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Annual review of life goals

Have made enormous progress in my spiritual growth since last year. In fact, I have achieved such a high level of self-awareness that I may no longer need to watch Dr. Phil every morning. (A huge breakthrough.)

Life lessons learnt in past twelve months

	Other people cannot complete me. Having a semi-affair with Lone Father from the mother-and-toddler group was a big mistake – especially as he turned out to be a love-rat who had no real feelings for me. Luckily I have not thought about him or his saucy sex texts in weeks. Instead I have made peace with his manipulative two-timing ways and wish him well in all his future endeavours – such as writing a ridiculous tell-all book about his secret liaisons with a married housewife.
	Joe is the perfect husband and I must appreciate him more. It was very handy when he blamed himself for forcing me into the arms of another man, then forgave me when I wrongly accused him of romping with his secretary in LA.
Plus he bought Mum and Dad’s old house so we now have a private country retreat, just like Madonna and Guy. (Range Rover and tweed flat caps to follow.)



	Chicken-fillet push-up bras and false acrylic nails are apparently the key to a man’s heart. Lone Father’s new lover/muse, Marita, swears by them.



Goals for next twelve months

	Find my Core Self. (NB Investigate what this actually involves and whether doing anything practical to achieve life goals is absolutely necessary.)
	Reignite the passion between Joe and me. We may have moved to a whole new relationship level after our recent rocky patch but we must make sure not to stray off the path of marital harmony and bliss again. (NB It will probably be important to avoid engaging in inappropriate mother-and-toddler group liaisons at all costs. It may also be crucial to invest in skimpy new underwear sets and ditch all well-washed granny pants that come to the navel ASAP.)
	Ensure that Katie and Jack are emotionally secure and intellectually challenged at all times. Specifically, make sure they both settle into the education system without serious incident. (NB Jack violently attacking his playschool teacher with a Magic Marker counts as a serious incident.)
	Help Very Best Friend Louise accept her impending single-mother status and act as a maternal mentor. This should be easy – we have become much closer after the little spat we had when she prioritized her relationship with a total loser over her decades-old friendship with me. Our new-found closeness may be helped by the fact that the total loser, a.k.a. her ex Steve, dumped her and high-tailed it like a bat out of hell once he got wind of her surprise pregnancy. It may also have helped that she has packed on a disproportionately large amount of weight for a first pregnancy and now looks frumpy and hard-done-by instead of groomed and polished to within an inch of her life. And she will probably develop stretchmarks in unusual places – so we have much more in common than we ever did before.
	Persuade Mum and Dad that relocating to a plush golf resort in Portugal was an unwise decision and that they would be much happier back here, looking after their grandchildren like normal pensioners. (NB Do not entice them home until we have taken an extended break in the sun ourselves.)
	Keep Joe’s mother, Mrs H, at arm’s length. Should be manageable as she’ll have no real excuse to drop by for coffee unannounced now that both children will be at school. (NB May consider installing hi-tech surveillance CCTV outside house just in case.)
	Learn to love my body. Luckily the size-zero obsession is on the wane and there have been loads of celebs-in-bikinis specials in Heat with really unflattering pics of unsuspecting A-listers letting it all hang out on the beach. Which means that the pounds I packed on over the summer are nothing to be embarrassed about. (Bonus: smock tops are hot for autumn/winter so I no longer have to worry about exposing my jelly belly over the waistband of my knock-off Rock and Republic jeans.)


It looks like quite a lot when it’s written down, but if I got through last year’s little difficulties, I’m sure I can easily achieve it all.

1 September: Back to school

Hectic morning. If it continues like this I don’t think I’ll make it to half-term (worryingly, only eight weeks away, according to the handout from school – which cannot possibly be right).

Skidded up to the school gate just before nine and saw all the other mothers huddled round, whispering among themselves as a massive Range Rover Sport, with tinted windows, pulled away from the kerb.

‘What’s up?’ I asked, wondering why they seemed so shell-shocked.

‘It’s Angelica Law,’ a mother breathed, looking like she needed a stiff drink. ‘Her little boy started today.’

‘Who’s Angelica Law?’ I was mystified.

All the other mothers tittered in disbelief.

‘Only the wife of James Law,’ one piped up. ‘The gorgeous American actor? He’s here to shoot the new Noel Jordache film so they’ve relocated to Dublin for the year.’

My heart almost stopped. The son of a properly famous person, not just a Z-list celeb, was going to be in Katie’s class, maybe even sitting beside her. This was big. This was HUGE. How had I not known about it? I should have been in serious celebrity training all summer, preparing to dazzle a real A-lister with my wit and glamour. Instead, I’d been lounging around eating Doritos all day and counting the hours until the kids were back at school.

‘If we’re lucky we’ll get to see him in the flesh,’ another mother was saying.

‘Oh, God.’ Someone sighed. ‘I hope so – he’s sex on legs.’

Then they all dissolved into girlish giggles.

Called Joe on the way home to tell him the amazing news.

‘I hope the school’s going to take the necessary precautions,’ he said, sounding worried.

‘What do you mean “precautions”?’ I asked. Maybe he thought we were going to be frisked every morning for hidden cameras or secret recording devices – just like they do at Hello! celebrity weddings to stop guests leaking gossip to the press.

‘Well, if this actor guy’s such a big shot, his child could be ripe for kidnapping. The school will have to be very security-conscious. Does he have a bodyguard?’

‘Ooh, I don’t know!’ I said, thrilled at the very idea that a six-foot SAS muscleman in dark glasses could be sitting in on class every day, a walkie-talkie and a Smith & Wesson in his pockets.

I hung up the phone, floating on cloud nine. Having the real-life child of a superstar around will be fantastic. Now all I have to do is cultivate a friendship with celebrity mom Angelica Law and get myself invited to the best parties in town. May well have to sex up my wardrobe just in case she takes an instant shine to me. Polo-necks and bootlegs will definitely not cut the mustard on E! Red Carpet Style.

PS Called Louise to fill her in on the latest celeb-watching news but it went to voicemail. Was probably for the best – suspect she wants to pin me down about being her birth partner and I’m kind of regretting agreeing to it.


2 September

Hung around the school gate for a bit, trying to spot Angelica Law, but eventually admitted defeat when the playground emptied and I was the only one left. Went home and decided to watch a snippet of Oprah before I tackled finding my Core Self. Was sorry I did – nearly choked on my mid-morning snack when a grim doctor snapped on an extra-long pair of rubber gloves, then casually laid a diseased bowel on a slab so that he, Oprah and the studio audience could have a really good look at it. They then proceeded to talk about how farting is a natural condition and vital for good health. I was appalled. It put me right off my blueberry muffin.

Felt a bit down in the dumps for the rest of the morning, but tried to remind myself that I should be giddy with excitement that I am now free to do whatever I want for three whole hours every day. The possibilities are endless. Maybe I could become a bestselling author – everyone knows those chick-lit novels are dead easy to write. Or I could start hosting at-home lingerie parties and make serious cash.

To distract myself, devised my grand plan to befriend Angelica. Am desperate to get a good look at her close up – word at the school gate is that she has the skin of a teenager and the booty to match.

Project Angelica


	Hang around school gate, looking glamorous and approachable. (NB May need to invest in chemical peel and/or tummy tuck ASAP.)
	Engage wife of A-lister in casual chit-chat. (NB Avoid controversial topics, such as Betty Ford visits or recreational drug use.)
	Impress her with my wit and charm. (NB Think of something interesting and educated to say. Do not mention borderline obsession with celeb-and-cellulite exposés in Heat.)
	Become her sole confidante. (NB Reassure her that I would be the perfect red-carpet date and would never upstage her at an awards ceremony – show her my bingo-wing arms, if necessary, to prove the point.)


Am sure this approach can’t fail to impress her – she’ll probably be delighted that a real-life civilian is trying to befriend her.


3 September

Spent ages skulking about at the school gate again today, hoping to put my ingenious plan into action, but apparently Angelica drops off her little boy on time every morning (which is a bit anal, if you ask me) so I’d missed them again.

‘She’s very down-to-earth,’ another mother said smugly, when I asked casually if she’d seen her. ‘She chatted to me for ages this morning. Brandon, her little boy, is coming to mine for a play date tomorrow.’

Was furious that the jockeying for position of VBF to the celebrity mom had already started. But then I decided that the other mothers have no real hope of competing against me. Once Angelica realizes I’m one of her own, they won’t stand a chance – bet none of them knows all the names of Brangelina’s children or has almost every back copy of OK! in existence.

Mrs H popped round for coffee mid-morning.

‘Isn’t it great for you now that Katie’s at school and Jack’s at playschool,’ she said primly, munching a biscuit. ‘You’ll have much more time to keep the house in order now you’re free in the mornings.’

Refrained from beating her over the head with the Jaffa Cakes box. Cleaning the house from top to bottom every day is not on my agenda in any shape or form. This is the year I will finally find myself and my Intrinsic Values. Vacuuming definitely does not count as an Intrinsic Value.

PS Oprah is top of the Forbes Rich List. Apparently she’s worth a zillion million dollars or something. Obviously the fart talk is working just fine for her.


4 September

Have decided that the only way to cope with craziness of school mornings is to run a tight ship and take no prisoners. Children need a solid, dependable routine with lots of rules – that hunky child psychologist on telly is always saying so. (Also, if I get to the school gate before nine, I may have a decent chance of meeting Angelica Law.)


Rules for a stress-free morning


	Have all children’s clothes washed, ironed and ready to go the night before. (NB Bonus points will be awarded for ironing underwear.)
	Prepare nutritious packed lunches and store them neatly in a fridge that has been bleached to within an inch of its life. (NB Slicing carrots and apples in an attractive way will fool gullible children into thinking they are as much fun as Fruit Winders.)
	Present porridge as a viable breakfast option. Discourage yummy choccie cereals and high-sugar fruit drinks – these are unwise choices that contribute to destructive behaviour and should be avoided at all costs. (NB Do not feed to the dog instead.)
	Ban all TV before school – too much high-impact stimulation can lead to disharmony in the morning hours. (NB Ignore full-scale meltdown that occurs when children realize SpongeBob SquarePants is no longer an option at six a.m.)
	Have children in car a full twenty minutes before leaving time, then engage in a calm, educational discussion about topics of the day on the road. (NB Discussions of the merits of Power Rangers as opposed to Ninja Turtles is not recommended.)


Feel much better now that I have a foolproof plan to follow. Am sure that the yummy TV child psychologist would be delighted with me. Wonder if he needs a model family to film and judge dysfunctional families by. Must investigate.


5 September

Calm morning routine not going according to plan. Am now regretting emailing yummy TV child psychologist and offering ourselves for filming purposes. Must remember not to be so impulsive in future.


Revised rules for a stress-free morning


	Try to reason with Jack that getting out of bed at five a.m. is not necessary. Bribe him with age-inappropriate baby bottle of milk, if need be. (NB Try to block from my mind that the use of baby bottles increases the likelihood of ear infections and speech disorders in older children – what do those pesky child experts know anyway?)
	Bribe Katie to stay in bed for an extra half-hour by promising she can purchase a new Bratz micro-mini and matching cropped top.
	Once children are up, try to persuade them that eating breakfast is not a waste of valuable cartoon-watching time.
	Convince them that porridge does not look like puke and that it is a very nourishing breakfast option.
	Argue that watching Playhouse Disney while eating jam doughnuts is not a reasonable way to start the day.
	Try to locate clean clothes. If desperate, recycle yesterday’s grubby specimens. It is acceptable to remove ground-in paint stains from jeans, etc., with fingernails and/or a tea-towel.
	If children refuse to wash, giving them a wipe with the same tea-towel is allowed.
	If children refuse to have hair brushed, do not panic. Dishevelled, just-out-of-bed look à la Kate Moss is very ‘now’.
	Putting fleece on over PJs to do school run is OK but it is crucial to put on real shoes instead of slippers (matching pair preferable). To look perky and awake, apply bronzing powder in swift deft strokes to pallid complexion. Use shimmer eye-shadow to accent. (NB Remember to remove yellow crust from eyes beforehand.)
	Drive to school like a lunatic on acid to make it before the bell goes. Paste fake Hollywood smile on face before disembarking at the school gate, just in case Angelica Law is about.


PS Have discovered that half-term is definitely only eight weeks away. Am considering writing to the Minister for Education demanding a rethink of the primary-school timetable. Surely it will be very disruptive to yank children out of school when they will only just be getting used to the routine? Also, am very concerned that I’m expected to entertain them for another whole week so soon after the summer holidays.


6 September

Angelica Law waved at me today! Was stumbling blindly out of the gate still half asleep when a massive 4 x 4 careered towards me at high speed. Looked up in the nick of time to see Angelica waving frantically and beeping the horn energetically to get my attention. She was wearing massive designer sunglasses that covered most of her face – but it was definitely her: her bone structure is so exquisite it can’t be mistaken. I leapt out of her way and fell to the path as she zoomed by. Feel quite smug. She’s bound to choose me as her best friend and confidante now that I’m on her radar. It was almost worth getting run over.

Called Louise to fill her in on latest dramatic developments but before I could launch into the very exciting news about my near-fatal brush with Angelica, she cut across me. ‘I’m so hoooot,’ she moaned. ‘This weather’s killing me.’

‘Em, it’s only about fifteen degrees,’ I ventured, not wanting to antagonize her – her temper has been unpredictable lately.

‘It may as well be thirty-five,’ she hissed angrily. ‘I’m so fucking uncomfortable. You should try being six months pregnant in the middle of summer – it’s torture.’

Refrained from telling her that I had actually been pregnant twice, and that summer is officially over. Louise believes she’s the only woman to have been ‘with child’. Ever. In the history of the world. Also, her pregnancy hormones seem to be playing havoc with her emotions. If she’s not crying, she’s ranting and raving. (And using very vulgar language to boot. Jack heard her say the F-word three times last week. It took me ages to convince him she’d been saying ‘foot’.)

Suspect she may be in dire need of an intensive anger-management course, but I’m too afraid she might beat me over the head with her genuine Louis Vuitton handbag to suggest it.

‘You are so lucky,’ she went on, sounding as if she could quite cheerfully strangle me. ‘You spent the whole summer chilling out in the country while I was stuck in this godforsaken office. If one more person asks me when this baby is due I will suffocate them.’

Was about to joke that it would be simple to suffocate anyone, with her unnaturally large bump and enormous pregnancy boobs, but could hear a distinct wobble in her voice and knew she was morphing from angry woman into sobbing woman and that any joking would lead to waterworks. ‘You’ll be going on maternity leave soon, Louise,’ I ventured, hoping she’d cheer up a bit. ‘Then you can come round to mine every morning and we’ll have lots of coffee and biscuits.’

‘Great – so I can pile on another ten pounds and look even more like a beached whale than I do at the moment,’ she cried. ‘I can barely see my feet as it is.’ She sounded really despondent. ‘Anyway, I’d better go, I have a board meeting in five minutes.’

‘OK, I’ll call you tomorrow,’ I said, guiltily relieved I could escape, and deciding that now was not the right time to mention the new celebrity in town.

‘Well, I might call you later,’ she replied. ‘We need to start talking about doing those Lamaze classes.’

Hung up feeling panicky. Why did I ever agree to be Louise’s birth partner? OK, so she is my VBF, and the father of her unborn baby has abandoned her, but I had to be knocked out to deliver my two – I’ll never cope with seeing her give birth. Especially since she wants an all-natural delivery with as little medical intervention as possible. Hopefully this will change when she realizes how mind-bogglingly painful giving birth is. Luckily, I’ll be on hand then to demand multiple epidurals and gas masks on her behalf from hunky obstetricians.


7 September

Confided in Joe that I was nervous about being Louise’s birth partner. ‘I just don’t know if I can handle it,’ I said, digging anxiously into a tub of Rolo ice-cream. ‘Louise has very high expectations, you know. What if I do something wrong? What if I drop the baby when it’s coming out?’

I was in serious mental anguish at the prospect.

‘Has her baby started to kick yet?’ Joe asked dreamily, his face going all soft and squishy.

‘Um, yeah, I think so,’ I said, wondering what that had to do with anything.

‘Ah, I used to love that – didn’t you?’ He chortled. ‘Remember? Jack used to kick so hard when you were lying in bed that the duvet cover would move.’

‘Yeah, I remember,’ I said, giggling, ‘and you’d pat my tummy and tell him to go back to sleep.’

‘And he’d kick even harder!’

We laughed together. Jack still loved kicking – except now it was the living daylights out of his sister instead of my insides.

Then Joe looked at me, a funny expression on his face. ‘They were great times,’ he said softly.

‘Yes, they were,’ I said, touched he remembered them with such affection. ‘Isn’t it amazing how they’ve grown?’

I smiled fondly at him. But then Katie bounded into the kitchen and threw herself to the ground, gasping and screaming hysterically, and ruined the tender moment.

‘Daaaad!’ she wailed. ‘Jack just peed all over my new Bratz DVD!’


8 September

Mrs H called round. ‘I have some big news for you, Susie,’ she said, looking delighted with herself.

‘What’s that?’ I asked, doubting it was true. Unless you’d stop the presses for a five-euro win at the bingo leagues, that is.

‘David’s coming for a weekend visit next month!’ Her eyes shone with excitement.

‘That’s great,’ I said, wondering why Second Son David was paying her a flying visit – usually he only came home from London for Christmas.

‘Yes, it is, but there’s a lot of work to be done,’ she said solemnly, biting into a mini-muffin and whipping her to-do list from her pleather handbag. ‘I’ll have to get the entire house wallpapered from top to bottom.’

‘Do you really think that’s necessary?’ I said. ‘I’m sure he wouldn’t want you to go to any trouble.’

‘Oh, it won’t be any trouble,’ she said. ‘Sure isn’t your Joe very good with his hands – he’ll be able to do the lot in no time. Anyway, I don’t want to disappoint David. He’s very up on his interior design, always glued to those home-improvement shows.’

She took another bite of muffin, plucked a paint chart from her handbag and smoothed it out on the table. ‘And you’ll never guess,’ she whispered, glancing furtively over her shoulder, as if the entire country was eavesdropping on our conversation, ‘he’s bringing a friend with him. But it’s top secret, so I really shouldn’t tell you.’

She looked at me hopefully, obviously dying for me to beg her to spill the beans.

I perked up. This was news. ‘A friend?’

‘Yes, I can’t say too much about it, but it’s a famous celebrity.’

‘Really?’ I was intrigued. Celebrities were ten-a-penny, these days, it seemed.

‘OK, then, if you insist on knowing,’ she gushed excitedly, ‘it’s that weatherman from Toxic TV. You know, the really handsome fellow – he was in Dancing on Waterskis last year. Well, David’s very good friends with him.’

Better friends than you probably know, I thought, wondering if David was ever going to admit to his mother that he was gay.

‘By the way, you’ll never guess who I met in Tesco this morning,’ Mrs H went on. ‘That Angelica What’s-her-name. You know, the wife of that famous actor.’

‘You met Angelica Law?’ I was dumbfounded.

‘Yes, and very nice she was too. She was in the biscuit aisle trying to decide whether to get the Jaffa Cakes or the chocolate Kimberley’s. I told her that if she wanted a taste of the real Ireland she should go for the Kimberley’s – you can’t beat them with a nice cup of tea.’

I sucked in my breath, not believing what I was hearing.

‘She was so grateful for the advice she offered me a lift home. Such a nice girl and very down-to-earth. Anyway, I must fly, dear. I have so much to do.’

She waddled off, her to-do list and paint chart under her arm.

PS Am furious Mrs H has somehow managed to befriend a real-life celebrity with so little effort. It’s so unfair.


9 September

In a very bad mood. Spent ages just staring at the washing-machine and wondering whether I should try to regrout some of the kitchen tiles. Strongly suspect I may be suffering from empty-nest syndrome. Looked up tips for dealing with it on-line.

Apparently the trick is to allow only good, positive thoughts about how things will be now the children have gone from my life. (Well, from nine till lunchtime.)

From now on, I must remember:

	how happy I am that Katie and Jack are where they need to be to follow their dreams (i.e. in school, colouring, playing and, in Jack’s case, beating up other kids);
	how good I feel about having the freedom to pursue dreams I’ve put on hold for a long time. (NB Must try to remember what my life’s dreams actually were. Suspect that watching Dr. Phil and Oprah uninterrupted no longer counts. Anyway, they have lost their lustre now that I can watch them any time I like);
	what a great job I did raising the kids because now they feel good enough about themselves to spread their wings (and forget all about me).


Joe seemed to sense I was feeling depressed (mind you, that might have been because I called him on his mobile phone to ask him to get a generous selection of chocolate bars on his way home). ‘What’s wrong, Susie?’ he asked, giving me a bear-hug when he came through the door. ‘Is it because my mother met Angelica Law? Don’t be upset – I’m sure you’ll get to meet her soon.’

I explained to him that meeting Angelica Law was the least of my worries (well, OK, it was a top priority but I didn’t think I should admit that to him just yet) and that I might be suffering from severe emotional trauma now that Katie and Jack were officially on the path towards adulthood. Soon the only time I would lay eyes on them was when they made duty visits to see me in a bleak nursing-home.

He was very sympathetic as I cried over my oven chips. (Then again, I was a bit unsure if his motives were genuine: I caught him blatantly eyeing my battered cod as he comforted me.)

‘You know what could be the perfect answer to all this?’ he said softly, wrapping his arms round me as I snivelled into his shirt.

‘What?’ I snuggled up to his chest and hoped he was going to suggest a whirlwind trip to New York with a quick stop-off at Tiffany’s to purchase something very expensive and OTT.

‘Maybe we should think about having another baby. Then we could enjoy the early years all over again. Remember how cute Katie and Jack were when they were tiny?’ He kissed the top of my head.

For a second, the thought of a sweet-smelling bundle of joy floated through my mind and I felt a definite pang, but then Katie leapt across the table and attacked Jack with the ketchup bottle and the moment was lost.

PS Louise has called twice and left tearful messages about leaking nipples and constipation. Am putting off calling her back – it’s very draining trying to be emotionally supportive all the time. Wonder if I should try to track down her runaway ex, Steve, and inform him he’ll have to help out more. (Must remember to highlight glowing aspects of impending motherhood and avoid mention of massive leaking boobs or enormous pregnancy-related piles.)


10 September

Things are taking a turn for the worse. Spent all morning crying that Katie and Jack no longer need me in their lives. Well, they do, but technically only to make peanut-butter sandwiches with no crusts and to chuck a couple of Cheese Strings into their lunchboxes.

Emailed Mum to ask how she’d coped with empty-nest syndrome when I’d gone to school. Got one back a few hours later.


You’ve given them a great start, Susie. You’ve devoted years of yourself to them, and now you need to do something for you. But please don’t flirt with any unsuitable men this time round – adultery is not the answer to an empty life. Find something that fulfils you and commit to it.

Mum xx


Was a bit cross she had mentioned flirting with unsuitable men. Why does everyone have to bring up Lone Father every five minutes? We barely kissed, for God’s sake. It’s not as if I had rampant sex with him in as many unusual positions as we could muster. (Although I did think about it, I suppose.) Anyway, I’ve decided to take Mum’s advice and try to find something that fulfils me. The thrill of sucking the jam from Jammie Dodgers without breaking the biscuit just doesn’t last.

PS Just thought – maybe I should go back to education. I could easily learn some Latin, or how to arrange a dazzling display of begonias at very short notice.


11 September

Read extremely interesting article in OK! about celebrity posture and what it can mean. Slumped, droopy shoulders mean you are downtrodden and unhappy (and have the added disadvantage of adding five pounds to your frame). Pert, pulled-back shoulders indicate all is well with the world, you have a successful career and a good relationship. There were lots of dead good photos of celebs looking dishevelled beside other glowing A-listers with their chests stuck out, beaming from ear to ear. Have decided I may need to readjust my stance to achieve success. In fact, I may need to get my spine realigned.

Mum thinks it’s a great idea. ‘You should take up yoga,’ she said, when I called to ask her advice about holding your bum in and keeping your shoulders back. ‘It does wonders for core strength.’

Suddenly I had a searing flashback to my last attempt to take up t’ai chi – when I’d found Lone Father and yoga-crone Marita snogging in the parish hall in their Lycra leotards. ‘I think I’ll stick to carrying a few books around on my head, Mum,’ I said, hoping she wouldn’t bring up that sorry episode. ‘I don’t have time for yoga.’

‘You should make time,’ she lectured. ‘If you don’t invest in your inner self, your inner self won’t invest in you.’

Hung up, confused. Those self-help books have a lot to answer for.

PS In bizarre twist of fate, very interesting email popped into my inbox today asking if I wanted to be a fully qualified life coach. Think this could be the perfect solution to my malaise. If I become a hard-nosed, ruthless businesswoman (who, with kindness and compassion, advises others on ways to find fulfilment and happiness) I could work from home, be fulfilled and still watch How Clean Is Your House? in my spare time. It couldn’t be more perfect. Have decided to send away for the information pack.


12 September

Katie no longer wants to attend full-time primary education. ‘I hate school!’ she screamed at the school gate this morning.

‘Don’t be silly, darling,’ I said, trying to remain calm but feeling mortified. ‘School’s such fun!’

‘No, it’s not!’ she roared, going a worrying blue colour. ‘It’s smelly and stupid and I hate it!’

‘Hate it, hate it!’ Jack shouted, jumping up and down, thrilled he had a legitimate reason to yell at the top of his little lungs.

I laughed nervously, hoping none of the other mothers would notice Katie’s tantrum and jump to the conclusion that she was an uncontrollable monster. ‘You’re very tired,’ I said loudly, in case any of them was listening. ‘That’s why you’re so upset. Or maybe you’re getting a fever.’

I hunkered down to feel her forehead, which seemed suspiciously hot (but I think it might have been from the yelling and foot-stamping).

‘If you go to school, Mummy will bring you to McDonald’s for lunch,’ I whispered, praying desperately that this little bribe would make her stop.

‘OK,’ she grumbled. ‘But I only want fries and a burger. None of that yucky fruit or yoghurt stuff.’

‘Is everything OK?’ I suddenly heard another mother say in a concerned voice. I looked up, feeling hot and sweaty, and there, standing over me, was Angelica Law – glossy hair smoothed into a high ponytail, skin glowing with health and vitality, Juicy Couture tracksuit bottoms clinging provocatively to her minuscule hips. She looked exactly like she did at the Oscars last year – except thinner and even more beautiful. Her son stood beside her, gleaming from head to toe, as if he’d just stepped out of a Gap Kids commercial.

‘Absolutely.’ I fake-beamed, scrambling to my feet as Katie kicked my shin. ‘I’m Susie, by the way.’

‘Susie!’ Angelica reached out, grasped my hand and pumped it energetically, as if she was really delighted to see me. ‘Oh, my gosh! I’m soooo sorry about the other morning! I almost ran you over, didn’t I? I was in such a hurry – you know how it is. I’ve been meaning to call you to apologize.’

‘You have?’ I could feel myself blushing with pleasure.

‘Sure thing.’ She smiled. ‘So, you’re Mrs H’s daughter-in-law, right? She is soooo cute! Absolutely adorable. Hey, Brandon’s having his birthday party soon – you guys just have to come!’

Then, before I could answer, she was off, bleached teeth glinting in the sunlight, ponytail swinging perkily as she went.

Am thrilled. Not only has Angelica expressed genuine concern for me, she has issued a personal invitation to Brandon’s party – which is probably highly exclusive. Suddenly feel much brighter. The only blip on the horizon is that Louise has left four messages on my mobile phone about Lamaze classes. Think she’s starting to suspect that I may have reservations about being her birth partner.


13 September

The literature for becoming a life coach arrived this morning. It looks very simple. All I have to do is study for two hours every morning while the children are at school and I will be fully qualified in less than sixteen weeks. I can then charge lost souls inordinate amounts of money for ‘shaping their lives with a common-sense approach’.

Called Mum to tell her I’m on track to be a trailblazing entrepreneur. She was very pleased. ‘That’s fabulous, darling,’ she said. ‘Every woman needs a focus besides her family, and life coaching is a wonderful hobby.’

‘But it’s not a hobby, Mum,’ I protested. ‘This is going to be my new career.’

‘If you want a career, why don’t you go back into PR?’ Mum asked, sounding confused.

Spent ages explaining how PR was so last-century, life coaching was the hot new career of choice and that for once I was ahead of a global trend.

‘Right.’ She didn’t sound convinced. ‘Anyway, darling, how are Katie and Jack settling in at school?’ Then she said something else, but there was so much noise in the background I couldn’t make it out.

‘What are you doing, Mum?’ I bellowed. ‘I can barely hear you it’s so noisy.’

‘That’s the wind, darling,’ she shouted. ‘We’re out on a friend’s yacht – we’ve decided to take up sailing. It’s terrific fun!’

‘Well, I’ve become friends with Angelica Law!’ I shouted over the static, wanting her to know she wasn’t the only one with a glamorous life. But the line had gone dead.

Hung up feeling very hard-done-by. It’s most inconsiderate of Mum and Dad to take up another challenging and exciting hobby at this stage in their lives when they should be here, sinking into old age and doting on their grandchildren, like normal grandparents. Maybe I could adopt a granny – someone vulnerable and easily manipulated into providing free babysitting would be perfect.

PS Joe brought home a bumper box of Cadbury’s Roses choccies from work. Once the kids were in bed, we snuggled up on the couch together watching Prison Break, separating the strawberry creams from the orange slices and feeling really smug about our blissfully happy life. We’ve become so much more in tune since our recent blip. Which just goes to show that the ups and downs of a marriage only make you stronger as a couple. Maybe I should write to console Madonna – there have been lots of nasty rumours in the press that things are sometimes a bit rocky between her and Guy. I could give her a few tips. On second thoughts, when Angelica and I become bosom buddies and I gain entry to the élite golden circle, I can probably just have a tête-à-tête with Madge over tea and cupcakes.


14 September

Joe discovered that all there was for breakfast was out-of-date Coco Pops and a mouldy loaf of wholegrain bread that the kids refused to touch. (Even the dog turned it down.) For some reason he got quite upset about it. I tried to persuade him that the stale Coco Pops would be fine if he mashed them up with lots of milk, but he just stared at me sadly as if I was letting him and the children down with my lack of culinary skills. ‘Did you not go shopping this week, Susie?’ he said, shaking the Coco Pops packet and looking desperate.

‘I’m trying to budget,’ I said, not meeting his eye. ‘I’ve been using the ends of everything in the cupboards to see how long we can last.’ I obviously couldn’t admit that I’m avoiding Tesco because of the irrational fear of bumping into Lone Father.

‘Well, we may be at the end of the line,’ he said, surveying the empty fridge. ‘There’s absolutely nothing left to eat.’

Was tempted to tell him that if we suddenly found ourselves under nuclear attack, we would have to live on tinned soup and stale crackers for weeks, but decided against it. Joe can be quite unreasonable when he’s hungry.

Then, in a bolt from the blue, he went on to suggest that life coaching is overrated psychobabble rubbish and that it would be crazy to pay €799 for the correspondence course. (Luckily he didn’t realize that the €799 was only for the first term.)

I immediately entered into an argument about him daring to stunt my emotional growth, etc., but privately I feel he may have had a point – the course does look like an awful lot of work, and I don’t want to spread myself too thin. Also, I missed the EastEnders repeat yesterday because I was flicking through the brochure. Anyway, I almost feel as if I’m over the empty-nest thing now. I’ll probably soon be too busy socializing with Angelica to have much time for anything else.

Just to make him feel guilty, I did a late-night run to Tesco after he got home from work. Twenty-four-hour opening is really very handy – especially as on-line shopping is out of the question: the computer is on the blink since Jack tried to feed the cordless mouse a jar of peanut butter. I pulled on a hat and dark glasses before I left, just in case Lone Father happened to be in the store by some freakish act of destiny.

‘What are you wearing, Susie?’ Joe called, as I crept out, trying to look inconspicuous.

‘I’m just trying to keep warm,’ I whispered. ‘I think I have a bit of a cold – probably a lack of Vitamin C.’

‘Right,’ he said, seeming confused. ‘Maybe you should buy some oranges – they’re packed full of it.’

Spent ages wandering around the supermarket, reliving my clandestine meetings with Lone Father in the frozen-foods aisle. Then I loaded up with lots of special-offer mandarin oranges, in case Joe inspected the shopping-bags. Just as I was shoving some instant-cookie mixes underneath them, I spotted Eco-mother, my arch enemy from last year, striding purposefully towards me, wearing what resembled a hemp sack.

‘Susie!’ she called, as I tried to pretend I couldn’t see her behind my dark glasses. ‘How are you?’

‘Fine,’ I mumbled. The last time we’d met we had engaged in harsh words about caring for the elderly in the community. And I may have fabricated some awful lie about Mum and Dad being disabled so I wouldn’t have to volunteer for one of her hare-brained schemes to give something back to society.

‘What are you doing here?’ I said. ‘I didn’t think Tesco would be up your street.’

‘Actually, Tesco does quite a good selection of organic produce,’ she said, glancing over her shoulder in an oddly nervous way. ‘How’s Katie settling into formal education?’

‘Great!’ I said, hoping she wouldn’t ask about Jack. ‘And Zoë?’

‘I’m home-schooling her,’ she said. ‘It’s going brilliantly. We’re on to next year’s curriculum already. Children are like sponges – nurture them properly and they soak up so much.’

She grinned primly and I repressed the urge to hit her with my bag of cut-price mandarins.

Suddenly she gasped. ‘Susie, I do hope you’re not planning to feed that rubbish to the children. Those cookie mixes are packed with colouring and preservatives. Goodness knows what the long-term effects could be on their health.’ She clutched my sleeve.

‘What? These?’ I said, fingering a packet. ‘No, they’re for the – er – dog.’

‘Don’t you think it’s rather cruel to feed an innocent creature such processed junk?’ she asked, even more appalled.

Thankfully, at that moment the store alarm went off and she reacted with such fright that I managed to slink away unnoticed.

PS Feel a lot more confident now I’ve braved that expedition. It’s ridiculous to expect I’ll run into Lone Father every time I go to Tesco. Anyway, he’s probably way too busy having tantric sex with his muse Marita to be doing grocery shopping at night.


15 September

Worked up the courage to call Louise and discuss childbirth classes.

‘I’m glad to hear from you, Susie,’ she said, in an accusatory way. ‘I was beginning to think you’d gone off the idea of being my birth partner.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ I said, feeling guilty that I’d put off calling her for so long. ‘It’s just that I’ve been really busy, what with Katie starting school and Jack starting playschool. It’s been non-stop.’

I didn’t mention Angelica – I felt it might intimidate her to know I was hobnobbing with a very glamorous celebrity mom – one who had done a naked cover shoot for Elle when she was pregnant. Especially because poor Louise’s bump is now so massive that a photographer would have to use a wide-angle lens to capture even half of it.

‘OK.’ She didn’t seem happy. ‘Anyway, the classes start soon. They cover all the basics – deep breathing, holistic massage and alternative pain-relief methods.’

‘Great,’ I answered, feeling a bit sick.

Hung up vowing to work on getting through to Louise that deep breathing and visualization will be useless when she’s in the agonizing throes of labour. Unless you’re deep-breathing in a tank of happy gas or visualizing a handsome ob-gyn injecting you with double-strength pain relief.

PS Maybe I should order a birthing tape to show her how horrific and excruciatingly painful the whole process is actually going to be.

PPS Wonder what the alternative to an epidural could be. Maybe some over-the-counter painkillers would work. There was a really interesting exposé on TV recently about how they stuff innocent-sounding painkillers with extra-strength narcotics so they’re even more addictive than heroin. Sounds ideal.


16 September

Mrs H called at eight a.m. ‘Susie, I’m suffering with my gout again. I need a lift to the supermarket,’ she announced.

‘Right now?’ I asked, digging Joe in the ribs to alert him that his mother needed his assistance. It was his duty, not mine, to tolerate a morning’s shopping with her.

‘Well, they don’t open until nine, but I like to be there early. That way you can make sure the staff don’t urinate over the lettuce.’

‘What?’ I said, sure I must have misheard her.

‘Oh, yes, dear, it’s a known fact that supermarket staff regularly wee all over the fresh produce. They get some kind of sick kick out of it. Apparently, it’s even better than snorting that Charlie stuff.’

‘OK. Well, Joe will be over in a bit to pick you up,’ I mumbled, giving Joe another dig and making a mental note to get him to talk to his mother about her unhealthy addiction to Horrors Caught on Camera.

‘Oh, no, dear, it has to be you,’ she whispered. ‘I need to get a few feminine-hygiene products and I couldn’t possibly do that if Joe was with me. Now, if you can’t make it I’m sure that nice Angelica Law could come and get me – she gave me her mobile number and told me I could call any time if I needed anything. Such a kind girl.’

Couldn’t be sure, but felt an implied threat in the air.

I told her I’d be there in ten minutes and hung up. Was absolutely determined to get more information on Angelica Law. Was also intrigued – what feminine-hygiene products could she have been talking about? She’d had the menopause at least ten years ago. I knew that because she’d used excessive amounts of Yardley talcum powder to disguise every hot flush.

Braved Tesco with Mrs H, even though I was nervous about bumping into Lone Father in broad daylight and him creating some sort of dramatic scene beside the broccoli. Was quite glad I did, though, as I discovered that Mrs H classes hair-removal strips and deodorant as illicit feminine-hygiene products.

‘I like to keep myself neat and tidy,’ she said, as she whipped a packet of waxing strips and a bottle of Tropical Mist spray off the shelf and into her basket, then covered them with a large cauliflower.

‘I have to hand it to you, Mrs H,’ I said, in admiration. ‘Even I don’t bother with my legs or bikini line much these days.’

‘Oh, no, dear, no one has seen my legs in decades,’ she replied. ‘And Mr H, God rest him, never saw down there. No, these are for my upper lip. That busybody Mary Murphy has been making snide remarks about someone looking like Adolf Hitler all week at bingo. This’ll shut her up. And just wait till I tell her that David’s bringing a real-life celebrity home for a long weekend. She’ll be sick so she will.’

‘Right,’ I said.

‘Yes, he’ll be here before we know it, so we’ll have to get cracking soon,’ she said, as she stopped to look at the hair-highlighting kits.

I didn’t get a chance to ask her what she meant – was sidetracked by a charming lady in a white hat and coat handing out delicious free mini-sausages on sticks.


17 September

Second Son David called from London. ‘Susie, what has Mum told you about Max?’ he asked abruptly, not even saying hello.

‘Em, that he’s a friend?’ I said. ‘Are you OK? You sound a bit out of breath.’

‘I’m fine,’ he gasped. ‘I’ve just been warming up to my Abba CD. I’m trying out for a West End production this afternoon and it’s crucial to limber up first.’

‘OK,’ I said, deciding not to ask any more. David had auditioned for a million West End productions and never been offered a part – mostly because he hadn’t a musical bone in his podgy body.

‘So, you don’t think she knows about me, then?’ he huffed.

‘That you’re gay?’ I laughed. ‘She’ll never figure that out – not unless you wear your leotard and leg-warmers next time. Mind you, you’d probably have to add a tutu – just to drive it home for her.’

‘Very funny.’ David sounded glum. ‘This is serious, Susie. Max is really important to me, really important. I think he might be The One.’

‘Wow!’ I was impressed. David had never been serious about anyone before.

‘Yes – so I’d appreciate it if you’d take care of him when we come home to visit.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘But, David, don’t you think it’s time to tell your mother you’re gay? I mean, you are thirty-five.’

‘I just keep hoping she’ll work it out for herself.’ He sighed. ‘I don’t want a big scene. You know me – I can’t handle drama.’

He hung up before I had the chance to ask him if he was going to bring back the Disney DVDs he’d borrowed last year. Can’t say I’m hopeful of a happy outcome. Mrs H wouldn’t believe David was gay if the Pope put in a special appearance and broke the news to her himself.


18 September

Katie brought home Brandon Law’s birthday invitation. According to a handwritten note on the embossed cream card, he’s having a clambake fiesta at his house. Not sure what that is exactly, but it sounds exotic and, even more important, very exclusive.

‘That’s great, Katie,’ I said, when she reluctantly fished the invitation out from the bottom of her schoolbag, stuck to a half-eaten peanut-butter sandwich. ‘You’ll have such fun at the party.’

‘It’s a stupid party,’ she sulked, ‘I don’t want to go.’

‘Why not?’ I asked, scanning the card to see if parents were invited too.

‘Because Brandon was born in America and his dad is famous. He’s always talking about it. And he’s been to Disneyland a million times. We haven’t even been once.’ She glared at me.

‘Well, we have a holiday home in the country,’ I countered, wanting to boost her self-confidence and give her something interesting to talk about in the playground.

‘The country is stupid,’ she replied, throwing me a withering look. ‘Brandon has a holiday home in Hollywood – he even knows Hannah Montana.’

Spent the rest of the afternoon trying to convince Katie that going to the party was a fantastic idea – I absolutely cannot miss the opportunity to mingle with Angelica, her famous-actor hubby and their coterie of celebrity friends. It’s vital to impress them all. If I do, we may well be invited to LA for half-term. Which would show Mum and Dad that Portugal isn’t all that special and that when they get round to inviting us to stay we may be otherwise occupied.

Told Joe I was a bit concerned about Katie’s unnerving antisocial behaviour. He thinks there’s nothing to worry about. ‘She’s adjusting to the new routine, Susie,’ he said, from behind the Irish Times. ‘I’m sure you’re finding it hard to adjust yourself.’

Not sure what he meant. Suspect he may have been referring to the fact that he has had to iron his own shirts for weeks now. Decided not to ask just in case.


19 September

Went to the first Lamaze class with Louise. I was a little bit nervous that everyone would think we were a lesbian couple who had used a turkey-baster to get Louise up the duff, but no one batted an eyelid, which goes to show how cosmopolitan Dublin is, these days. It’s probably quite trendy to take your VBF to birthing classes when her partner has absconded without leaving so much as a forwarding address or other contact details. (Or a DNA profile.)

Gave Louise a comforting pep talk about not being self-conscious just because she’s unmarried and a single-parent-to-be, etc., etc. If Ginger Spice Geri can do it, so can Louise. (Although I will advise her not to choose a really outlandish baby name – unless it’s guaranteed to snag her an at-home photo spread of the newborn, of course.)

Louise didn’t seem impressed with the pep talk so I cut it short. She was definitely nervous even though she was pretending to be tough and fierce.

The Lamaze instructor was calm and spoke in a breathy, gentle voice, obviously to offset any tendency towards hysteria among the expectant mothers. It was a bit disconcerting, though, the way she kept swooping round the room waving her hands and looking meaningful.

‘Did you know that a woman’s inner wisdom can guide her through birth?’ she asked, gazing at me in a really intense (and unnerving) way.

‘Em, no, I didn’t,’ I mumbled, trying to hide behind Louise – which was quite easy because she’s so excessively large now.

‘Oh, yes, it can,’ she went on, in a hypnotic sing-song voice. ‘Women are controllers of their own destiny.’

I wasn’t too sure about that – what about corporate glass ceilings and centuries of oppression at the hands of men? Didn’t say anything, though, as Louise was nodding vigorously.

‘First, we will practise taking deep, cleansing breaths,’ the instructor went on. ‘Then we’ll try rhythmic breathing, which maintains the kind of relaxation introduced centuries ago in eastern cultures.’

Was pretty sceptical. Modern medicine has advanced so much, why bother with all this centuries-old stuff? But I gave it a go and it was actually quite comforting, with the heavy-duty breathing and whatnot. In fact, I almost dropped off at one stage, until Louise suffered a panic-attack half-way through and had to sit with her head between her legs, puffing into a brown-paper bag.

‘It’s all right, Louise,’ I crooned, trying to sound comforting and calming. ‘Everything will be fine.’

‘Oh, shut up, Susie,’ she hissed, in a sudden fit of uncontrollable rage. ‘Everything will not be all right. I’m pregnant, Steve doesn’t want to know, and I have to raise this baby by myself. You have no idea how I feel.’

Caught the Lamaze instructor giving me a sympathetic look. She must be used to emotional outbursts.

PS Feel that if Louise cannot get through one simple Lamaze class without losing the plot, she has no hope of coping with a natural birth. Didn’t tell her that, obviously. However, am very proud of my unruffled composure during the entire episode. Maybe I could retrain to be a professional birthing instructor instead of a life coach. After all, I’ve given birth twice already. It probably doesn’t matter that I used excessive amounts of gas and air and had epidurals each time.

PPS Must ask Lamaze teacher more about that mystical inner wisdom next week. Think I could do with some of that to stop Jack throwing his toothbrush down the toilet every day.


20 September: Brandon’s birthday

Dropped Katie at the birthday party/clam bake. Was a bit overawed when we pulled up outside a proper mansion-type establishment, with an immaculately groomed lawn and two perfectly pruned spruce trees on either side of the gate, but tried not to let it show. It is a well-known fact that young children are like dogs – they can sense fear at a hundred paces – and Katie was still reluctant to go. (In fact, I think the government should consider allowing young children to sniff for drugs and terrorist devices at the airport and other high-risk areas. Katie and Jack can locate a tube of sour-cream-and-chive Pringles in a heartbeat – I’m sure they could make a massive contribution to homeland security.)

Was greeted at the impossibly clean door, with a proper old-fashioned brass knocker polished to within an inch of its life, by Angelica herself. Was teeny bit disappointed not to see a real live butler in tails, but tried to hide it.

‘Heeeey, Katie!’ she twanged. ‘Brandon will be soooo happy to see you!’

Katie scowled and kicked the ground with her toe.

‘She’s a little shy,’ I said, nudging her through the door and hoping she wouldn’t make a scene.

‘I understand,’ Angelica said, cocking her head to one side and looking instantly earnest and concerned – just like Bill Clinton, in fact. ‘Brandon wasn’t a good mixer either but we got him some extra coaching and he really improved.’

She beamed at me, revealing the most perfect set of choppers I’d seen since my LA trip last year. I immediately had nightmarish flashbacks of being holed up in a Beverly Hills hotel room with only 239 TV channels for company. I beamed back, unsure if she wanted me to give her a high-five or something.

‘Are you all set for the party?’ I asked, hoping she’d invite me in so that I could have a good nose round and maybe be introduced to a famous friend, like Bono or someone.

‘Well, the caterers were late getting here,’ she said, ‘you know what it’s like, but I think we’ll be OK – at least the jugglers and clowns have arrived, right?’

Hearing this, Katie scampered off without a backward glance, leaving me standing alone on the doorstep.

‘OK – I’d better get back in there and try to organize the chaos! See you later, Susie.’ She closed the door without asking me in and I was forced to trudge back down the driveway alone. Can’t be sure, but think I saw the Edge looking out of the window as I left.

PS Came to me in a blinding flash that Angelica’s grass looked as if it had actually been combed. She must have live-in staff to cater to her every whim. Am more determined than ever to develop a deep and meaningful friendship with her.


21 September

Mrs H arrived at eight a.m., wearing a pair of tight canary-yellow dungarees she had obviously kept from the 1970s and waving some paintbrushes.

‘It’s painting-party day!’ she chirped, whipping a roller and a jumbo bottle of turpentine from her holdall and presenting them to Katie and Jack with a flourish. ‘Are you ready to go?’

‘Oh, shit,’ I heard Joe mutter.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

‘Didn’t Joe tell you, dear?’ Mrs H said, fondly tapping his cheek. ‘You and the children are going to help me redecorate my house today – just in time for David’s homecoming.’

‘Is this a joke?’ I glared at Joe, who stood, shamefaced, by the yucca plant. (NB Must remember to water it ASAP. Although suspect it may be too late and I may have to purchase new plant – something hardier, requiring less care. A cactus, maybe?)

‘A joke? Decorating is no joking matter, dear,’ Mrs H ploughed on. ‘Painting parties are all the rage – all the best TV designers have them. Many hands make light work. Isn’t that right, children?’

Katie and Jack looked dubious, sensing that actual physical work might be involved.

Spent rest of day at Mrs H’s house, following her barking orders to strip, sand and paint anything within arm’s reach.

‘I really don’t think David would want you to go to so much trouble,’ I puffed, weary from slapping magnolia cream on everything and dying to get home for American Idol.

Mrs H narrowed her eyes as she adjusted her paint-spattered headscarf so that a stray hair was called to task. ‘I don’t think you realize quite how fashionable my David is, Susie dear. He had his colours done years ago.’

‘What’s his favourite? Pink?’ I heard Joe mutter darkly from beneath a dust cover.

Mrs H decided to ignore the barb and stuck her brush into the turps once more. ‘Yes, the place must be spick and span. We can’t let the Irish down – I’d never forgive myself if things were less than perfect. Never.’

Didn’t think the time was right to interrogate her about the true nature of Second Son David’s relationship with the weatherman from Toxic TV. Besides, it will probably be much more fun to watch things play out.

PS Had strange dream in which I was covered with magnolia paint from head to toe and Lone Father was rubbing me down with the turps rag in a very seductive way. Am most alarmed that he is still lurking in my subconscious. Thought I had eradicated from my mind all thoughts of him and his come-to-bed eyes.


22 September

Katie’s swimming lessons started again today. Am a bit worried that, after I’ve paid through the nose for professional coaching, she can’t do much more than paddle from one side of the pool to the other with one foot on the bottom, waving her Barbie armbands about.

‘Every child goes at his or her own pace, Mrs Hunt,’ the instructor said, twirling his official-looking whistle and acting disinterested, just like Simon Cowell does when some no-hoper belts out ‘My Way’ out of key on The X Factor.

‘Yes, but Katie’s been attending the class for almost two years now,’ I said. ‘That little boy is new and he’s in the deep end already.’

I pointed to a child diving into the water confidently and then flipping over to do back crawl across the pool.

‘Ah yes, Brandon.’ The instructor sighed. ‘Well, he’s a special case. He has talent. I fully expect him to be a Big Name in swimming in the future. A Very Big Name, in fact.’

Then I spotted Angelica Law sitting in the gallery, cheering energetically and madly waving an American flag as Brandon started the butterfly stroke, his little Speedo cap glistening under the chlorinated water. All the other parents stood watching, mouths open.

‘Susie!’ she called, when she spotted me. ‘Come sit by me!’

Everyone turned and stared as I picked my way gingerly towards her, blushing furiously, like a lovestruck teenager.

‘Who’s she?’ I heard someone ask, as I wobbled by.

‘Maybe she’s famous too,’ another suggested, and they craned their necks to get a better look as I tottered past, trying to suck in my bum cheeks.

‘Thank you soooo much for Brandon’s cute birthday gift the other day,’ Angelica sang, patting the seat beside her and indicating that I should sit. ‘I’m real sorry I couldn’t ask you in – James’s agent was visiting and I had to supervise. Those boys can go a little overboard, if you know what I mean.’ She giggled impishly and winked at me.

‘So, Brandon likes to swim?’ I said, watching as he did another back flip and shot through the water.

‘Uh-huh, he had private coaching back in LA – they think he may make the Olympics some day, if he works hard enough.’

She frowned as her phone beeped. ‘Sorry, Susie, I have to take this – James is having a bad day. You know how men are.’ She raised her eyes to heaven knowingly.

Spent the rest of the lesson trying not to eavesdrop as she chatted to her famous husband but could hear James shouting that his new director was a wanker and that he’d walk off set if he didn’t get a new trailer soon. It was so fascinating and I was so busy basking in Angelica’s golden glow, smirking in a superior way at the other parents, that I even forgot how pathetic Katie’s attempts at swimming were.

Had a huge row with Joe when I got home. He is refusing to train Katie and Jack to be Olympic swimming champions, or all-Ireland medallists at the very least. In fact, he refuses even to wear a tracksuit. Or a whistle. Which is a terrible start. It’s bad enough that he wouldn’t introduce American football to Ireland last year, but now he’s scuppering the children’s chances of being gold-medal swimmers. All it would involve is six a.m. training sessions for the next ten years or so.

‘Why can’t you be more sporty?’ I fumed, munching a jumbo sausage roll and feeling really cross.

‘I am sporty,’ he said. ‘I love football.’

‘Watching Liverpool versus Manchester United on TV doesn’t make you a sports hero,’ I snapped.

‘Well, I’m sportier than you,’ he said, as I licked the last of the sausage roll off my greasy fingers. ‘Unless eating counts as an Olympic sport, these days.’

PS Am furious Katie and Jack will never be Big Names in swimming and have to defend their good characters against baseless allegations of steroid abuse, etc. Their father is to blame. Also, how am I expected to participate in any kind of serious exercise training? I’m up to my eyes looking after two very demanding children and a dog.

PPS Think the dog has fleas. Caught him scratching frantically this afternoon. Am putting off going to the vet. Can’t remember if I still owe for the last visit when Jack tried to tie Spiderman to the dog’s back and he ended up with a prolapsed disc.


23 September

Louise called at eight fifteen a.m. ‘We’ve forgotten to do a birth plan,’ she squealed. ‘You need to get on to it right away.’

‘A birth plan?’ I asked, wondering what the hell she was on about. ‘There’s no real planning, Louise,’ I ventured. ‘Usually you just go into labour, push and shove and the baby arrives.’

‘No, Susie!’ she screeched. ‘You need to make a list of my preferences for the labour ward. We spoke about this.’

‘We did?’ My mind was blank.

‘Yes. I’ll email you my list. And don’t forget the Lamaze class tomorrow night.’

She hung up abruptly.

Received Louise’s email. Discovered that, as well as a medication-free birth, she apparently wants a five-star delivery suite with

	Low lighting. (Jack’s Thomas the Tank Engine lamp will probably be unacceptable – must double-check)
	A compilation CD of calming, soulful music. (NB Greatest Pop Hits may be inappropriate – perhaps substitute with whale sounds?)
	A trained hypnotist on hand to help cope with contractions. (NB Check Yellow Pages – do not book magician by mistake)
	A TENS machine. (NB Must find out what this is)
	Round the clock massage – suspect I may be expected to provide this
	Gas and air – for use as a last resort.


Called her back to ask what she needed the CD for – it’s not like she’s going to be in the mood for boogieing her way through crippling contractions.

‘It’s to keep me calm and focused,’ she said. ‘All you have to do is put my favourite music on a disk and have it ready to play when I’m dilating. I probably won’t even need a TENS machine if you get the mix right.’ She hung up, making some excuse about a crucial presentation and the CEO.

Am at my wit’s end. This sort of thing is most definitely not included in the birth-partner job description. Feeding ice chips is de rigueur, but setting up a mixing deck and sound system is just asking too much. Feel very shaky. Have no idea how I’ll manage to meet Louise’s unrealistically high standards of perfection without cracking.

PS Have been getting heart palpitations all afternoon. Am putting this down to the fact that I’m frantic I’ll compile a CD of music Louise hates. Spent ages trying to remember acts she likes but couldn’t think of one band, except Salt ’n’ Pepa from the eighties. And I’m not sure if ‘Push It’ is an appropriate track to play.

PPS Have broken out in unattractive boils on my chin. Think it may be severe physiological reaction to internal stress and turmoil. Or some kind of allergic reaction to the instant-cookie mix I shared with the dog last night.


24 September

Went to second Lamaze class with Louise.

Was quite looking forward to it – it had been very entertaining last week, what with all the huffing and puffing and touchy-feely conversations, etc. In fact, the only disappointment had been the fruit plate at break. Surely expectant mothers and their life/birthing partners need something more substantial to sustain them. Like blueberry muffins, for example.

Filled Louise in on my fledgling friendship with Angelica on the way there but she didn’t say much – think she was a bit annoyed I’d been late picking her up. (As if I am personally responsible for Lost running over time.)

The room was darkened when we got there so I was all set for lots of lounging around in the candlelight and a spot of aromatherapy massage but instead a video projector jumped into life.

‘What’s going on?’ I whispered, to a couple at the refreshments table as I watched Louise try to lower herself on to an enormous floor cushion. (She’s quite ungainly now – it took her three attempts to sit down.)

‘It’s a birthing video,’ they whispered, looking excited. Well, the woman looked excited, the man was glassy-eyed and white with terror.

I settled back to watch and remind myself of the miracle of birth, etc., etc. In my pocket I had a half-eaten packet of cheese and onion crisps that Katie hadn’t finished, so I munched them quietly under cover of darkness, delighted that Louise couldn’t see me so I didn’t have to share. She doesn’t seem to understand that eating for two does not extend to other people’s food as well.

Was happily enjoying my crisps while watching the spectacle of panting and squealing in the delivery room when, as I was licking the packet to get all the little crumbly bits, the camera zoomed right in to the woman’s private area and did a close-up shot of the baby coming out. Then the midwife was tugging at something, until what looked like an enormous piece of lamb’s liver followed.

‘What’s that?’ the man to one side of me squeaked, in a very high-pitched voice.

‘The afterbirth,’ his wife breathed.

There was a stunned silence, until one couple started a slow clap and everyone joined in.

I turned to comfort Louise, sure she would be inconsolable after the graphic detail. Sure enough, she was sobbing into her limited-edition Chloé handbag.

‘I can’t believe it, Susie,’ she gasped, tears falling down her puffy face.

‘I know, Lou,’ I said, feeling very weak and woozy. ‘It’s not a pleasant sight.’

‘That’s going to be us in a few months!’ she went on, a wide smile spreading across her face. ‘I’m so happyyyy.’

Then she dissolved into floods of noisy tears while I clutched a cushion and tried not to throw up. Suddenly it dawned on me that while I had given birth to two children I had never seen any of the gory detail. Katie and Jack were handed to me after they’d been given a good wipe. No wonder they edit the gore out of Portland Babies. Am seeing Joe in a whole new light. After all that, it’s a miracle he ever wanted to have sex again.

PS Still feeling very sick. In fact, may well consider suing Lamaze instructor for post-traumatic stress disorder. Also, am consumed with panic that the doctor may ask me if I want to cut the umbilical cord of Louise’s baby. What if the scissors slip in my hand and I end up slicing off a body part? Or, worse, give it an outie belly-button? And I definitely don’t want to see that gross afterbirth stuff. Have decided that the only way forward is to hire a private investigator to track down Louise’s ex, Steve – he’ll have to step into the breach and be her birth partner. I don’t think I’m up to the job.


25 September

Spent the morning wading through ads for detective agencies in the Yellow Pages. Eventually decided on one agency, mostly because it was called Magnum Investigations and the guy in the ad looked like Tom Selleck back in the 1980s, complete with bushy moustache and bright Hawaiian shirt.

Shaking with nerves, I called and explained the situation as best as I could.

‘So, you want him done, is that what you’re sayin’?’ Magnum asked excitedly, in an American accent, once I’d told him the whole story.

‘Um, what do you mean?’ I asked.

‘You know, taken care of. This guy ran out on his broad – he deserves it, right?’

I could hear him chewing gum at the other end of the line. ‘Em, no, I just want you to find him for me. Then I can go and talk to him,’ I said, even more nervous. Was this guy for real?

‘You’re sure?’ Magnum sounded disappointed. ‘It doesn’t cost much more.’

‘I’m positive.’ My hands were sweating. ‘So, do you think you can track him down?’

‘Sure.’ Magnum sounded bored now. ‘All I need is his name and I’m on the case.’

I gave him the limited information I had – name, last-known place of work – and he told me he’d be back to me in a few days. I hung up, feeling a bit scared. What if Magnum lost the run of himself and assassinated Steve accidentally on purpose just for kicks? He’d sounded like he was perfectly capable of it – in fact, he’d sounded like he wanted to give it a go.

A few minutes later Louise called to ask what I thought the normal weight gain was for this stage in her pregnancy.

‘Em, twenty pounds?’ I guessed, trying desperately to remember the right answer.

‘Yes, you’re right.’ She sobbed. ‘But I’ve gained forty-five already! What am I going to doooo, Susie? I feel like a great big fat BLOB!’

I spent ages telling her she didn’t look like a big fat blob and that most of the weight was amniotic fluid and water retention. Did an excellent job – she seemed to believe me. No point telling her that her pelvic floor is now shot and that her hips will never be the same again. Or that she looks like the back of a bus from every angle.

Also decided it was not the time to mention that I have a private investigator looking for Steve. Much better to keep her in the dark until I can talk to Steve and persuade him to become involved. Then I can present her with the PI bill and retire to be supportive from a distance.


26 September

Second Son David called to ask me to pick him up next week. ‘I don’t want Mum making a song and dance,’ he said. ‘The last time she came to the airport she brought out an enormous welcome banner – it was really embarrassing – everyone knew I was only flying in from Heathrow.’

‘I don’t know how I’m going to persuade her, David,’ I said. ‘She does love to make a fuss.’ Immediately had vivid flashback of the time she welcomed Joe and me back from our honeymoon with a brass band.

‘Please, Susie,’ he begged. ‘Max is very sophisticated. He wouldn’t understand her ways and I really want to impress him.’

Promised to do my best but am filled with a sense of doom. If Max is so sophisticated, he’ll never understand Mrs H’s decision to hang on to candlewick bedspreads she’s had since the 1970s. Or her creepy obsession with Barry Manilow memorabilia.


27 September

Angelica Law is on the cover of TV Ireland Today!. I spent all morning reading about how she’s settling into Irish life. ‘Everyone has made me feel so welcome,’ she said, in an obvious reference to our new-found friendship. ‘We feel like we’ve always been here.’

There were a dozen photos of her lying in various positions round her living room and across her baby-grand piano. Spent ages fantasizing that I could be in the next photo spread as her favourite gal-pal.

Fantasy was rudely interrupted when Louise called to say she wants to bury her placenta in the back garden and plant a rosebush over it.

‘What?’ I gasped, feeling instantly faint.

‘Yes. Do you know that some people like to eat theirs because it’s so nutritious? But I’d like to bury mine – it’s meant to be a very sacred thing. Do you think the hospital will let me take it home?’

I didn’t trust myself to say anything. Am kind of hoping I can develop some mystery illness, preferably before Louise’s due date. Unless the PI tracks down Steve soon, it’s the only way I’m going to get off the hook.


28 September

Had horrible nightmare last night. Walked in on Louise peeling onions with a Jamie Oliver limited-edition kitchen knife, then tossing them into a sizzling pan with her placenta. ‘Nutritious and delicious,’ she kept singing, over and over again, as she rocked her baby back and forth, and I tried to escape by clawing with my bare hands at a blocked-up window.

Called PI at nine a.m. for an update.

‘This guy’s pretty tricky to track down,’ he drawled. ‘He covers his trail real good, if you catch my drift.’

‘What does that mean?’ I asked, hoping he’d start talking normally soon. It was really tiring trying to decipher the Magnum, PI speak.

‘It means, doll-face,’ he went on, snapping chewing-gum, ‘that he’s a player. I need more time.’

‘More time? How much more time?’ My stomach did a little flip of unease.

‘Hard to tell. I’m hot on the trail, though, so it shouldn’t be too long.’

He hung up.

Am a bit nervous. This guy charges by the day so the longer it takes him to track Steve down the more it’s going to cost. I’m trying to put that from my mind, though – Louise has a great savings plan: what better way to spend it than on tracking down the father of her baby?

PS Watched a very interesting piece on Oprah this morning about saving your marriage once the kids are born. A selection of self-satisfied authors spent ages explaining how a couple’s happy union can steer into very dangerous territory once children enter the picture. ‘You may forget to behave in a romantic and thoughtful way,’ one said, smiling into the camera and looking utterly gorgeous while Oprah nodded.

‘Before the kids came along you’d cuddle up together on the sofa and watch TV together, but now you sit in chairs at opposite ends of the room and fight over the remote control. Am I right?’

Everyone in the audience clapped wildly as if they’d all had the exact same problem.

‘You need to reconnect,’ she went on. ‘Get off the chair, snuggle up with your partner, hold hands, remember what it felt like to be romantic with each other – even if it’s only for five or ten minutes. The effort will pay off.’

Am thrilled that Joe and I are apparently still acting like newly-weds and that lying about on the sofa eating chocolate and watching Grey’s Anatomy is a sure-fire way to reach our fiftieth wedding anniversary.

PPS Just thought – maybe I should write my own guide to marriage after children. It could be an award-winning bestseller. Maybe then The Gerry Ryan Show would take my calls.


29 September

Angelica has asked me for coffee! I knew it was only a matter of time before we really hit it off. Granted, there’s no set date or location, but the signs are good that I’m sure to become her confidante soon.

‘We must do coffee, Susie!’ she called gaily, as she jumped nimbly into her Range Rover Sport at the school gate. ‘Call me!’

She held an imaginary phone to her ear, then took off at speed before I had a chance to ask for her number. But, still, it’s progress. Could see some of the other mothers looking at me enviously but pretended not to notice. It’s very important not to act superior when you’re the Chosen One. It will be soon enough to lord it over them when I become Angelica’s closest gal-pal and learn the deepest, darkest secrets about the ins and outs of her marriage to her famous-actor husband.

That afternoon, I found myself bragging to another mother at the school gate that I was going to have coffee with Angelica Law soon.

‘Do you mean her charity coffee morning?’ she asked, smirking.

‘What charity coffee morning?’ I was puzzled.

‘The one she’s holding to raise funds for the children’s hospital. It’s such a worthy cause – she told me about it when she dropped Brandon to mine last week. It’s strange you haven’t had your invite yet. Everyone else has…’ She trailed off, letting me put it together.

‘Oh, that coffee morning,’ I bluffed. ‘No, not that. This is a personal invitation. You know, just the two of us.’

I stalked away, trying to hold my head high. Am sure it was an oversight on Angelica’s part not to invite me to her charity do. I’ll have to remind her about it next time we meet.

PS Dad called to ask if I’d remembered to deadhead the roses at the country house. Didn’t want to admit that we haven’t been back since the end of the summer, or that I have no idea what deadheading roses involves. How can I be expected to juggle all these balls in the air at once? It’s not humanly possible.


30 September

Louise called to ask my expert opinion about breastfeeding. ‘Why do you want to know?’ I said.

‘Well, it’s vital to breastfeed to build up the baby’s immunity, obviously. I’ve been reading all about it – the research is really compelling.’

‘Well, I know nothing about breastfeeding,’ I admitted cheerfully. ‘I bottle-fed my two – Jack still loves his.’ I looked fondly at him. He was happily sucking a half-empty bottle of juice as he lay watching Bob the Builder.

There was a cold silence.

‘I do hope you’re joking, Susie,’ Louise said icily.

‘No, I’m not. What’s the matter?’ I was worried she was about to announce that bottle-fed babies were at risk of developing serious psychological problems in later life.

‘Everyone knows breast is best, Susie,’ she went on. ‘That wasn’t really fair to Katie or Jack, was it?’

Decided to say I had to rush to the loo so I wouldn’t have to answer. ‘Weak bladder,’ I explained. ‘You’ll know all about it in a few months’ time.’

‘I doubt it,’ she answered. ‘I’m up to a thousand kegel exercises a day. My pelvic floor has never been stronger.’

PS Am quite shocked that Louise, of all people, would even consider breastfeeding, what with the leaking and sagging bosoms it involves. Wonder if she knows she will quite possibly never again fit into a La Perla lace set. Maybe I should tell her.


1 October

This morning I caught Joe scrolling through the texts on my mobile phone. Luckily I had been forced to burst in on him in the bathroom to get my Clinique tinted moisturizer or I’d never have known about his deceit.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked, aghast that he appeared not to trust me.

‘Em, just looking for a phone number,’ he stammered, shamefaced and guilty.

I knew instantly that he was lying. ‘It doesn’t look like that to me,’ I said, snatching the phone and dangling it between my thumb and forefinger so I could give it a good clean with a handy Dettox wipe before I used it again. Then I stalked out of the bathroom, leaving him looking mournful on the toilet seat, his trousers round his ankles.

Am suddenly worried that Joe feels the need to check up on me. Am also very annoyed. Just because I almost had an adulterous affair with Lone Father and exchanged some (OK, lots of) sex texts with him, he has no right to violate my personal property.

PS Scrolled through all my old texts to see what Joe could have been reading and found one solitary message from Lone Father from when we were in the throes of our passionate flirtation.

It said: C u at playgroup.

Luckily I no longer harbour any feelings for him or I would have been quite upset.

PPS Have decided I should keep the text to remind myself that adultery is wrong in all circumstances and that I must never go down that road again, even if Joe insists on sitting on the toilet for unreasonable periods of time, then forgets to spray the lavender room-deodorizer.


2 October

Last Lamaze class with Louise. Am very relieved. Don’t think I can take the pressure of being supportive and kind any longer. Had another horrible dream last night. Louise was in the throes of labour, squealing in agony, while I tried desperately to find her favourite Billy Joel song. Then J-Lo burst through the double doors, waving what looked like a pair of pliers and talking about an emergency forceps delivery.

Clearly I’m in a high state of stress.

Skidded up to the class venue with seconds to spare, Louise huffing and puffing about being late again.

‘This is excellent preparation in case you go into labour early and I have to make an emergency dash to the hospital,’ I soothed, trying to judge whether I would be able to manoeuvre the people-carrier into a parallel-parking spot by the kerb.

‘What do you mean “emergency dash”?’ Louise squeaked.

‘Don’t worry,’ I replied, patting her enormous puffy knee. ‘First babies always take ages to come. You could be in labour for days. We’ll have plenty of time.’

Shuffled into the hall to find everyone sitting cross-legged on the floor, looking scared. Not surprising after last week’s distressing video.

‘Tonight we’ll concentrate on helping birth partners to be encouraging and supportive during labour,’ the instructor said.

There were sighs of relief as everyone realized they wouldn’t have to witness another actual birth.

I didn’t think I needed much coaching in this area but I nodded sagely to show what a good and helpful student I was being.

‘OK. So, what kind of supportive things could you say and do while your partner is experiencing labour pains?’ she asked.

‘You could massage her back and tell her she’s doing a great job,’ one husband piped up, pleased with himself.

‘You could rub her forehead with a damp flannel and play some of her favourite music,’ another offered.

I could feel Louise glaring at me, willing me to contribute, so I tried hard to think of something good to say. ‘You could tell her that lots of women have children in unconventional circumstances and that it’s nothing to be ashamed of,’ I said, my voice booming oddly round the room.

The Lamaze instructor nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, of course. Your relationship is just as valid as any other.’

All the other couples nodded and murmured their agreement. I could see Louise from the corner of my eye: she looked as if she was going to give birth at any second from the shock of realizing that everyone really did think we were lesbian lovers and au fait with all sorts of outrageous sexual antics involving turkey-basters.

‘Em, yes,’ I mumbled, trying to change the subject, ‘and you could bring her something to nibble, a Toblerone, maybe?’

PS Think Louise is feeling down. We travelled home in silence and she got out of the car very quickly when I pulled up outside her house. Well, she tried to. It took her three or four attempts to haul herself out of the passenger door. Must think of some way to cheer her up. Lymphatic drainage to improve her knees’ mottled appearance might work.

PPS Am teeny bit worried that we’re supposedly officially ready for childbirth. Don’t think our Lamaze Rocks! stickers will do us much good in the delivery suite.


3 October

Bumped into Angelica this morning. Well, I kind of hung round her Range Rover Sport until she came out of school, but still.

‘Hi, Susie,’ she called brightly, when she spotted me lurking by the boot. ‘How arrre you?’

‘I’m great, thanks,’ I said cautiously, waiting for her to invite me to the charity coffee morning.

‘I’m sooo glad I met you,’ she continued. ‘You’re just the person I was looking for.’

‘I am?’ I was thrilled – she was going to ask me to help her organize it. As long as she didn’t expect me to make anything, it’d be fabulous.

‘Yes, I’m in a bit of a pickle. You see, I have an appointment this afternoon and Brandon’s nanny is off.’ She sighed. ‘You couldn’t take him for me, could you?’ She batted her eyelashes at me.

‘Of course I will!’ I almost cheered. This was far better than a dime-a-dozen charity invite. Far, far better. Angelica Law, celebrity mom, was entrusting me with her only child – a child who was ripe for kidnapping. She obviously thought I was VBF material. Things couldn’t have been going better.

‘Thanks, Susie, you’re a sweetheart.’ She hugged me and I breathed in what was unmistakably very expensive perfume. Maybe even custom-made scent, exclusively designed for her by a team of perfumiers.

‘Can you drop him back by six?’ She pressed her mobile-phone number into my hand and then she was off, waving a perfectly manicured hand out of the tinted window.


4 October

Sped round to Louise’s this morning to show her the photos I took of Angelica’s house on my mobile phone. ‘She insisted I came in when I dropped Brandon off,’ I explained, showing her one of the downstairs toilet. ‘I couldn’t say no. She really is so nice, Louise. You’ll love her.’ I sat back and admired the shot I’d taken of the bidet.

‘Well, she’s certainly not shy, is she?’ Louise said, raising an eyebrow.

‘What do you mean?’ I cradled my mobile, wondering if I should have grabbed some of the toilet roll as a keepsake.

‘You barely know her and she’s already asking you to mind her child. I think that’s a bit rich.’

‘Well, you see, that’s how we mothers work,’ I explained. ‘We help each other out.’ I was a bit annoyed. ‘You’ll see once you have your own baby.’

‘Whatever you say,’ Louise said. But I could tell she wasn’t convinced.

PS David emailed me to make sure I wouldn’t forget to collect him and his secret lover Max, the weatherman, tomorrow.

‘Can you come in something other than the people-carrier?’ he wrote.

‘Sorry,’ I replied. ‘It’s either that or your mother – take your pick.’

‘OK, but can you at least clear the back seat of sweet wrappers? I ruined my Lagerfeld suede parka last time.’

Sometimes I wonder if I’m too kind for my own good.


5 October

Picked up David and weatherman Max.

‘Yummy, yummy!’ I whispered to David, as Max lagged behind us, dragging a large Prada suitcase. ‘It really is raining men!’

‘Shut up,’ he hissed, but I could tell he was delighted.

Think I’ve fallen in love with Max. He is gorgeous. He has a perfectly chiselled jaw and a six-pack you can actually see through his clothes. And he’s witty and a bit bitchy – the perfect package.

Mrs H seems to love him too, especially as he shares her unnatural obsession with cleanliness in the home and spent ages admiring her dust-free surfaces and asking how she got the toilet bowl so sparkly.

‘Ammonia and borax,’ she declared, with a self-satisfied grin. ‘The king and queen of the cleaning world.’

‘Talking of queens…’ Joe muttered in my ear, glaring at David as he spun Katie and Jack round his mother’s front room to an Abba soundtrack.

I pulled Max into the kitchen to get the low-down, leaving Mrs H to fill David in on the bingo leagues.

‘I was quite nervous about meeting his mother. David said she could be a little overbearing,’ Max confessed, as we made another pot of tea. ‘But she seems lovely – and so understanding of our situation. I think he may have exaggerated.’

I didn’t want to tell him that Mrs H has no clue that there is any ‘situation’ and if she did she’d probably have a coronary on the spot. No point in upsetting the apple cart. Besides, by tomorrow we’ll most likely be best friends and then I’ll be able to tell him to run for his life.


6 October

Mrs H is in complete denial about David’s sexuality. She now thinks his new habit of wearing a smoking jacket and a silk scarf in the house is an excellent way to avoid getting strep throat.

‘Do you have a girlfriend, Max?’ she asked, straight-faced, as we sat at the kitchen table, drinking from the best bone china she had taken down specially to impress him.

‘Er, not exactly,’ Max said, running his manicured fingers through his perfectly coiffed hair.

‘Well, I don’t know,’ Mrs H joked, elbowing him roughly in the ribs so that he spluttered his tea over his Jermyn Street button-down shirt. ‘All you young bachelors living the high life. You need a good woman to sort you out – isn’t that right, Joe?’

‘Actually, Mum, I don’t think it is,’ Joe said, glaring at his brother as if he could happily have murdered him. ‘I think David has something to tell you, don’t you, David?’

David looked as if he was going to throw up over the Aynsley tea set.

‘Do you, love?’ Mrs H smiled indulgently at David, then poured him a fresh cup of tea.

‘Yes, Mum,’ David stuttered. ‘The thing is, I’m not going to get married – ever.’

There was silence as Mrs H processed this information. ‘Well, love, I can see your point,’ she said at last. ‘Why get married when you can live in sin? Maybe you should have done that, Joe.’ She glanced at me.

We all gasped. Living in sin had always been a complete no-no, guaranteed to get you a ticket straight to hell if you so much as thought about it.

‘Don’t be so shocked. I’m not as old-fashioned as you all think,’ Mrs H went on, mopping up a stray crumb and giving the teapot a little polish. ‘I can get down with the best of them, you know, Max,’ she added.

‘I’m sure you can, Mrs H.’ Max smiled.

Then Joe put his head into his hands and groaned, and I decided to break the tension by showing everyone the photos of Angelica’s downstairs toilet on my mobile phone. It’s not every day that people get to see a real-life celebrity loo.


7 October

Drove David and Max to see Angelica’s house on the way to the airport.

‘Why don’t we go in if you’re such good friends with her?’ David asked, as I edged past her mansion.

‘That’s not the way these things work,’ I said, hoping Angelica wouldn’t look out and recognize us. ‘Surely you know that celebrities don’t like to be disturbed out of the blue. You can’t just drop in unannounced.’

‘This is fab, Susie,’ Max said. ‘Just like a Hollywood tour!’

I beamed at him, delighted that at least someone appreciated my efforts.

‘Can you get a shot of her hubby next time?’ David whined. ‘He’s a honey.’

‘What’s a honey?’ Katie asked.

‘You’ll find out when you’re older.’ David giggled, patting her head.


8 October

Only two weeks to Katie’s birthday. Luckily we’ve had a frank exchange of ideas and I’ve managed to persuade her that parties at home are so last year and that taking a select number of classmates to a movie is a much more mature option.

‘I think you’re right, Mummy,’ Katie said, pausing from brushing her Baby Bratz’s hair to gaze enigmatically into the middle distance. ‘And that would show Brandon, wouldn’t it?’

I pretended not to know what she was talking about, but secretly I had to agree. A movie party is very ‘now’ and will be bound to impress Angelica. I’m so glad I thought of it.

Confided in Joe how proud I am of Katie’s new maturity.

‘Yes, she’s getting so grown up,’ he said, peculiarly misty-eyed. ‘They grow so fast, don’t they?’

‘You’re right,’ I said, ruffling his hair. ‘Before you know it, she’ll be using hair-straighteners and snogging boys.’

Joe paled visibly. ‘That’s not funny, Susie,’ he said. ‘I’ll kill any boy who comes near her with my two bare hands.’

Didn’t like to tell him that boys were not the only worry. According to a feature in last week’s Gazette, being a lesbian is now all the rage when you’re a teenage girl.


9 October

Louise called at six forty a.m.

‘What is it, Lou? You haven’t gone into early labour, have you?’ I muttered, half hoping the whole thing was already over and done with.

‘No,’ she said, in a weird, calm voice. ‘I’ve changed my mind.’

‘Really?’ I said, trying to sound disappointed but delighted I would no longer have to partner her through a forty-eight-hour labour with no drugs involved. She must have decided she wanted the father of her child to be there instead. She’d be thrilled when I told her a PI was on the brink of finding him.

‘I’m glad you understand, Susie,’ she said. ‘I thought you might be upset.’

‘No, of course not,’ I said, trying to keep the glee out of my voice. ‘Tracking Steve down is absolutely the right thing to do.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Louise said. ‘Why on earth would I track Steve down?’

‘Well, you’re going to need someone to be your birth partner, and if you’ve changed your mind about me, then who else will it be?’ I was getting confused.

‘No, Susie.’ She sighed. ‘You’re still going to be my birth partner. I haven’t changed my mind about that. I’ve changed my mind about keeping the baby. I’m going to give it up for adoption.’


10 October

Am still in shock that Louise has decided to give away her baby. Even to some worthy couple who’ll dress it in adorable Baby Dior, give it a private jet and fly in P. Diddy for a concert on its sixteenth birthday, just like those spoilt brats on MTV’s My Super Sweet 16.

‘It’s her decision, Susie,’ Joe said, when I confided that she might regret this choice for the rest of her life.

‘Yes, but I think she’s making a huge mistake.’ I sniffed into my toast. ‘Children bring so much joy into your life, and she’ll miss all that.’

I watched Katie and Jack wrestle each other on the kitchen floor for the last chocolate croissant and came over all emotional that Louise was denying herself the wonder and privilege of motherhood.

‘Maybe she’ll change her mind,’ Joe offered. ‘Pregnant women have been known to make rash decisions before.’

Suspect he was referring to the time I decided to become a vegan when I was expecting Katie. Little does he know it, but when Louise makes up her mind, there’s no going back: if she resolved to be a vegan, she wouldn’t be ravenously munching a roast beef and chocolate-spread roll three hours later.

Tried calling the PI for a progress update on finding Steve but I couldn’t get through. Have decided to pay him a visit tomorrow – a face-to-face discussion is definitely needed. I have to make him understand that time is now of the essence. Steve may be the only person capable of making Louise see sense.


11 October

Drove to the PI’s office this morning. At first, I thought I was lost – the building I found myself in front of was so dingy that there was no way a hot-shot PI, who was a dead ringer for Tom Selleck, would have offices there. I stood on the pavement, looking for a red Ferrari, checking and rechecking the address and then, just to make sure, I asked a shifty teenager standing outside smoking what looked like a cigar if I was in the right place.

‘Who’s askin’?’ he said warily, in a thick Dublin accent, looking me up and down.

‘Um, I am,’ I said. ‘Magnum is doing some work for me.’ Was thrilled I was able to say that – it sounded really exciting and dangerous, just like a real-life episode of Undercover Cops.

‘Is that right?’ the teenager answered. ‘Follow me so.’

He fished a key out of his polyester tracksuit pocket, opened the door and ushered me in before I had a chance to think about it.

‘Are you the caretaker?’ I called after him, feeling a bit nervous. What if he was a psycho? But he continued shuffling along the corridor until we came to a grimy door, which he pushed open and walked through.

‘Susie, yeah?’

‘That’s right,’ I said, gaping at the shambles before me. ‘How do you know that?’

‘It’s written on your keyring. I wouldn’t recommend that by the way. Makes you an easy target.’

I looked at my keys. He was right. There was my name in bright pink lettering on the keyring.

‘I’m Magnum.’

‘Sorry?’ I spluttered. ‘Are you having me on?’

‘Why would you think that?’ His eyes glinted across the desk.

‘Well, you’re nothing like the picture for one thing. And you’re so… young.’ I pointed at the poster of the handsome dude with the moustache that hung on the wall, with ‘Magnum Investigations’ scrawled underneath.

‘I’m working undercover,’ he said.

‘But what about your accent?’ I asked. ‘The man I spoke to was an American.’

‘I’m a master of disguise. I use the accent on the phone so people won’t recognize me in the flesh. You have to be very careful in my line of work. Very, very careful.’

He pushed a mountain of files and empty crisps packets off a filthy chair and indicated that I should sit. I ignored him. Leaving ASAP was now a priority. There was no way my bottom was touching that grimy seat.

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Your case is interesting,’ he said. ‘Very interesting. This Steve is quite a character.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked, wondering how the hell I was going to get out of there and whether Magnum was a fantasist who was about to attack me and eat my liver for supper.

‘Well, for one thing he’s married.’

Then he deftly pulled out the chair for me and I sank into it.


12 October

Am at my wit’s end. Turns out that Steve is

	married;
	already a father of three;
	living in a housing estate in suburbia;
	conducting a secret affair with his dentist.


Magnum gave me a file detailing Steve’s comings and goings over the past few weeks. It included some unsavoury photographs of him and his dentist lover partaking in vigorous tonsil tennis.

‘Why did it take so long to track him down though? It sounds like he didn’t try to cover his tracks at all,’ I said, feeling very foolish.

Magnum shifted in his seat. ‘Well, the truth is, I was out of action for a while.’

‘Really?’ I asked, perking up a bit. Maybe he’d been caught in gunfire between rival drugs gangs, or someone had put out a hit on him and he’d had a narrow escape.

‘Yeah, my wisdom tooth was giving me gyp so I had to go in and get it taken out. It’s still very painful.’ He winced.

‘So, what you’re saying,’ I said, as it dawned on me that this teenager was a complete chancer, ‘is that Steve wasn’t tricky to find? That the only reason it’s taken so long is that your mammy’s been looking after you and your gammy tooth? That I could have just looked up his name in the phone book, gone over there and had a chat?’

‘Um.’ He was shamefaced. ‘I suppose so, yeah.’

‘And do you expect me to pay you for this, you genius?’

‘I did the investigating,’ he said stoutly. ‘You have to pay me.’

‘Not on your life, buddy,’ I said, standing and pulling myself up to my full height. ‘This was a complete swindle. You can sing for your money.’

‘OK, OK.’ He caved in resignedly. ‘The truth is, I’m only starting in the game. The real Magnum was my uncle Mick. He got put away for extortion so he gave me the business – to take care of, like. That’s him on the poster.’

‘This is ridiculous.’ I was walking out of the door.

‘Tell you what, if you ever need another job done, come back to me, yeah? If your old man’s having how’s-your-father with a slapper, that kind of thing. We’ll call it quits.’

‘Right,’ I said grimly, ‘but I doubt you’ll ever see me again. I’ll do my own investigating from now on.’

I am so disappointed. It looks like there’s no point in even approaching Steve to help Louise. It certainly doesn’t seem as if he’d be interested in supporting her through labour, even though he might be familiar with gas and air from the dentist’s surgery. And if he’s already the father of three unruly brats he’ll probably be delighted that Louise is giving the baby away. It’s up to me now to convince her she shouldn’t part with her child. At least I’m well equipped for dealing with all sorts of emotional emergencies. Being a full-time mother guarantees that.


13 October

I’ve decided to lure Louise to a secret location so we can discuss, in a calm and reasonable manner, her rash decision to put up her baby for adoption. Starbucks may be the ideal choice. Hopefully a double-chocolate-chip cookie and a decaff latte will lower her defences and I’ll be able to make her see sense.

Made a list of points to persuade her that she would regret this decision for the rest of her life:

	Adoption is a noble choice for young mothers with no other option, not middle-aged women with an excellent career and a two-storey town-house in a desirable area.
	Angelina and Brad seem to have their hands full, so if she’s hoping that they’re planning to add an Irish child to their United Nations family and allow her to tag along with them as they traverse the globe, going to premières or saving rainforests, she may be in for disappointment.
	Nothing can replace the thrill of shopping for fab designer kiddie gear. Giving the baby up means missing out on that. (NB Do not mention breast pumps. Do mention amazing designer baby-changing bags, and limited-edition dummies.)



14 October

Got an email from David:


Hi Susie,

Thanks for the ride to the airport. Max and I had a little fight on the journey home – he accused me of pocketing all the samples of hand cream they gave out on the flight. As if! I would never use in-flight samples. They’re so cheap and nasty. Anyway, we made up and things are going really well now. I took him to see Chicago last week and he loved it so much I bought him a box set of West End show tunes for his birthday! It’s so nice to have met someone who understands my passion for the arts. Hope all is well in dreary Dublin!

David xox

PS Have sent Katie hair-straighteners for her birthday – her mop was a bit unruly when we were there and, as you know, it’s never too early to start grooming. Please hide it from Joe. xox.


Emailed him back:


Did you steal the Jo Malone hand cream I had in the glove compartment of the people-carrier? It seems to have gone missing and I know for a fact the dog didn’t eat it this time.

Susie



15 October

Met Louise in Starbucks for a heart-to-heart.

‘Louise, I think you’re making a huge mistake,’ I said, deciding there was no time to beat round the bush. She’s so huge, I’m starting to think she may have got her dates wrong and be about to pop at any second.

‘There’s no point in trying to talk me out of it, Susie.’ She stirred the third sachet of sugar into her decaff latte. ‘I’ve made up my mind.’

‘But why?’ I asked, itching to remind her that gestational diabetes is rife, especially in pregnant women who put on twice the recommended weight, and that so much sugar was doing her no good whatsoever. ‘You’re an independent woman, you can go it alone. Loads of people do.’

‘I just think that a baby needs a stable family background,’ she said, tears filling her eyes. ‘With two involved parents. Think about it. You have Joe to help you. I don’t think I’d be able to cope on my own.’

I stirred my mocha latte thoughtfully. She had a point. Although surely a live-in nanny would be just as good. And there’d be no sulking if you weren’t up for sex.

‘I don’t think you know how lucky you are, Susie,’ she went on. ‘Joe even forgave you for that affair.’

‘It wasn’t actually an affair, though.’ I laughed nervously, hoping she wasn’t going to lecture me at length. ‘It’s not as if we had mad, passionate sex.’ An image of Lone Father and his piercing blue eyes flashed into my mind and I had to grip my mocha latte tightly to fight a strange urge to cry.

‘Well, at least Joe’s still in the picture. I could rear this baby on my own but, frankly, I don’t want to. It would be better off with a proper family – and, let’s face it, we can never be that – not with Steve already married.’ A large tear plopped into her decaff.

‘You know that he’s married?’ I gasped.

‘Of course I do.’ She sniffed. ‘Why do you think we broke up? He already has three kids and doesn’t want another. How do you know about it, though? I’ve been too scared to tell you the truth.’

I quickly pretended to choke on my mini-shortbread so I wouldn’t have to divulge that I’d employed a PI to track Steve down. It worked a treat – Louise was so busy slapping me on the back that she seemed to forget all about it.

PS Am very worried that Louise may be a broken woman. Will have to come up with a new plan.

PPS Am also very worried that I can’t seem to get an image of Lone Father out of my mind, even though I know he’s a good-for-nothing cad who never had any real feelings for me. Spent all afternoon fantasizing about his come-to-bed eyes and his sexy corduroy jacket. Finally resorted to tackling a pile of ironing to clear my mind and refocus my priorities.

PPPS Iron seems to be broken. Only managed to do three of Joe’s shirts before it blew up in a hiss of steam. Have decided to buy Joe non-iron shirts from now on. At least that’s his Christmas present sorted out early.


16 October

Mrs H popped in on her way back from Mass. I explained to her that Louise is considering giving up her baby to someone who can provide it with a more conventional family environment.

‘Maybe you should try to fix her up with a nice man,’ she said, sipping her tea. ‘Our David could be perfect for her.’

Joe spat a mouthful of his tea across the table.

‘What’s wrong, dear?’ Mrs H jumped in alarm. ‘Do you need me to do the Heimlich manoeuvre?’

‘No, I’m fine, Ma,’ Joe said. ‘It’s just that I don’t think Louise and David would be very well suited.’

‘Why not?’ Mrs H seemed disappointed that her first-aid training wouldn’t be coming in handy any time soon. ‘David’s a very accepting person. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind being father to another man’s child. It’s quite trendy nowadays.’

‘I don’t think the baby would be the problem, Mother,’ Joe said sarcastically, chewing a slice of toast mutinously.

I kicked him under the table to stop him saying any more. One emotional crisis on my hands was quite enough. Now was not the time to disclose David’s sexual preferences. Especially when Mrs H has no idea that her second son dreams of donning a powdered white wig, full pancake makeup and a false beauty spot like Elton John did at his extravagant birthday bash a few years back.

PS Joe obviously has unresolved anger about his brother’s secret sexual identity. Bit worrying.

PPS Caught Mrs H slipping Jack an age-inappropriate boiled sweet. Am convinced she’s determined to try the Heimlich manoeuvre on someone.


17 October

Katie has announced she wants her entire class to attend her birthday movie treat. She went a very funny purple colour when I tried to reason with her that it would be irresponsible to take thirty children to see a Disney flick. For one thing, the cinema complex would need to increase their security staff from one spotty teenager in a baseball cap to at least ten burly security guards.

‘You can invite five friends, Katie,’ I said, as it dawned on me that she had misunderstood the implications of a pared-down event. ‘That’s a reasonable number.’

‘I don’t want a reasonable number,’ she roared. ‘I want everyone.’

I decided to defer to Joe. I didn’t think I was adequately equipped with the necessary negotiating skills to deal with this conflict. I was also afraid I might climb down and destroy any shred of respect Katie had for me.

Joe calculated that it would cost an eye-watering five hundred euro to bring Katie’s classmates to the cinema and for fast food afterwards.

‘Well, that’s it, then,’ I said, deciding he would have to break it to her. ‘We simply can’t afford it.’

‘Hang on, Susie,’ he said, fiddling with his calculator. ‘She’s only going to be five once. Let’s throw caution to the wind and just do it.’

‘But what about tough love?’ I stuttered, not sure I was hearing properly. ‘You always say I give in too easily and that I should stick to my guns.’

I was puzzled that he was moving the childcare goalposts, but I didn’t want to say anything as I knew that taking the entire class to the movies could blow Angelica’s clam bake fiesta out of the water.

‘Well, maybe I’m mellowing.’ He smiled, and my heart melted. ‘I did get that big bonus for pulling off the LA deal.’

Hugged him tightly. I really am so lucky to have such a wonderful husband. Can only hope he’s not suffering from some degenerative brain disease. Throwing caution to the wind isn’t really his style.

PS Just had a brilliant idea! Louise should spend some more one-on-one time with Katie and Jack. It would persuade her that motherhood is full of joyful moments and is not just an endless round of wiping up vomit and trying to dislodge crayons from nasal cavities. I have decided to rope her in to help with Katie’s party. She could do with getting out a bit more now that she’s on maternity leave. Also, she’s so huge that she may come in handy as a body-blocker if any of the kids tries to escape.


18 October

Mum and Dad have invited us to Portugal for half-term. Can’t be sure but think they finally gave in when I mentioned our lack of plans for the millionth time.

I decided not to accept the invitation straight away – they couldn’t expect us to drop everything and visit just because it suddenly suited them to ask us.

But then Dad called back to force me into a decision. ‘If you don’t want to come, we’re going to invite the Glennons,’ he announced briskly, on the answering-machine, ‘so can you let us know by today, please?’

I really must get Mum to speak to Dad about his inappropriate emotional-blackmail tendencies. May have to threaten to disown him and his five-star villa if this sort of behaviour continues.

Did a quick check on web fares and discovered it was only going to cost us ninety-nine cents each to fly to Portugal (taxes not included, but they’re bound to be minimal). I immediately called Mum to tell her we’d be accepting their invitation. She seemed pathetically pleased that we were coming. ‘That’s wonderful, darling,’ she said. ‘We can’t wait to see you all.’

Suspect she may be very lonely in a strange country, surrounded by people who don’t even know what real Irish tea is. Am glad we’ll be there to give her emotional support – for a while, at least.

Joe is delighted we’re getting away.

‘It’ll be nice to spend some quality time together,’ he said, cuddling up behind me at the kitchen sink as I attempted to peel some potatoes without skinning my knuckles. ‘Your parents can baby-sit and we can go out for meals alone together.’

I didn’t like to break it to him that Mum and Dad seem to have elaborate social engagements every night of the week. Am not sure they’ll be willing to forgo them so we can have a second honeymoon.

PS Have decided that living in the twenty-first century really is a privilege, what with all the fare wars driving down the cost of international travel and giving even ordinary people the chance to travel to far-flung destinations. Like Lagos. Wonder how I can get through to Katie and Jack that they’re lucky to be living in an era of prosperity and commercial competition. Maybe I should buy a set of encyclopedias and not make fun of the door-to-door salesman next time he calls.


19 October

Thought I saw Lone Father and his lover/muse Marita in the street today. It was hard to tell as they were locked in what looked like a passionate embrace, but am sure it was them. It was definitely Lone Father’s son, Rodney, circling them and whooping gleefully. I’d recognize his destructive, dysfunctional behaviour anywhere. Also, Marita was wearing her trademark hot-pink acrylic nail extensions. Could just make them out snaked through Lone Father’s dark curls.

Think I went into shock afterwards because, before I knew it, I’d driven straight to the Centre where, in a freaky out-of-body experience, I walked robotically into Starbucks and heard myself ask for a chocolate-chip muffin with extra cream. Just as I bit into the muffin, I spotted a trim Oprah on the cover of the latest O on a nearby newsstand, mocking me. I could actually hear her lecturing me about eating my feelings as I munched. Anyway, I’m sure I did the right thing: sugar is good for shock

PS Louise called to ask about breast pads and leaky nipples. I let her twittering wash over me. All I could think of was Lone Father and the way he used to look at me when I wore my one and only push-up bra.


20 October

Had a terrible dream last night: Jamie Oliver was whipping up homemade pizza and organic fruit smoothies for dozens of children, who were happily smacking a piñata around his East End loft.

‘Fast-food culture is at the root of society’s slide into obesity, innit?’ he shouted, putting the finishing touches to a magnificent three-tier birthday cake he had made with wholemeal flour and rosewater, while Katie greased a muffin tray and looked accusingly at me. ‘You should bring the kids on a picnic for her birthday, mate,’ he went on. ‘Have a kick-about in the park, then feed them proper food, not ground up testicles and gristle.’

‘But chicken nuggets have real chicken in them now,’ I yelled in desperation. ‘Haven’t you seen the new ads?’

As Katie turned her back on me and the other kids advanced, twirling piñata sticks menacingly in their grubby little hands, I woke up and told Joe I was having second thoughts about the movie party.

‘Please, Susie, let’s just take them to the cinema,’ he begged, when I suggested that maybe having a mermaids-and-pirates party at home wouldn’t be complete and utter hell. ‘Let’s just spend the money.’

He looked so desperate that I gave in. After all, it wasn’t as if Eco-mother would be there to condemn me and my bad lifestyle choices.

Gave Angelica Katie’s birthday invitation at the school gate.

‘Thanks, sweetie,’ she gushed, jingling her car keys. ‘Listen, can I ask you to help me out again? Brandon’s nanny’s away tomorrow and I have another appointment. You couldn’t take him for the afternoon, could you? I would be, like, sooo grateful.’ She took my hand and looked at me pleadingly.

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘No problem.’

‘Fabulous!’ she said, air-kissing my cheek, then jumping into the Range Rover Sport before I could ask if she wanted to grab a skinny decaff (which is all she drinks, according to TV Ireland Today!). ‘You’re a doll, you really are.’

Am delighted Angelica now feels she can rely on me to step into the breach when she needs to. And I’m sure Louise won’t mind if I have to put off baby shopping with her tomorrow. It’s not as if she’s due all that soon.

PS Katie’s party invitations have caused quite a stir at school. I definitely heard a few mutterings about over-the-top displays, so I’m bang on track to impress everyone.


21 October

I have discovered that Brandon may have control issues. He spent all of yesterday afternoon putting Katie’s books in alphabetical order.

‘Wouldn’t you like to play a game, Brandon?’ I asked, as I watched him stack and restack them.

‘No, thank you, Mrs Hunt,’ he said politely, his face scrunched in fevered concentration. ‘I have to get this right first.’

Katie threw her eyes to heaven. ‘I told you he was weird,’ she said. ‘You never listen to me.’

Felt really sorry for Brandon. Obviously the celeb life has affected him. It must be hard moving about so much – and I’m sure having paparazzi stalk you isn’t much fun, even if it looks like it is.

Dropped him back to Angelica’s at six – she answered the door looking a little flushed and out of breath.

‘Is everything OK?’ I asked, alarmed by her dishevelled appearance. ‘You’re not feeling unwell, are you?’

‘What? No!’ Beads of sweat shone on her forehead and her eyes were a bit glassy. ‘Thanks so much for taking him – see you tomorrow.’

Then she grabbed Brandon, hauled him inside and shut the door before I could ask if he was coming to Katie’s party. Was a little put out but am trying not to take it personally. She was probably coming down with flu and not up to socializing.

PS Katie’s birthday tomorrow. Feel quite emotional that my baby’s turning five. Also feel quite sick that have so far received twenty-nine RSVPs from her classmates confirming attendance. Strongly suspect that some of the mothers may be taking advantage of my kind nature. The only good news is that a virulent strain of bird flu is apparently making its way to Ireland. Am hoping it gets here by tomorrow and that at least half of Katie’s friends will be in solitary confinement.

PPS Hope Louise doesn’t get stuck in her cinema seat. Maybe I should call ahead and get them to double-check dimensions.


22 October: Katie’s birthday

It was an inspired decision to take Louise to Katie’s party. Not only did her hulking frame stop the boys escaping from their cinema seats and making a break for the popcorn counter, she also caused a sensation among the girls and kept them occupied throughout. Once the rumour mill got to work that she wasn’t just fat, there was a real live baby in her tummy, they were enthralled. Which was really very handy as it stopped them rampaging up and down the aisles.

‘That is soooooo cute,’ they sang, gathering round her and taking turns to touch her belly.

Thought Louise would be delighted with the attention, but unfortunately she seemed a bit uncomfortable with the touching and the accompanying complicated questions.

Once the movie was over, we spent ages rounding up the children, doing a headcount, then frogmarching them to the burger joint, where some anti-war protesters were congregating. (Obviously to refuel before hitting the streets and reminding the world that they thought George Bush was the devil in a bespoke suit, etc., etc.)

I was getting ready to congratulate them on their good work when suddenly I heard a familiar voice call my name. I spun on my heel to see Eco-mother bearing down on me, her newly dreadlocked hair swinging in all directions.

‘You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Susie Hunt,’ she shouted. ‘Haven’t you seen Supersize Me? This den of evil is one of the conglomerates responsible for the plague of obesity in the Western world. Not to talk of slaughtering rainforests worldwide.’

‘What are you doing?’ I stuttered, as the children looked on agog.

‘We’re trying to raise awareness among the community that fast food is an evil assault on our souls, as well as our bodies and minds. Do you want to sell your soul for a double bacon cheeseburger? Do you?’

‘She mightn’t, but I sure as hell do.’ Louise puffed herself out to her full pregnancy weight and stared evilly at Eco-mother. ‘Now, I’d advise you to step aside or things will turn really ugly.’

Then, in a feat of pure brute force, Louise managed single-handedly to scrum the kids forward into the restaurant, where a scared-looking spotty teenager was hiding behind the counter, terrified that the protesters were about to storm the place.

‘Give me thirty kiddie meals and make it fast,’ Louise said, as he quaked before her. ‘Otherwise I might deliver on your floor.’

Really admire Louise and her forward thinking sometimes, even if she did eat all of her double bacon cheeseburger and most of mine. Think her maternal instinct kicked in a bit too – she only stole a handful of the kids’ fries.

PS Brandon was a no-show – left a voicemail for Angelica in case the date had slipped her mind but she didn’t call back. Suspect the flu has kicked in and she’s too dehydrated to chat – which is exactly the problem with being a size zero: when you’re laid low with a virus, you need a bit of body fat to fight the germs.


23 October

Booked flights to Portugal on-line. Total cost: €1499 including taxes, insurance and flight surcharges. Am scandalized. No wonder all the celebs have private jets – it’s probably far cheaper than flying commercial. I may investigate leasing a share in a helicopter soon. Maybe Angelica would like to go halves. Will look into it.

Am afraid to inform Joe that the ninety-nine-cent flights were an elaborate con. Hope he’s still feeling mellow – that may mean he won’t go through the Visa bill with a permanent red marker this month and discover it’s costing us a small fortune to go away for half-term.

Louise is not altogether pleased that we will be AWOL for a week in Portugal.

‘What if I go into premature labour?’ she whined, when I called to explain.

‘Well, if you do, ring the hospital and get yourself admitted,’ I said soothingly, trying not to antagonize her.

I didn’t like to tell her that she’ll probably be two weeks overdue and lucky to have the baby before Christmas – her nerves are clearly frayed already. She bleated on about breastfeeding and society’s aversion to Mother Nature’s honey for ages yesterday. She really is very irritable. Obviously the piles cream I recommended is doing no good.

PS Tesco is doing a special promotion on two-for-one depilatory creams. Found myself buying six tubes today just to get another six free. Not sure I’ll have time to use them all before we go to Portugal, though. Maybe I can offload some on Mrs H.


24 October

Can no longer deny that Hallowe’en is coming, for the following reasons:

	All the neighbourhood houses are draped in flashing lights and ghosts.
	Firecrackers are going off at all hours of the day and night, and the poor dog is teetering on the edge of a nervous breakdown.
	Katie and Jack are spending hours debating what goodies they’ll receive in their trick-or-treat bags and beating each other senseless over same.


‘Mummy, can we have lots of lights and ghosts all over our house for Hallowe’en?’ Katie asked, as she clambered into the car after school.

‘That might be nice,’ I said, vaguely, trying to fob her off.

‘Brandon says his house will be the best,’ she went on, a murderous glint in her eye. ‘But I told him that ours was going to be better. Much better.’

Instantly I felt nervous. Angelica had had decades of practice at creating elaborate lights displays. A half-carved pumpkin and a string of harmless-looking ghosts flapping on the porch were definitely not going to satisfy Katie’s high expectations. Decided to drive past the Laws’ mansion to assess the display. The house was festooned from top to bottom with lights, pumpkins and ghouls. There were also dozens of flapping banners, declaring ‘Happy Hallowe’en’, draped artistically across the front porch, and a life-size witch swaying on the steps. She must have got in the professionals to decorate – there was no way she could have managed it, not in her weakened flu state.

PS Mrs H called round for a quick cuppa. She says she no longer uses depilatory cream.

‘I’m converted to waxing, Susie dear,’ she claimed. ‘A good Brazilian lasts for ages – and it’s so hygienic. You should try it.’

She took a sip of her tea and smiled in a very self-satisfied way. I sometimes wonder if Mrs H hasn’t got hidden depths. Have put all the depilatory cream under the stairs until I decide how to get rid of it.


25 October

Was called to one side by Jack’s playschool teacher this morning when I arrived to collect him.

‘How do you think Jack is settling in here at Little Angels, Mrs Hunt?’ she asked, gazing at me unflinchingly.

‘Em, fine?’ I ventured, feeling hot and bothered all of a sudden. It wasn’t a good sign that she was calling me Mrs Hunt.

‘Yeees… It’s just that he seems to have a little difficulty interacting and sharing with the other children.’ She paused meaningfully.

‘In what way?’ I asked.

‘Well, he likes to spend a lot of time pretending to be a dog.’

‘A dog?’ I laughed, relieved nothing serious was wrong. ‘Well, he has a very active imagination.’

‘Yes, and we do encourage imaginative play here at Little Angels.’ She looked stern. ‘But we also encourage more formal group activities and unfortunately Jack is proving to be… Shall we say rather disruptive? We think he may need some extra encouragement and tutoring in that area.’

I left clutching a pile of literature on interactive play.

‘Why are you pretending to be a dog at school, Jack?’ I asked on the way home, trying to catch his eye in the rear-view mirror.

‘Woof! Woof!’ he barked happily.

Am very worried. What if he develops a serious psychological disorder and stops talking altogether? The only consolation is that they could make a TV movie of his life for the Living Channel.

Spent ages flicking through the brochures that the Little Angels teacher had given me. I have decided to implement a new schedule to improve Jack’s social skills.

Plan to Encourage Jack to Share With Other Children, Make Some Friends and Stop Pretending To Be a Dog



	Encourage him to talk about sharing and how this makes him feel.
	Ask him how it feels when others share with him.
	Ask him which is his favourite toy to share.
	Draw a picture of him sharing with a friend.
	Go to the zoo and explain how animals share food, water and shelter.


Am confident he will be back on track in no time, although the plan does seem to involve a lot of talking and Jack is not a big fan of that.

PS Katie and Jack have given the dog a massage with two tubes of the depilatory cream I put under the stairs. Luckily, I managed to wash it all off in time and he has just one bald patch on his head, but he’s still traumatized. He keeps looking at me with big mournful eyes, as if to say, ‘You’re a hopeless excuse for a parent.’ Have a strong feeling he wants to run away from home so have locked the back gate.


26 October

Spent the day attempting to transform the house into a spooky Hallowe’en cavern, complete with cauldrons, skeletons, cackling witches, etc. Roped Joe in to help. Unfortunately, most of the Hallowe’en stock was sold out in the Centre, so we had to make do with last year’s paraphernalia – which fell seriously below par when compared with Angelica’s masterpiece.

Katie supervised the exercise with an eagle eye and a sharp tongue. ‘We need more pumpkin lights, Mummy,’ she said, surveying the front door critically. ‘I want people to be really, really scared when they see it.’

‘I don’t think we’ll be able to fit any more in, darling,’ I said, while Joe muttered something under his breath about unrealistic expectations and blown fuses. ‘Anyway, it would be a bit vulgar to have too many lights.’

‘What does “vulgar” mean, Mummy?’ Katie asked.

‘It means, Katie, that if you want any more lights we’ll have to remortgage the house.’ Joe tried to arrange a skeleton to dangle over the door.

‘Well, I like vulgar,’ Katie said. ‘It’s cool.’

May have to explain to Katie that the environment is practically beyond repair and that we should try not to contribute to global warming any more than is absolutely necessary. Maybe I could invite Al Gore round and get him to explain it all to her.

PS Saw clip of Cameron Diaz asking everyone to be environmentally responsible and unplug their mobile-phone chargers every night to save electricity – will have to drop that discreetly into conversation with Angelica next time I see her. Surely as the wife of a big-name celebrity she should be more ecologically friendly and abstain from such an electricity-guzzling Hallowe’en display. She has that ‘I’m Not a Plastic Bag’ carrier so I know she’s eco-aware. Maybe she just needs reminding.


27 October

Annoyingly, it seems that Mum and Dad are turning more Portuguese than the Portuguese themselves.

‘Oh, we don’t eat any of that stodge, Susie.’ Mum laughed, when I called to ask if she wanted any honest-to-goodness Irish produce brought over, like pork sausages or six-pack crisps. ‘We practically live on fresh fruit here. Your father has never had so much stamina.’

Hung up quickly before she could go into any more detail. Have decided to sneak some Pringles and custard cream biscuits into my carry-on luggage anyway. It’s a well-known fact that too much fruit can cause painful bloating. All that fermentation in the gut can’t be healthy.

PS Joe asked what arrangements I’ve made for the dog when we’re abroad. I didn’t admit that his existence had temporarily slipped my mind or suggest that he stay home alone for the week. Wonder if Louise would take him. It’s not as if she has anything better to do now that she’s on maternity leave. Also, she’d probably enjoy some company for a change. It must be very lonely having no one to come home to at night – even if you live in a plush townhouse with a flat-screen TV in every room.

PPS Jack wants to dress as a Super Dog for Hallowe’en. In a collar and lead. I have looked up childhood obsessions on-line. There was some great information about how children can become unusually attached to all sorts of random items, like blankies or dinosaurs. It did not, however, mention a strange preoccupation with doglike behaviour.


28 October

Casually dropped hints at the school gate that we’re off to Portugal for half-term. All the other downtrodden mothers listened in envy until Angelica bounced up in her dazzling white sneakers, looking as if she’d just come back from a health spa.

‘Hi, you guys, I am sooooo exhausted,’ she announced, beaming at everyone. ‘I was up all night packing for our trip to LA. Sometimes I wonder if it’s really worth travelling so far for a week. But I need my fix of sun – this Irish weather sucks!’

There was a murmur of approval as the others moved in to hear more about her fabulously glamorous lifestyle.

‘Are you feeling better, Angelica?’ I asked, wanting her to know that she’d been in my thoughts when she was unwell.

‘Better?’ She seemed confused.

‘Didn’t you have the flu? You looked quite sick the last time I saw you. You were hot and sweaty and…’ I trailed off because her face was blank.

Then she smiled broadly. ‘Oh yeeees. Thanks, Susie. I’m much better now. You’re so sweet to think of me.’

She linked arms with me and walked briskly back to her Range Rover Sport. ‘Listen, would you like to come to a charity gig with me in December? I know it’s a long way off but the tickets are like gold dust – it’s some environmental thing, you know, reducing our carbon footprints, yawn, yawn. Boring, but the gang will be there so it’ll be good fun.’

‘I’d love to!’ I said, my voice squeaky with excitement at the thought of sharing a top table with bona fide celebs. ‘What date?’

‘Um, I’m not sure. I’ll check my diary, OK? Now, I gotta run, my trainer’s waiting for me – and you know how they can be.’ She giggled.

Then she kissed me – actually kissed me – on the cheek.

PS Spent the morning researching the environment, greenhouse gases, etc. – have to be au fait with it if I’m going to be sitting next to real celebs at dinner: they’re always sponsoring eco-awareness campaigns. I discovered some very scary information about global warming and carbon footprints, etc. Am now a teeny bit anxious that a freak tidal wave may engulf us or that deadly giant mosquitoes could invade Ireland at any second. Also, have calculated that I have a carbon footprint of approximately three zillion and that I’m probably singlehandedly responsible for certain environmental disaster due to befall the earth. Am baffled as to why I rate so highly when I don’t have a private jet on standby and don’t manufacture CDs or anything else abominable. Perhaps using new Katie’s new hair-straighteners so much is to blame.


29 October

Louise called in a panic. ‘I’m getting stretchmarks, Susie!’ she howled. ‘How could this happen? I smother my skin with buckets of that bloody body moisturizer religiously every night. Religiously.’

‘You’ll be fine, Lou,’ I said. ‘Listen, you’ll never guess! I’m going to a charity function with Angelica. And she kissed me!’

‘On the lips? Gross.’ Louise was distinctly unimpressed.

‘Not on the lips, on the cheek. She has to look the date up in her diary but it’s some big environmental gig – loads of celebs are going! I’m sooooooooo excited.’

‘Great,’ she said flatly. ‘But what about my stretchmarks? I’ll never be able to wear a bikini again.’

She broke into uncontrollable sobs and I had to spend ages trying to convince her that stretchmarks are motherhood’s badge of honour and nothing to be ashamed of. Didn’t like to tell her that they’ll soon be just one of a long list of reasons why a bikini is now completely out of the question. A jelly belly and deflated, saggy boobs mean that a dowdy suck-it-all-in one-piece swimsuit that costs an arm and a leg is now the only viable option going forward.


30 October

Dropped by Louise’s to inspect her new stretchmarks. After quite a lot of banging on my part she answered the door with a headset attached to her belly.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked, transfixed.

‘Letting the baby listen to some classical music,’ she said, smiling fondly. ‘And some French, of course.’

‘You’re a scream, you really are.’ I guffawed, glad her sense of humour had been restored. ‘Some of those baby ideas really are crazy, aren’t they?’ I squeezed past her and made my way to the kitchen in search of the delicious designer nibbles she buys from the gourmet deli for outrageous sums of money.

‘Why would you think I was joking, Susie?’ She was looking at me blankly. ‘Scientific research has shown that babies in utero can hear and respond to outside stimuli.’

I knew immediately she wasn’t kidding by the way her eyes glinted dangerously off the cafetière.

‘Of course,’ I agreed, worried that the gourmet latte and brioche might be withheld. ‘I did that with Katie and Jack too. That’s why they’re both so advanced now.’

Don’t know why but she looked a bit worried when I said that.

Anyhow, she eventually agreed to have the dog while we’re in Portugal, although I’m not sure she’s altogether happy about it.

‘He is house-trained, right?’ she asked, when I went through his daily routine of lying around, interspersed with cowering under the table when the children are experiencing their more active moments.

‘Of course he is!’ I said, relieved I hadn’t mentioned his fondness for vomiting on the stairs, then licking it up at his leisure, or his habit of weeing on the sofa now and again.

Am sure she’ll be grateful for this learning experience – it’ll give her excellent practice in parenthood before the baby arrives: once she’s experienced the joy of unrelenting responsibility for another living being round the clock, she’ll probably change her mind about adoption. So, in a roundabout way, I’m doing her a colossal favour in dumping the dog on her. Must remember to tell her that when we get back.

PS Mum called to say the weather has turned unseasonably cold in Portugal. ‘We can’t understand it,’ she said, sounding baffled. ‘It’s been glorious for months now.’

Am refusing to be downhearted. Maybe she’s become so acclimatized to the heat that she thinks anything below thirty degrees is chilly.


31 October: Hallowe’en

Have decided that Hallowe’en is a stupid holiday that should be banned due to its pagan, devil-worshipping origins.

Katie demanded a homemade costume this year, so I spent the entire afternoon clumsily fashioning a witch’s outfit from black crêpe paper and pumpkin stickers, even though she already has a dozen Disney character outfits that cost a small fortune in her dressing-up box, just waiting for a night on the town.

‘This looks really vulgar, Mummy,’ she said, delighted to use her favourite new word as I tried to pin the paper round her waist and create the over-the-top bouffant look she wanted.

‘That’s right, darling,’ I said, eyeing Jack, as he pranced round the kitchen in his cowboy hat and Power Rangers underpants, lunging periodically at the dog with a plastic lasso. ‘It’s perfect.’

‘Yes, but do I look scary? I want to be really, really scary. I want to be the scariest witch ever.’

Spent the rest of the afternoon trying to convince Katie that I was terrified of the very sight of her while simultaneously trying to persuade Jack not to garrotte the dog.

Then, as I was reaching the end of my rope, Joe called to say he’d be late so I had to take the children trick-or-treating myself, while the rain bucketed down and drenched us. Was forced to carry the dog as he was so frightened of the bangers and other fireworks. Limped home after an hour and attempted surreptitiously to replace all the sweets that Katie and Jack had been given with others that I’d bought. Don’t think old Mrs Kenny next door would spike any sherbet dips with arsenic, but you never know.

PS Am raging with Joe. Suspect he faked the urgent meeting to avoid the Hallowe’en revelry on the streets. Am also furious that I missed Strictly Come Dancing because I was traipsing round in the rain – I was really looking forward to watching celebs tripping round a ballroom making complete fools of themselves. Have hidden all the Hallowe’en treats – Joe definitely doesn’t deserve any mini KitKats.


1 November

Spent the day packing for our trip to Portugal. Decided to ignore Mum’s warnings about downpours and intemperate conditions. She has a tendency to be over-cautious. Instead, I filled the case with all the clothes we never had a chance to wear because of the ridiculously cold Irish summer. Luckily, I was able to create a classic capsule wardrobe for myself – my stylish new M&S tie-dye multiway sarong goes with everything and is guaranteed to take me from day to night with a simple change of jewellery. Or I get my money back.

PS Dropped dog to Louise’s. Hope he doesn’t pine for us too much. Mind you, he looked as if he couldn’t believe his luck when he saw her designer furniture.


2 November

Am exhausted after enduring the flight from hell. As usual, Joe fell into a semi-conscious state from which he could not be roused, snoring loudly all the way there while Katie and Jack ran amok in the cabin and I tried to hide behind the latest edition of Heat. (The exclusive revelations about Tom and Katie’s marriage were fascinating.)

‘Is there anything I can help you with?’ the snooty air stewardess enquired, as Jack attempted for the third time to launch himself off the back of his seat and on to the lap of the passenger behind.

I tried to look calm and unruffled while attempting to drag Jack back with one hand. ‘Not really, thank you.’ I smiled with gritted teeth, praying the plane was about to start its descent.

‘It’s just that the children seem to be, em, rather, em, boisterous,’ she pointed out. ‘There have been a few complaints.’

Was instantly furious that our fellow passengers had been judging Katie and Jack’s playful antics. OK, so spraying fruit juice across the aisle at the couple in the pristine white cotton suits may have been a bit naughty, but it was done in the spirit of fun, and who wears white cotton on a flight? It’s completely impractical.

‘Well, perhaps you should remind people that we were all children once and that the Geneva Convention probably protects the right of children to fun and frivolity,’ I said, poking Joe’s arm so he would wake up and help me. ‘What do people expect them to do for three hours? Sudoku?’ I glared at the passenger behind, who was now cowering under a newspaper.

‘Maybe they’d like another drink,’ she suggested, flinching as Jack tried to lick her hand.

‘That’s a good idea,’ I said, trying to sound confident. ‘They may be dehydrated. Who knows what damage is being done to their internal organs at this very moment?’

The stewardess raised her eyebrows and sashayed up the aisle while Katie and Jack stuck out their tongues at her. Was quite proud of them.

Turned out Mum hadn’t been joking about the weather. High winds whipped round the plane’s steps as we disembarked and I almost fell to my death as the children clung to my legs. Joe was manhandling our cabin luggage with some difficulty. ‘What the hell’s in here, Susie?’ he grumbled, as he dragged my holdall along.

‘Not much,’ I answered, struggling to keep upright against the wind. I wasn’t going to admit that I’d smuggled large quantities of Irish confectionery on board. He’ll be glad of it when Mum and Dad forcefeed him organic fruit for a week.

Eventually made it to the arrivals hall. Scanned the crowd for Mum, Dad and a huge welcome banner, but there was no sign of them. Called Mum on her mobile to find out where they were and why they weren’t waiting for us, ready to relieve us of our luggage and the children.

‘Sorry, darling,’ she said, sounding distracted. ‘The golf ran a little late this morning because of the wind. Why don’t you take a taxi to the resort and we’ll meet you for lunch?’

Was forced to struggle outside with the luggage and wait, shivering, for a taxi to pick us up. Joe tried to jolly Katie and Jack along, but I was furious at my parents’ blatant disregard for my feelings. Have decided to withhold the jumbo tube of Pringles from them.

PS Am seriously considering contacting the Civil Aviation Authority, or some such body, and demanding that airlines provide better facilities on board for children. Such as in-flight nannies and a designated play area. (Well away from adult seating, obviously.) May even write to Richard Branson and suggest it. Who knows? He may invite me to his private island for a brainstorming session with Kate Moss and pay me a vast sum of money to patent my ideas.


3 November

Raining. Am in despair. Only the Lindsay Lohan revelations in OK! are keeping me from losing my mind.

Am also a bit worried about Mum and Dad. They seem to be having some difficulty speaking English and keep breaking into Portuguese. It’s most disconcerting.

‘Do you think they’re going senile?’ I asked Joe, as we lay in bed, huddled together for warmth as the wind howled outside.

‘Senile?’ He snorted. ‘That pair have the life. This is exactly where I want to be when we retire.’

Not sure about that. If this is the kind of unsavoury weather you can expect in Portugal, I may prefer a holiday home in Hollywood, just like Angelica Law.


4 November

The weather was better this morning, although still not balmy and tropical or in any way suitable for my M&S tie-dye multiway sarong.

Mum and Dad tried to persuade Joe and me to play a round of golf with them while Katie and Jack spent the afternoon in the on-site crèche. But than I discovered that just driving round the course in a golf-buggy for fun was not an option.

‘Don’t be so over-protective,’ Dad said, when I queried the crèche staff’s qualifications and suitability as a way to get out of it. ‘We’ll only be gone a couple of hours.’

‘Come on, Susie,’ Joe coaxed, ready and willing to abandon our children for the sake of eighteen holes under grey skies. ‘They’d love the chance to play with the other kids.’

‘I can’t believe you’d just leave them with strangers,’ I hissed, annoyed he wasn’t volunteering to stay behind and watch over them while I went for a manicure in the on-site beauty salon.

Spent the rest of the afternoon huddled under a blanket, watching Katie and Jack’s every move in case they fell into the toddler pool. (Although this was unlikely: they didn’t get any further than sticking their toes into the freezing water and squealing in horror.)

Was glad I’d stuck to my guns, even if Katie and Jack were a bit cross when some other resort children marched past us on a treasure hunt, led by two cheerful staff members in red T-shirts and bandanas.

PS May have to make a quick trip to the nearest shopping centre. Am so cold after sitting by the pool that I can no longer feel some of my extremities.


5 November

Almost became tragic young widow à la Jackie Kennedy this evening.

At seven, after hours of bickering over Katie’s Dora the Explorer Scrabble, the only board game to hand, we decided to brave the cold and make a break for the fish restaurant at the marina.

‘You won’t be sorry!’ Mum enthused, as we donned several layers to withstand the hundred-mile-an-hour winds and lashing rain. ‘Antonio’s serves the best sea bass this side of Lagos. The local fishermen catch it every afternoon.’

Got to the restaurant and Jack went into meltdown when he discovered Captain Bird’s Eye’s fish fingers weren’t available and that he had to eat fresh fish like everyone else.

‘I love fresh fish,’ Katie announced, in a superior voice, smiling coyly at the waiter and fluttering her eyelashes. ‘It makes you big and strong, doesn’t it?’

I’d just managed to persuade Jack that sea bass wasn’t ‘yuk’, when Joe suddenly started choking.

‘That’ll be the bones,’ Dad said, as he licked his fingers with relish. ‘They take a bit of getting used to.’

Suddenly Joe’s eyes were bulging and I realized he couldn’t breathe. But instead of leaping to his rescue and saving him, like a heroic intern in ER, I was rooted to the spot in horror, unable to move.

Then Mum screamed and Antonio, the owner, leapt to the rescue. He grasped Joe round the abdomen and squeezed hard until a small chunk of bone popped out of his mouth and flew across the table, hitting me in the eye.

Joe spluttered while Dad slapped him violently on the back and Antonio puffed out his chest, looking pleased with himself.

‘God, Joe,’ Dad said, ‘we thought you were faking it. It’s a good thing Antonio knew what to do or you’d have been a goner.’

PS Feel quite traumatized. May never be able to eat sea bass again. Also, am worried that Katie and Jack may suffer disturbing psychological flashbacks of Antonio squeezing Joe with enormous force as his eyes bulged from his head. They seem unusually subdued.

PPS Mrs H will be raging when she hears. She’s been desperate to try out the Heimlich manoeuvre and this would have been the perfect opportunity.

PPPS Joe seems quite affected by his near-death experience. Half suspect he may be faking it so he can avoid childcare duties.


6 November

Joe has upped the ante on the fallout of his near-death experience. He spent the entire day mumbling about ‘reassessing priorities’ and ‘living in the now’. ‘When you have a brush with death, it really makes you sit up and rethink your life,’ he said to me sorrowfully, as he tucked into his third croissant.

‘I’m not sure it was a brush with death,’ I offered, wondering if I could sneak a pastry past without him noticing and whether I should suggest that he could reassess his cholesterol intake while he was at it.

He turned doleful eyes on me. ‘Oh, but it was, Susie. If Antonio hadn’t saved me, who knows what might have happened? I really thought I’d had it.’

‘Yes, but you’re fine now,’ I said, as reassuringly as I could, suppressing an urge to ask sarcastically if he’d noticed a white light on the other side.

‘Yes, but life is short, don’t you see?’ he went on, looking intense – and a bit wild-eyed. ‘It can be snatched away from you at a moment’s notice. That’s why you have to make every minute count.’

Then he went back to chewing on his croissant and looking thoughtful.

PS Hope Joe doesn’t think he can become an inspirational speaker or some such. Not sure he has the charisma to carry it off. Mind you, he could probably make lots of money doing TV appearances to discuss his brush with the spirit world.

PPS Crept back to the kitchen after midnight to find a spare croissant, but all that was left was a trail of crumbs across the tiled floor. Joe’s selfishness in the wake of his near-death experience is really starting to grate on my nerves.


7 November

Mum and Dad are seemingly unaffected by our imminent departure. They are also refusing to confirm when they’ll next visit us. Or when we can next visit them for that matter.

‘It depends, darling,’ Mum said vaguely, when I tried to pin her down on her next trip home to Dublin.

‘Depends on what exactly?’ I said, determined not to be fobbed off with generalities.

‘Oh, lots of things,’ she said, avoiding my eye. ‘Let’s just concentrate on enjoying our last day together tomorrow.’

I thought I saw the glint of a tear as she turned away. She’s probably gutted that we’re leaving her to her own devices again among strangers so far from home, but she doesn’t want to show it and is being brave to protect me. Maybe I should encourage her to express her feelings more – I’d love to hear how devastated she’ll be.

PS Dad seems unusually jolly now that we’re leaving. If I hear him whistling ‘Copacabana’ one more time, I’ll scream.


8 November

Woke to sunny blue skies so decided to wear my new M&S tie-dye multiway sarong. It provides excellent overall coverage, with no need for waxing of intimate body parts, except ankles. Luckily, fake tans are now so advanced that I’ll be able to slap some on when we get back and I don’t need to panic that my skin seems whiter now than it was when we arrived. Which is a good thing – it’s vital that I’m glowing and healthy at the school gate on Monday and preferably looking a good five years younger than when we left. Especially if I’m going to a glamorous charity gig with Angelica soon.

Dad almost choked on his organic fruit salad when I appeared at the breakfast table with the ingenious sarong wrapped round my bust (turned out the instructions that boasted it would take you from the beach to the boardroom in three simple steps proved impossible to follow so I just tucked it under my arms and hoped for the best).

‘What on earth is that, Susie?’ he snickered, when I shuffled in, hoping it wouldn’t collapse round my defuzzed ankles.

‘A sarong.’ I sniffed, annoyed he found me so hilarious. ‘It offers excellent protection against UVA and UVB rays.’

‘Well, it’s certainly interesting.’ He winked at Katie and Jack.

I attempted to storm off, furious that he was ridiculing me in front of my children, which everyone knows can sow the seeds of destructive behaviour patterns in later years. It will be his fault if they turn into disrespectful lager louts who won’t listen to a word I say when they hit their teens. Unfortunately, though, I was unable to make a really good sort of storming-off motion as the sarong had wrapped itself round my inner thighs, so I had to shuffle at a hobble, like a geisha (although maybe not as gracefully).

Spent ages on the beach building sandcastles with Katie and Jack and collecting shells. It was just like a proper old-fashioned family holiday. Sadly, it ended in tears when Katie gave Jack’s dinosaur sandcastle a sly kick and he retaliated by bulldozing her Bratz sand palace. But at least I captured some fond family memories on camera, even if Joe sat at the water’s edge, ignoring us and looking sorrowful.

PS Am dreading the flight back to Dublin tomorrow. Thankfully, I have devised a detailed plan of action to ensure that Katie and Jack are occupied at all times and cannot run amok in the cabin, mortifying me again.


9 November

Detailed plan to keep Katie and Jack occupied during the flight failed abysmally.

10.00 a.m. Presented children with colouring pads (extortionate ten euro in airport shop) and an assorted array of crayons (five euro in same). Encouraged them to draw for at least thirty-five minutes in jolly-hockeysticks way. Children glared mutinously at me.

10.03 a.m. Colouring pads fell to pieces. (OK, Jack ripped them to shreds while he was pretending to be a corgi.) Children threw crayons on the floor with abandon. Attempts to retrieve them proved futile.

10.07 a.m. Proceeded to try to engage unruly children and explain to them how to play old-fashioned game of Hangman.

10.10 a.m. Realized Hangman is difficult to explain. And may be psychologically disturbing for young children.

10.11 a.m. Tried to explain how to play noughts and crosses.

10.13 a.m. Abandoned noughts and crosses when Katie insisted on being the crosses and Jack violently disagreed.

10.14 a.m. Poked Joe’s arm with an in-flight aeroplane pen to encourage him to engage with his children.

10.15 a.m. Pretended to fall into deep, impenetrable sleep and ignored chaos around me.


10 November

Think I may be suffering from jet-lag. Feel quite jittery and off-balance – may need Reiki healing to recover from in-flight trauma. Joe says it’s impossible to suffer from jet-lag when travelling from one European destination to another but I have to disagree. Who knows what sort of havoc all that magnetic energy can play with your chi? He’s even acting a bit strangely himself. He asked if I was truly happy over deep-pan pizza this evening. I told him I was, even though I think that lugging my oversized suitcase around may well have dislocated something vitally important that could prevent me finally taking up Pilates.

PS Spent all night carefully applying fake tan to all visible areas. It’s vital to look bronzed and youthful for school gates tomorrow. Cannot, under any circumstances, admit that the weather was abysmal and that lugging a bag packed to the brim with flimsy summer clothes was a complete waste of time – and led to ridiculous excess-baggage charge by the airline.


11 November

Very humiliating morning. Woke up late – suspect my body clock is all over the place after overseas travel – and barely made it to school on time.

Saw Angelica in the distance, her peroxide teeth flashing against her mahogany skin. Was relieved the hours I’d spent self-tanning meant I was a natural, honey-kissed shade too.

I smiled serenely as the mothers cooed over my glow, until one silly cow piped up, ‘Oh, Susie, if you want to get those tan marks off you should try toothpaste. It’s really effective.’

She was pointing at my palms, which, I suddenly saw, were a funny orange colour. Rushed away, cursing Joe. If he hadn’t distracted me with another meaning-of-life conversation last night I would have remembered to scrub my palms in the brisk, yet careful way outlined on the back of the bottle.

Then Louise called to find out when I was coming to collect the dog. Was a bit disappointed that she hadn’t developed a lifelong bond with him and had decided not to give him back. ‘He really misses you,’ she said, sounding a bit eager to be rid of him. ‘He chewed my Persian rug to bits on the first night and insisted on sleeping in my room the whole time. His snoring kept me awake almost every night.’

‘Aw, how sweet,’ I said, hoping she thought so too. ‘He must have been trying to protect you.’

‘It wasn’t that sweet, Susie,’ she said. ‘The rug was very expensive, and there’s dog hair everywhere. I’m going to have to get a contract cleaner in before the baby arrives.’

‘But I thought you were putting the baby up for adoption?’ I said.

‘Oh, that – well, I’ve changed my mind,’ she said sheepishly. ‘I’ve decided I’m strong enough to cope on my own. I think I was just having a crisis of confidence – I’m over it now.’

‘That’s great, Lou,’ I said, thrilled that my grand plan had worked. The dog had brought out her maternal side, whether she liked it or not. Decided that maybe the time wasn’t right to suggest letting go of her impossibly high standards, though. A little bit of dog hair is nothing compared to the chaos that a newborn’s spit-up and poo will cause. Anyway, was distracted when she asked me to attend her antenatal scan to give her moral support. It seems her ob-gyn is concerned about her unusually large bump and wants to double-check the measurements. Am really looking forward to hearing all the gory details.

PS I’m not sure but I think the dog may have turned up his nose at me this evening when I collected him – his eyes seemed to mock me when I was opening his can of Pedigree Chum.
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