't get back until 7 this evening. As a result spent
the whole day trying to fend off Peter and Daisy's
pleadings for their mummy, while doing my best to
entertain them. By the time Sally got home, I was ready
to vent my spleen, but she looked so knackered, that I
thought it would be dreadfully unfair. Instead, I poured
her a large gin and tonic and put a slutty supermarket
pizza in the oven and we sat down to watch a DVD (all
of which we were supposed to do last night).

Predictably, Sally fell asleep just as the opening credits
began to roll, and so I half-carried her upstairs and
tucked her into bed. She murmured something
appreciative and then she fell back asleep before I
turned off the light. Gave up on the film, and instead sat
down to write this.

I really wish Sally would give up her job. I know that
it's an impossibility, but there MUST be something else
she could do. Even just to move departments to
something less taxing would help, but she'd see that as
a sign of failure, which I suppose would be fair enough.
It might help if I do more consultancy work for Sir
Roger, but the more work I do, the less I am able to look
after the children, which means hiring a nanny, which
is not exactly the point of me being at home to raise
them. At least not in Sally's book. And that's a very strict
book.

After the disaster that was Christmas, and the nonevent
that has been New Year, I don't feel good about
this year at all.




Friday 4 January

I should have been a soothsayer. My old company has
been taken over by Minto Fellowes (what sort of name is
that for a firm of management consultants?) which
means great news for the partners – I'm guessing a cool
£3–5 million each – but not great news for Sam Holden.
In fact, utterly crap news: 'Unfortunately, Minto Fellowes
operates a strict non-outsourceable operation, which
means that your freelance contract will now terminate at
the end of February.' That was pretty much it, no
apology, no regret. I tried calling Sir Roger, but he was in
Antigua apparently. For the next month. Wanker. After
all I've done for him. If it weren't for me discovering that
those bastards Chris and David were trying to run down
the company before taking it over, he wouldn't have had
a firm to sell, and now he's tanning his man boobs on
some exclusive beach with his latest bimbo.

At bathtime, I got Daisy and Peter to stick up some of
their rubber letters on to the tiles to form the sentence
'Sir Roger is a treacherous bastard', and then took a
picture of them pulling faces next to it. (I wanted to put
something a lot ruder, but I thought explaining what
the words 'tosser' and 'fuckwit' meant was somewhat
inappropriate for a four-year-old boy and a two-year-old
girl.) I then emailed the result to my old work buddy
Clive, but the email bounced back.

Broke the bad news to Sally when she got back. I
nearly didn't, as she looked drained, but worked on the
principle that there was no good time to tell her.

'What are we going to do?' she said.

'Well, we've got your income still. It's not as though
we're broke.'

'But we were hoping that your consultancy would
bring in enough to cover some school fees.'

'I know, I know,' I said, 'and I'll find some more
consultancy work.'

An arched Sally eyebrow appeared over a bloodshot
eye.

'Really?'

'Really. Honestly, it'll be fine.'

'Oh God, please don't say "it'll be fine".'

'But it will be, I mean it.'

'You always say that as well.'

We stood in silence until Sally turned and opened the
fridge. A small jug of off cream fell out and smashed on
to the floor, severely splattering her shoes, which I
immediately noticed were suede. I watched Sally's
shoulders slump. Normally, she would have had a bit of
a fit – I'm pretty sure these are currently (or were) her
most favoured footwear – but instead she just turned
round with a resigned expression and slipped the shoes
off, examined them, and then put them in the bin.

'But, but,' I stammered. 'They'll be fine, won't they?'

Sally shook her head and returned to the fridge.

'Is there anything to actually eat in here?'

'Plenty,' I said.

She withdrew a rubbery leek.

'Well, not that, obviously.'

Next came a bowl with something slightly blue in it.
God knows what it was, but it followed the shoes, along
with several other foodstuffs that were either past their
sell-by dates, too colourful or not colourful enough.

'What were you planning to cook us this evening?'

I picked up the phone.

'Fancy a takeaway?' I asked boyishly. 'Chinese? Curry?
Pizza?'

'I think I'm going to have a bath and go to bed.'




Sunday 6 January

In the end, the weekend wasn't too bad. We had Nigel
and Clare round for lunch today, and even though we
barely spoke to each other as we attempted to feed and
police the five children, it was good to see old friends,
and really great to see that the children got on so well.
Both Peter and Daisy, barring the odd minor tantrum,
were the perfect little hosts, and shared all their toys,
which was nothing short of a miracle.

What wasn't so great was the news that Nigel has been
promoted, which now means they can send their bunch
to the oh-so-swanky private primary school, and they're
also looking to buy a new house. Naturally, I pretended
to be delighted for him, but if I'm being honest, I can
only be genuinely happy at friends' success if I'm also
doing well. Is this just me? I don't think so. Surely it's
human nature. At least I hope it is. However, I think I've
got a bit too much of whatever it is, as I find my heart
also leaps when I hear that a friend has failed. I suspect
this makes me a very bad person, but I hope not.

In truth, I want my friends and I all to be equally rich
and successful. This evening I told Sally that if I won £5
million on the lottery, I'd give each of our good friends
£250,000 so they wouldn't feel so jealous.

'But you should be giving them that money because
you were generous and wanted to share your luck,' she
said.

'Not at all,' I replied. 'I'd be giving them the money
as a sort of bribe to stop them hating me.'

'But that's awful.'

'I don't think so. Besides, I doubt they'd worry about
my motive. I wouldn't if someone gave me a quarter of
a million quid.'

'Do all men think like this?'

'Yes,' I said confidently. 'It's a nasty place inside the
male head.'

Sally grimaced.

'Charming,' she said. 'So basically you think that men
hate all men richer than them?'

'Yup.'

'And you only really like the ones who are poorer
than you?'

I thought about this.

'Um, yes.'

'In that case,' she said, 'you'd better start looking for
some new friends.'

Sally's logic was unpalatably brutal. I am easily the
poorest of my friends, but the whole point of me
becoming a househusband was that such things didn't
matter. However, they still do. I wish I could just find
some sort of middle ground between being Total New
Dad and Incredibly Rich Dad. The only ground I'm in
is some sort of swamp. I feel like sending Sir Roger one
of the crappy postcards of the local church and writing
'Wish You Were Here' on it, with an arrow pointing to
the graveyard.

Just before I came up, Sally reminded me that we
have dinner with her sister Victoria next Friday. This is
fine, as Victoria is a lot poorer than us, so I like her
immensely despite her pothead vocab. Her boyfriend
Rick is some sort of 'landscape designer', who is indeed
extremely poor, so I think he may have to become my
new best friend.




Tuesday 8 January

Whatever is happening in Ktyteklhdfistan is getting
worse. Not that I can possibly know what is actually happening
there, because places like Ktyteklhdfistan never
appear on the news. (I doubt that they ever did.) However,
what I do know is that Sally is working increasingly
late, and when she gets home, she bashes away furiously
on her laptop. She seems muted and distant. I've never
known her like this. She also looks somewhat tired, and
I even thought I spotted a grey hair in amongst her
normally shampoo-advert-like long brown tresses.

When I ask her what the matter is, all she can say is
that things in Ktyteklhdfistan are pretty bad and there's
a lot to sort out. She can't be more specific, which is
infuriating.

'Surely you can tell me something?' I asked this
evening.

She shook her head as she drained her third glass of
wine. (Another worrying development – she's beginning
to drink as much as me.)

'Not even a little bit?'

'Nope.'

'Is the world going to end? Have they got nukes?'

Worryingly, Sally paused.

'Put it this way,' she sighed. 'The country is a fucking
mess. That's about the politest way I can put it.'

(Oh dear. Swearing like me as well.)

I felt a little helpless. After all, there was not a lot I
could say or do.

'I know,' I said eventually.

'What?'

'Perhaps they need some management consultants.'

Sally looked at me, wide-eyed.

'Are you being serious?'

'Of course not!' I lied.




Thursday 10 January

I'm ruing my latest 'it'll be fine'. There is no
consultancy work out there, not even for me, the great
whistleblower who saved Sir Roger's august firm of
Musker Walsh and Sloss (Consultants) Ltd. I am feeling
increasingly bitter about this, perhaps more so than
when I lost my job.

I'm also feeling a bit guilty that I've taken this out on
Peter and Daisy. After picking up Peter from school and
Daisy from playgroup, the rest of the day was a bit of a
washout. Literally, because it was raining, and
metaphorically because everything I attempted to do
with them felt half-hearted. They picked up on my
mood immediately, and as a result, they were bolshy.
Example: painting. Normally they love painting, but
today they showed a marked reluctance.

'Painting's boring,' said Peter after I had plonked the
paints and brushes bad-temperedly down in front of
him on the kitchen table.

'But you like painting.'

'No I don't.'

Peter's reluctance was copied by Daisy, who shook
her head and went 'no' each time I tried to put a
paintbrush in her hand. Normally she is good for a
squiggle or two, but today she just flung the paintbrush
to the floor. I then told her this was naughty, and she
burst into tears.

'Mummy!' she kept crying.

'Mummy's at work,' I shouted.

'I want my mummy!' started Peter.

Gritted teeth.

'Mummy is not here,' I said slowly.

Cue large shouting match which saw me leave them
alone in the kitchen while I read the paper in the
living room. Or rather, I pretended to read the paper
as all I could concentrate on was the ceaseless
bellyaching.

'Just get on and paint!' I shouted, knowing that this
would only infuriate them, but by now I was feeling
bloody-minded.

'Mummy!'

'I don't want to do painting!'

'Mummy!'

And so on. All because I had started them off badly.
It was my fault, I knew it, but I find it impossible to
hide my mood from them. Perhaps I should be more
professional, and not take my problems to 'work', but
they should realise that Daddy is human as well, even
if not a particularly brilliant one. Later, partly out of
guilt, but more because I actually wanted to, I gave
them both some huge cuddles on the sofa, and order
was restored.

My whole life is stretching in front of me, and from
here it looks like something Daisy would have painted
had she been willing – a bloody mess, a meaningless
bunch of squiggles and splodges that add up to very
little, but something which other people must be
polite about. I'll be able to see it in my friends' eyes,
the same look that I give Daisy and Peter when I
admire their artwork. And there'll be the same words
as well – the over enthusiastic 'well dones' and 'good
for yous'. But the big difference between the children
and me is that they're proud of what they do. I just
pretend to be.

Oh God. This is all getting self-pitying and revolting.
Dinner at Victoria's tomorrow night – there had better
not be any rich people there.




Sunday 13 January

Dinner at Victoria's was so much better than I expected.
So so much better. In fact, potentially life-changing. I
must do my best not to get too excited. But I can't help
it, and I doubt anybody would be able to keep calm in
my circumstances. I've gone from the equivalent of nul
points to the cusp of Eurovision greatness in just a few
days, and if this thing pays off, boy will it pay off.

Anyway, to begin at the beginning. The assembled
looked pretty much as I had feared – absurd facial hair,
clothes too young for the bodies therein – but there was
one of them towards whom I immediately gravitated.
Despite having those standard 'I'm alternative, me'
rectangular glasses, and an inexcusable ponytail (I
really thought ponytails had been collectively shorn in
about 1997), he looked a little more bright-eyed and
less stoned than the rest of Victoria's friends.

It turned out he was called Dom Simons, and he was
a TV producer. (I should have guessed.) Normally, I
have little time for people in the media. Most of them
are full of crap, and think they know exactly how the
world works with their glib categorisations and zeitgeisty
spiel, and sure enough, Dom seemed no exception.
Also, like most media people, he believed that his voice
was the only one worth listening to, and he spent the
first ten minutes telling me all about himself. Still, he
was entertaining enough, and beneath the self-puffery
there seemed to beat the heart of a genuinely
intelligent and interesting bloke.

Eventually, he asked me what I did. I'm always
tempted to lie at this point, because saying 'I'm a househusband'
sounds so wet. In fact, I've practised saying it
so many times, I feel like an actor who's been asked to
play James Bond, and is hung up on how to say, 'The
name's Bond, James Bond.' I've tried saying it in a sort
of macho way, but that just sounds pathetic. On this
occasion, I just kind of blurted out:

'ActuallyI'mahousehusband.'

'What was that?'

'A househusband. You know, I stay at home and look
after the children.'

Dom's eyes bulged roundly behind his rectangular
frames.

'Wow,' he said. 'That's awesome.'

'Awesome? Well, if you think nappies are awesome,
think again.'

Dom's glasses slipped down his nose a little. He
looked genuinely 100 per cent surprised.

'How . . . but how . . . how did it happen? I mean did
you choose to do this? Or what?'

'Well it's quite simple. I got sacked. And then my wife
decided that she would go back to work, because her
job was more interesting, and she thought in these days
of sexual equality there was no reason why she
shouldn't be the breadwinner.'

I was aware, even as I was saying all this, that I had
said it a thousand times before.

Another wow from Dominic, and then: 'So what did
you do before then?'

This is getting increasingly common. When I tell
most blokes that I'm a househusband, they find it so
beyond their ken that they then ask what I used to do.

'I was a management consultant.'

'OK,' said Dom, manfully struggling to work out what
to say next. 'And, um, how did you find that?' he asked.

'To tell the truth I enjoyed it.'

'D'you miss it?'

I chewed this over along with a stale crisp. Victoria's
crisps are always stale. Why is that?

'I miss the office life,' I said. 'I don't miss the politics.
I suppose what I miss most of all is making some sort of
professional impact. You know, with management
consultancy, you're actually going to a firm, and within
a few weeks you've made them more profitable, and
you've really made a huge difference.'

'I thought you lot just sacked people.'

I waggled my finger in a vaguely schoolmasterly way.

'Aha! A common misconception,' I replied playfully,
although in truth I was a little narked. It's so unfair that
everybody thinks that management consultants just sack
people in order to make companies look profitable.
When we went to some big insurance firm down in
Poole, I remember recommending that they should
actually employ more people. I told all this to Dom, who
seemed to take it on board. Well, he sorted of nodded
a bit, before asking me whether I still kept my hand in.

'I do a bit of consultancy from time to time,' I said
sheepishly. 'Good for staying in the loop, that sort of
thing.'

More absent-minded nodding. I could tell that I was
beginning to bore him. (This is something else that
seems to be happening more often. Either I really have
got more boring, or I have always been boring, and am
now far more sensitive.) My next conversational gambit
was therefore born out of desperation.

'But you know what?' I asked. 'I think I'd make the
subject of a great TV programme.'

This time Dom's eyes popped open so widely that
they actually went beyond his frames, making it look as
though he had two Tube logos stuck on his face.

'You?' he spluttered on his mulled wine.

'Why not? You know, a real-life documentary of a
househusband. The trials and tribulations of an
ordinary bloke stuck in a woman's job.'

More bulging. It was hardly surprising – the idea was
not exactly well thought out, and had only been voiced
in order to make conversation.

'Well, it's, um, very interesting,' said Dom.

'You think so?'

'Yesssss,' he said convincingly. 'But I think it needs
another element, you know, a celebrity or something.'

A celebrity. Why did it always have to be a celebrity?
What right do celebrities have to lecture us? The other
night I caught the end of some female comedian
presenting a programme on the British Empire. What
did she know about it? Precisely nothing. About as
much as my old history tutor knows about situation
comedy. In fact, probably less than that. And then, in
the midst of my seethe about celebs, a brainwave.

'Why not a programme about me trying to bring up
my children according to the techniques of management
consultancy?'

'What?'

Excitedly, I told Dom all about the Holden Childcare
Programme, and how I had attempted to raise Daisy
and Peter using it.

'Did it work?' Dom asked.

'Er, no,' I admitted sheepishly. 'So perhaps the idea
isn't really a flyer after all.'

'Well, that doesn't technically matter,' said Dom.

'What doesn't?'

'Whether it worked or not.'

'Why not?'

'Well, truth should never get in the way of good
factual entertainment.'

Now it was the turn of my eyes to bulge.

'I thought that only applied to travel writing.'

Dom laughed a little.

'You know all those makeover programmes?'

'Sort of.'

(I didn't want to admit that I knew them a little too
well. They're on when I cook dinner.)

'The ones in which they make a new you, or a new
house, all that crap.'

'Yes, I know.'

'Well, they're a load of shit.'

'Really?'

'Yup, completely made up.'

'How can you be so sure?' I asked.

'I make the bloody things.'

My turn to splutter on mulled wine.

'Really?'

'Yup.'

Dom then gave me a list of the programmes he had
made, most of which I had either heard of, or had
indeed watched.

'Remember the one where that old bag had a tummy
tuck?'

'Sure,' I replied. 'That was incredible – she looked so
much better.'

'Well, she refused to have the surgery.'

'But I thought I saw her being operated on.'

'Stock footage.'

'But she looked thinner. I mean, her tummy had
disappeared.'

'We just Photoshopped it out.'

'You can do that?'

Dom smiled, perhaps a little smugly.

'We can do anything.'

'But isn't that just, well, you know, lying?' I asked.

'I guess so. But we're giving the punters what they
want.'

I was shocked. And I also felt a little naïve.

'But don't the participants complain?' I asked.

'No,' said Dom, adjusting his glasses. 'We make them
sign non-disclosure agreements, so if they moan, we sue
the fuck off them.'

Christ, I thought, the man was amoral. He would
have made a great management consultant. Before I
could say anything, Dom continued.

'So that's why it doesn't matter whether your management
consultancy childcare works or not.'

Dom emptied his glass and then smiled a little.

'I'm warming to the idea, you know,' he said.

'Well, I was only joking, I mean, I wasn't seriously
suggesting . . .'

'No, I think it's got some mileage. "Business" is sexy
at the moment, and I like the way this combines that
with home life.'

'You do?'

Dom paused.

'I've got it!' he said. 'We get you to go around and
management-consult problem children. You know, in
you go with your "sound business practices" and pie
charts and what have you, and by the end of the week
the children are good as gold and eat their greens etc.'

Now I was warming to the idea.

'We could call it something like Wonderhubby,' I said.

Dom laughed and then invited me to give him five,
which I did, somewhat awkwardly, as I am the least
'street' person you could meet, with the exception of
Dom.

'Wonderhubby! I like it!'

'Thanks,' I said. In fact, I rather liked it as well.

The one person who didn't like it AT ALL was Sally. I
told her about my conversation with Dom in the car on
the way home, and she was dismissive.

'Yes darling, I can quite see you as a TV superstar.'

The sarcasm tore through my drunken gaiety.

'I know you think it's just a silly idea,' I said, 'but
honestly, Dom's serious. He's asked me to give him a
bell on Monday to arrange a meeting.'

'You are joking.'

'Not at all.'

Sally half-sighed, half-yawned.

'I know what you're thinking,' she said. 'You're
thinking that in a year's time you'll have made zillions
of pounds, and you'll be enjoying worldwide fame, and
then I can give up work and then we can live happily
ever after off the proceeds of your lucrative TV career.'

'Exactly,' I said, determined that being unashamedly
optimistic was the best policy. 'Just you wait.'

'Oh I will.'

I wish Sally wasn't quite so negative about my ideas. I
admit, not all of them come to something, but when
they do, they work out really well. I can't be bothered to
list them all right now, but there are plenty.




Monday 14 January

Left a message with Dom this morning. Didn't get a
reply. I expect he's incredibly busy. Most people in TV
are.




Tuesday 15 January

Left two messages with Dom, and then sent an email – I
guessed his address from his company's website. No
replies. When Sally got in (late) she asked me whether
I had heard anything. I was tempted to lie, but couldn't
do so because a) I'm thoroughly decent and trustworthy
and don't lie to my wife (often) and b) she'd see
through me if I did.

'What did I tell you?' she said. 'It was just one of those
drunken dinner-party conversations.'

'But this was before we got drunk,' I pleaded. 'This
was one of those rare sober dinner-party conversations.
In fact, it was before we had any dinner at all. Honestly,
Sally, he really liked the idea.'

'Wonderhubby? Are you sure he wasn't winding you up?'

'The name was my idea.'

An arched Sally eyebrow.

'How's work?' I asked, changing the subject. 'Is the
world going to explode?'

'Who knows?' she replied, before pouring herself a
large glass of wine.

Her tone sounded in no way light-hearted.

'And frankly,' she continued, 'who cares?'

This smacked slightly of self-pity and I told her so.

'I'm sorry, I'm not being much fun, I know.'

'No need to apologise,' I said. 'Everybody goes
through crap stages at work.'

We hugged and then kissed and then went to bed
with the rest of the bottle of wine.




Thursday 17 January

Still nothing from that ponytailed tosser. Sally was right,
it was just one of those conversations. I now feel utterly
let down and rather sheepish. Mooted the idea of
finding another TV producer to Sally over a (late)
dinner, and she looked unimpressed.

'Sweetheart,' she said, 'don't you think this bloke
Dom may have just been making conversation with
you?'

I chewed it over, along with my slightly-too-tough
pork chop. (Why can I never cook pork just right? I
must have some porcine blind spot.)

'No, I don't think so,' I replied, genuinely worried
that Sally might have been right. By now, I was
imagining what I could do with a pair of scissors and
Dom's ponytail.

'Anyway, I think you should concentrate on getting
some more consultancy work,' Sally said.

She was right. That's the thing about Sally – she
usually is. And, even when she's right, my pigheadedness
won't allow me to acknowledge it.

'Just you see,' I said.

Sally rolled her eyes backward. We dropped the
conversation.




Wednesday 23 January

Oh my God. I can't believe she's back – Emily the
Jodhpur Mum; Emily of the voracious threesome-with-two-Greek-fishermen-in-a-beach-hut;
Emily who tried to
instigate some swinging with Sally and me; divorced
Emily who had fled the village. This morning, when I
dropped Peter and Daisy at school, I caught a glimpse
of those jodhpur-clad legs and derrière from the other
end of the high street. Just to confirm, I rang her at
lunchtime, and she answered. I put the phone down
immediately, thanking God that I had remembered to
withhold my number.

I mean, it's not that I fancy Emily, it's just that life is
so much less complicated without her around. Clearly,
after THAT evening last summer, in which Emily tried
to jump into both our pants, Sally despises her.
However, that was never an issue, because when she and
Jim got divorced, it was Emily and the children who
moved out of the village. But now she's here, and one
of these days, I'll bump into her. I can just see myself
coming over all 'osh–gosh' and sweaty and nervous.
Idiot.

However, even though I know she's trouble, Emily is
good fun, and Peter and Thomas (her youngest) used
to get on really well. Frankly, I could do with some good
company, and Emily is certainly that. After all, how
many other people round here open up a bottle of wine
at eleven in the morning?

I don't think I'll tell Sally. At least not yet. We've sort
of been here before, I know, and I should learn from
my previous mistakes. But, as it is, Sally's got enough on
her plate at work, and I don't want her being distracted
by thoughts of her husband and the village vamp having
cute 'playdates' together.

Still nothing from Dom. Have just sent one last email,
risking what feeble amount of dignity I have left.




Thursday 24 January

Well, I was right. I did come over all sweaty and nervous.
Was it because she was wearing her jodhpurs? Or was it
because I couldn't shake out of my head the image of
her being spit-roasted by Pavlos and Kyriacou? Or, yet
again, was it the memory of her rubbing herself against
me at that dinner? Whatever it was, I stammered and
spluttered like a teenager, or rather, like I used to when
I was a teenager – i.e., a LOT. In fact, I think I actually
went 'osh–gosh' when she said her absurdly flirtatious
'well, hello' outside the school gate.

'Hi,' I then managed to say, my voice making me the
lead chorister I never was. 'So, are you, um, you know,
back here?'

Emily grinned. Not a great grin to be honest, a bit
gummy, but nevertheless, still quite saucy.

'No,' she replied, 'this is just a ghost.'

I looked gormlessly at her.

'Ha ha,' I eventually sort-of-laughed when my dim
brain eventually clicked into gear.

'He's grown,' she said, looking down at my midriff.

Jesus, I thought, right here, right now, at 9.05 outside
the school gate. Now she was divorced, she was even
more insatiable. I wasn't aware that 'he' had in fact
grown, and I started to curse my priapism. I remained
muted in shock.

'It's amazing how fast they grow,' Emily continued as
she looked down. 'I bet the girls just love him!'

She then knelt down, the fabric of her jodhpurs
stretching tightly over her frankly pretty damn perfect
legs.

'Really Emily, I um . . .' I stammered.

'Can I give him a kiss?' she said.

Moments before winning the fool of the year award,
it occurred to me that she wasn't talking about my
groin. To my utter relief, she was talking about Peter,
who was standing silently by my side, sucking his thumb.

'Of course you can!' I said in a falsetto.

Emily proceeded to give Peter a large hug and a
smacker on the cheek, and she then did the same to
Daisy, who chuckled appreciatively from her buggy.

'Say hello to Emily Peter,' I said, forcing his thumb
out of his mouth.

'Hello to Emily Peter,' he said.

'Do you want to come round and play?' she asked
him. 'Thomas has missed you.'

'Yes,' said Peter.

'Yes please,' I said to Peter, who had already shoved his
thumb back in his mouth.

Emily stood up.

'And how about his daddy? Would he like to come
round and play soon?'

Sometimes I am amazed at my self-control. Today,
however, was not one of those times.

'Well, um, yes. When?'

'Tomorrow morning?'

'Er, OK!'

I feel such a rat. And I'm certainly not going to tell
Sally. I feel like an adulterer, but so long as I don't do
anything (which I won't), then my conscience should
be clear. There's no point in telling her, because it will
only upset her. So, in a way, it's a kindness.

I still feel like a rat, though.




Friday 25 January

This time, much to my disappointment (and slight
relief) Emily did not offer me a glass of wine when I
turned up with Daisy at 11 o'clock (no playgroup on
Fridays, which is probably just as well – Daisy makes a
great 'shield'). Instead, it was instant coffee and a
packet of bourbons. ('Sorry, since the divorce I can't
afford real coffee, and I'm not the type of hausfrau who
bakes her own biscuits.') Leaving Daisy to play with
some of Thomas's Transformers and Power Rangers,
Emily and I sat down and we caught up with each
other's news. She told me that the divorce had been
hideous, but quick, and Jim had done the decent thing
and let her keep the house, although she had to pay
him rent for his 50 per cent. Jim was now living up in
London, and already had a new girlfriend, called Emily
coincidentally. ('At least when he moans out my name
in a moment of passion, he won't be caught out.') I
then told Emily about the Great Flood, and how work
for me had dried up.

'That's awful,' she said, leaning forward, one hand
stretched out as if to touch my knee. Thankfully, I was
too far away for any such flirtatious contact, and I kept
it that way.

'I know,' I replied. 'Bit of a bummer.'

'That's an understatement! So what are you going to
do?'

I shrugged my shoulders in a slightly dejected fashion.

'Dunno,' I said, sounding like a teenage loser.

'Can you do some freelancing?'

'I could, but there's not a lot of work about.'

I was desperate to tell her about Wonderhubby, but I
suspected she would just laugh at me. For a while, we
kind of marked time with talk about children and news
about the locals – all pretty anodyne stuff, which we
were clearly both finding a little dull. It felt like – and I
really hope it wasn't – the sort of vapid meaningless
conversation you have with someone before you kiss
them for the first time. You both know what's in the air,
and you both know that you should be doing something
else with your mouths rather than talking, but neither
of you have yet found the guts to just get on with it. Of
course, vapid meaningless conversation can occur
without any sexual chemistry, and it would be an error
to stick your tongue down the throat of every woman
who was a crap conversationalist. I have made this error
on several occasions.

So, out of desperation, I decided to bring up
Wonderhubby, largely because I had run out of things to
say. I told Emily all about how the programme would
work, etc. She just smirked the whole way through my
'pitch'.

'So what do you think?' I asked. 'Your face tells me
that you think it's a load of crap.'

'Quite the opposite,' she replied.

'Really? I suspect you're only saying that to humour
me.'

Emily shook her head, and the gesture looked
sincere. Her eyes opened wide, strengthening the
impression of truthfulness. (I get the feeling that Emily
in fact does a lot of lying.)

'Not at all!' she said. 'I really like the idea, I really do.
It's so much better than half the crap that gets on the
TV these days.'

'You really think so? Honestly?'

'Absolutely. After all, you've got nothing to lose, have
you?'

I didn't know whether I should be insulted by this, so
I decided not to be.

'Quite,' I replied.

'One thing,' said Emily.

'Yes?'

'Will Sally be up for appearing in it?'

'What do you mean?'

'Well, obviously, if you're going to present yourself as
the perfect househusband, you're going to need to
show how blissfully happy you are as a family, you know,
show the viewers the benchmark which they should be
aiming towards.'

There was a trace of bitterness in the way Emily said
'blissfully'. But she had a point – Sally would have to be
involved. And, if I know my wife well enough, it's the
last thing she'd want to do.

'I'm sure she'd be absolutely fine with it,' I said.

'Really?'

'Of course. Anyway, we're getting ahead of ourselves
here! After all, I'm just a bloke sitting in a village in the
middle of England with a crackpot idea for a TV
programme and a TV producer who won't return his
emails. There must be hundreds of people like me.'

I couldn't believe how sensible I was sounding. It was
as if Emily's enthusiasm had forced me to become more
realistic. Now I know how Sally feels when she talks to
me. No wonder she sometimes calls me Tigger.

I'd prefer 'tiger', frankly.




Sunday 27 January

Went to Sally's parents for lunch today. I had caved in
to Sally's insistence that it was unrealistic that I would
never see them again, and that soon the children would
ask questions, and there would never be a good time to
see them so why not now, etc. etc. Jane was on her
typically acidulous form, and carried on dropping hints
about my lack of employment. Despite Sally's protestations
that looking after the children and running the
house was a form of employment, Jane persisted in her
usual tirade. Still, she can be witty, much to my annoyance.
While we were getting to the end of the roast
chicken, Jane and Peter pulled the wishbone. Jane won,
and judging by her technique, she certainly cheated.

She then made a great palaver of waving the bone
over her head and mumbling silently.

'What are you wishing for?' I asked.

'I can't tell you that, Sam,' she replied. 'Don't you
know how it works?'

'How what works?'

Jane tutted.

'If you tell someone what you're wishing for, then it
will never come true.'

'Oh.'

(How come I have never heard this before? Is it just
me?)

Jane put the bone down on her plate.

'So then,' I continued, 'do you think it will come
true?'

She fixed me with her Margaret-Thatcher-like stare.

'Well, you're still here, aren't you?'

I smirked sarcastically back at her, frustrated at my
inability to think of a witty response quickly enough.
Jane smirked too, in a repellently smug sort of way, like
a poisonous nine-year-old girl who has eaten the last
sweet in the packet and is crowing about it. I wanted to
ram the wishbone down her throat, shouting, 'Wish on
that, bitchface!' but instead I just asked if I might have
another roast potato.

'Certainly not,' Jane replied. 'Those are for the dog.'

I know my place.




Tuesday 29 January

I don't believe it. At 15.56 I received an email from
Dom. When it arrived, my heart fluttered, and when I
read it, it fluttered even more.

Sam

Sorry not to have replied to your (many!) calls and
emails. Been megafrantic editing a doc on fat
people. Still crazee about Wonderhubby. When can
you come in and discuss? How about Thursday?
And can you bring the kids? Would be good to show
my colleagues how effective you are as a dad!

Cheers

Dom

The first thing I did was to email Dom right back, to say
that Thursday at 12 would be perfect. The second thing
I did was to forward the email to Sally, with a mildly
triumphant, 'See? Not just a drunken dinner-party
conversation.'

After a few minutes the following pinged back:

Darling

He sounds like a complete berk. Not entirely keen
on children missing school/playgroup to go to some
TV studio, but you must do what you must do. How
are P & D? Hope you managed to get them some
air this afternoon – weather's been glorious, at least
it has in London. I won't need a big supper as ate
well at lunch.

Love you

Sxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

There was something maddeningly dismissive about
Sally's tone, but what really stuck in my craw was the
reminder of my domestic responsibilities. I knew the
subtext perfectly well – 'don't you go getting any ideas,
young man' – and so that evening, over our light
supper, I had it out with her.

'You really don't like this Wonderhubby thing, do you?'

Sally put down her fork and studied the particularly
fine mushroom omelette I had made.

'To be honest, I was rather hoping it would go away.'

'Why?'

'Because I think it will come to nothing, and you will
have wasted a load of time and effort.'

'How can you know that?'

'I can't, but if I were to place a bet . . .'

'I wish you weren't so negative the whole time.'

'I'm not!' Sally snapped. 'You always accuse me of
being negative. Just because I'm not like you, and just
because I don't jump in feet first at every opportunity,
doesn't mean I'm negative.'

I didn't reply. I thought she was wrong, but I had
somehow lost the will to argue. I got up and slid the rest
of my omelette into the bin.

'Look,' Sally said. 'I'm sorry, it's just that I can't quite
share your enthusiasm. It's not as if this bloke Dom
emailed you the next day, is it?'

'He was busy.'

Sally waved that one away.

'We're all busy,' she said.

'Well, not everyone thinks it's a crap idea.'

'Oh yes? Like who?'

'Well, Emily for one.'

Pin drop silence.

I couldn't believe what I had said. Of all the names I
could have come up with, I said HERS. Fool, Holden,
you sodding fool.

'Emily?'

'That's right, Emily,' I said, trying to sound calm
about it. 'She's moved back to the village. Jim's moved
to London and she's renting 50 per cent of the
house off him. I think it's a very good way of doing
things . . .'

'And when did you see her?'

'At the school gates. We chatted a bit, caught up on
news, you know.'

'And you told her about your TV idea at the school
gates?'

Crunch time. Did I mention that I had been round to
Emily's house? Well, I had nothing to hide, and if I did
hide it, then Sally would be bound to find out, and
when she did, she would assume I was hiding something
far worse than I actually was, so in the end, I thought it
better not to keep things hidden. Phew.

'She invited me round for coffee last week.'

'You kept that quiet.'

'Didn't think it worth mentioning.'

'Is that right?'

'Well, I also thought you might get jealous, and I
didn't want that.'

'How very thoughtful,' said Sally. 'But I rather
thought you were the jealous one.'

Immediately my mind flashed back to over a year ago,
when I obsessively chased Sally through the streets of
London while she was ensconced in the back of a car
with ex-beau-cum-close-confidant-and-colleague-who-I-now-know-is-gay
Nick.

'We can all get jealous,' I replied.

Sally sighed.

'I'm not being jealous Sam, I'm just being protective.
The last time we went to her house, she tried to have sex
with you, and kept saying how good-looking you were.
You do remember that, don't you?'

'Just a bit.'

'So it shouldn't surprise you that I might not like the
idea of you going round there.'

'Which is why I didn't tell you.'

'Wrong, Sam. Which is why you shouldn't have gone
round there in the first place.'

'Are you telling me who I should and shouldn't see
during my days?'

'No! But we know what Emily is like, and by seeing
her you're playing with fire.'

'I can keep her under control.'

'You can, can you?'

I was genuinely angry by now.

'Look – I have no interest in Emily. I don't fancy her,
she's not my type. If she still fancies me, then that's her
problem, isn't it? But she's good company, and heavens
above, I could do with some adult conversation during
the day.'

'There are plenty of other people you can see.'

'Like who?'

Sally named some names, names of people that I have
no interest in seeing. I dismissed them all as either
being too boring, or women who clearly didn't like the
idea of a man 'invading' their female-only world of
coffee mornings and lunchtime quiche.

'Well, you do what you want, Sam, you always do.'

'Now you're making me sound like some selfish twat,
riding roughshod over your feelings.'

'You said it.'

With that, Sally went upstairs and shut herself in the
bathroom. When we went to bed, there was a sort of
polite kiss goodnight, a kiss that engendered more
frostiness than had we not bothered.




Wednesday 30 January

I spent much of today preparing for tomorrow's
meeting. I have to confess that I am more than a little
nervous. The last time I did something like this was back
at work, although we used to have weeks – if not months
– to prepare an important pitch. And not only that, we
had secretaries and researchers and all manner of other
support staff. Instead, I have Peter and Daisy, who are
crap at PowerPoint. Nevertheless, I think I've managed
to cobble something together that will be both
convincing and 'sexy'. (I think that's a word these TV
people use a lot.)

Both children have been on particularly revolting
form today, especially Daisy. At lunchtime she refused
to eat her tomatoes, and kept trying to get down from
the table. Under normal circumstances, the slack dad
that I am, I would have let her toddle off, convincing
myself that a few chunks of ham and bread constituted
a healthy lunch. However, today I decided that I would
put my foot down, in a pathetic attempt to exert some
discipline before tomorrow's meeting.

'Don't want them!' she announced. (I think this is
the only sentence Daisy knows.)

'But you like tomatoes,' I insisted.

'Don't want them!'

'Come on, Daisy, you must eat your fruit! Otherwise
you won't become a big strong girl.'

(I briefly wondered how much she actually wanted to
become a big strong girl.)

'Don't want them!'

I picked up half a cherry tomato and held it near her
mouth.

'Come on Daisy – just eat this one and the ones on
your plate and then you can get down.'

'DON'T WANT IT!' (A slight variation. Her language
is definitely improving.)

She started struggling to get down from her chair,
but I forced her to sit. This thwarting of her 'great
escape' served to only make her more furious, and soon
she started to scream, the prelude to a full-on Daisy
tantrum. Still, I tried to play it cool, which went against
my entire nature.

'Come on Daisy. Just. One. Little. Tomato.'

Had she screamed any louder or higher, then I swear
the light bulbs would have burst. She was turning the
same colour as the food I was trying to feed her, and she
was writhing in her chair like a dervish.

'DOWN!' she kept screaming. 'DOWN! GET
DOWN!'

'No Daisy! You stay here until you finish your lunch!'

By now my voice was beginning to rise, partly because
I was getting angry, but more crucially because I wanted
to drown out her tantrum. For the next two minutes,
our screaming increased to the point that I was sure the
neighbours would call the police. What could I do? I
was determined not to let her get down, and I was
doubly determined that she was going to finish her
food.

Options included:

1) Walk away and let her stew. This would have been
hopeless, as she can scream for hours, and that
would have driven me insane.

2) Force the food into her mouth. Clearly too
dangerous.

3) Continue yelling. Tempting, but traumatic.

4) Give her a smack on the bottom. Hmmmmm.
Corporal punishment. Tricky one. I once
smacked Peter on the bottom, and although it
had the desired effect, I've regretted it ever since.
But right then, I came closer than I've been in
ages to giving Daisy a smack. While she carried on
screaming, writhing and doing the full 'terrible
two' tantrum, I caught sight of the two of us
reflected in the kitchen window. I looked so big
next to her, and she so small and defenceless, that
it made me realise that it would be a complete
abuse of my physical superiority.

5) Sit there and ignore it. I've tried that tactic before,
but it doesn't work. Her will is too strong, and
mine is too weak.

6) Pour a glass of water over her. Extremely
appealing – would shock her but not harm her.
Show her that I was very cross. Only downside was
that it might be humiliating, but by then I was
beyond such niceties, so this was the option I
plumped for.

At first, I thought the tactic backfired. Although I
gently sploshed only a finger of water on the top of her
head, she screamed even louder, a feat I didn't think
was possible.

'Eat your tomatoes, Daisy!' I growled.

I stood poised with the glass.

'Otherwise I'll pour more water on you!'

'NO!'

Whereupon she grabbed all the remaining tomato
halves and shoved them in her mouth as though she
hadn't eaten in a month. She chewed them messily, and
the seeds splurged all the way down her white top, but I
couldn't care. The tactic had worked! I decided
immediately that I would include it as part of my
Wonderhubby pitch.

While her temper subsided, I confess that I felt sorry
for the little thing, and I gave her the most enormous
hug, and told her that Daddy was so happy that she had
eaten her food, and that she was a good girl. She
sniffled and sobbed for quite a few minutes, which
almost made me sniffle and sob as well. Had I been
cruel to her? I don't know, but what I do know is that I
haven't told Sally what I did. I expect housewives don't
confess all their errors to their husbands, so I don't see
why I should be any different.

Anyway, big day tomorrow, very big day. I think I
know what I'm going to say, but what the hell, I can just
make it up as I go along. After all, that's all they do on
TV anyway.




Thursday 31 January

It would have been so much easier without the children.
Everything always is. (In fact, being a househusband
without children would be the best job in the world,
although it wouldn't actually be called a job, it would be
called 'unemployed'.) Peter and Daisy behaved
atrociously. The worst ever. It would have made so
much more sense to have left them at school/
playgroup, but in my boundless confidence, I thought
they would prove to be great examples of the Holden
Childcare Programme (not that it really exists).

The first mistake was taking the train, which,
naturally, was overcrowded and delayed. I had wanted
to sit at a table, but none were available, so the three of
us had to cram into two seats which made those found
on a budget airline look like armchairs in a country
house hotel.

For two minutes – perhaps three – this was fine. Daisy
and Peter coloured in their respective colouring-in
books – Spider-Man for Peter, Little Mermaid for Daisy
– and I even had the opportunity to briefly wonder what
sort of offspring Spidey and Ariel would have in the
event of their getting it together. And then the trolley
came, containing all the crap you never ate unless you
were on a train.

'Daddy, can I have a crisp?' asked Peter.

'Crisp! Crisp! Crisp!' chanted Daisy excitedly,
bouncing up and down on my lap.

'No you can't,' I replied. 'It's not lunchtime.'

They simultaneously let out the sort of whine that
attracted the attention of everyone in earshot, which in
this instance meant the entire carriage. I was aware of
some fairly disapproving scrutiny, and I was determined
to show the world how excellent a father I was by not
caving in.

'Ah, ah,' I went, holding up an admonishing finger.
'No whining.'

'But I want a crisp!' said Peter.

'I'm hungry,' said Daisy.

(Incidentally, Daisy's two-year-old speech is never
quite as fluent as this diary makes out. 'I'm hungry' was
more like 'I ungee', but for the sake of future
generations of Holdens – should there be any reading
this – I feel that it is best to translate Daisy's highly
individual version of English.)

'In that case you can have an apple,' I said, reaching
inside the daybag.

I fumbled in its dark interior, smugly congratulating
myself on being Captain Efficient. Before we left, I had
sliced up said fruit and put it in a Tupperware
container, along with some water biscuits. Very healthy.
Very keen. Very perfect dad. Very out of character.

However, there was one small problem. I couldn't
find the container.

'But I want a crisp!'

'Crisp! Crisp! Crisp!'

I looked up from the bag, catching the eye of the
trolley bloke, who was pouring warmish water into a cup
for the middle-aged woman across the aisle. He looked
at me, no doubt wondering whether I was going to give
in.

'Crisp! Crisp!'

I rummaged in the bag again, noting that I had
usefully brought their swimming costumes and some
towels. Bugger. Completely the wrong bag. Not just no
apple and no biscuits, but no water bottles, nappies, or
anything else that might actually be of some use.

'Crisp!'

'Daisy, stop it!' I barked.

'Would you like anything, sir?' asked the trolley
bloke.

'I'd like a crisp!' Peter informed him.

'He wasn't talking to you,' I said.

'Cheese and onion,' said Peter, almost admirably
oblivious to his father.

'Or do you have salt and vinegar?' he asked.

'Peter!' I hissed.

'Crisp! Crisp! Crisp!' Daisy chanted.

I was desperate for a coffee, but I decided that it
would be unfair if I ordered something and the
children didn't, so I shook my head.

'No thanks,' I said through gritted teeth. 'We're fine.'

Trolley bloke trundled off, much to the annoyance of
Peter and Daisy.

'It's not fair!' moaned Peter.

Daisy started to bellow.

'Ungee! Ungee!'

'Well, it's not my fault you didn't eat enough
breakfast.'

The middle-aged woman looked at me with an
expression that suggested that it was my fault. I just stared
back at her with axe-murderer eyes and she looked back
down at what passed for tea on our train line.

I decided the only way to distract my now apoplectic
children was to resume the colouring, but to no avail.
They weren't going to be bought off so easily. Instead,
they continued to moan about the lack of crisps, which
was not just infuriating, but highly embarrassing. The
'tuts' from our fellow passengers were about as regular
as the text-message bleeps emanating from the teenage
girls behind us, and equally annoying.

And then Daisy went mysteriously quiet. A look of
fierce concentration came across her face, and she then
looked as though she was having some moment of
epiphany.

'Daddy,' she smiled. 'I done a poo.'

I didn't need telling, and within seconds, neither did
teenage girls or middle-aged woman. The former were
giggling, and the latter gave me another foul stare. I
closed my eyes, and tried to think Zen thoughts. Here
we were, ten minutes into a seventy-minute journey, and
I had a son who was noisily bleating for junk food, a
daughter who had just created a small brown Krakatoa
in her pants, and a carriage full of pissed-off people.
Needless to say, nothing in the Holden Childcare
Programme can prepare a parent for such a situation,
so I did the decent thing – and bought three packets of
crisps. When Peter moaned that there was no cheese
and onion, I told him he could get off at the next stop
and stay there. He looked terrified – for the first time
ever, he seemed to have believed one of my threats.

The Daisy nappy situation was sorted when we arrived
in London, although the only nappies stocked in the
chemist at the station were not to Daisy's high
standards. However, her bleating may have had more to
do with the fact that I had to change her on the floor of
one of the cubicles in the Gents. Normally I try to use
the disabled lavatory in these circumstances, but, as
usual, it was locked, and there was no one around who
had a key.

After we emerged, I felt ready to go home. The last
thing I wanted to do was to give a presentation, but I
steeled myself, and thought of the riches and fame as I
tried to hail a cab. Miraculously, we arrived at the TV
company at 12.05, just five minutes late, and I thanked
my all-too-rare good judgement that I hadn't plumped
for the train an hour later, which, if one were travelling
without children, would have left plenty of time.

The reception area was just as I expected – all marble
and steel, with a brace of flatscreens showing the
company's output, and another showing some rolling
news channel. Perched behind some swanky iMac sat a
studenty-looking girl, with red-dyed hair and a pierced
nose, without both of which she might have been quite
attractive.

'Hello,' she smiled. 'Can I help you?'

'Hi – we're here to see Dom Simons. Sam Holden at
twelve o'clock.'

Studenty-girl looked at her iMac and frowned.

'What was the name again?'

'Sam Holden.'

(How hard a name is it to remember?)

'To see Dom?'

'Thassright.'

'Hmm . . . hold on, I'll give him a call. I'm sure
everything's fine, but it just doesn't seem to be on the
screen.'

I briefly closed my eyes. If the fucker had forgotten, I
would kill him, I really would. I listened to Studenty-girl
explain the situation, and then I could make out an 'oh
shit' down the line. So he had forgotten, the bugger. I
sort of collapsed my shoulders and felt pathetically
small. Not a great start to one's stellar TV career. I made
eyes at Studenty-girl that I wanted to talk to him, but she
held up her hand while she listened to Dom.

'OK,' she said, eventually. 'I'll ask him to wait.'

She put the phone down.

'Wait till when?' I asked curtly.

She grimaced, sympathising with the situation.

'Until 12.45. Is that OK?'

'Not really.'

'I'm sorry.'

I tried to calm myself down. More Zen thoughts were
required. (I really need to take up meditation one of
these days. I always think it's for goatee-wearers, but
perhaps it should be mandatory for all those who look
after children.)

'There's a café just round the corner, you could go
there. It's quite nice.'

We did go there. It wasn't nice, at least it wasn't for
me. It wasn't a café, but a caff, which are sometimes all
right, but this one was really dreadful and had that
unmistakable aire de chip fat rancide. The children, on
the other hand, loved it, as it only served the beige food
of which they are so fond – chips, bread, egg – which
they munched away on very happily.

As we walked back, Daisy fell asleep in her buggy, and
Peter became ratty, demanding that he watch TV etc.,
and wondering where Necky was. (Necky is our
unimaginative name for his teddy giraffe.) I told him
that Necky had to stay at home in case he got lost, which
caused more whingeing from him, and more shortening
of my temper.

An apologetic Dom was waiting for us in the
reception.

'I'm so sorry,' he said, his eyes doing that bulging
Tube-station-logo thing again, and he sounded as if he
meant it.

'Perfectly all right,' I said breezily as we shook hands.
I wished I had the balls to give him a bollocking, but you
can only give bollockings from positions of strength,
and my balls aren't big enough (yet) to make me feel
strong.

'Bit of a cock-up by my secretary,' he said.
That old one.

'Typical,' I replied, rolling my eyes in faux-empathetic
exasperation.

'Anyway, let's go upstairs and meet the team and you
can give us a little presentation of how you see it, and
then we can have a powwow.'

I gulped inwardly as I wheeled Daisy to the bottom of
the stairs, where I indicated that Dom might help me
carry her up in her buggy.

'So sorry, of course. No kids of my own!'

'Can we go home now?' asked Peter as we climbed
the stairs.

'Not now,' I hissed.

'But I'm tired,' he moaned and then started to lie
down.

'C'mon, get up!'

I paused, and Daisy and her buggy sort of hovered
dangerously in mid-air halfway up the stairs.

'I said, get up!'

Peter pretended that he had fallen asleep, a trick that
he is employing far too frequently these days.

'If you don't get up, I shall leave you there!'

This time, he somehow knew my threat was empty.

'Peter!'

I glanced at Dom, who was clearly uncomfortable, not
just at the lack of discipline, but also at the somewhat
precarious position he found himself in.

'PETER!'

No move, the little sod.

'All right, you stay there while I get Daisy up the
stairs.'

Dom and I manhandled Sleeping Beauty and her
buggy to the top, where we set her down gently, but
evidently not gently enough for madame. She woke up,
looked around and started squealing 'Mummy!' at the
top of her voice.

'It's OK Daisy,' I pleaded. 'Daddy's here.'

'Mummy!'

I closed my eyes, wishing all this away. Here I was,
supposedly about to set myself up as the perfect dad, the
Wonderhubby, and I couldn't get my own children up
a flight of stairs without one of them having a tantrum,
and the other one having a strop. (There is a subtle
difference between the two – some 80 decibels.) The
only place I wanted to be right there and then was on a
sunlit golf course with Nigel, looking forward to a few
sly pints afterwards.

'I'm sorry about this,' I said to Dom, 'they're, um, not
normally this bad.'

Dom nodded unconvincingly. I left Daisy with him
and went back down to pick up Peter, who moaned as I
half-dragged, half-carried him up. Daisy's noise didn't
abate, and as we approached the main open-plan office,
about a dozen sets of eyes looked up from their iMacs to
see 75 per cent of the Holden family burst in. I pulled a
sort of comedy grimace.

'You'd better come in here,' said Dom, indicating his
office. There was a slightly tetchy note in his voice,
which made me think that he too would rather be on
his equivalent of a golf course. He steered us in, and
then shut the door. Peter and Daisy were still moaning
and stropping, although the volume had decreased.

'I want to watch TV!' Peter demanded.

In the corner of the office was a massive flatscreen.

'TV! TV! TV!' chanted Daisy, whose little face lit up at
the prospect.

I looked at Dom.

'Can you get CBeebies on that?'

Dom picked up the remote control.

'We can probably get Iranian CBeebies on this.'

In a few seconds the children were muted, sitting on
a huge leather sofa, sucking their thumbs and watching
Bob the Builder.

'Phew!' I said.

Dom just raised his eyebrows.

'Perhaps we should have the meeting somewhere
else.'

'It seems wrong to kick you out of your office.'

'Not at all – I think it's for the best.'

I picked up my laptop bag and Dom showed me into
a conference room. There was a projector into which I
plugged my laptop, and within a few minutes I started
to flick through my presentation. By the time Dom
came back with a couple of colleagues the screen was
showing my first slide, which read 'Wonderhubby –
Applying the Strategies of Management Consultancy to
the Challenges of the 21st Century Domestic
Environment'.

'Snappy stuff!' said Dom as he sat down.

'This is Emma,' he continued, 'and this too is Emma.'

'Hi,' said the Emmas in unison.

'This Emma is head of programme development,'
Dom explained, 'and this Emma is head of programme
acquisition.'

'Is there a difference?' I asked, slightly too
aggressively.

'A huge amount,' said the Emmas. In unison. No
kidding.

'Anyway,' said Dom, folding his arms. 'Tell us all
about Wonderhubby. It's caused quite a stir, I can tell
you.'

The Emmas nodded. Bollocks, I thought.

'Really?' I went.

'Really.'

I coughed. I strained my ears, listening for any
nonsense coming from Dom's office, but at this stage,
the TV was still working its magic. Oh, how I love the
television. The best invention ever. If the stuff on it was
any better, I'd be happy to leave them in front of it all
day.

'Well, if it's OK with you,' I began, 'I'd like to give you
a small presentation, outlining how I see the project,
and its core aims and targets, and then fleshing out its
narrative.'

The Emmas let out a slight giggle.

'What's the matter?' I asked.

'Nothing.'

'Um,' went Dom, slightly hesitant, 'you don't need to,
er, talk like a management consultant to us. Save it for
the programme.'

'Oh,' I said, unaware that I was in full consultant
mode. The thing was, it was all coming back far too
easily, all those 'bullshit bingo' words and phrases that
to management consultants are meat and drink, or
rather carnivorous consumable and digestible fluid.

'No problem,' I continued, a little unsure of what to
say next. Try and talk like a human being, I said to
myself, which would be hard when I considered what
was coming on the next slide.

I clicked the mouse. Up it came. A whole load of crap
that I had written the day before. This one was
headlined 'Aims', and featured a load of bullet-pointed
sub-headings.


	Workplace/Domestic Synthesis

	Cross-Comparison of Strategic Performance Tools

	The Contrasting Dynamic of Humour-Based
Scenarios

	Entertainment Yield

	Optimising Childcare Solution Packages

	Personality-driven Focus and Acquisition



I took a deep breath. Would they go for it, I
wondered? What were they thinking? The faces of Dom
and the Emmas told me all I needed to know. Their lips
were all sort of puffed out, trying to contain 'church
laugh'.

'I know you think this is funny,' I said, 'But I assure
you this is all workaday stuff for us management
consultants.'

'Gosh,' said Development Emma.

'OK,' said Acquisition Emma.

'Keep going,' said Dom, 'I love it.'

'You do?'

'I think it's great. It's the type of bullsh— I mean, the
type of approach that will make the programme, um,
fresh and entertaining.'

'You think so?'

'Oh yes.'

Encouraged, I continued. I spoke in general terms
for the first five minutes, outlining how successful I had
been in adapting my skills as a consultant to the home,
and how it had reaped such enormous rewards in terms
of the children's behaviour and their development. I
just had to hope that the frequent raised eyebrows were
signs of encouragement rather than of cynicism.

'My approach,' I said, 'will be in four stages. First,
qualitative and quantitative evaluation. I will enter into
the clients' homes, and establish where the problems
lie. Secondly, I shall process-consult them, and draw up
a framework in which we can go forward together. The
third stage will be rollout-stroke-implementation, and
this will clearly be the crux of the programme. The
fourth and final stage will be appraisal and reevaluation,
in which we employ some of the same
functions in stage one in order to establish quantitative
and qualitative performance differentials . . .'

Dom cleared his throat.

'Yes?' I asked.

'Um, doesn't this just, um . . .'

He was struggling to be polite.

'. . . um, mean that you're going to go there, tell them
what to do, and then leave, come back, and see how
they've done?'

I chewed over his words. I thought a bold response
was called for.

'Yes,' I said. 'In essence.'

'So all management consultancy really is, is telling
people what to do.'

More chewing.

'Not quite that simple.'

Now it was Acquisition Emma's turn to pipe up.

'What I don't get,' she said, 'is how this is different
from any of the other nanny-style remake programmes.'

I was ready for this.

'Aha, I'm glad you asked me this.'

'You are?'

'Yes. Because there's an enormous difference. Huge.
Massive. A gulf, even. As big as the Gulf of Finland.'

'Finland?'

'Yes. I went there for a stag weekend, and it's a very
big gulf. Very big indeed.'

'OK,' said Acquisition Emma, cautiously.

'A big difference,' I said.

'Which is?' asked Dom.

'Methodology. Implementation. Solution processes.'

'Can you be a little more precise?' asked
Development Emma.

'Of course,' I said.

A brief silence while I wracked my rusty brain. The
problem about being a househusband for so long is that
I'm sure part of my brain has gone numb, atrophied.

'I shall be using all the techniques of management
consultancy in the home, and that's the crucial
difference.'

'But what techniques are they exactly?' asked Dom. 'I
mean, what if a child is not eating his food? What would
be the management-consultant approach as opposed to
the normal approach?'

I briefly thought back to the water debacle with Daisy,
and tried to expunge it from my mind.

'Well,' I started, 'as one would do in a management
consultancy environment, we would seek to establish
the cause for non-take-up. This could be for any
number of reasons – pricing, inadequate marketing,
little perceived need for the goods or service and so
on . . .'

'Sorry to interrupt,' interrupted Development
Emma. 'We are talking about food here.'

'I was coming to that,' I said, narrowing my eyes,
trying to look hard. She didn't look that intimidated, to
be honest.

'Anyway, I was saying, there could be any number of
reasons, so the first thing to do is to evaluate what they
might be, and then implement a range of solutions that
will facilitate a take-up of the goods or service – in this
case, say, baked beans. Is that clear?'

'Um . . .'

'Er . . .'

'But . . .'

'Good!' I said, clapping my hands together, 'I'm glad
you're still with me!'

For the next few minutes I worked my way through
the rest of the slides, talking as quickly as I could just in
case Peter and Daisy suddenly decided that watching TV
wasn't the best activity in the world. By the time I had
finished, Dom and the Emmas were sitting there
motionless. They must have been impressed.

'So, what do you think?' I asked.

'It's different,' said the Emmas, in unison again.

'That's the idea.'

Dom made a funny sort of frown.

'I'm still not clear on the tone of the programme,' he
said. 'I mean, would we play this for laughs, or would it
be deadly serious?'

'Deadly serious, I would have thought.'

'Hmmm.'

'I mean, these will be real children,' I said, 'real
families we will be dealing with. We can't just take the
piss.'

'Hmmm.'

Dom was being annoyingly non-committal with his
'hmmms'.

There was a knock on the door, and in walked a
somewhat frazzled-looking middle-aged woman who
had the air 'sensible person' sprayed all over her. She
looked at me with an expression of dread on her face.

'Er, Sam?'

'Yes.'

'Your children, they're um, well, you'd better come
and see.'

I raced out the door, trying to look calm. What had
they done? Vandalised the office? Urinated against
Dom's desk? Puked on the carpet? Scribbled on the
walls?

The answer was all of the above. I noticed the puke
first, then the graffiti, followed by the pee, before my
eyes rested on a lamp that had fallen over 'all by itself
Daddy' and smashed into the enormous billion-pound
flatscreen.

I didn't know where to begin. I thought about
scooping them up and running out the door, but that
was clearly not an option. Behind me, the Emmas
gasped and Dom let out a dry chuckle.

'You know what I think,' he said. 'We should
definitely make a programme.'

I turned round.

'You're joking,' I said, looking into his eyes to gauge
some sort of irony.

'No,' he replied sincerely. 'I think TV is ready for the
Holden Children Programme.'

'Well, not your TV,' I said, my somewhat feeble
witticism masking my discombobulation. Did he
REALLY want to make Wonderhubby?

To tell the truth, on the journey home (predictably
hellish) I grew even more confused. I couldn't work out
whether Dom was taking the piss, and whether I was
going to be one of those people who was abused by the
TV, misrepresented, etc. But as soon as I think about
the potential dosh (minus the cost of one expensive
television) all those thoughts are dispelled.

Will discuss with Sally over the weekend. I think I
know what she'll think.




Sunday 3 February

My suspicions were right. Sally thinks it's a crap idea. It
was clear she didn't really want to talk about it, so I
dropped the subject, which I thought was rather mature
of me, or perhaps indicated that we've now been
married long enough to know what's worth discussing,
and what's not.




Monday 4 February

Email from Dom, outlining the structure of the show –
pretty much as I had explained, so some of my
presentation must have gone in. It appears that he is
being genuine. I still can't quite believe his enthusiasm.
However, he wrote that just because they'd bought into
it, it didn't mean that the TV stations would. They
pitched hundreds of ideas per year, and only a handful
got made, so I wasn't to get my hopes up.

Still, I can't help but think of fame and fortune. I'm
doing my best to mask my excitement from Sally, not
least because she is having an even more crap time at
work. Every time she gets home, she seems even more
exhausted than she did the night before. This evening
she looked terrible (not so terrible as to look
unfanciable, but just really really tired).

As we ate supper, I asked her what the matter was.
She gave that familiar I-can't-tell-you sigh.

'I know it's all Top Secret,' I said as I carved into our
(perfectly cooked) lamb chops, 'but it seems as though
you're carrying the weight of the world on your
shoulders.'

At that, Sally's shoulders literally fell, and she sighed
again.

'Is everybody at work like you?' I asked.

'How do you mean?'

'You know – tired.'

'Pretty much. But more just us in Central Asia.'

'I know you don't want to tell me, but I can only
assume that something nasty's brewing, and I'll also
assume that it's terrorists with dirty bombs or nukes or
something and that you're doing your best to stop it.
And I know this sounds silly, but it really does seem to
be getting you down, getting you down to the extent
that you almost seem depressed.'

Sally shook her head as she put down her knife and
fork. The lamb chop – again, I must stress, perfectly
cooked – remained largely untouched.

'I don't think I'm depressed,' she argued. 'But it is
very stressful. I obviously can't say whether you're right
or not, but if we fuck things up, then a lot of people
could get hurt in a very nasty way. And it's up to us and
the Americans to stop it all happening. And part of the
problem is that the Americans think we've fucked up,
and we think they've fucked up, and so there's a lot of
crap flying around between us, crap that's getting in the
way of us doing our fucking jobs and stopping what it is
we're trying to stop.'

I'd never heard Sally so uncouth. I rather liked it.

'And is your neck on the line if it all goes wrong?'

I briefly marvelled at my mixed metaphor.

'In a way, it doesn't matter about my neck,' she
replied. 'Small beer compared to what would have
happened if things had got to the stage where my neck
was for the chop.'

'How much longer is this going to go on for?'

'I have no idea,' she said.

She got up, went to the fridge, and extracted a bottle
of Chablis.

'How long is a piece of string, huh?' I asked.

'Exactly.'

She rummaged around the drawer for the corkscrew
and then proceeded to cut the foil around the top of
the bottle. I watched her, inwardly remarking that it was
always me who opened wine, probably because I'm
more of a dipso. Sally's lack of practice soon became
evident.

'Here,' I said, 'let me do it.'

'I can bloody do it myself,' she snapped.

'OK, OK.'

She couldn't, because the cork broke in half as she
half-wrenched, half-twisted it out the bottle.

'Fuck!'

'It doesn't matter,' I said, 'it's perfectly salvageable.'

She handed the bottle to me.

'You see,' she said, 'I'm shit at everything.'

'That's not true. You can't extrapolate any supposed
inadequacies from the dodgy cork on a bottle of
Chablis.'

'It's symbolic.'

'No it's not,' I insisted. 'You'll be believing in
astrology next.'

'Perhaps I should,' she said, and then a smile crossed
her face. In a few seconds, the evening newspaper had
been extracted from her handbag and she was flicking
through for the horoscopes.

'Here we go,' she said. 'Taurus. That's me. "Although
you have been having some work troubles recently, the
rise of Saturn in your constellation will mean they will
soon come to an end. In the meantime, you must
ensure that you keep a calm head, and show others that
your strong will and determination can see you through
bad times as well as good." '

Sally looked up, triumphantly.

'Wow,' I went. 'Pretty accurate for a load of dross.'

'I'll say. Perhaps there's something in it after all.'

I snorted.

'All right,' said Sally, 'let's read Leo then.'

I sighed. I HATE astrology, hate the infantile
moronic illogical turdy basis of it all, despise the very
notion that if the moon can have an effect on the sea,
then it's not unreasonable to think that the planets and
stars might have some effect on us humans, as aren't we
90 per cent made of water blah blah. Honestly, what a
load of crap. Listen people, the moon has an effect on
tides because of the changes in its gravitational pull on
the earth's surface. There's no possible way that the
stars can affect the human body in the same – or any –
way.

'Leo,' Sally began. '"This is a time for going ahead
with new projects. The Moon in Uranus [I think that's
what she said] means a time of great creation and
productivity. Now would be a great opportunity to take
a risk and just go for it. With the right drive and energy,
you have a great chance of succeeding." '

'Aha,' I went. 'This augurs well for Wonderhubby.'

'Oh God,' said Sally. 'Not that.'

'Look,' I said, triumphantly tapping the newspaper
with my fork, 'it's in the stars.'

'But I thought you thought this was all bollocks.'

'Nope,' I said. 'I think it's brilliant.'

And, much to my later disgust, I realised that I wasn't
being entirely sarcastic.




Wednesday 6 February

I think the children must have picked up on my good
mood engendered by imminent fame and fortune.
After school today, Peter asked why I kept dancing
around the kitchen when I was cooking their supper.

'It's because I'm very happy,' I said.

'Yes, but why are you dancing?'

'Because when you're happy, you sometimes feel like
dancing.'

A quick frown, and then: 'Do people feel like dancing
when they are sad?'

Now it was my turn for a quick frown.

'Probably not.'

'Do you get sad daddy?'

'Sometimes, but at the moment, I'm very happy.'

'Why?'

'Because Daddy may be making a TV programme.'

'A TV programme! What about? Soldiers?'

'No, about being a Daddy.'

Peter's crest fell.

'Oh.'

'But you and Daisy can be in it as well.'

'On TV? Can we be on TV?'

'Yes!'

'TV! TV!' Peter chanted.

'TV! TV!' Daisy chorused.

'Can we watch TV?' asked Peter.

''An 'e 'otch TV?' echoed Daisy.

'No,' I said.

A collective whine until I bought them off with the
promise of TV after supper. It occurs to me that
Sally may not want the children on the TV programme.
And now I'm worrying about whether Sally
might want to be on it. Chances of that: 0.05 percent.
I shall need to tread carefully, and certainly won't
mention it until the programme is in the bag. If it is in
the bag.




Sunday 10 February

Last night, after a perfectly lovely day en famille, Sally
and I had the most enormous row about WonderHubby.
(Notice how I now give it a capital H midword – looks
more trendy, I think.) So much for reaching that
stage of marriage in which we know what not to
discuss.

It came about because at bathtime Peter kept
banging on about how Daddy was going to be on TV,
and although I tried to calm him down, it was obvious
to Sally that it had been a topic of conversation between
the children and me. By the time we had finished
processing Peter and Daisy, and had tucked them up
etc., I could see Sally was looking thoroughly hacked
off, and when we got down to the kitchen I decided to
have it out with her.

'You really don't want me to do it, do you?'

'What?'

'The WonderHubby programme.'

'I didn't think it was necessarily happening,' she said.
'I thought it was going to be pitched to the TV channels
first.'

'Yes, but Dom thinks there's a good chance of a pilot
being commissioned.'

'Does he now?'

'Yes.'

'And will you be paid for this pilot?'

'I don't know,' I replied, expressing genuine
ignorance. 'I assume they'll bung me something,
because the TV company needs a budget to actually
make the thing.'

'How much money do you think they will "bung"
you?'

'I have no idea.'

A Sally sigh.

'I don't want to rain on your parade . . .' she began.

'Yes you do,' I interrupted. 'You always do whenever
I have these ideas.'

'But Sam, your ideas are often a little, you know, off
the wall. Remember how you wanted to be a fireman?'

Flashback to my Near Death Experience on the
ladder, when I had flirted with the idea of becoming a
volunteer fireman the year before last, despite my fear
of heights. A shudder.

'Yes I do. But I gave it a go, and it didn't work. All I'm
saying is that I want to give this a go. And, if it doesn't
work, I've tried it, and it's out of my system. But, if it
does work, then great, it means some money, perhaps a
lot of money.'

'But Sam, I don't see you as a TV personality. I'm
sorry, I just can't see it working at all. And if you want
my honest opinion, then I'd say the whole thing is a
waste of time, and it's stopping you getting on and
trying to find some proper part-time work that you can
fit in around the children. Come on Sam, that's not so
unreasonable.'

I rubbed my eyes, trying to wish away the whole
conversation.

'There is barely any work out there,' I said.

'You haven't looked!'

'I have.'

'When?'

'When?' I replied. 'When you've been at work! When
do you think? But there's nothing there – eff all. So
what am I supposed to do? What do you want me to do?
Sell jam? Join the W fucking I?'

'Of course not! I just want you to try to do something
that is realistic and, more importantly, will bring us in
some regular money. This WonderHubby thing is such a
long shot and so unstable, I don't think we've got the
luxury of you taking a punt like that.'

'It's not taking a punt. All I'm doing is giving it a go.
Taking a punt suggests that we're losing something if it
doesn't work. We won't be. We've got everything to gain.'

Sally sat at the kitchen table and flicked through an
old colour supplement. But I could tell she wasn't really
concentrating on it, she was merely collecting her
thoughts. In the meantime, I helped myself to a beer,
offered her something to drink, got the 'glass of white
wine' I was expecting, and gave it to her. All very civil.

'My other worry is that it does work,' said Sally.

'Oh great,' I went. 'Fucked if it fails, buggered if it
works.'

'Think about it, Sam, how will you be able to look
after Peter and Daisy if you're off filming your exciting
TV show? Have you thought about that?'

I hadn't.

'Of course I have,' I said.

'And?'

'And what?'

'And what will you do with them while you're
management-consulting all those oh-so-grateful
families? Leave them with a nanny?'

'No,' I said. 'I thought I'd leave them with the
Gruffalo.'

'Don't be flippant.'

'I'm not. Of course I'd leave them with a nanny! Who
else did you expect I'd leave them with?'

Sally held up her hands to stop me.

'I always thought,' she said, in a tone of great forced
calm, 'that the whole point of the way we were doing
things was that we didn't have to have a nanny, and that
we believed the only people who should be bringing up
the children were us, and not some stranger from God
Knows Where.'

'I know that – but this would only be temporary when
I'm on location.'

' "When I'm on location",' Sally scoffed. 'Aren't we
Mr TV all of a sudden?'

'What else am I supposed to say?'

Sally shrugged. She took a large slug of her wine.

'Anyway,' she said, 'can't you see the irony of it all?
You'll be telling the world what a great dad you are, and
while you do so, you'll be leaving the children with a
complete stranger.'

'Not necessarily,' I said.

'What do you mean?'

'You could look after them.'

'Me? How?'

'If the programme got commissioned, we'd have
enough money for you to be able to give up work.'

Sally looked at me, just looked at me so witheringly,
so contemptuously.

'Give up work? You really think I'd chuck in my
career – and my responsibility to the people I work for
– just because you're on some TV show?'

'I thought you'd be dying to give it up,' I said. 'It's not
as though you're having a ball, is it?'

'That's not the point, Sam!'

'What is the point then?'

'My job is important!'

'And so would be my TV programme!'

'Really? As important as saving lives?'

'Sally Holden – she saves the world.'

'Fuck off,' said Sally, 'you're being juvenile.'

'And you're being self-important.'

'No I am not.'

And with that, she left the room and went upstairs,
where she watched TV in the spare bedroom, refusing
offers of supper, drinks or rapprochement.

Today has been frosty, to say the least. Our Sunday-night
shag is not looking that likely.




Tuesday 12 February

At least SOMEONE likes my putative TV programme,
but it's not someone I can really hold up as a cold and
neutral observer. Yup, it's Emily. Despite my attempts to
avoid her, she spotted me at the school gate after I had
dropped off Peter and Daisy, and instantly detected I
was looking somewhat down.

'Hello? What's this?'

'What's what?'

'You've got a face longer than the horse I'm about to
ride.'

I couldn't help but smirk at Emily's risqué simile.
And, true to cheap-porn-mag form, she was wearing
jodhpurs, which meant that I went into the normal
gauche unsuave form that I adopt when presented with
a woman thus dressed.

'Um . . . have I? Er . . . no, quite fine thanks. You
know, weather's a bit shit. Think I must have SAD or
something.'

'SAD?'

'Seasonal affective disorder.'

'Right,' said Emily, utterly unconvinced.

'Just need a holiday or something,' I said.

'Right,' she said again. 'Or a drink. Why not come
round for an early lunch after you've picked Daisy up?'

Was it arrogant and presumptuous of Emily to turn
round almost before she had finished the question, so
sure was she of my acceptance? I thought it was, but it
didn't stop me saying:

'Yespleasethankyouverymuch,' like an eleven-year-old
who is on best behaviour in front of his friend's mum.

And so, at 12.15, armed with a bottle of wine hidden
in Daisy's buggy (I didn't want the neighbours to think
it was an 'assignation') I knocked on Emily's door, and
she greeted me still wearing her jodhpurs and looking
as though she had just spent the last two hours
fornicating with half a dozen stable boys. Perhaps she
had.

'Sorry! I hope I don't smell! I've only just got
back!'

'That's all right.'

'Do you mind if I have a quick shower?'

'You don't have to on my account.'

Emily raised a reasonably well-plucked eyebrow.

'Interesting,' she said, and then disappeared upstairs
with a 'you know where everything is', which again was
presumptuous, as by the time I found the corkscrew
(under a pile of magazines next to the microwave), she
had reappeared looking freshly showered and spruced,
hair slicked back, and wearing not much more than a
pair of skinny jeans and a V-neck. I passed her a glass of
wine, and then we spoke about what we would feed
Daisy, who was ensconced in the living room doing
some puzzles. (She is obsessed with puzzles – I harbour
optimistic suspicions that she is going to be a
mathematician.)

'So then,' began Emily eventually, 'why are you
looking so down?'

'I didn't realise I was.'

'C'mon, you've got one of those very expressive
faces.'

'Have I?'

'YES! And now you're looking very quizzical!'

'I am?'

Emily snorted into her wine, and I could only join in
the laughter. As I did so, instant guilt, because it
occurred to me that Sally and I hadn't laughed like this
in ages. In fact, I'm finding it hard to remember when
we last had a good belly laugh, as good as the one I had
with Emily. I know it's unrealistic to think that one
should spend one's entire life cackling away, but even
so.

After the giggles, I soon admitted that the reason I
was down was because Sally was so against WonderHubby.

'But why?' asked Emily, sounding genuinely
mystified.

I told her.

'That's not very entrepreneurial of her,' said Emily.

I didn't know how to take this comment – it felt
uncomfortable having Emily (of all people) criticise
Sally, but it was nevertheless true.

'Well,' I said, 'she's just not a risk taker, and I am. She
doesn't get it at all. Thinks I should just be doing more
consultancy work, and she doesn't see that if this works,
then we're in clover.'

'Perhaps she doesn't want it to work.'

'Oh, she certainly doesn't.'

'How do you know?'

'She told me.'

Emily took a long draught of wine.

'Well,' she said, 'I think she's being terribly unfair.'

'So do I,' I replied, without thinking.

I felt even more guilty now. Not only was I having a
laugh with Emily, I was now also being disloyal to Sally.
I thought of her stuck in the office in London, the
problems of the world on her shoulders, her job a
matter of life and death, and here I was, slagging her off
in front of the village bicycle, who I still suspected was
saying all the right words to get into my pants.

Emily interrupted my guilt.

'Can't you just say that you're going to do it anyway,
and that if it all goes tits up, then you can go back to
consultancy?'

'Well, that's pretty much how I'm playing it. It just
doesn't make for an easy time, that's all.'

'I can see that,' said Emily.

'You can?'

'That face again.'

I looked at her steadily, trying to seem impassive.

'Now that,' she said coquettishly, 'is a different sort of
face.'

'What sort of face is it?'

'I'm not sure,' she smirked. 'But I don't mind it at
all.'

Holy cow. I was quickly feeling out of my depth again,
very reminiscent of THAT dinner. I tried moving the
subject back to WonderHubby.

'Do you really think it's a good idea?' I asked.

Emily held my gaze.

'I think it's an excellent idea.'

She moved a little closer.

'Not too risky?'

'Life's no fun without risk.'

I nodded, telling myself that I could handle the
situation.

'But what if doesn't work out?' I asked.

'I'm sure it will, and besides, if it doesn't, then I know
you'll have had a lot of fun.'

Emily was really standing very close, and she looked
up at me.

'So,' she said, 'why don't you just go for it?'

'You know,' I said, 'I think I will.'

Emily then reached up her left hand and started
stroking the back of my head. Nearly every chemical
that my brain was capable of producing surged through
my system, chemicals that contradicted and fought
against each other, some willing me to give in, some
urging me to get the hell out of there as soon as
possible, and some simply insisting that I was extremely
dim-witted for not realising that she wasn't talking
about WonderHubby. As the hormones waged their war, I
stood paralysed, my body waiting for my decision.
Meanwhile, Emily was pulling my head towards her, and
standing on tiptoe as she strained to connect our
mouths.

'Um.'

At first, that was pretty much all I managed to say. My
head strained against Emily's grip, but still she pulled
me towards her.

'Emily!'

'Come on Sam,' she whispered. 'Let's just go for it.'

'It's very nice that you want . . .'

'Sshhh!'

By now I could feel her breath on my lips.

'Emily! Stop it!'

I pushed away, this time rather too violently, causing
Emily to spill her glass of wine down my front.

'Oops,' she went matter-of-factly.

'Sorry,' I said.

'It's all right, it didn't go over me.'

Emily edged back. I could feel my heart thumping,
and I was glad that Daisy hadn't walked in when things
were looking decidedly dodgy.

'Emily,' I said. 'I wish you wouldn't . . . you know . . .'

'Try to kiss you? Why not?'

She was so unabashed, it was extraordinary.

'Because I'm married and I love my wife, that's why.'

I tried not to sound pious, but I'm sure I did.

'Very moral of you.'

'Yes, well, I am very moral.'

'Really?'

'Yes. I don't like cheating – I don't think it's right.'

'But what if nobody knew?'

'That's not the point. And besides, they usually do.'

'Do they?'

'Yes. Come on Emily, how do you think we all know
about what you got up to?'

'Got up to when?'

'Well – you know – on holiday in Greece.'

'What do you know about Greece?'

I could feel myself uncharacteristically blushing.
Nevertheless, there was no going back.

'About you and those two fishermen in the beach
hut.'

'Two fishermen in a beach hut?'

'That's what I heard.'

Emily scoffed at that.

'What a load of rubbish,' she said.

'Really?'

Silence.

'Yes. Really. It wasn't a beach hut, it was a hotel room
thank you very much. And it wasn't two fishermen. It
was three. Now then, what would you like for lunch? Do
you like kebabs?'

Unsurprisingly, I didn't have much of an appetite.




Thursday 14 February

Valentine's Day today, and guess who forgot? Both of
us. It wasn't until halfway through the afternoon that I
remembered. So when Peter got back from school, we
called Sally at the office. The children wished her happy
Valentine's in unison, and then I got on the phone.

'I'm so sorry,' I said, 'I totally forgot. I haven't even
got you a card or anything.'

Sally laughed.

'No problem. In fact, I have to confess that I forgot as
well.'

'So we're both in the doghouse,' I said.

'Yup,' she said.

'Have you got people around?'

'Yup.'

'OK, love you loads.'

'Me too.'

I think we should just give up Valentine's Day from
now on. It's such a bunch of crap, it really is. It's just an
excuse for card companies to make a fortune selling
their crappy wares, complete with naff rhymes and
quilted pink covers. And it's a racket for restaurants as
well. When Sally and I last went out on Valentine's night
(a long time ago), we were treated like cattle, and sat
mooning at each other as the wrong dishes arrived and
the champagne was warm and the bill was £134.89 not
including service and fuck that for a game of soldiers we
said as we waited in the rain for a cab that didn't come
because they were all being used by similar mugs who
felt obliged to go out on Valentine's bloody night.

As an act of rebellion against all this, after supper, I
got Peter and Daisy to make a couple of cards for Sally,
which were actually pretty good. Peter's drawing skills
are now almost as good as mine, and he drew Sally a
lovely soldier killing some aliens. With a giraffe. Daisy
sort of scribbled something pink, which she said was
'The Night Garden', so I believed her.

Although Sally got back late and tired, the cards
certainly cheered her up. There's still a coldness in the
air after our row about WonderHubby, which we have
unspokenly (is there such a word?) agreed not to
mention. She knows that I am too pig-headed not to
give it a go, and I know that she will never agree to it.
Therefore no point in arguing.

Something else which there was no point in telling
Sally about was Emily's behaviour the other day. It
would only have ruined the couple of hours we had
together before we went to bed, and I certainly didn't
want to jeopardise any Valentine's night action. (I do
sort of believe in Valentine's.)




Sunday 17 February

I do hate being in limbo. It's not that I'm expecting
anything from Dom immediately, but I just want to
know whether I'm going to spend the rest of my life as
a freelance management consultant or a TV star.

Nevertheless, a nice weekend, and both Sally and I
behaved ourselves. No arguments. No mention of
WonderHubby/Emily/Work/Money/Jobs, all of which
are topics that bring us both out in a row. Even the
children behaved, sort of, although there was one hair-raising
moment, when Peter thought it would be
terribly good fun if he pushed his sister in her buggy
into the river. I just managed to save her before she
joined the ducks, although not without stepping in an
enormous dog shit.

Sally and I were livid with Peter, and I came near to
smacking him. I've smacked him before, and have
always regretted it, because I had done it in anger – but
then he had run into the road despite me yelling at him
not to. However, I vowed never to do it again, and today
was emphatically not going to be the day in which he
felt a sharp thwack to his derrière, but instead we
withdrew his normal Sunday night 'treat' TV watching.
(Sally thinks Peter and Daisy only watch TV at the
weekends, a secret the children are miraculously
keeping to themselves.) The removal of privilege
engendered an enormous tantrum, which nearly did
earn him a smack.

While he was at full pelt, Sally asked me, 'What would
WonderHubby do in this situation?'

At least she was smiling about it. The truth was, I had
no reply. There is nothing in the tenets of management
consultancy that tells you how to deal with a client who
is not allowed to watch TV. If WonderHubby ever
happens, God knows how I'm going to wing it.




Tuesday 19 February

5 p.m.

Oh my God. I'm going to have to wing it. WonderHubby
is happening! Well, a pilot is happening, at least. Dom
has just this minute phoned me. He said that the TV
station went mad for the idea, and said they loved the
way it tied up all the elements of business (which is now
sexy, he says) and childcare (which needs a televisual
revamp apparently).

'It's incredible,' I said, 'that they've gone for it
without even seeing me.'

'Well, I showed them some video of you.'

'What video?'

'Your spiel in our conference room the other day.'

'You were filming that?'

'Yes – didn't we tell you?'

'No!'

'Sorry about that,' said Dom, sounding as apologetic
as Peter does when he's done something bad (i.e.
utterly remorseless).

I was tempted to chew his ear off, but then thought
better of it.

'What did they like about it?'

'I think they liked the way that it was so boring that it
was funny.'

'Thanks.' I laughed a little, assuming this was some
kind of joke. Dom's tone suggested that it might not
have been.

'Don't worry,' said Dom. 'The fact is they love you
and they love the programme. However, there are a
couple of glitches.'

'Oh yes?'

'They want the pilot ready in a month.'

'That sounds like a long time.'

'Sam – you've much to learn. A month is fuck all. A
nanosecond.'

'Oh. And what's the other glitch?'

'They've given us sod-all money, so I'm afraid we
can't give you that much.'

'Oh.'

'Just a couple of grand I'm afraid.'

'Oh.'

'I know. But it doesn't matter, because when the
series is commissioned, then the money will be decent,
don't you worry. See it as an investment.'

'Oh.'

'Anyway, we'd better start as soon as we can. Can
you come in tomorrow for a brainstorming at the
channel? The commissioning editor really wants to
meet you.'

'Sure!'

I'm thrilled, basically. Fucking thrilled. OK, so the
money is rubbish, but I believe Dom when he says it's
going to get better. Now all I have to do is to give Sally
the hard sell. Oh joy.

11 p.m.

Sally is in the bath, and I'm sitting at my desk and
there's a very bad odour in the air. I've told her about
the pilot, and her first reaction was 'Oh God'. Her
second reaction was to pour a glass of wine, and her
third was to drain half of it in one gulp. (I know I joke
that Sally is turning into a dipso, but I'm slightly worried
about it.)

'I can't believe this is actually happening,' she
said.

I tried to play everything down.

'It's just a pilot, sweetheart, and it probably won't
come to anything.'

Raised eyebrow.

'You're really going to do it?'

'I'd really like to, yes.'

'And who's going to look after the children?'

'We'll have to get a nanny.'

Sally took a deep breath.

'This wasn't the idea.'

'I know, but we've been over this. It's not as though
we're filming all the time.'

Sally drained the glass and then poured herself
another.

'OK,' she said. 'You do it. But don't expect me to get
involved.'

'Um . . .'

'What?'

'Well, I'm sure they'll want some shots of us as a
family.'

'No way.'

'Please Sally, come on.'

'No way. Anyway I don't think work would be exactly
thrilled about it.'

'It would only be for a few seconds.'

'In that case, they can manage without me.'

'It's not the same.'

'I'm sorry Sam, but I really don't think I have an
option.'

I left it, and we prepared and ate supper almost in
silence, both of us flicking through magazines.

I hate all this. I hate the rowing, the bickering, the
constant feeling that we're on edge. Perhaps I should
chuck in the whole WonderHubby thing. Perhaps Sally is
right – it is just a waste of time, and could be seen as
simply something to massage my ego. And if I chucked
it in, would that put a smile on Sally's face? I doubt it.
The damage has already been done, and besides, she's
still having a rotten time at work.

And then again, why should I give it up? It IS a good
idea, good enough for one TV station and one
production company to spend time and money making
it. How wrong can they be?




Wednesday 20 February

This time, I decided to leave the children at home, or
rather with Emily. Despite her pass – and I'm sure there
will be more – we're still on good terms. I think Emily
probably makes passes at so many men that she's pretty
unabashed about the whole thing. Mind you, I would
have left the children with just about anybody, as,
predictably enough, the train was delayed and
overcrowded, and I couldn't face a repeat of our last
little outing.

The channel was a pretty impressive place – huge
marble atrium, trees, waterfalls etc., and the normal
plethora of flatscreens and incredibly attractive women
walking around. Why does the media attract such good-looking
females? In all my years as a management
consultant I came across about three women whom I
found remotely appealing, and yet today I must have
seen at least twenty in the space of three hours. Maybe
my taste has declined as I have aged, but I'm not THAT
old, and I like to think my standards are pretty high.
After all, my wife has never had even the slightest tickle
with the ugly stick.

The commissioning editor was called Dave Waldman,
and he was one of these immensely enthusiastic people
who must be infuriating to work with. His catchphrase
was 'dig', which he said often, and was emphasised by
clicking his fingers with a supple throw of the wrist.
Also, he was bloody young – late twenties perhaps – and
had I not known him to be in a position of authority, I
would have taken him to be some sort of junior in the
graphic design department.

He didn't really ask me many specific questions, but
one thing he was concerned about was the families we
were going to use.

'How are you going to get hold of them?' he asked.

I didn't have an answer to that, and I looked at Dom,
who didn't seem particularly flustered.

'Shouldn't be a problem,' he said. 'We've already
started looking for them. There are thousands of these
oiks— I mean people, who are desperate to appear on
shows like this.'

'Dig,' went Dave. 'And do you have a plan B, if the
people aren't coming good?'

'Sure,' said Dom. 'The normal plan in these
circumstances.'

'Dig,' said Dave, this time a little more conspiratorially.

'What's the normal plan?' I asked, doing my best not
to sound like a naïve schoolboy.

Dom and Dave looked at each other with a little smirk.

'We like to call it "blending the truth",' said Dom.

'Dig,' said Dave.

'Blending the truth?' I queried.

Dom took a 'why do I have to explain this to you
again?' breath.

'You know when you take notes of a conversation?' he
began. 'Well, you don't write down all the ums and ahs
and whatnot. You clean it up, in many ways, make the
speaker appear more eloquent. You're doing them a
favour. And that's all we do, except in a televisual way.
Sometimes we'll ask people to say things again because
we didn't capture it first time round, or they said it with
too much swearing . . .'

'Or not enough!' interjected Dave.

'Dig,' said Dom somewhat greasily in imitation,
although when he tried to click his fingers in the same
way he merely succeeded in hurting his wrist, because
he let out a slight wince.

'Anyway,' he continued. 'Sometimes we find people
who are good for the programme, but we just find that
they lack a certain something. So we get in others to
recreate real events and conversations.'

'You mean you get in actors?' I asked. 'I know you
said you made things up, but I didn't think things had
got this bad.'

'It's accepted practice,' said Dom, looking at Dave.

'Dig,' he went. 'And we don't call it "making things
up". We call it "reality enhancement". Anyway, we only
use it as a plan B, and I'm sure we won't have any need
for it. We're spending a lot of money making these
reality programmes, and it'd be idiotic to rely on reality
when we can manufacture reality so much better
ourselves. Dig?'

'Dig,' I said, somewhat flabbergasted.

On the way back home, I wondered what I was getting
myself into. Despite my moaning about how long it was
taking, it occurred to me that less than two months ago
the whole thing had been a dinner-party joke, and
already it was becoming a reality, or at least a reality of
sorts. And, although I wasn't expecting to be in control
of the whole thing, it was clear that Dom and Dave saw
me as just another stooge. I'm curiously down about the
whole thing. The truth about TV is that there is no
truth. These are thoughts I won't be sharing with Sally.

Emily said the children had been very well behaved
(wow) and that they had all got along together. Her
twins had entertained Daisy, and had organised some
teddy bears' picnic for her, which Daisy loved. While
she was telling me all this, Emily detected that I looked
a little pensive, and it annoyed me when I reflected that
she seemed far more sensitive than my wife to my
moods.




Thursday 21 February

Spent the whole of today trying to find a nanny. Sally
said last night that finding a nanny would have to be my
department as she a) didn't have the time and b) wasn't
in agreement with it anyway. So much for marriage
being about compromise.

Ideally, I'd just like to get an au pair, but according to
the schedule that Dom has already sent me, my
timetable is going to be packed. We have to have the
pilot ready at the end of next month, and Dom tells me
that I shall be needed full-time from 1st March onwards.
As au pairs aren't really allowed to work full-time, we
have to have a nanny, which is a pain, and an expensive
one at that. Any money I make will go straight into the
nanny's pockets. I hate the poor woman already.




Friday 22 February

This nanny business is getting me down. Today I was
told I could have an 'au pair plus', which at first I
thought simply meant a fat au pair, but apparently they
are au pairs who do more than 5 hours per day –
around 7 hours. But I need an au pair who does at least
10 hours, and those sorts of au pairs are called nannies.
There's no way round it.

11 p.m.

Oh yes there is. Just had a brainwave while Sally is in the
bath. I shall hire TWO au pairs. It's a genius idea. The
first one can do the morning shift, and the second one
can do the afternoon. I've worked it all out, and
between them, they'll have enough hours to cover the
whole day. They'll have to share a bedroom, but I'm
sure that will be fine.

I am almost rubbing my hands with glee. I'm sure
Sally will see the logic in it.




Saturday 23rd February

Turns out she didn't.

'We are NOT having two au pairs,' she said to me
over breakfast this morning.

'Why not?'

'Because there's not enough room in the house, and
secondly, I know your real reason for wanting two au
pairs.'

'What?'

Sally looked at me suspiciously and smiled a little.

'Oh come on, don't play the naïf with me.'

'Nice to hear correct use of naïf.'

'Don't change the subject.'

'What?' I went.

'You know,' she said.

Her coyness was a product of the fact that the
children were tucking into their Rice Krispies.

'I have no idea what you are talking about.'

Lesbianism was of course the last thing on my mind.
The very last thing indeed.




Sunday 24 February

At lunchtime, Peter asked why the parents of his friend
Tom have two houses. (They have a holiday cottage
down in Devon, the bastards. Still waiting for the
invitation.)

'It's because they have lots of money,' said Sally.

My jealous side wouldn't allow this.

'I suspect it's because Tom's granny and grandpa
gave it to them,' I said.

I looked at Sally.

'I can't believe that Tim earns enough to have bought
it,' I said. 'And didn't Louise's parents snuff it last year?
They're bound to have left them a load of dosh.'

'Charmingly put,' she replied. 'But it doesn't alter
the fact that they still managed to buy it.'

'Ah, but it doesn't really count if they were left the
money.'

Sally looked puzzled.

'What do you mean?'

'Well, I don't begrudge anybody inherited wealth,' I
said. 'That's just luck of the draw, and good for them.
But what I do resent is those who have earned it.'

'Surely it should be the other way round?'

'No. Those who earn pots of cash are invariably less
talented and brilliant than I am, and therefore I resent
the fact that they are richer than me.'

'But that's a bizarre way to think,' said Sally. 'So do
you really think you should be the richest person in the
world? Is there nobody more talented than you who
deserves to be earning more money than you?'

'Um . . .'

Sally laughed. (Nice to see – we don't seem to laugh
enough these days.)

'You're terrible,' she said. 'I just hope WonderHubby
makes you millions of pounds, otherwise you'll spend
the rest of your life as a bitter old man.'

'Mummy!' Peter piped up.

'Yes?'

'If Daddy doesn't have enough money, shall we get a
new daddy?'

Much laughter from both Sally and me, although mine
was rather hollow, and Sally's seemed rather fiendish.

'Not a bad idea,' she said, which made me smart,
although after we had cleared away the plates she gave
me a reassuring kiss and a hug. Peter and Daisy joined
in at this point, hugging our legs, which was a Cute
Moment.

'So do you support WonderHubby?' I asked.

Sally laughed.

'Not one little bit,' she said.

'Really?'

'Really.'

'Well, the whole thing will probably go tits up anyway
if I can't find a nanny.'

'That would be most unfortunate,' said Sally.

'Hmmm. I can see that you really care about it.'

'What's that expression that you always use?'

'What? It'll be fine?'

'That's the one,' said Sally. 'I'm sure it'll be fine.
Pudding?'




Tuesday 26 February

Nanny salvation has come, amazingly, from Sally. She
brought home the good news this evening.

'There's a woman called Sue at work going on six
months' maternity leave,' she told me, 'and she's
decided that she doesn't need their nanny.'

'Why not? I'd have thought maternity leave would be
the perfect time to have one.'

'Well, she's a little like me, and she doesn't
particularly like having strangers around.'

Ouch.

'OK. And?'

'Well, because I'm lovely and helpful, I suggested that
maybe we could take her on for a few months, IF your
wretched programme goes ahead.'

'And?'

'Well, Sue is going to talk to her tonight. She said
she'll let me know tomorrow.'

'And who is this nanny?'

'She's from Turkey, and she's called Halet
apparently. The only reason why I'd consider her is
because she's already been security-cleared.'

'Age?'

'I knew that would come soon. Fifty-four.'

My pathetic blokey heart sank. It was perhaps just as
well.

'Waist–hip ratio?' I asked.

Sally aimed an imaginary pistol at me.

'By all accounts, it sounds as though her waist is wider
than her hips.'

'Oh good.'

All this talking of measurements reminded me of our
friend Clare, who worked out the Body Mass Indexes of
all her potential au pairs, and ended up employing the
one with the least flattering ratio. How Darwinian is
that?




Thursday 28 February

Halet came to see us today, and I have to say, the
children took to her immediately, and she to them. I
liked her enormously as well – she's all Mumsy and
cuddly and friendly and seems utterly reliable. She's
been a nanny in Britain for some 16 years, and has two
grown-up children of her own. I asked her whether they
had gone back to Turkey, but she said that she didn't
really come from Turkey, rather from somewhere
utterly unpronounceable, and that it was easier just to
say Turkey. Fair enough. Anyway, her two sons work
over here, and she showed me some pictures of them,
and a couple of bigger thugs you couldn't imagine, but
I made all the right cooing noises about what strapping
lads they were. Unfortunately, it transpires that Halet is
a widow, and she took up nannying when her husband
died. He was killed in a plane crash on the way back
home, and I could see that she was still desperately sad
about it.

Peter's first question to her was typically forward.

'Are you going to be our new granny?' he asked.

At first I was worried that Halet might be offended,
but she ruffled his hair and said that she would love
to be his new granny so long as his other grannies
didn't mind, which I thought to be the perfect
response.

Peter's second question was equally forward.

'Why is your skin so dark?'

Once again I closed my eyes in shame. Halet wasn't
that dark, but she definitely had the appearance of a
much-cherished deep tan handbag.

'That's because I come from a long way away,' she
said. 'Where there is lots of sun, and you know what the
sun does, don't you?'

'It makes you warm,' said Peter.

'That's right,' said Halet. 'And it also makes your skin
go dark.'

Peter chewed on this.

'You must have been in the sun a long time!' he said.

Halet and I laughed, and I bribed the children with
some TV so she and I could talk business. The upshot is
that I can't believe how perfect she is for us – she only
lives 10 miles away, she has her own car, she's not too
expensive, and she comes highly recommended. I told
her that we could only employ her for three months at
first, but hopefully, if my series paid off, she would be
employed full-time. Again, she seemed remarkably
relaxed. The only thing that seemed to cause her some
confusion was the fact that I was the househusband, and
Sally was the one with the job.

'Back home,' she said, 'this would never happen.'

'I'm sure,' I replied. 'It doesn't happen here very
often either.'

'And now you're going to make a TV programme
about how to look after kids, and yet you won't be
looking after your own!'

Halet laughed at her own observation, and I did my
best not to be peeved at her tactless recognition of the
irony of the situation.

'Well,' I said, 'there are plenty of these so-called
childcare gurus who do not even have children, so I feel
more qualified than they are!'

'One day, I think I should like to make a programme,'
she said.

Not a chance, I thought, shuddering at the thought
of potential competition. I smiled weakly and went and
summoned the children from the TV, which did not go
well.

'OK, show Halet how you can turn the TV off,' I said.

'Don't want to!' shouted Peter. 'I'm watching Bob the
Builder!'

'No!' shrieked Daisy, as if I had suggested that I dunk
them both in ice-cold water.

'Come on, TV off!'

They didn't budge, much to my embarrassment. I was
determined to show Halet just how authoritative I was,
especially as she seemed somewhat sceptical about my
forthcoming career.

'If you don't turn off the TV by the time I count to
three, then . . .'

My voice trailed. The truth is, I never know what to
threaten them with.

'One!' I began.

No movement.

'Two!'

My voice was louder and hopefully sterner now.

'Three!'

No movement.

Bob continued to do his thing with Wendy.

'Right!' I said. 'I'm going to turn it off myself!'

'No!' came an angry little chorus.

Suddenly, from over my shoulder, Halet spoke.

'Peter. Would you turn the television off please?'

Her voice was calm and authoritative – everything
mine was not. Peter and Daisy looked at her with
surprise, their cunning eyes scanning her face for signs
of weakness. Evidently they could find none, because
without any further argument both of them got up and
made their way to the television, where they even had
a brief contretemps about which one of them would
turn it off. (Surprisingly, Daisy won – triumph of the
will.)

I turned to Halet. I was both impressed and sheepish.

'Thanks,' I said croakily.

'Years of experience,' she replied.

'I think we could do with your years.'

Later, when I told all this to Sally, she struggled hard
not to be delighted. After all, she didn't like the idea of
a nanny, but she certainly liked the idea of the children
receiving more discipline.

'Just think,' she said, 'you'll learn a lot, perhaps more
than the children.'

'Gee. Thanks a bunch.'




Friday 29 February

Had a long chat with Dom today, and he told me that
things were going really well. The format of the show
has all been worked out (why wasn't I included in the
discussions?) and it looks as though they've even found
a family for me to do my consulting on.

'I can't tell you how dreadful these people are,' said
Dom. 'We once tried using them for some partner-swap
programme, but the people we were trying to swap
them with refused so emphatically, they said they would
take me to court for causing untold cruelty.'

'What's so bad about them?' I asked.

'Well, the dad, if he's ever around, once served two
years for GBH. He's called Big Ted, by the way. Then
there's the mum, Debbie, who looks like a bulldog
licking piss off a thistle. Horrendous woman, all she
seems to do is to smoke cheap fags and swear. Then
there are the kids, Little Ted, who's fourteen, and
Epernay, who's nine.'

'Epernay?'

'Yup. Epernay. They saw it on a bottle of champagne
once.'

'Jesus,' I said. 'These people sound like chav central.'

'Indeed they are. And, get this.'

'What?'

'Little Ted has got his first ASBO.'

'Aaah,' we cooed together, as though we were
marvelling at some charming kiddie moment.

Inwardly, I was shit-scared. These people sounded as
though they might well kill me. I said as much to Dom.

'Don't worry about it,' he said. 'We'll have Eric on
standby.'

'Eric?'

'Our friendly bouncer and skull-cracker. He's done
time for GBH too, so he should give Big Ted a run for
his money if things turn nasty. Don't worry, you'll be in
good hands.'

'But aren't this family a little extreme?' I asked. 'I
mean, how the hell can I help them? My techniques
only really work on nice middle-class families who've
got slightly unruly kids who moan when they have to
brush their teeth.'

'Extreme is what makes TV, amigo.'

I sighed.

'All right.'

'By the way,' said Dom, 'we need to film you all on
Tuesday next week. Can your wife get the day off? You
know the drill – we need to present you as the happy
family, all perfect and cornflakes packet. Will make a
nice contrast.'

I gulped.

'I'm sure that'll be fine,' I lied.




Sunday 2 March

Sally's first response was:

'I'm sorry, sweetheart, I'm not going to do it.'

Polite, calm, nice.

However, every time I needled her, she became more
and more definitive.

'No. I've already said no.'

'There's really no point in you asking.'

'Sam!'

'Look. It's just not do-able with work.'

'You'll just have to manage without me.'

'For Pete's sake! No!'

'How many times do I have to bloody tell you?'

'I know what you're about to say – NO!'

'Fuck off!'

Honestly, you would have thought I was asking to do
the thing we never do in bed. No matter how much I
pleaded, how much I told her it was important, she was
adamant. When I asked her what I was going to do
without her, she just said that I should use an actress.
Not a bad idea.




Monday 3 March

Noon

I suggested the idea to Dom, who said there was no time
to get someone by tomorrow morning, and that I would
just have to convince Sally, otherwise the whole
shooting schedule would go out the window and there
was no time for things to go out the window, because if
that happened then the whole series would be in
jeopardy and then where would we be?

Fuck. This is serious. There's NO WAY I'm going to
be able to convince Sally. No way. Now what?

6.30 p.m.

The children are watching The Night Garden, and I'm
feeling happy, because I think I have found a solution.
It's not a perfect one, and it will have the most horrific
consequences, I'm sure, but it's got me out of a hole.
From this moment on, my TV wife will be Emily. I am
going to be in so much trouble when Sally finds out, but
I shall just have to say I had no choice. Which I don't,
frankly. I'm also not going to tell Dom – I don't want
him to think that Sally won't do as I ask. Emily's all up
for playing the subterfuge, as I thought she might be.

Rest assured, she didn't need much convincing to
take on this challenging new role. She's more excited
than I am. 'Fame at last,' she kept saying. She's worse
than me.




Tuesday 4 March

What a great big exhausting amusing educational
disturbing scary fun day it's been. I can see why some of
the actory-celebby types say their work is so demanding.
I always thought that was complete bollocks, but now
I'm a fully paid up member of the tellystocracy I can see
why they always moan, despite their vast piles of cash.

The day started with me feeling a bit of a rat. As soon
as Sally was out the door at 7.15, I phoned Emily to tell
her to come over. (She was getting a neighbour to look
after her children.) She did so promptly, and she was
certainly dressed for the occasion – shortish and tight
denim skirt, tastefully patterned tights, boots up to her
knee, and a tight cream rollneck woollen top. There was
no doubt that she was going for the yummy mummy
look, and, to be fair to her, she had succeeded.
Naturally, I felt absurdly guilty, almost as though I was
having an affair, a feeling heightened by Emily's rather
too affectionate kiss and flirtatious 'Hello new
husband', which made her sound like that rabbit going
'Hello Mr Beaver' in that chocolate-bar ad from a
lifetime ago.

'What's Emily doing here?' asked Peter.

Daisy kicked her little legs under the kitchen table –
she loves Emily, and the feeling is mutual.

'Emily is here to help Daddy today,' I said.

'Oh,' said Peter, evidently unimpressed. He finds
Emily a bit too forward, and kind of cowers when he
sees her.

'I'm here to pretend to be your mummy,' said Emily.

'Why?' asked Peter.

'Well, there are some people coming to film us,' I
explained. 'And because Mummy can't be here because
she's at work, I've asked Emily to pretend to be our
mummy for the people.'

'Oh,' said Peter. 'Is Emily going to be our mummy for
ever now?'

'No!' I said, a little too emphatically. 'Just for today,
that's all.'

'Good,' said Peter.

'Sorry,' I said to Emily, who was laughing.

'So all you need to do,' I said to Peter, 'is to make
sure that you call Emily Mummy. OK?'

'But Emily's not my mummy.'

'I know, but we are pretending.'

'Like in the nativity play?'

'That's right.'

'Can I be Joseph?'

'What?'

'Can I be Joseph today? Joseph in the nativity play.'

'Well, we're not really doing a nativity play today.
We're just having a normal day.'

'So when can I be Joseph?'

Mercifully I was saved by a knock on the door, which
heralded the arrival of the 'crew', as us people in TV call
them. This consisted of Dom, one of the Emmas, a
cameraman, and a man with a microphone. I had
expected more, but it was enough, as very quickly our
small kitchen was packed with the crew and their kit,
wires trailing everywhere.

I introduced Emily as 'Sally' to everybody, and I
thought I detected a certain frisson between her and
Dom, but that may have just been paranoia. After the
pleasantries Dom invited us just to act normally, and to
do our best to ignore the crew, who would just follow us
around.

It was highly surreal. I made 'Sally' stay seated, as I
didn't want it to be obvious that she had no idea where
things like crockery and cutlery lived. She did her best
to distract the children from just staring straight at the
camera, but it was almost impossible.

'Don't worry too much about that,' said Dom.
'They'll get used to us.'

Dom then talked us through the shots we needed –
me cleaning their teeth, me getting their coats on to go
to school, me making Peter's packed lunch etc. Emily
asked if Dom wanted her to do anything, but he told
her that the whole point was that I was the one doing all
the work, and shouldn't she be at work? Emily
explained that she had taken the day off (as Dom
requested), and Dom then suggested that we should do
some shots of Emily kissing us all goodbye.

This wasn't great news, to put it mildly. The last thing
I wanted enshrined on tape, for all the world to see –
including my wife – was Emily giving me a kiss. But I
could think of no way in which I could wriggle out of it.

'Why don't you get into your work clothes?' asked
Dom. 'And then we'll do some shots of you going.'

'These are my work clothes,' said Emily quick-wittedly.
I thanked God that we were spared the further
hell of Sally seeing Emily kiss me while wearing one of
her work suits. I think that would have meant instant
divorce.

Emily grabbed a coat from the utility room, and then
she bustled into the kitchen as if she had always lived
here. I had to hand it to her, she put on a brilliant
performance. The children, on the other hand, didn't,
and Peter scowled when she kissed him, and Daisy said
'bye bye Emily', which luckily came out as 'aye aye ilee',
and seemed to fool the assembled throng.

Then came the kiss goodbye.

'See you later, darling,' she said, her eyes locking on
to mine, accompanied by her trademark smirk.

She then held my face in both her hands, and
proceeded to give me a rather too passionate kiss for a
wife who has said goodbye to her husband nearly every
morning for seven years. It felt like utter treachery, but
also thrilling treachery. Apart from the obvious reason
of desiring sexual variety, I can see why people have
affairs – it clearly feels SO naughty, and with that, an
immense thrill that must only heighten the sex.

'Wow,' said Dom.

Emma gasped.

'I wish I got a kiss like that every morning,' said Dom.

(To be honest, so do I.)

Emily smiled contentedly, clearly revelling in
exhibiting her oscular prowess.

'However,' said Dom, 'I think it was a little too
passionate. Can we try it again, and make it more
husband and wifey?'

'Sure,' said Emily. 'No problem.'

Fuck, I said inwardly.

Emily came into the room again, said goodbye to the
children, and then proceeded to give me yet another
over-the-top smoocher.

'Again,' said Dom, giggling slightly.

Third take, and Emily once again over-egged it. I
knew her game now – she was going to give me as many
kisses as possible, wear me down with repetition. Well, I
was determined not to let it work, and decided to make
it feel as though she were kissing Hitler.

'Um,' said Dom, 'could you try and look slightly less
revolted when your wife gives you a kiss please?'

By the eighth take we got it right, and I felt nauseous
when I realised that it would be impossible to make the
children keep it quiet. They both looked a little
confused, especially Peter, who kept trying to ask what I
was doing, and I kept pre-empting by telling him to eat
his breakfast.

'Is there anything else you need me for?' Emily asked,
clearly desperate to ensure a run on videotape.

'Um, I don't think so,' Dom replied.

'OK,' said Emily, her crest somewhat fallen.

'I suppose we could shoot you coming back home at
the end of the day, but we need it to get darker for that.
How about you come back at 4ish and we take some
shots then?'

'Fine,' said Emily.

'You can have a day all to yourself, darling,' I said.
'You could go shopping or something. Have lunch with
Kate maybe.'

Emily gave me a strange look. It was hardly surprising
– Kate is a friend of Sally, and clearly not of Emily. Still,
I had rather hoped that Emily wasn't going to be so
dim.

'Kate?' she went.

'Yes, your friend Kate who lives in the next village.
You know, Kate?'

'Aaah,' said Emily. 'Kate. Of course.'

She still looked blank, and I could tell that Dom and
Emma were looking at us not so much with suspicion,
but more out of confusion.

'Good idea,' Emily continued. 'I think I'll go and see
Kate.'

'Send her my love,' I said.

'Will do.'

Phew. I really didn't want Dom to rumble that I was
using an impostor. Even though I knew that making up
'reality' was his stock-in-trade, there was no way I wanted
him to think I was like him.

With Emily out the way, things were a bit more
relaxed, and soon the three of us got accustomed to
having the crew following us around. At one point Daisy
asked if they wanted to watch her having a pee on her
potty, but Dom and Emma thought that might be
unnecessary. She looked most disappointed and ended
up peeing on the floor, the result of which was captured
on tape, along with my somewhat ineffectual attempts
to clean it up. In the end, Emma had to show me how
to do it.

'Dab it,' she said. 'Don't wipe it.'

I dimly recall Sally saying something like this to me
once, but I tend to forget most domestic advice.

After I had done my best to clean it up, Dom asked if
I could do it again.

'Do what again?'

'Clean up the pee,' he said.

'What?'

'The thing is, it didn't really look as though you knew
what you were doing. You looked like any normal bloke
trying to do it, and we want you to look like a complete
expert. After all, nobody's going to take your advice
seriously if you can't even clear up child's piss.'

This was a good point, but I didn't want to take it
lying down. (I was in fact on my knees, which is no less
submissive a position, perhaps even more so.)

'You really sure about this? I mean, it's not as though
I can get Daisy to pee at will. And I don't think it would
be kind to make her drink lots just to make her pee.'

Dom held up his hand, laughing a little.

'Don't worry,' he said, 'we'll just use water.'

And so, a few seconds later, I was clearing water off
our landing carpet. And then I did it again, and again,
and during all this, Dom thought it a bright idea that I
should clean the lavatory. So I had to scrub that
repeatedly, and between each take we had to 'dirty' it
with a little orange barley water and some chocolate,
which looked surprisingly effective.

The rest of the morning largely featured me doing
such chores, and talking to the camera, saying how all
of this was part of a highly structured routine that had
been born out of my years as a management consultant.
Dom and Emma seemed delighted by what they rudely
called my 'bullshit bingo', and said that it worked really
well as I did the cooking etc. They even followed me
taking the children to the supermarket after school,
where I had to talk to the camera, explaining how the
Holden Childcare Programme was useful in 'maxi-mising
the effectiveness of my grocery choice solutions',
which again, Dom and Emma seemed to love.

By the end of the day, as I was filmed tucking the
children into bed and giving them kisses good night (at
least eight takes), I realised I was exhausted. The crew
took a last few shots of me preparing dinner, and then
they finally departed, leaving the house feeling
exceptionally empty. When Sally came back I wanted to
tell her all about it, but she said that she would speak to
me tomorrow – too tired – and she fell asleep in the
bath at 9.15. I almost had to carry her to bed.

I'm worried that our lives couldn't be more different.
Is that good or bad? Now is perhaps not the time to
answer questions like that. Bed for me as well.




Wednesday 5 March

Dom rang to say that the footage was great from
yesterday, and said that I was very lucky to be married to
someone like Emily, who not only kissed brilliantly, but
also looked brilliant as well. I muttered appreciative
noises about what a lucky bloke I am etc., and felt guilty.
I am always feeling guilty these days. It can't be good for
me.

Dom said that we would be starting the filming on
Monday, although it might be held up, because Little
Ted had to be at court that morning. Something to do
with breaking his ASBO apparently. I'm terrified of
these people, and told Dom as much.

'You'll be fine,' he said, sounding like me.

'I hope so,' I replied. 'At least I'll have Big Eric on my
side.'

A silence.

'Yes,' said Dom eventually. 'About Big Eric.'

'Don't tell me he can't make it.'

'Not sure yet, I'm afraid.'

'Why, where is he?'

'He's got to go to court that morning as well.'

Great. What am I letting myself in for? By this time
next week I might be being stitched up in some grim
Midlands hospital, the Holden Childcare Programme
having seen its demise at the hands of a psychotic
fourteen-year-old wielding a broken beer bottle.

Or you never know, the Programme might just work.

In fact, I think I do know.




Thursday 6 March

Another call from the TV company, this time from an
Emma, who wanted me to make some props for next
week. Props? What sort of props?

'You know, management-consultant props – pie
charts and easels and all that sort of stuff.'

'But we don't do props as management consultants,'
I replied. 'We do PowerPoint presentations.'

'Well, can you put some of the PowerPoint stuff on
old sort of stuff?'

'Old sort of stuff?'

'Yes – easels, flip charts.'

'But I'm telling you, that's not how it's done.'

There was a tone of mutual exasperation.

'Sam,' said Emma. 'You must understand that we
need something large and visual.'

'Why?'

'Because that's how TV works, that's why. TV is not
about subtlety, it's about black and white, making
difficult things easy, and making easy things even
easier.'

'Lowest common denominator, eh?'

'Whatever that means,' said Emma, thereby proving
my point.

'OK,' I sighed. 'You'll have your flip charts and pie
charts and stuff charts.'

What I find surprising is just how ad hoc everything
is. Back at Musker Walsh and Sloss, projects would take
weeks and months to come to fruition, whereas these
people in TV are just kind of winging it and making it
up as they go along.

They have a lot to learn.




Friday 7 March

Spent all day trying to make pie charts and flip charts
and diagrams and whatnot. When the children were at
school/playgroup I drove into a stationers in town and
bought all the type of stuff that I suspected the Emma
wanted, and then proceeded to draw out all my
PowerPoint slides. In the end, I have to admit that they
looked pretty good, although some of my pies looked
like they had been baked by an amateur.

The children wanted to help when they got back, but
I managed to stop them. It would have done no good
having their squiggles all over my Domestic Evaluation
Signifiers graph, or indeed my Activity Ratio Index pie
chart.

Peter looked a bit winded when it became clear my
refusal was absolute (rather a rare occurrence) and he
folded his arms and asked, 'But what are they for,
Daddy?'

'They're for the TV programme I am making.'

'Yes, but why?'

'It will show the family what to do.'

'What family?'

'The family I am trying to help,' I replied, keeping my
patience.

'Why do they need help?'

'Because they are a bad family, and Daddy is going to
make them into a good family.'

Peter gestured towards my charts.

'With these?' he asked, his little voice largely
incredulous.

I looked at my handiwork.

'Of course,' I said, trying to sound more convincing
than I felt.

'But you don't use these charts with us,' he observed.

'That's right.'

'Why?'

My first reaction was to say, 'Because they don't
work', but instead I said, 'Because we are a good family,
and you don't need this sort of help.'

'But Daddy . . .'

Peter paused. I could almost see the cogs in his head.

'Yes?'

'But Daddy, if you are going to help the bad family,
who is going to help me and Daisy and Mummy?'

'I'm not going away for very long – just for a few days
– and Halet will look after you.'

Peter looked a little sad.

'I don't want you to go away,' he said.

'It won't be for very long, and Halet is very nice.'

'No she's not!'

I bent down and gave Peter a hug. He was close to
tears, which almost made me cry as well. Now I am really
feeling guilty about everything.




Sunday 9 March

Right. I think I'm all set. I've got all my bags packed,
Halet arrives at 7.30 tomorrow morning, and I'll be
leaving at 9ish. We'll all go down to Peter's school
together, and then I'll be off to the Midlands, where I
shall either meet my doom, or enter into TV nirvana,
or both. Perhaps I shall be killed on camera, and my
entire life will be relegated to one of those comedy TV
moments, forever to be repeated on some snuff
website.

Sally picked up on my nerves over supper.

'It's not too late to pull out, you know,' she said.

'It is,' I replied, sucking up some spaghetti. 'I've
signed a contract.'

'Oh, I didn't realise that.'

(Neither did I.)

'Yes, and besides, I don't want to let everybody down.
Most of all myself. I really want to give this the best shot
I can.'

Sally held my hand and looked into my eyes.

'Listen,' she said. 'I know I've been down on this
whole thing from the start, but I don't want you to think
that I don't support you.'

I didn't know what to make of this.

'So you do support it or not?' I asked, slightly too
aggressively.

'I support you, but not the idea,' she said.

I smiled.

'Spoken like a true civil servant,' I replied.

'Spoken like a true wife. I want you to prove me
wrong, I really do.'

'Don't you worry – I will. This thing is going to be an
enormous success.'
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