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This book is dedicated to childminders everywhere. You deserve a raise!
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I open the freezer and stare blearily inside, looking for something for supper tonight. Dominic’s afterbirth stares back at me, looking like a large frozen lump of liver except for the label proclaiming AFTERBIRTH. DO NOT EAT. Not something you’d see in Nigella’s freezer, I do realise that.

Let me explain.

The reason I’ve kept the afterbirth, and for so long – Dom is already six months old – was so that I could bury it in the garden and plant a rosebush on top of it. That’s what the books say you should do. The natural birth/organic food/never vaccinate them and fix-brokenlimbs-with-a-poultice books. And it’s what I want to do but only when Dom gets christened, which is something I haven’t quite got around to organising yet. Nick, of course, thinks I’m completely cooked, especially as we had to bring the afterbirth home in one of his cooler-boxes (which I discovered later in the dustbin). He cannot bear the fact that I keep it in the freezer and has used this as an excuse for not going anywhere near the kitchen ever since Dom was born.

I find some mince and hoick it out. Oh well, it’ll just have to be spag bol. Again. I sigh. The sameness of everything just really gets me down. I’m 35 years old and what have I done with my life? I think dramatically as I look out of the kitchen window at the bleak winter landscape of dry grass and bare trees, a haze of smog shrouding the gaudily flashing sign on top of Ponte. I hate winter. Our beautiful house with its wooden floors and pressed-steel ceilings faces the wrong way and it’s dark and cold. And the kids are always sick, which means they don’t sleep. I have that strange slightly hung-over sensation from being woken up every couple of hours, which is not enhanced by the sight of the lumpy brown porridge I’m stirring. Porridge that looks more like baby shit than something you can actually eat.

“Momma, Momma are we having brown porridge?” My eldest son bursts into the kitchen, hopping up and down in his excitement. “Are we having brown porridge, Momma?” He started calling me Momma when my youngest was born. A normal regression according to my therapist, but pretty fucking annoying all the same. “I can’t see, Momma, I can’t see. Can I stir the porridge, Momma? Can I? Can I?”

“No. It’s hot. Mind out the way.”

“But I want to seeeee.”

“No!”

“But I want to.” He starts throwing one of his tantrums.

“I don’t care what you want. Just get out of my way and stop irritating me!” His face crumples and he starts wailing in earnest. “Stop it, okay? Just stop being silly!” I didn’t mean to raise the decibel level of my voice quite so high, but it seems to have done the trick. He is shocked into silence. He stands there, whimpering, hurt blue eyes overflowing, looking like a poster child for neglected kids. Oh, dear. I am breaking every rule in the “How to nurture your child’s self-esteem” book. Never mind, at least he’ll have something interesting to discuss with his therapist when he’s older. Wearily I kneel down next to him.

“Sorry Lukey. Mommy didn’t mean to shout. It just gets a bit irritating when you nag me, that’s all.”

“And you also irritate me. I’m berry, berry irritated.” He folds his arms and pouts.

“I’m sorry you’re irritated. Now please go and get changed.”

“But I want to eat my porridge,”

“Get changed first.”

“Don’t want to.”

“Just stop arguing and go do it.”

“No.”

“Luke, I’m warning you …” His face assumes the same expression Nick gets when I ask him to put the butter back in the fridge.

“Right! That’s it. Go to your room.” He shakes his head defiantly. I shout, “Go to your room at once!” He doesn’t budge. I lose it completely. “I’VE HAD ENOUGH OF THIS BEHAVIOUR!” I scream as I pick him up, sling him under my arm and carry him kicking and screaming down the passage. I deposit him none too gently in his room and close the door. This is what the experts refer to as “Time Out”.

Remove the child from the situation before he or she becomes truly fractious. Calmly lead them or carry them to their bedroom or other designated area. Let them play quietly on their own for a few minutes, not to punish them but to allow them time to gain control. Then welcome them back with a kiss and a hug. Remember Time Out is much more effective than smacking!

That may be so, but a good hiding would make me feel a lot better. In fact, at this precise moment I’m having a lot of sympathy with the woman who drowned her five children in the bath. I take a deep breath and try to block out his screams. I hear a cooing noise from next door. All this commotion has woken his brother up. I open the door. Dominic is lying in his cot, laughing at his mobile and kicking his legs. His face lights up when he sees me and he chirrups ecstatically. His room feels like a haven of calm compared to his brother’s. I pick him up and softly stroke the down on his head. He smells of baby shampoo and milk. He snuggles into my neck, little mouth trying to latch on to my collarbone.

“Are you hungry, my little frog? Do you want some milky-milks? Hey beautiful? Hey, my sweet boy?” I murmur nonsense as I unhook my feeding bra and cradle him in the crook of my arm. He latches on enthusiastically and starts gulping. The milk pours out and he coughs and splutters. I sit him up and pat his back gently. “Not so fast, silly noodle,” I coo, as I latch him back on. Just as I’ve got him settled the door flies open.

“Look at this fucking shirt.” Nick stomps in, waving a shirt and pouting.

“Shhh!” I hiss, but it’s too late. Dominic unceremoniously shoves my breast out of the way as he sits up and beams at his father. Milk spurts in every direction. I look suitably unimpressed.

“Sorry,” says Nick curtly, not looking at all remorseful.

“What’s wrong with the shirt?” I ask in a martyred voice as I mop up and shove my breast back into my bra.

“It’s creased,” he says in the kind of voice that suggests that I’m completely blind. He’s right, the shirt does have a kind of crumpled, cheesecloth type of look.

“Why don’t you wear something else then?”

“There isn’t anything else to wear.” I can see where Luke gets the pout from.

“Then iron it.”

“I’m really bad at ironing. Maybe I should go call Christina …”

“Nick, Christina only comes in at eight. Give it here.” Impatiently I grab the shirt from him with one hand as I hoist Dom onto the changing mat with the other. “I’ll sort it out.” And perhaps I could wipe your bum for you too while I’m at it, I add mentally.

“Thanks.” Relieved, he beats a hasty retreat.

It’s amazing the way Nick always manages to wriggle out of doing things he doesn’t like, I think sourly to myself as I try to prise the nappy cream out of Dom’s fingers. Women, i.e. his mother, never believe me when I tell them that he’s not quite as perfect as they like to think he is.

“But he cooks (once in a blue moon) and he even helps with the children,” they say in reverential tones as if he should be put on a pedestal next to Nelson Mandela for his contribution to humanity. Of course no one ever waxes lyrical about my contribution to the relationship. I don’t ever hear anyone saying, “You gave birth to a four kilogram baby without drugs and with no episiotomy? My God! You must have been an absolute whiz at perineal massage.”

In actual fact whenever other women hear that I gave birth to a four kilo baby naturally they look at me as if I’m totally insane and start muttering about elective Caesareans. After all, Joburg is the Caesar capital of the world, there’s absolutely no reason why one should put oneself through all that agony. Not to mention the mess. Men always want to know if everything’s bounced back. One guy even asked Nick if sex after babies wasn’t a bit like throwing a sausage up a tunnel.

Shit, why is there nothing for Dom to wear? Nothing except for this really naff purple tracksuit printed with bugs. It’s the kind of touristy pseudo-ethnic stuff that I hate. But unfortunately it’ll have to do.

Someone is knocking at the door. Oh God, it’s Luke. I forgot to let him out.

“Mommee, I wanna come ou-out. Mommeee.” I open the door. “Sorree Momma.”

My heart melts at the sight of his little tear-stained face. “It’s okay, boysie. Let’s get some clothes out for you.”

“I wanna wear my Spiderman T-shirt.” Please let it be in his drawer. It is, thank God. World War Three is averted. The stove starts beeping. “Momma, the porridge is ready. The porridge is ready, Momma. Momma …”

“I know, Luke. I heard it.” I finish dressing Luke and rush off to the kitchen. I start trying to dish up the porridge, organise some baby cereal for Dom, make the tea and find Luke’s lunchbox. Nick comes sauntering in.

“Have you ironed my shirt yet? I’ve got an early meeting and I don’t want to be late.”

I wonder why the woman who drowned her kids didn’t do her husband while she was at it.
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Later on I try to do some work. I write scripts for a very popular local soapie that is also seriously bad. Bad in the traditional sense of the word, as in not good. I have a script to hand in by tomorrow and I still have four scenes to write. The outline of the first scene goes like this:

Cat confesses to Jack that she’s pregnant and tells him that it could be his evil twin Zack’s child. Two pages.

Not a hell of a lot to go on. And to make matters worse, the actress who plays Cat tends to take any mind-altering substance she can lay her hands on and therefore is not really that fantastic when it comes to remembering her words. Which is why the script department has been told very firmly to restrict all of her speeches to not more than two lines. Hmm. She also can’t act, which doesn’t help but at least she’s really beautiful, which is something. The guy who plays Jack (and Zack), on the other hand, is a screaming queen and a very fine theatre actor who says, and I quote, “Whoever writes this shit doesn’t know their arse from a hole in the ground when it comes to writing dialogue.” Unfortunately I have to agree with him.

Ah well, enough procrastination.

CAT: We need to talk, Jack.
JACK: Should I be nervous?

Scrap that. I’ve used it too often AND it’s a leading question, which is a big no-no. Try again.

JACK: You seem preoccupied, my darling. 

“He can’t read her mind, Jo.” I can almost hear the editor sighing as she takes the red pen to my work. I’m feeling blocked so I decide to just write and worry about editing later.

JACK: You’re a million miles away. What’re you thinking about?
CAT: I … I’ve got something to tell you, Jack … and I don’t think you’re going to like it.
JACK: What? What is it?
CAT: I slept with Zack.
JACK: What did you say?
CAT: You heard me.
JACK: You had sex with my brother? Shamefacedly she nods.
JACK: How could you? You … you …
CAT: Go on, say it. I know I deserve it.
JACK: You little whore. She winces I can’t believe I trusted you. I feel like such a fool.
CAT: I’m sorry, Jack. I didn’t mean to do it. It just happened—
JACK cuts in: You just happened to sit on Zack’s dick?

Okay, time out. We’re not really allowed to talk about people’s penises in Jozi Nights, and the fucks are mostly of the zipless kind, so perhaps it’s time for a break. I decide to go and make myself a cup of tea. I open the cupboard. All I can see is coffee. Luke’s coffee. I know it seems ridiculous for a three-year-old to drink coffee, but that’s what he likes and after a while it’s just easier to give in. My homoeopath nearly had an aneurysm when I told him. He almost made it sound as if Luke was downing a half-jack of vodka every day. I assured him that it’s the brand that uses the sparkling water method for getting rid of the caffeine and not the chemical method, but that didn’t seem to appease him. He’s the same man who told me I should keep Dominic off all wheat and dairy until he turns two. I told Nick this but he just gave me one of those looks that says Where did you park your flying saucer?

The whole issue with food and kids is such a minefield. We went to these terribly trendy-leftie, ethno-bongo antenatal classes that believed that everything natural was good. Especially breastfeeding. The lactation consultant made it sound as if our children would be extra bright, they’d never suffer from obesity, allergies or any serious childhood illnesses – in fact, they would be the second coming of Christ on earth if we just breastfed them for a year.

Of course, when I actually started breastfeeding I wished that I had just given Luke a bottle because one nipple cracked so badly it almost looked like the dog had been chewing on it. Not to mention the fact that I had thrush and mastitis in both breasts by the time he was three months old. And the books are no fucking help. They talk about how “shooting pains may signal thrush”, but if you just put some antifungal cream on your nipples and in the baby’s mouth it will soon clear up. Bollocks to that. I had to take the thrush medication that’s given to patients in the advanced stages of Aids to get rid of my thrush.

And as for the mastitis … Well! It took six weeks, four different types of antibiotics, daily breast scans and cortisone nipple cream to sort that one out. Nick used to have to hold my head really tightly while I fed Dom because I used to scream from the pain. Of course the book just says:

A blocked milk duct can lead to mastitis. Your breast may be streaked with red and can feel hot to the touch. You may also experience flu-like symptoms and a burning sensation when you feed.

What it should say is:

You will feel as if you are giving birth all over again, only this time through your nipple, and you will pray for the angel of death to come and put you out of your misery.

I find a tea bag at the back of the cupboard and make myself some tea before I go and check on Dom. He’s sitting in the washing basket chewing on a green plastic peg while Christina hangs up the washing. He looks completely adorable even in the hideous tracksuit.

“Ma ma ma.” He waves his hands enthusiastically when he sees me and gives me one of his gorgeous gummy grins.

“Clever boy,” says Christina. “You already know your mummy’s name.” Christina’s convinced that Dom can talk although what he said actually sounded more like “mba mba mba” even to my somewhat partisan ears. There’s great competition amongst the childminders in our street to see whose baby does what first and Christina’s not about to let the side down. I give him a quick kiss, grab my tea and head back to the office. I make a deal with myself that if I finish the Cat/Jack scene in the next fifteen minutes, I’ll allow myself to surf the net.

CAT: I’m sorry, Jack. I didn’t mean to do it. It was a mistake.
JACK: A big mistake.
CAT: I mean it, Jack. I thought it was you and by the time I found out it wasn’t, it was too late.
JACK: Too late. You’re right it’s too late.
CAT: And that’s not all …
JACK: Whatever it is I don’t want to hear it.
CAT: Please Jack. You’re the only person I can really talk to.
JACK: What about Zack? Why don’t you go speak to him about what’s bothering you?
CAT: Because I don’t want to speak to Zack, I want to speak to you.
JACK: Fine. What is it?
CAT: I’m pregnant. They think it’s twins …
JACK: Twins! Who’s the father?
CAT: That’s just it. I don’t know. Jack looks—

Oh who the hell cares how Jack looks. I quickly double-click on Internet Explorer. There on my home page is a picture of Charlize looking glowingly beautiful as usual and discussing her next movie. What is it with all the gorgeous blondes who come out of Benoni? Must be all the chlorine in the water. I try to imagine what it must have felt like to be the first South African to win a major Oscar, but I can’t. In fact I can’t even imagine what it must be like to be that thin. I start to feel depressed. There’s nothing like reading about someone else’s success to bring on the I’m 35 and what have I done with my life feeling.

“Count your blessings” my granny always used to say, and “Think of all those poor people in Ethiopia”. Actually I could just drive a few Ks down the road and see all the poor people in the Joe Slovo squatter camp if I wanted a reminder of how fortunate I am. But thinking of the starving and the homeless just makes me feel helpless and guilty and confirms my suspicions that the world really is a crap place. Would someone please pass the Prozac?

My computer pings. It’s an email from Carrie!

Hi Jo-Jo
I am a bad, bad friend for not writing to you sooner but I’ve got an excuse. I’m knocked up – sixteen weeks and three days, to be exact.

Poor girl, I think to myself. She doesn’t know what she’s letting herself in for. I’m shocked at my negativity, but I can’t help thinking about how her life is going to change. At the moment she lives in London and works for an incredibly frivolous magazine show, the sort that’s interested in life coaching for your pets. She jets around the world interviewing celebs and happily puts in fifteen-hour days. Her partner, Will, does something in merchant banking, but seems to spend most of his time going to the latest restaurants and clubs “with clients”.

Will made me wait till four months before making the announcement. I thought he’d be more pleased about it but it’s almost like he doesn’t want to get too excited just in case. Maybe that’s why I’m feeling so down. I wondered if there was such a thing as pre-natal depression, the books talk about “mild mood-swings” but I feel really awful.

Oh, dear.

And whoever called it morning sickness should be shot. It’s like an all-day hangover without the party. Not that I’m in the mood to go out. I had to go to a work function with Will last night. The more wasted Will got, the more dog’s-bum-mouthed I got. I was dying to go home but they all wanted to go on to some poncey club that’s just opened so I went home by myself. I was in such a rage I couldn’t sleep, I just kept on having arguments with Will in my head that turned into reality when he eventually rolled home at three-fifteen pissed out of his skull. Did Nick behave like a complete prick when you were pregnant with Luke?

Oh, yes and he still has his moments.

I’m sorry this is such a grouchy email. I promise I’ll write you a really fun, newsy one as soon as I can get my head out of the loo.
Lots of love,
Carrie
PS, I thought the morning sickness was supposed to stop at twelve weeks??

Shame. Better not tell her that some women puke for the whole forty weeks!

Dearest Car,
Ignore the books, most of them talk utter crap. It’s totally normal to feel depressed and then to feel guilty because you should be happy that you’re pregnant and then to be depressed again because you’re sure your guilt and depression are having a negative effect on your darling child. I was totally depressed when I was pregnant with Dom – so much so that I even took Prozac for a while and he is the calmest, sunniest child imaginable (must have been all that Prozac). The nausea is kak and there is no cure, it usually does go away by about fourteen weeks, but everyone is different – I used to find that cheese and tomato sandwiches and salt and vinegar chips were the best things to eat. Don’t even try to keep up with Will – sleep is what you need. And to answer your question – yes, Nick was a real dickhead when I was pregnant and we had some spectacular rows. He only started to get with the programme when Luke was born and I made him wake up with every breast-feeding. He was so tired after that he didn’t have time to be a party monster. Make him feel your pain, Carrie – it’s the only way!

Damn, it’s already twelve o’clock.

Must go – I’ve got to pick up Luke from school and I’m late as usual!
Take care,
Jo-Jo xxxxx

Where are the bladdy car keys?

“Christina!”

“Ma?”

“Have you seen the car keys anywhere?”

“They’re in the kitchen.”

“And my—”

“Your glasses are next to your bed, Ma.” She knows me too well.

If you don’t pick your child up by quarter past they fine you fifty rand. I put my foot down and scream into school with three minutes to spare. Luke frowns when he sees me.

“You’re late, Momma.” He’s not impressed that he’s one of the last children to be fetched.

“I’m sorry my boysie, but I was working,” I lie.

“Why?”

“Because I have to.”

“Why?”

“To pay for your school fees and for your karate lessons …”

“But why?”

“Because Y’s a crooked letter and you can’t put it straight.” Oh dear, I sound just like my mother. “Go get your bag so we can go home.”

“I’m too tired.”

“Okay, I’ll get it.” I hope the headmistress is not watching as I slink off and get his bag. She believes that three-year-olds are quite capable of carrying their own things and she’s not afraid to explain this theory at length if she catches any mothers carrying their offspring’s clobber. Shit, she’s seen me.

“Hello Jo.”

“Dorothea, how are you?”

As soon as the words are out of my mouth I realise that I’ve made a grave mistake. Dorothea is the type of person who hasn’t yet cottoned on to the fact that when people ask how you are they’re just being polite, they don’t really want to know. I glaze over as she starts giving me a blow-by-blow account of her last trip to the physiotherapist who no longer thinks she has a muscle spasm in her left buttock, but is actually worried that it might be sciatica. She massages her bum as she speaks and I begin to worry in case she decides to pull down her pants and show me.

“We’ve got some lovely home-made chutney for sale if you’re interested.” I’m totally blindsided by the sudden change of subject.

“Um, I don’t think I’ve got any change.”

“We take cheques.”

“I don’t have my purse with me.”

“No problem. We’ll just put an IOU in the tin. All the proceeds go to the Friends of the Cat.” Does she never give up?

“Momma, I wanna go home.”

“Okay Luke.” I smile apologetically. “Sorry Dorothea, maybe next time.” Like hell. I allow myself to be dragged off.

“I wanna ice cream, Momma. Please can I have an ice cream? Momma? Please Momma. Please.”

“You know the rules, Luke. We only have ice creams on Friday.”

“What?”

“We only have ice creams on Friday.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“What did you say, Momma? What did you say?” At this point I have to take a deep breath and try to remember the six steps to effective anger management when dealing with irritating small people.


1. Stop!

2. Take a deep breath.



Already did that. Suppose another one can’t hurt. I look like I’m hyperventilating. The caretaker regards me with interest.


3. Do not smack!

4. Do not shout!

5. Get down to your child’s level and calmly and clearly explain to him why his actions are inappropriate.

6. If he continues to behave in an inappropriate manner resort to TIME OUT.



Right. I plaster a frightening Stepford Wives smile on my face and drop down to his level. “Luke, you are pissing Mommy off,” I hiss though a rictus grin. “Now shut up and get in the car, otherwise you won’t go to the party this afternoon.”

“You said a rude word, Momma.”

“I know and there are a lot more where that came from.”
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Ah, children’s parties … The ultimate in one-upmanship amongst the middle classes. The one this afternoon is being held at the house of quite a well-known academic. She writes these depressing plays about South Africa that always win slews of local awards with the twee African names. I guess I’m just bitter because I’ve never won anything. “No one ever remembers the guy who came second.” I hear my father’s voice in my head after coming second in class for about the fourth year in a row. After that I stopped trying altogether.

There is a large princess-pink jumping castle in the garden, which Luke regards with suspicion.

“Hello there, Joan,” booms the mother of the birthday girl. She’s not a small woman, in fact in her kaftan she looks like a ship in full sail.

“It’s Jo,” I mutter, but she doesn’t seem to hear me.

“Here.” Luke hands over the present. I hope she doesn’t notice it’s wrapped in Christmas paper.

“Why thank you, Luke. Why don’t you go and jump on the jumping castle?” It’s not a question, it’s a command.

“Don’t want to.”

“Why not, sweetie?” I’m hoping like hell that he’s not going to spend the afternoon attached to my leg.

“Don’t like pink.” He scowls. “Pink’s for girls.” I smile indulgently as if I’m completely unfazed. The Kaftan looks concerned.

“Pink is for everyone, Luke,” she says seriously.

Oh, stop being so fucking PC, I want to say, but don’t.

Luckily Luke spots a couple of boys from his class and runs off to play some incredibly violent cops and robbers game with sticks for guns. Because, naturally, toy guns are considered beyond the pale in these surroundings. The Kaftan looks even more concerned, but before she can sign me up for a gun-free South Africa I spot my good friend Jasmine, who’s trying to have a quiet smoke without setting a bad example for the kids. I go over to her.

“I thought good Hindu girls weren’t supposed to smoke.”

“No, no – good Hindu girls should not be seen to be smoking. There’s a difference.”

“I hate to break it to you Jazz, but everyone can see you.”

“This bunch of whiteys? Puleeze. They don’t know my mother and they don’t come from Lenasia.”

“But I thought you’d given up.” She looks unrepentant.

“I did, but then Keagan got chickenpox and it was a case of either killing myself immediately or doing it slowly. This way seemed more fun.”

“This winter’s been an absolute killer.”

“Tell me about it. I’m not lying when I say we’ve been at the paed twice a week, for the last three months.”

“The guy must be coining it.”

“And how. I heard he’s just bought an island in the Seychelles.”

We are so busy gossiping that we don’t see Tamzin McMurray bearing down on us, clipboard in hand. Tamzin supposedly runs some eco-friendly design company from home, but God knows when she ever does any work because she’s always at the school planting herbs, painting the jungle gyms or feeding the bunnies with organic carrots.

“Jo, just the person I wanted to see. Has Luke sold all his raffle tickets yet?”

“I’m not sure, Tamzin. Perhaps you should ask him.” Jazz snorts, but Tamzin is not amused.

“You know some kids have sold as many as five sheets.” Meaning her precious little darling who gets his name up on the board every term for The Most Tickets Sold. She gaans aan about how we all need to Make an Effort and Pull Together and how it’s Not Fair if only some of the kids do ALL of the work. When she thinks I’m looking sufficiently browbeaten she ends off with “And remember you’ve only got a week left.”

“I’ll tell Luke.” She rolls her eyes and turns to Jazz.

“How are you, Jasmine?” she asks warmly. Tamzin is much nicer to Jasmine than she is to me because Jazz is a Person of Colour.

The party drags on. Someone starts talking about babies, which makes me think of Dom and my breasts immediately and painfully fill up with milk. Damn, I’m not wearing any breast pads, which means that my sweatshirt will soon be soaking. I rush to the toilet to get some loo paper. Of course they only have the rough, grey, recycled type, which feels like sandpaper. I wish they’d just do the bladdy cake so we can get out of here, but first we have to sit through a very bad puppet show, which the Kaftan has written herself in honour of little Nontsikelelo’s fourth birthday. Nontsikelelo is lily white, I might add, and speaks with cut-glass vowels, but the Kaftan insisted on giving her an African name to demonstrate her commitment to the Rainbow Nation. The Kaftan also likes to talk mistily about the Struggle, forgetting that we were at the same university and the only struggling she did was with assorted boys at parties in the Students’ Union.

The two characters in the puppet show speak in very high voices and there’s a lot of shouting, which soon gives me a headache. The kids, who are looking smeary and hyped up, quickly lose interest and start squabbling. The actors realise that they are losing their audience and do the rest of the show on fast forward. The Kaftan rushes in with the cake even before the show is over, singing “Happy Birthday” in a very loud, determined sort of No-one’s-bloody-leaving-till-we’ve-done-the-cake type of voice. It is a pink, Barbie ice cream confection. I’m surprised little Nontsikelelo even knows who Barbie is. Luke kicks up a fuss because he doesn’t want pink ice cream. The Kaftan is most unimpressed because she has to rootle around to find little bits of vanilla for him.

“Hurry up and finish your ice cream, Luke, so we can go,” I say out of the corner of my mouth.

“But Momma, I need a party pack.”

“I’m sure you’ll get one on the way out.” But Luke’s not leaving anything to chance. He marches up to the Kaftan.

“I need my party pack.”

“Don’t tell me you’re going. We were just about to have a sing-along.” Please God, no.

“I’m afraid so. I have to get home to feed my youngest.”

“You should’ve brought him with you.”

“He’s been sick so I didn’t want to bring him out.”

“I used to take Mugabe everywhere with me.” Like his namesake, Mugabe is a complete dictator. Everyone hates the little sod. “Have you read Pouches are Not Just for Baby Kangaroos?” I shake my head. “I must lend it to you. After you’ve read it you won’t ever want to put your baba down.” Then I’m definitely not bladdy reading it. I feel guilty enough already whenever I leave Dom. Before she can start rabbiting on about attachment parenting I dive in.

“Sounds fascinating. I’ll be sure to order it from Exclusives. We really must go. Thank you for a lovely party. Luke, what do you say?”

Luke narrows his eyes and hisses, “Where’s my bladdy party pack?”

At home Dom is like an addict waiting for his fix and latches on to the boob with gusto. As soon as I’ve settled down with Dominic, Luke decides he needs a poo. Why, oh why, did he not do it while Christina was here? I think to myself. At least then she could’ve changed his nappy. Yes, my son still poos in nappies. He’s been dry at night for the last year, but he will not shit in the toilet. We have pleaded, begged, shouted, left him sitting on the toilet crying for half an hour, made a star chart and tried to bribe him with a new DVD. Nothing has worked. The funny thing is that it didn’t even bug me that much until Dom was born. But the contrast between baby poo – especially a breastfed baby, and toddler poo – particularly after he’s been eating Oreos, is marked. There’s just something obscene about a child who is nearly four pooing in a nappy. My therapist doesn’t think so and in fact says there’s nothing to worry about, one of his clients has a six-year-old who still uses nappies. Of course the thought of Luke keeping this up for another couple of years just made me feel worse. He already barely fits into the biggest size of nappies. Soon we will have to resort to adult incontinence pants.

“Momma, I’m finished.” I grab a handful of wet wipes, block my nose and get busy. Just as I am finishing up, Nick arrives home. His timing is, as ever, impeccable. “Daddee, my daddee!” Luke launches himself at his father like a small ground-to-air missile.

From then on it’s the usual rat race of dinner, baths, stories and endless breastfeeding, and it’s quarter to nine before I have a chance even to glance at my script. Reluctantly I haul out my laptop.

“You’re not going to work now, are you?”

“I have to. I’ve still got two scenes to write.”

“Hmm.” Nick looks pissed off.

“What?”

“Nothing.” I wait. “It’s just that you always seem to be working. D’you know we’ve had sex only once in the last eight weeks?”

I think the fact that we’ve managed to have any sex at all is pretty amazing considering we have a baby, a toddler and two full-time jobs between us.

“Sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” he says impatiently.

“It’ll get better. It’s just difficult now with me breastfeeding and trying to work,” I say pointedly. He gets the message.

“Fine. I’ll leave you in peace.” He stalks off. I can see he’s miffed, but this is really not the time to have a big heart-to-heart about our nonexistent sex life. I try to concentrate on the scene I’m writing, but I can’t because now I’m also irritated. Perhaps if you earned more money then I wouldn’t have to work, I think. It’s not as if I wanted to go back to work when Dom was three weeks old. Maybe I’d like to spend a bit more time at home with the kids.

Actually scrap that last bit, if I spent any more time with the kids I’d be a certified child-batterer by now.

I finish the script at quarter to twelve and email it to the editor. It’s not the best I’ve ever done, but I’m too tired to think about it, especially because I know Dom will probably be awake in an hour or so. Nick is snoring by the time I climb into bed, his face slack, his mouth half open. His snoring reminds me of my father. Oh God, what happened to the young, sexy couple we used to be? I lie in bed, mind racing, unable to sleep even though I’m exhausted. The snoring is really starting to irritate me.

“Nick,” I hiss, “you’re snoring.” It reaches a crescendo. “NICK, YOU’RE SNORING!”

“Whaaa— what’s the matter?”

“You’re snoring.”

“Sorry.” He turns over and goes back to sleep.

Wistfully, I remember the days when I used to fall asleep on his chest. Now we never even seem to touch each other. I close my eyes and try to sleep.
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“Roll your pelvis and suck your stomach into the floor. Stretch one leg out. Then the other. And breathe.” She actually wants me to lift both my legs off the floor. I obviously look horrified because she comes over and says kindly, “No one manages it the first time. Just keep trying and you’ll get there.”

With a supreme effort I heave both legs off the floor. I go bright red and can feel a large vein pulsing ominously in my temple region. Am pretty sure I’m about to have a stroke. Do not want to be able to only talk out of one side of my mouth while saliva runs out of the other side. Fucking hell, but it hurts. I concentrate on the rolls of fat on my stomach to give me inspiration. “You had a baby only six months ago,” I say to myself in a soothing swami/guru type voice. Unfortunately, the other, less easily convinced voice in my head says: So what? Kate Hudson put on twenty-five kilograms when she was knocked up and she got into shape like two days after the birth. No, no, no! Must not think like that. I exhale to rid myself of all negative thoughts. Something’s ringing. Oh shit, it’s me.

“Sorry.” I flash an apologetic look at the Yoga-lates instructor who looks somewhat put out at the interruption, and slink off to answer the phone.

“Hello, Jo speaking,” I whisper.

“Hello darling. Have you got a cold?” It’s Loretta. My heart sinks. Loretta edits our scripts. She wears lots of chunky gold jewellery, speaks through her nose and only phones when she’s not happy. I try to find a quiet corner in the gym.

“No, no, no. I’m just in the middle of—” I always feel guilty saying I’m at the gym so I change the subject. “How are you?”

“Not so good, Jo-Jo.” All this repetition of first names would not make for good dialogue, I think irrelevantly.

“What’s up?” I cut to the chase.

“Your last script was a bit of a disaster, doll.”

“Oh? What was wrong with it?” I try to sound cool, like I can take criticism, even though I’m practically on the verge of a full-scale anxiety attack.

“What wasn’t wrong with it, sweetie. I just about had to rewrite the whole thing.” I abruptly sit down on a black padded bench-type piece of apparatus. “I’ve sent you some notes. Please read through them. And make sure the next one has some dialogue I can actually use.”

“Will do. Sorry about that. And thanks for the feedback.” Thanks my arse, but what can I say? Actually Loretta the acting is so bad it wouldn’t really matter if I wrote the script in Mandarin Chinese.

“Okay, darling and before I forget,” she utters the fatal words, “Bee Bee wants to see you.”

“When?” I squeak.

“She’ll call you.” Oh no, this can only mean one thing. A No Credit. When the producer wants to see you it’s usually to give you a major bollocking and to tell you that your name will not be appearing in the credits for that particular episode. This is acceptable if you’re a rookie, but for it to happen to an established writer is a Milli Vanilli size humiliation.

“Excuse me.” I look up into the very green eyes of a slightly sweaty but incredibly delicious man.

My heart lifts for a second. “I need to use the bench.”

“Oh, sorry.” I hastily get up. Luckily I’m so red already that he can’t see that I’m blushing. I’m too depressed to go back into the class so I grab my bag and head off home.

I leopard crawl into the house to avoid Dom catching sight of me. I feel faintly ridiculous peering around a large delicious monster plant to check if my baby son is anywhere in the vicinity. Once in my room I tear off all my clothes and jump in the shower. I try to avoid looking in the mirror, but my postpartum body has all the allure of a horror film on TV when you’re home alone. My breasts are crisscrossed with blue veins and stretch marks. My nipples are enormous and the unwelcome image of my mother’s breasts flashes through my mind. My stomach hangs like an empty kangaroo pouch, the skin has an unpleasant texture like elastic that has been stretched once too often. “You have just had a baby!” I repeat sternly into the mirror and try to suck in my stomach. Hmm. Doesn’t make much difference. I lift my breasts up. God, talk about failing the pencil test. I think I’d fail the pencil case test at this point. I try to remember which tribe it is that values long skinny breasts over small perky ones. Doesn’t really matter when you live in a society that likes large plastic tits above all else. I look at the time. It’s eleven o’clock and I haven’t even done any work yet. I throw on some clothes and dash to my study.

My heart pounds as I download my messages. There it is. The fatal one from our beloved producer, Bee Bee Hall, otherwise known as the Bitch from Hell. And she wrote it at four-thirty this morning. Ohmigod, is the woman actually even human? I steel myself to open it.

Dear Jo,
We need to discuss your last script.

Succinct and straight to the point. That’s our Bee Bee.

Please meet me at the office tomorrow at 12.

Great. I’m supposed to pick Luke up at twelve. But I daren’t use that as an excuse. All the women at the office are of the ballbreaker variety who regard child rearing as something one does very much in that half an hour after the au pair leaves and before the children go to bed. I’d better phone Nick. He won’t be impressed either, but I know Jasmine’s busy and Luke won’t go home with anyone else.

“Richard, Raubenheimer, Ndlovu, Dannhauser, De Villiers and Buthelezi. Good morning, sanibonani, goeie môre, dumelang, salaam, shalom.” God, there is a ridiculous number of partners at Nick’s firm and an even more ridiculous number of greetings.

“Hi, Arlene. Please may I speak to Nick?”

“You’re going through.”

“Hello, Susie speaking.”

What the hell is the Floozy doing in his office?! “Hi Susie. Is Nick there?”

“Jo! How are you?”

“Fine thanks.” I really don’t want to have to talk to her any more than is necessary.

“And how’s the baby? I believe he’s the image of Nick?”

“Mini-me or rather mini-Nick. Is he around?”

“He’s a bit tied up at the moment …” She giggles. I try to quash a mental image of Nick wearing S&M gear and chained to his desk. “Nick,” she calls, “It’s Jo.”

“Tell her I’ll call her back.” My blood pressure starts to rise.

“Sorry Jo, we’re kind of in the middle of something.”

“Fine,” I say breezily as if I’m totally unconcerned. “Just tell him it’s quite urgent please.”

“Will do. Bye.”

“Stupid prick!” I slam the phone down. For some reason I want to cry.

You’re just being hormonal, I say to myself sternly, but I can’t get rid of this horrible anxious feeling in the pit of my stomach. I can’t sit still, I need to do something. It’s quarter to twelve. I may as well go and pick up Luke. I dash over to the school which takes all of about three minutes and then have to hang around outside with the Blonde Bob Brigade. I smile vaguely at some of the moms and stand a bit to one side so I don’t have to speak to anyone.

“I’m sure they’re going to ask me to open my garden to the public again. I really don’t feel like doing it this year …” Ja, sure. “But it’s for charity blah, blah, blah, yadda, yadda, yadda …” Why do I feel like I’m in the wrong movie here?

My phone rings. I don’t know how to set up the caller ID function so I always answer it just in case it’s something about one of the kids.

“Hello, Jo speaking.”

“Hi.” It’s Nick. “Susie said you needed to speak to me.”

Don’t mention that trollop’s name in my presence, I want to yell. But don’t.

“I need you to pick up Luke from school tomorrow.” He groans.

“Do I have to? I’ve got the day from hell.”

“So’ve I. I’ve got a meeting with Bee Bee and I can’t cancel it.” I don’t mention the fact that I was too much of a wuss to phone her and change the time.

“Okay, I’ll see what I can do.” He sighs heavily, like I’ve just asked him to donate one of his kidneys or something. He doesn’t even ask me why Bee Bee wants to see me.

I feel even more depressed. I need to see Jake. I quickly SMS him. Trubl @ wrk. Cn I c u 2 day? Just then they open the gates. Luke comes running out.

“Momma, Momma, Momma.” His face lights up as he sees me and he flings his arms around my waist and gives me a bear hug. A lump forms in my throat as I stroke his hair. At least my children love me, I think sentimentally. Of course this Walton family togetherness only lasts until we get home and Luke sees that Christina has made him spaghetti on toast for lunch. “Don’t like ’pagetti.”

“I don’t care. You’re going to eat it whether you like it or not.”

“Don’t want to.”

I really don’t have the energy for this. “Fine. Then you can just be hungry.” He looks at me suspiciously. Clearly he was expecting an explosion.

“Christina!”

“Ma?” She comes through carrying Dom who almost does a backflip in his efforts to get to me.

“Hello my little frog.” I take him from her. “Time for boobie. Booba-loobie galloobie.” My breasts used to be sex objects, now I’m making up rhymes about them. I spirit Dom away to my bedroom and close the door so Luke can’t come in. As I feed him I begin to feel sleepy and even nod off for a few minutes. I start having an incredibly erotic dream, which involves a threesome with a guy who looks like my therapist and a girl whose face I don’t recognise. She turns around and comes towards me, a large vibrator in her hand. Yuk, it’s Susie the Floozy and she’s wielding the vibrator like it’s a light sabre and she’s Darth Vader. I wake up with a start. There’s something vibrating in my pocket. It’s my phone. I manoeuvre it out carefully, so that I don’t wake up Dom. There’s a message.

Cn u mk 1.30? You betcha.

1.30’s Gr8. C u then.

Bladdy hell. It’s already one o’clock. I’ll have to move my arse to get there by half past. I hold my breath and tiptoe through to the nursery. I put Dom down very gingerly and stand there waiting for his eyes to snap open. They don’t, thank God, so I turn tail and almost run to my room where I start slapping on make-up and perfume. Hoping against hope that a bit of paint will make me appear thin, sexy and alluring as opposed to chubby, exhausted and milk-stained, which is how I feel.

“I like your dress, Momma. Where are you going?” Luke’s eyes narrow suspiciously.

“To the doctor, my darling.” Christina raises her eyebrows sceptically.

“Can I come? Please Momma, please.”

“No, my baby.” He starts gearing up for a tantrum. I decide to get out while I can. “Dom’s sleeping, Christina. I should be back at three. Bye, sweetie.” He turns his face away from me so I kiss the top of his head and get the hell out of there. I sing along (badly) to a Katy Perry CD as I drive. Maybe it’s just me, but all her songs seem to be about sex. I feel the same sweet sense of anticipation bubbling up in me that I always get when I see Jake, despite the fact that I’m completely terrified about my meeting with Bee Bee.
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