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For Troy




Hello, I’m Emma. I used to be a normal, happy, level-headed person. I had a great husband, lovely friends, a job I enjoyed and a very lively social life – until I decided to have a baby and turned into Kathy Bates in Misery.

It all began so innocently. I had it all planned out: come off the pill in December, have sex, be pregnant by January, have the baby in September, get a personal trainer in for November and have my figure back and the baby into a nice routine by Christmas so I could sashay around the festive parties looking like Liz Hurley after her baby. Not that I am comparing myself for a minute to Liz – or Elle or Catherine Zeta Jones for that matter.

In fact I’ve been told I’m the image of … Sonia (the little redhead who sang those annoying pop songs for Stock Aitken Waterman), Fergie (I starved myself for weeks after that) and Julianne Moore. My best friend Lucy told me I look like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman, but that’s what best friends do – lie to make you feel better.

Anyway, let’s rewind to the beginning, when I was still relatively sane …
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My New Year resolution two years ago was to get pregnant. Top result, I thought, as the previous year I had given up drink for ever after dislocating my shoulder in a bar dive on New Year’s Eve – well, New Year’s Day at six a.m. to be precise. I lasted a week. I thought that this resolution would be a lot more realistic and should be a piece of cake to achieve – off the pill, some sex and Bob’s your uncle.

It was high time I had a baby. I was thirty-three and although I may have felt – and, truth be told, behaved – like I was twenty-five, it was time to knuckle down and get up the duff. I told James later that night when he came home from work. He seemed pleased – if a little surprised that I was feeling broody as I’d rough-handled his nephew over the Christmas holidays. I reminded him that little Thomas had turned the TV off at a key moment in The Sound of Music, the scene in the cemetery when the Nazis are chasing the von Trapps – I mean, come on, it’s a life-or-death situation. And I had merely nudged him gently aside. It wasn’t my fault that the child had no sense of balance, fell down and hit his head on the video-recorder.

‘That’s not how Imogen saw it,’ said James.

‘Well, Imogen is highly strung, uptight and neurotic,’ I said, smiling sweetly at James – who is very handsome by the way.

When I first introduced him to my family I could see they were surprised, shocked, even. Before James, I had gone for a guy I thought I could save – you know, the tortured artist, unshaven, grubby and dirt poor. But then I met James and he saved me – from myself, mostly.

He’s tall, has chocolate-coloured hair, lovely brown eyes and a killer smile. His nose is a bit big, but it looks good on a man. It did worry me, though: what if we had a daughter and she inherited it? Mind you, they can do wonders with surgery.

James’s sister-in-law, Imogen, was a nightmare and had never liked me. She had wanted James to marry an English rose, some boring horsy public-school chick just like her, who would sit around in twinsets and pearls talking about ponies, gymkhanas and ‘maaahvellous’ recipes. She was horrified when James produced me – Irish, passionate about everything, opinionated and, worst of all, ginger.

To be honest I don’t think James’s parents, Mr and Mrs Hamilton, were too thrilled with me either. They had hoped that James would only spend a year in Ireland, training the Leinster rugby squad, but instead he met me and decided to stay for good. However, after three years of me studiously scraping my hair back into velvet bows and donning ‘respectable clothes’ when we went over to see them, they had come round. I also held my tongue – unusual for me – when Mr Hamilton talked about ridding England of its immigrants. ‘Send the lot of them home and let us get on with it. Coming over here, sponging off our government, taking our jobs and then whingeing about it. Send them all back, I say. That’ll stop the buggers.’

I was going to point out that two of my uncles and my brother were immigrants and ask if he wanted me to bugger off right now or would it be all right if I finished my apple crumble? But then I looked at James, who was shaking his head and mouthing, ‘No,’ so I thought better of it. Besides, Daughter-in-law of the Year, Imogen, had piped up, ‘I so agree, Jonathan, this country just isn’t the same any more.’

James thought Imogen was ‘nice’ and refused to criticize her out of loyalty to his brother Henry. There were only the two of them in the family, so it was important that they got on. Henry had christened me Paddy (better than Spud, but still not terribly endearing) on our first meeting. Despite this little hiccup we got on quite well in an odd sort of way. He was obsessed with horse-racing and seemed to think that because I was Irish I’d been born and reared in stables – a bit like Jesus, I suppose, if you think about it. He was always asking me what I thought about horses and jockeys I’d never heard of. I have an unfortunate habit of never admitting I know nothing about a topic. Ask me any question, no matter how obscure, and I’ll have a shot at answering it. So, Henry and I had long chats about horses, bloodlines, jockeys and trainers. We once had an hour-long conversation on what it was about Dawn Run that had captured the hearts of the racing public. Henry reckoned it was her refusal to give in.

‘She was an extremely tough horse, all right,’ I said, nodding and praying he wouldn’t ask me any direct questions about her career history.

‘Wasn’t she?’ said Henry. ‘That win in the Gold Cup when she was headed between the last two fences and just managed to get her nose in front again on the run-in really summed up her desire to win.’

‘I’ll never forget it,’ I lied.

‘But what a tragic end to a glittering career.’

What did he mean ‘tragic’? Hadn’t he just said the stupid horse had won the race? ‘Oh, it was desperate,’ I said, shaking my head and sighing.

‘So brave of her to try to repeat her earlier victory in the Grande Course de Haies at Auteuil. A broken neck. What a way to go! She was definitely one of the brightest lights to grace the National Hunt,’ said Henry, his eyes misting.

‘So sad,’ I agreed, thinking, Come on, Henry, get a grip – it was a bloody horse, not a member of your family.

Anyway, back to Imogen: when I grumbled on about her being a witch James jumped in to defend her: ‘She may be a little over-protective but that’s only to be expected in first-time mothers. I’m sure you’ll be the same.’

‘James, I think it’s fair to say that I’ll never be anything like Imogen. I am not boring, uptight or neurotic.’

‘No, darling, you’re spontaneous and just a little insane.’

‘Better mad than boring. I’ll make a brilliant mother, though, won’t I?’

‘Yes, darling, you will. Now, shouldn’t we stop talking and get down to baby-making?’

‘Absofuckinglutely!’

A week later I phoned home to tell my mother about our decision to have a baby.

‘Hi, Dad, it’s me.’

‘Oh, hi, how are you?’

‘Grand, you?’

‘Grand. How’s himself?’

‘Fine. Any news?’

‘Not really. Well, your sister’s in the doghouse. Some poor eejit turned up here on Friday night in a dinner suit with a big flower and a box of chocolates to take her to a ball, but she was off at some party in Cork. The poor fool was sitting here like a lemon while we tried to call her. In the end your mother felt so sorry for him she offered to go to the ball herself. That got rid of him all right,’ said Dad, as we both giggled. ‘Oh, here’s Barbara now. I’ll let her fill you in.’

‘See you, Dad.’

‘Hello.’

‘Hi, Babs. What’s going on?’

‘You mean apart from our mother losing the plot completely and accusing me of ruining her life? God, I forgot about the poxy ball. What’s the big deal? He’s a total nerd anyway. I only said yes because he cornered me in the library and I couldn’t think of a good excuse quickly enough.’

‘In the library? Were you lost?’

‘You’re hilarious. I was trying to find Jenny so I could cog her notes. Anyway, I went to Cork to a mad party and had a great time. I would have had a shite time at that crappy ball.’

‘So you didn’t forget?’

‘Well, OK, not really. But if you saw the state of him you’d understand.’

‘Bit mean, though.’

‘Yeah, I know, I know. I’ll go and hunt him out in the library tomorrow and apologize.’

‘Careful! The library twice in one week? Bad for the image.’

‘I’ll wear a wig. Oh, Jesus, here’s Mum. I’m off before she starts spraying me with holy water.’

‘Hi, Mum,’ I said, trying to stifle giggles.

‘Funny, is it? Funny to bring disgrace on your family? Some poor young lad all dickied up with a beautiful corsage turns up at the door to take her to a ball and she’s off gallivanting at some rave party in Cork. Well, the poor boy nearly died, as did we. We had to bring him in and feed him stiff drinks. He was as red as a beetroot. I was mortified myself and, to make matters worse, it turns out he’s Liam and Eileen McGarry’s son.’

At this point my mother paused for dramatic effect, but it was lost on me: I had no idea who these people were. ‘Who?’

‘You know, Liam and Eileen McGarry from the golf club and isn’t Liam the captain this year so the whole place will be talking about what an ignorant so-and-so we’ve raised. I’d say that boy will never go outside his front door again. It’s a dangerous age for boys, you know – the percentage of suicides among boys between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five is very high.’

I decided to step in. ‘Mum, relax. I’m sure it’ll be fine. She’s going to apologize to him.’

‘Pffff. Anyway, enough about that young pup. How are you?’

‘Great, thanks. Actually, I’ve decided to have a baby.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, I’ve decided to have a baby. I’m going to get pregnant.’

‘Lord, Emma. I hope you haven’t broadcast this around.’

‘What do you mean broadcast?’

‘Well, these things are best kept private. Why does everyone nowadays feel they have to tell the world their private business? I blame that Oprah Winefrid myself.’

‘It’s Winfrey.’

‘What?’

‘Her name is … Oh, never mind. Just think, this time next year you’ll be a granny.’

‘Could be.’

‘What?’

‘It doesn’t always happen overnight, you know, especially at your age. It’s not always that straightforward, Emma.’

‘Well, thanks for all your support. Hopefully at the grand old age of thirty-three my ovaries haven’t totally shrivelled up.’

‘There’s no need to be dramatic. Just keep your business private and get on with it.’

‘Fine, I will. I’d better go now and hop on James before my biological clock stops.’

Your cycle is twenty-eight days so you should ovulate (isn’t that just the most cringe-making word? It sounds like something fish do) mid-way. On day fourteen, when James came home from work, I was waiting for him.

Instead of greeting him from my usual horizontal position on the couch, eating chocolate biscuits in my pyjamas and Gap hoody, I was waiting for him in the bedroom in my suspenders, which hadn’t been trotted out since our honeymoon a year ago. I had lit scented candles and left only a small lamp on in the corner of the room. My thighs and stomach looked a lot better by candlelight – believe me.

Stunned not to find me on the couch, James walked into the bedroom, sniffing the air suspiciously. When he saw me in my suspenders he began to look really worried. ‘OK, what have you done? You crashed the car, didn’t you?’

‘No, I did not. I just thought this would be a nice surprise for you. Make a change.’

James sat down on the bed and took my hand in his. ‘It’s all right, darling. The most important thing is that you weren’t injured. Just tell me how bad the damage is.’

‘James! I did not crash the car.’ I was getting frustrated now and the suspender belt was digging into my waist. I had starved myself for weeks before the wedding and that was a lot of meals ago. ‘I wanted to surprise you and inject some fun into our midweek routine.’

‘Fine, but is there anything you want to tell me? I promise, no matter how bad it is, I won’t get annoyed.’

‘James!’

‘Aha, I know. Your parents have separated and your mother’s moving in with us?’

‘No, they have not. What do you mean my parents have separated? Do you think they might? Why should they? They get on really well.’

‘Emma, I’m just trying to figure out what you’ve done.’

‘For goodness’ sake, stop being so suspicious. I just felt like spicing things up a bit. And, besides, I’m ovulating.’ I had to admit it before he cast any more aspersions on my parents’ marriage. I thought they seemed happy enough. Granted they weren’t Mr and Mrs Brady Bunch, but they got on all right.

James looked a bit taken aback. ‘What?’

That’s the problem with men who’ve been brought up in all-male households and go to single-sex boarding-schools – they tend not to be very au fait with the inner workings of the female body. When we first moved in together, James called from Tesco one night to see what I wanted for dinner. I asked him for chicken tikka and a twelve-pack of Tampax Super as I’d run out. He nearly passed out. He just wasn’t that relaxed around feminine-hygiene products. But, as my friend Jess said, it’s all about training. I was working on him, slowly but surely.

‘I’m ovulating – you know, popping eggs – so we need to go for it. It’s day fourteen. Come on, let’s get to it.’

‘Right, right, of course, yes. Do we have time for foreplay or should I just shoot from the hip, as it were?’ said James, laughing, as he whipped off his tracksuit.
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I met James three years ago in a pub – as you do. At the time I was coming to the end of a relationship with a total loser called Ronan who was a ‘freelance journalist’ and ‘aspiring novelist’. During the six months we were together, Ronan wrote one 800-word story for In Dublin magazine and one chapter of his novel. The magazine paid him sixty quid for the article, which was the only money he earned in our time together.

So, for six months I supported Ronan – bought all his drinks, drugs (apparently they boosted his creativity), a new printer for his computer, and even paid his rent. At first I thought he was wonderful because he was so different – poetic, lyrical, artistic – but as I got to know him better, I began to see him for what he really was: a lazy, scabby dreamer. Also, his tendency to break into poetry – initially charming – got on my nerves. Besides, as I discovered, it was always the same quotes from the same six poems.

The first time she met Ronan my best mate Lucy thought he was a tosser, and told me straight out that I should ditch him. Although I knew she was right, I continued to see him in some lame hope that his genius would rub off on me. I also thought that by subsidizing him, I was helping him to focus all his energies on his novel – which I naïvely thought would be a literary masterpiece, and which, needless to say, he would dedicate to me for all my help and support during his early days.

However, when I got to read the long-awaited first chapter, two things became abundantly clear: Ronan did not have a talented bone in his body and the drugs he smoked had fried his brain. It was time to move on.

The night I met James was the one after I had read Ronan’s drivel. The usual crew I met up with on a Saturday was out, and Ronan, as always, arrived with no money. Lack of funds, however, did not affect his thirst and I was up and down to the bar like a yo-yo, buying him pints with whiskey chasers, while Lucy rolled her eyes up to heaven and quizzed him on the theme of his novel.

‘I don’t understand how you think a book about a guy who speaks only in rhyming couplets could be commercial,’ she argued.

‘But it’s not supposed to be commercial. I would never sell my soul for financial gain. It’s aimed at poetry lovers, particularly admirers of Patrick Kavanagh.’

‘Well, if you don’t want to make any money out of it, how do you plan to support yourself?’

‘A true artist never worries about where his next meal comes from. Besides, I have my freelance work to pay the bills,’ said the smug would-be author, as he threw back yet another pint he hadn’t paid for.

I nearly choked on my own drink. In the last six months I had paid all his bills as well as his rent. He was really beginning to bug me. I’d have to get rid of him. Lucy was right. He was not boyfriend material.

When Ronan turned round to bore one of my more tolerant friends about his book, I moaned to Lucy about my job. It was simple: I hated what I did. I was a senior recruitment consultant in Parson, Mason and Jackson and, due to the Celtic Tiger, was earning good money – although the Ronan fund was putting a serious dent in my salary. The hefty commissions I was bringing in were the main reason I had stayed there so long. But I was bored senseless and really wanted to try something else – namely makeup.

I had always been obsessed with makeup – trying every new brand on the market as soon as it hit the shops – and I was fascinated by the way makeup artists transformed models for photo shoots. I had done various short makeup courses and often made up my friends if they were going to weddings or balls. I really believed I had a flair for it, but I was afraid of taking the first step. For the first few months I’d have to work free of charge to gain experience and the thought of not having any income terrified me. God forbid I’d turn into a sponger like Ronan!

Poor Lucy had been listening to me moan about my job for years. ‘Do you really want to leave?’ she asked.

‘Yes. I swear, Lucy, this time I really mean it.’

‘So you’re not just saying it because you’re going to be thirty in ten days’ time?’

‘Well, that does have something to do with it, but only because I can’t bear the thought of being in this job at thirty, when I swore to myself that I’d be gone by twenty-eight.’

‘OK. Well, then, if you really want out, you’re going to have to stop spending money on losers like Ronan, and take the plunge. So what if you’re broke for a while? At least you’ll be happy. You’ve been giving out about your job for years, so you should do something about it.’

‘You’re right. I have been moaning for years. You know what, Lucy? I’m going to do it this time, I really am. I’m going to hand in my notice.’

I was feeling very brave, largely due to the four vodkas I’d just consumed, but also because, as Lucy had pointed out, my thirtieth birthday was looming and the thought of waking up on that day in the same job terrified me. Thirty was a milestone – a sign. It was time for me to change my life and stop drifting along. Ronan would have to go too: I no longer liked him, never mind fancied him, and he was too expensive. I’d tell him later and on Monday I’d resign. Hurrah, I was finally taking control.

I went to the bar to order a bottle of champagne to celebrate my new life. When I had fished my money out of my purse I looked up to see a tall, dark, handsome guy standing beside me ordering drinks. ‘What are you celebrating?’ he asked, in a posh English accent – smiling at me. He had a great smile.

Cute and English. I liked that, no baggage. Irish guys always had baggage – somehow you always knew someone who knew someone who had gone out with them, shagged them, snogged them or fancied them – and at some stage that baggage would inevitably turn up to haunt you. At least with an English guy all his exes would be tucked away in England – out of sight, out of mind.

‘I’m celebrating my decision to get out of the rat-race and follow my true desire to be a makeup artist.’ I beamed at him. ‘By the way, I’m Emma.’

‘Very pleased to meet you, Emma. I’m James. Good luck with your new career. I did the same thing two years ago and it was the best decision I ever made.’

‘Really? What did you do?’

James told me he used to work in corporate banking but found it deadly dull. What he wanted to do was be a top rugby trainer – well, he admitted that what he had really wanted to do was play rugby for England, but when that didn’t work out he opted for the more realistic goal of being a rugby trainer. On his thirtieth birthday, he’d handed in his notice, sold his Porsche and his loft apartment overlooking the Thames and taken a job as assistant coach to the Titans. A year later when the Titans’ captain, Donal Brady, decided he wanted to move back to Dublin and play for Leinster, he persuaded James to come with him. So now James was the assistant head coach of the Leinster team.

A kindred spirit! It must be fate. It had to be. How could I possibly have just bumped into this gorgeous guy at this turning-point in my life if it wasn’t meant to be? Just as I was imagining what our children would look like, Ronan staggered over. ‘I’m dying of thirst. What are you doing? Brewing the stuff?’

I glared at him. ‘I’ll be there in a minute.’

‘Well, hurry up, you’ve been gone for ages and I want to get another few in before closing time,’ said Ronan, looking huffy.

A normal boyfriend would have been jealous because I had been talking to James – well, flirting outrageously would be closer to the truth – for ages. But not Ronan: all he wanted was his drink. If I had been having sex with James at the bar Ronan wouldn’t have cared, as long as he had his pint.

‘Fine. I’ll bring them over,’ I said, through gritted teeth.

‘Well, hurry up. Lucy’s giving me the third degree about my book,’ he said, and then, spotting James’s cigarettes on the bar, his eyes lit up. ‘Can I borrow one?’ he asked.

‘Are you planning on returning it?’ said James.

‘Ha-ha, I suppose not. Do you mind?’ said Ronan, who was already pulling open the box.

‘Help yourself,’ said James drily.

God, I wished he’d just piss off and disappear – Ronan, not James.

‘Mind if I take two – one for the road?’

Christ, he had no shame. I was mortified.

‘Take three,’ said James. ‘That way you won’t have to come back.’

The sarcasm went over Ronan’s head as he pulled another cigarette from the pack. Turning to me as he left, he said, ‘At this rate you’d better get me two drinks. If you need a hand carrying them, give me a shout.’

James looked at me, eyebrows raised. ‘Boyfriend?’

‘Kind of,’ I mumbled.

‘Interesting. What does he think of your new career move?’

‘I haven’t told him yet, because he’s going to be one of the casualties of my planned manoeuvres, along with the job I’m in now,’ I said, giving him my flirtiest smile. I know it was mean to denounce Ronan but, come on, the guy was a prat and James was gorgeous.

‘I see. And when exactly are you planning on telling him?’ he asked, grinning back.

‘No time like the present,’ I said, looking over at him as he gulped half of Lucy’s drink while she was talking to someone else.

‘How do you think he’ll take the news?’

‘He’ll miss the cash-flow, but I don’t think I’m “deep” enough for him.’

‘What attracted you to him in the beginning?’

‘He was the exact opposite to anyone else I had ever gone out with. I thought I’d give the sensitive poetic type a chance for a change. It turns out the poetic types are broke, self-obsessed and really dull.’

‘How did you meet?’

‘At a poetry reading,’ I said, beginning to laugh. ‘He gave a very dramatic reading of Patrick Kavanagh’s “Canal Bank Walk”.’

‘Poetry reading?’

‘I was trying to inject some culture into my life.’ I shrugged.

‘Well, I’m not big on poetry, but if you fancy a drink some night …’

‘Order me a white wine, I’ll be back in a second,’ I said, throwing all the how-to-get-your-man – play hard to get, never show him you like him early on, make him wait, always say you need to check your diary, blah-blah-blah – advice out the window.

I charged over to Ronan, threw a pint and a whiskey chaser in front of him, told him I didn’t think it was working out, and that the two traits I deplored most in a man were scabbiness and laziness, both of which he had in abundance. I wished him well with his novel, sprinted back to James, knocking people and drinks aside in my eagerness … and we’ve been together ever since.
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Couldn’t believe it, I wasn’t pregnant! I’d been sure my swollen stomach was a little baby growing inside me. Instead it was all those muffins I’d been eating. Very disappointing, as I now had the double whammy of not being pregnant with the guilt of having eaten the muffins in some self-indulgent fantasy that it was a craving. Damn, now I’d have to go to the gym to de-swell my non-pregnant stomach.

I decided it was time to take control and focus on being healthier to help my fertility along. Apparently there’s a lot you can do to ‘aid the process’, as I found out when I came across Winifred Conkling’s Getting Pregnant Naturally: Healthy Choices to Boost Your Chances of Conceiving Without Fertility Drugs on the Internet.

Winifred said that diet was key, and suggested that men should avoid cottonseed oil and cycling, while both partners should enjoy good orgasms, biofeedback, meditation, visualization and massage, as well as quitting smoking and recreational drugs, and limiting computer use.

Right. Well, I had no idea what cottonseed oil was – it sounded like something they used to eat down in the Deep South in the days of slavery – but enjoying good orgasms sounded fine to me, and I’d get James to stop cycling and smoking.

I looked up biofeedback: ‘… using safe, battery-operated, electronic instruments, biofeedback techniques measure and feed back subtle changes in cortical brain waves (EEG), cortical blood flow (HEG), muscle tension (EMG)…’ Bloody hell, it sounded like some form of torture. I wouldn’t be having any of that. I’d be sticking to the massages, orgasms, healthy eating, gentle exercise and lots of green tea.

James came home later and I made dinner. He stared at the plate for a few seconds. ‘What do we have here, then, Emma?’

‘Steamed vegetables and tofu.’

‘Tofu?’

‘Yes, it’s supposed to be really good for you and I was reading all about fertility today on the Internet. We need to change a few things.’

‘Oh, really, like what?’

‘Like our diet and our lifestyle. We have to give up caffeine, alcohol, fatty foods, processed meat and just stuff with additives in general.’

‘So what does that leave?’

‘Well, vegetables and fruit, tofu and green tea. Oh, and you also need to stop smoking and cycling. It squishes your balls or something.’

James winced. ‘And after we’ve finished this delicious feast, what’s for pudding? Sheep’s testicles?’

‘No, smart-arse, sex and massages, actually … Oh, yeah, and good orgasms.’

‘I see. Well, that part sounds great, but I’m not sure if I’ll have the energy for the sex and orgasms if all I’m eating is rabbit food,’ said James, waving a piece of broccoli in the air.

He had a point. While he rustled up an enormous plate of pasta, which he chomped with glee, I pushed my dry, tasteless vegetables and even less appetizing tofu around my plate.

An hour later we were in bed. Well, James was in bed having his post-sex cigarette (he swore it would be the last one he smoked … ever) while I was attempting to do a handstand against the wall.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Handstand,’ I puffed.

‘Any particular reason?’

‘So the sperm can swim downstream more easily.’

‘You’re joking?’

‘Do I look like I’m joking?’ I said. This gymnastics lark was tough going.

James began to laugh. He thought it was hilarious. I, on the other hand, was not having such a fun time as all the blood was rushing to my head and I was feeling dizzy. I was never the most agile and couldn’t even do a decent forward roll in school, never mind a handstand. My arms were shaking and I collapsed in a heap on the floor, hitting my leg on the bed as I fell. James was doubled up on it, hooting.

‘I don’t know what you’re laughing at. The sperm will be confused now. They won’t know which way to swim. You should have held my legs up in the air. We need to take this seriously, James. The sperm need all the help they can get.’

‘Darling, my boys know which way to swim, trust me.’

‘Oh, really? What makes you so sure?’ I said, rubbing my leg grumpily.

James paused, then said, smiling smugly, ‘Because I inherited them from my father and his obviously knew which way to go. Henry and I are proof of that. Now, get back into bed so I can kiss your leg better.’

I woke up the next day with a large bruise on my right leg. I was booked to do a wedding. I didn’t really like doing wedding makeup because the brides – but more particularly their mothers – tended to be uptight and demanding. The upside was that weddings paid well, so I found it hard to turn them down.

I had met the eighteen-year-old bride, Jacinta Foley, two months ago and – how can I put this delicately? – she made Pamela Anderson look posh. Dressed from head to toe in Burberry, with Burberry bag, scarf, wallet, key-ring and shoes to match, six-inch false nails and masses of dark hair extensions, she came in clutching a picture of Posh Spice and told me that she wanted to look like her on her wedding day. She said she didn’t care how much it cost because her father was ‘fuckin’ loaded’. Fine by me.

We did a trial run, during which she demanded more eyeliner, longer false lashes and darker foundation. ‘I want to look really tanned,’ she said, as I piled on another layer. Eventually, when she looked like a Jamaican cabaret star, she was happy.

Having met Jacinta, I knew her family were bound to be colourful too. It was going to be an interesting day. Her father had booked out Luttrellstown Castle – the same castle Posh and Becks got married in – and they had invited two hundred of their closest friends.

When I arrived, I was ushered to the bridal suite by a strung-out wedding planner. ‘They’re all mad,’ she whispered to me. ‘No amount of money is worth the abuse I’ve had to take. No amount.’

Jacinta was on the phone when I walked in. ‘I don’t give a toss about your fat fuck of a sister. She is not singin’ in the church and that’s tha’.’ She hung up and sighed. ‘Sorry about tha’. It was me fella. His stupid sister wants to sing “Careless Whispers” in the church. I don’t fuckin’ tink so. It’s so tacky.’

Jacinta had obviously been a bit heavy handed with the St Tropez. She was a dark shade of tangerine. Her sister came out of the bathroom and Jacinta introduced us. ‘Anita, this is me makeup girl. She’s going to make us into supermodels.’

‘Howzit going?’

Anita was small, very thin, had peroxide hair with the mandatory extensions and must have had shares in St Tropez because she was even darker than her sister. She was wearing a tiger-print dressing-gown. ‘Will you have a glass of champagne?’ she asked.

‘Thanks, but I think I’ll wait till I’ve finished the makeup.’

‘Wha’? Are you mad? Get it into you. It’s the real ting. It’s fuckin’ lovely.’

‘OK, maybe just half a glass.’ There was no way I was going to get into an argument with this lot. I’d end up in traction.

I had just begun to do Jacinta’s makeup when her father came storming into the room. ‘What the fuck is going on?’

‘Wha’?’

‘I’ve just had a call from me credit-card company to check if I’d spent ten fuckin’ grand on a holiday in Barbados. I could buy the fuckin’ country for ten grand. Is that useless fucker not payin’ for anyting?’

Ten thousand euro. My God, where was she staying? She must be flying first class. I was dying to know what her father did for a living.

‘Don’t call Spike a useless fucker. He’s just a bit skint at the minute, so I said you’d pay for the honeymoon,’ said the orange bride-to-be.

‘A bit skint? He has so far paid for sweet fuck-all – and he ran up a bar bill of three hundred euro last night.’

‘Look, if you’re too scabby to pay for me honeymoon, fine, we’ll cancel the fuckin’ ting. I’ll be the only girl to have ever got married and not go on honeymoon because her father was too fuckin’ tight to pay for it.’

‘Ah, now, don’t be like tha’. I don’t mind helpin’ yiz out, but I’m not a fuckin’ Banklink machine. He needs to get a proper job and support you.’

‘He has got a proper job. He’s a musician. It takes time to be discovered, you know.’

‘Musician my arse. Did it ever occur to you tha’ he might be no shaggin’ good? Tha’ he and his band are shite? I’m givin’ him six more months and then he’s comin’ to work for me.’

‘Thanks a lot, comin’ in here upsettin’ me on me fuckin’ weddin’ day. Some father you are. Me mother’s probably turnin’ in her grave at you roarin’ at me,’ shouted Jacinta.

‘Ah, now, Jacinta, don’t start cryin’. I’ll say no more about it for today and I’ll pay for the honeymoon. But I’m warnin’ you, tha’ fella is to get a real job soon. Go on now, get ready and enjoy yourself. I’ll see you later. We’ll have a great day. Order another bottle of champagne.’

As a significantly poorer Mr Foley closed the door, Anita shook her head in disbelief. ‘You chancer! I can’t believe you got him to fork out ten grand for the honeymoon. There’ll be no fuckin’ money left for me at this rate.’

My sentiments exactly, Anita. Between Jacinta and the useless, talentless Spike, it seemed to me that Mr Foley was being bled dry. I was dying to know what he did for a crust.

‘So what does your dad do?’ I asked, trying to sound casual rather than nosy.

‘He owns SuperBurger and Tits ’R’ Us,’ said Jacinta, pouring herself another glass of champagne.

Well, that explained it. SuperBurger was the most popular fast-food chain in Ireland and Tits ’R’ Us was the most popular strip club in Dublin. They were queuing round the block to get into it, and rumour had it that when the police went in to check that there was no ‘funny business’ going on in the back rooms, they were shown such a good time that they were now the best customers.

‘Oh, my God, Jacinta, look at this!’ gasped Anita, who was staring out the window.

Jacinta rushed over. She clearly didn’t like what she saw. ‘I don’t fuckin’ believe it. I’ll kill him.’

I looked down and saw a Tits ’R’ Us minivan pull up and ten buxom strippers in non-existent mini-dresses climb out. Jacinta picked up the phone and roared into it. ‘I told you, Da, I don’t want those fuckin’ slappers at my weddin’.’

Even people twenty miles away could have heard him bellowing down the phone: ‘THOSE FUCKIN’ SLAPPERS ARE PAYIN’ FOR YOUR FUCKIN’ WEDDIN’. NOW BELT UP AND GET READY.’

I buried my face in my makeup bag so they wouldn’t see me laughing. They cursed their father and lamented the fact that he was lowering the tone of the wedding.

‘Fuckin’ disgrace is wha’ that is,’ said Jacinta, glaring out the window.

‘Here, have a drink, it’ll make you feel better,’ said her ever-helpful, underage, alcohol-swigging sister.

The girls proceeded to polish off a second bottle of champagne and eventually calmed down about the strippers ruining Jacinta’s wedding, by which stage they were fairly sloshed.

I was panicking about time: we only had an hour to go and it normally took at least forty-five minutes to make up a bride – and that was a sober, low-maintenance bride. I finally managed to persuade Jacinta to stop drinking and sit down beside the window so I could apply her makeup in natural light.

Her face was a dark shade of orange with darker patches along her eyebrows and ears. I set to work, toning down the fake tan, trying to blend it and make it look a little more natural, but she was staring into a mirror and freaked. ‘Wha’ are you doin’, Emma? You’re makin’ me look all pasty. I want more bronze, just like we did in the trial run. Get out the bronzer and lash it on.’

There was no point in fighting it – this bride was never going to be persuaded to tone anything down. I fished around in my makeup bag and found a very strong bronzer –a shade I had only ever used on very dark-skinned clients – and brushed it on.

Jacinta was delighted. ‘Deadly,’ she said, smiling at herself in the mirror. ‘That’s more like it. Now do me eyes. I have the lashes here.’

She handed me the false eyelashes. They were two inches long, with little diamanté studs dotted along each individual lash. They would have looked over the top on Liza Minnelli in Cabaret.

‘Are you sure about these?’ I asked, in a last-ditch attempt to salvage any credibility I’d have left after this job. ‘I have some plain black ones here that would look more natural.’

‘Fuck natural. I want to look like a movie star.’

Fair enough! I stuck them on, then started working on her lips. I was using a nude colour to try to counter the dramatic eyes.

‘Hold on, I’ve changed me mind about me lips. I want them scarlet.’

‘What?’ Was she completely insane? She’d look like a hooker! ‘I really think you should keep your lips nude with just some colourless gloss, Jacinta. Your eyes are the dramatic part of your makeup, so you need to keep your lips neutral.’

‘No, I don’t want tha’ colourless shite. I want scarlet. Show me what you have in there.’

I sighed and produced an array of ruby red lipsticks and glosses. She chose the brightest red gloss. When her lips were done she turned to her sister for approval. Anita shook her head. Jesus, what now? I thought.

‘You’re still too pale. You need more of tha’ bronzer,’ said Anita. ‘Tha’ pale look is crap. I tink tha’ Nicole Kidman looks a fuckin’ state. She looks like a ghost. Why don’t her mates tell her to slap on some tan? It’s very fuckin’ sad. All tha’ money and she goes out lookin’ snow white.’

‘I know, and she’s Australian. Sure it’s fuckin’ roastin’ over there,’ said Jacinta, shaking her head at the thought of poor pale Nicole.

I added yet another layer of bronzer to her cheeks and finally – although she now looked like a Las Vegas stripper – Jacinta was pleased.

I had to do Anita’s makeup in a hurry. She demanded the same colour scheme as Jacinta, so I put away the muted beige and brown eye shadows, the powder pinks and creamy peach blushers, the gently tinted lip-glosses and natural-tone foundations.

When Anita was five shades darker, with equally scarlet lips, I helped them into their dresses. Anita’s bridesmaid dress was a skin-tight, red satin, Chinese-style mini-dress. The bride wore a skin-tight, white, full length, satin halter-neck backless dress encrusted with large crystals. It had a slit up the front that left little to the imagination. The Tits ’R’ Us ladies had some stiff competition here.

They looked at each other and beamed.

‘You’re a ride. All the fellas will be chasin’ you,’ said Jacinta.

‘Thanks. You’re a fuckin’ ride yourself. You look better than Posh on her wedding day.’

‘Ah, stop.’

‘No, I mean it. Better.’

Jacinta looked thrilled. For her, there was no better compliment.

As they were leaving I wished them good luck and they assured me that they would tell all their friends to book me for their weddings. I was ‘fuckin’ brilliant’.

As I watched Mr Foley, proudly helping Jacinta into the car, fixing her veil for her and kissing
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