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Part One










Chapter One


‘Mum – if you tell ANYONE that I like Kayle Harvey, I will stab you in the vagina.’


‘That’s OK – I’m not using it much these days anyway.’


I love our cosy mum-and-daughter chats. Amelie has confessed to a feeling that isn’t boredom for the first time in eighteen months and is now regretting the power she feels it gives me. Who would I tell? Why would I care? Does she think I have nothing better to do than talk about her all day?


‘Seriously, Mum. You always do that. You think my life is funny – it’s not funny. You’re embarrassing.’


‘I’ll add it to the list.’


‘What do you mean? What “list”? Don’t make this about you!’


‘I wouldn’t dare. Heaven forbid something is not about you for five minutes.’


‘And you haven’t got a list.’


‘Yes, I have. I take all the helpful feedback you give me very seriously. There’s a very long and arse-clenchingly awful list of my shortcomings that I’ve committed to memory in the hope that I’ll avoid them in future: the way I laugh; the way I laugh twice sometimes at the same joke; the way I laugh when I say hello to people on the street – for no reason!; the way I talk, do my eyebrows, miss bits when I shave my legs, dance, sing out loud in Tesco, watch depressing TV, have no taste in clothes, repeat stories three times. The way I breathe.’


‘You breathe SO LOUDLY!’


‘I know. I’m a terrible person. It won’t happen again.’


‘Good.’


Without my actual consent, I have been sucked into the quicksand of teen parenting. I thought the hard bit was over. They can wash themselves (and occasionally they do), they can feed themselves (Coco Pops) and they can be left alone without burning the house down (so far) – and that’s the tricky bit, right? Getting them to sleep, eat, walk, talk? No. Turns out that wasn’t the tricky bit. The tricky bit gets trickier every day as I attempt to get them to wake up, stop eating everything, sit down and shut the fuck up. I can’t get anything done without someone needing me to do something for them.


Which is why I’m writing a blog this year. I’m going mad. I’ve stopped answering to ‘Mum’ now, because nothing good ever follows that word. They’ve taken to calling me by my first name in a bid to get my attention. ‘Ciara!’ they scream, upstairs, downstairs, in public, in the car. ‘Ciara! Have you topped up my lunch money? Ciara, where are my socks? Ciara, I TOLD you I had to hand that form in! Where is it? Ciara? Ciara!!!!’


I’m not well.


I wince at every slammed door, raised voice and sudden loud noise. I jump like a shell-shock victim from the trenches. I have Present Traumatic Stress Disorder. I need to get this all into some sort of perspective before they cart me off to the home for burnt-out carers. Or before they kill me.


Or I kill them.


So instead of murder, I’m going to write. I always planned to. My degree in English Literature is going to waste here, not to mention my ten years in a small publishing firm. It was going to be my day job – then Martin turned up, caught me off balance after one too many bastards and here I am holed up in suburbia, a married mum of three. I don’t work. I don’t have to because Martin earns good money and he hates housework. Useless at it. Strategically useless. Burns everything – food, ironing, children – but likes things just so. I did think about going back to work but childcare was so expensive and Martin wasn’t keen – he thought I’d regret leaving the kids so young. Ha! Little did we know that that was my small window of opportunity to slip back into the work force. Blown it now. Obsolete and in charge of three teenagers who don’t care if I’m here or not. Even Asda didn’t want me. ‘Too qualified’ and I won’t do weekends.


Life is a far cry from what my university-self thought it would be – marching, protesting, sit-ins about abortion rights, gay rights, civil rights. That was how I spent my free time back then. I thought I’d leave uni, live in a commune, write a novel about a feminist utopia and hang around festivals forever. I thought I’d have seen the world by now, not just endless damp campsites in Normandy. The last thing I wanted was a life that resembled my poor mum’s – stuck at home with a twin tub and a head full of dreams. So I’m going to write this blog and if it’s any good then maybe I’ll even publish it. It’s the modern mum’s weapon of choice, isn’t it? Blog the pain away. Laugh and the world laughs with you. Weep and you weep alone. I’ll use my blog to paint a relatable but poignant modern portrait of a hardly functioning family that resonates with, empathises with, women like me. I’ll spin it. I’ll gag it up. Make it pithy, fun, life-enhancing. It will be called something like . . .


KILL ME NOW!!!


Or . . .


Slummy Mummies Rule!!!


Or maybe . . .


Yummy Mummy Scrummy Funny Honey!!!


And it’s going to be great because it’s going to help other women who, like me, sometimes think ‘Is this it? Is this what I am now – a used dishcloth of a woman with grey roots, nasolabial folds and no appetite for life?’


So here it is. My first instalment. I’ve even bought the domain. Yes! I have my own domain, finally! Project Self-Esteem starts here.


 


BLOG 1 – This Is Pants


This morning’s drama comes courtesy of the daughter – 15, tall, dark and gobby, steals all my things, occasionally vegan (only when it’s inconvenient) and chronicler of my failures – who is whining at my door that she has been ill during the night.


‘I even farted and a little bit of poo came out!’ she whinges, somehow making it sound like my fault. ‘I don’t think I should go to school – can you get me some water?’


I stagger into the bathroom for a pee, where I’m confronted by a pair of my new posh knickers bearing the shadow of the poo fart now discarded in the bin. How’s that for a metaphor for motherhood?


 


Who am I kidding?


I can’t write about that. No one wants to hear about teenagers nearly pooing themselves, do they? About women sliding down the bathroom door and crying silently into an old Disney fleece? They want to read about cute toddlers and mummies in rivalry over bake sales/school sports day/the biggest part in the Nativity play. They want disingenuous faux desperation, not your actual stomach-churning existential crisis.


If I write a blog . . . then no one but me will ever read it.


It’s just for me.


I’ll write it for fun.


I’ll write it to stave off dementia.


I’ll write it so that I don’t go batshit crazy.


If a woman blogs in the forest but no one gets to read it . . . can she have a KitKat and a massive lie-down?


I wouldn’t write things like . . . I really hate my life sometimes. Most of the time. I’m fifty and fucked. My husband barely registers my existence. My kids find my breathing annoying and the last time a man looked at me with any kind of desire was 1989 and Madonna’s ‘Like a Prayer’ was number one. Too fucking right, Madge, life really is a mystery.


So there’s no way I can ever actually publish my blog. It’ll be like therapy – but cheaper. I tried real therapy. I went to the lovely German doctor about two years ago and started crying. I said I thought I must be menopausal and she asked me why I thought that.


‘Because I want to kill my family,’ I sobbed.


‘OK . . . und how do you stop yourself from doing zat?’ she asked, tapping at her keyboard.


‘Wine,’ I said, not even ashamed that I sounded not only like a psycho but also an alcoholic.


‘Have you tried yoga?’ she asked, still tapping away.


Oh fuck off. I’ve never met a yoga teacher who isn’t an absolute bastard. Flex Nazis in sports bras.


So I sat there crying and sweating while the doctor asked me about self-harm and suicidal thoughts and told me about deep breathing. So embarrassing. She wanted me to take anti-depressants because she thought I might be in the peri-menopause.


‘Sounds like a lounge singer – Perry Menopause!’ I quipped between sobs. I refused the pills. She said they would even out my mood, numb the feelings a bit. I said I couldn’t be much more numb.


So she suggested therapy.


I spent eight months paying someone called Angela £60 a week to tell me I had low self-esteem.


No shit.


I tried everything to get me out the other side of the menopause meltdown. I went to herbalists, acupuncturists, I even went to a bloody shaman because Jude, my only remaining friend from school, told me that despite my pathological mistrust of anything remotely hippy, it was worth a go to save on bedlinen, anger management courses and divorce lawyers. She said that, for her, a combination of howling at the moon in a Devon field and drinking tequila slammers made a massive difference to her menopause.


Jude said she is now so empowered by Red Clover, St John’s Wort and Black Snakeroot – her gut must resemble a wild meadow – that she is even more productive than she was in her twenties when she left us all behind and moved to Singapore to virtually run a bank. She’s back now, living in the arse-end of nowhere in a mill by a river and growing rare orchids in a greenhouse. She still likes her husband and they never had kids so she wins. I see her once or twice a year if I’m lucky.


The last time was Mum’s funeral, where she cried almost as much as I did and we reminisced about Mum’s late-night toasties after we’d been out on the piss underage. It was good to have her there. I haven’t seen her since, of course, because I always have the ironing to do and the kids need me to butter their toast in the mornings. And Martin is useless. If I were to go away for one night he’d panic and make everyone use paper plates in case he blew up the dishwasher.


So now Jude and me mainly text each other. She tells me funny stories about the villagers where she lives, and how they post videos of local youths destroying flowerbeds, and I send her London knife-crime statistics and stories about how the German doctor can’t pronounce ‘v’ so asks me if my ‘wagina’ is still dry.


I swear if men had the menopause like we do it would be all bells and whistles at the pharmacy – none of these ‘one size fits all’ cancer-inducing patches and sick-making pills. They wouldn’t write irritating articles about living their best life because of fucking green tea and deep breathing. Why does it always feel like, whatever we go through – PMS, post-natal depression, menopause meltdown – someone is saying it’s actually our own fault? That we are simply not trying hard enough to be well?


 


BLOG 1 DRAFT 2 – A Foggy Day


It’s one of Mother Nature’s cruellest jokes that our daughters become ripe, plump and luscious just as we turn into shrivelled, nasty husks. Every day she gets perkier, shinier and more desirable, and every day I get saggier, duller and more invisible. I’m a fog. A dense, grey foggy morning in February. She is dawn on a Spring bank holiday – primroses, larks, the smell of cut grass—


No. What am I saying – that I am sexually competing with my daughter? Creepy.


But I need to claim something back. For me. My space. My thoughts. Not her agenda, her needs, my things in her room. I will win. The pen is mightier than the open-pored.


I’ll keep this blog as a diary. No one will ever know. It will be my private land, my personal province, my offline empire in the sad, lonely kingdom of self.


 


Yay.


I can hear the boys twatting each other and shouting ‘PENIS’ repeatedly. I should go.


 


BLOG 1 DRAFT 3 – How To Win Breakfast: The boys. Where to begin?


Perhaps this morning’s conversation might best paint the picture. After the character-assassination attempt from the daughter, I find myself in need of some affirmation and turn instead to my thirteen-year-old identical twin boys. P – lanky, irritating, bumfluff moustache and virtually albino eyelashes, and L – almost the same but a bit chunkier and altogether nicer, but still a bit of an arse.


‘What’s the most important lesson I’ve ever taught you?’ I enquire, coquettishly scraping dried cat food into the bin.


Both boys are sitting bleary-eyed at the counter eating what can only be described as a vat of Coco Pops. They consider my question gravely for a few beats, chewing like a pair of pensive calves. P eyeballs me, deadpan. ‘Go to the toilet if you think you’re going to shit yourself.’


What is it with my kids and shit?


L pipes up. ‘Don’t bite people if you’re angry.’


‘Well, they’re both invaluable tips but I was hoping for something a bit more meaningful.’


The daughter – A – has entered the kitchen with moments to spare before she misses the bus, and is busy putting cherries into a tiny Tupperware box for her lunch (‘No one eats actual lunch any more, Mum – BASIC!’).


‘You’ve taught me that no matter how hard things are I should just do my best because that’s all we can do in life,’ she says. She doesn’t even do her sarcastic voice. I feel a surge of pride. At least one of my kids listens to me, takes in my wisdom and my belief in effort without undue pressure. She’s a chip off the old block.


Then she asks me for twenty quid. It’s someone else’s birthday at school, which means she has to buy balloons, cards, gifts and ice creams. All paid for by me. She couldn’t possibly use her own money – she needs that for expensive eyebrow make-up and ludicrously priced T-shirts and lacy ‘bralets’ from dark shops you have to queue to get in to. She knows she has to suck up to me because last night I confiscated her phone (apparently in direct contravention of her ‘actual human rights’) and she knows I won’t give it up without a fight. It’s the one thing I have that gives me any purchase in this house.


I’ve heard of households where all devices are placed on the kitchen table until homework is done/piano is practised/school uniform is hung up and chores are ticked off the efficient-yet-tasteful chalkboard. These families are sickening, so let’s discount them straight away. I mean really – who has a family where that works?


Homework done? My boys will delight in spending three hours on a worksheet about pasta shapes – a pointless torture that a six-year-old could do in five minutes – just because they know it will wind me up if they are slow.


Piano practised? All children detest piano lessons and we only make them learn to assuage some mid-life sense of angst that we have not achieved all we should have achieved and time is running out. Piano practice in my family happens five minutes before the lesson, which helps no one. I might as well let them sleep in on a Saturday morning and burn twenty-pound notes over the hob while listening to Graham Norton on the radio.


School uniform hung up? Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha.


Wait.


Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha.


It gets washed, ironed and hung up – by me. Then it gets thrown in a pile (with the pants still inside the trousers) every night. I have asked, begged, pleaded and threatened but it makes no difference. I’ve resigned myself to five more years of pulling blazer sleeves back out the right way.


Chores? I can’t stand the arguing. I’d rather empty the dishwasher myself than listen to the Treaty of Versailles being re-enacted in my own kitchen. They are superb at dodging the merest hint of a menial task.


‘Can I have my phone, please, Mummy?’ she smiles.


‘Have you had breakfast?’ I ask, mock-innocently. Ha. Another gauntlet thrown down.


Teenagers have two settings when it comes to food:


 


1. Eat everything in the fridge within minutes of it being restocked. Eat any combination of meals in any order, with random bowls of cereal as hourly punctuation.


2. Refuse all food with a sneer of disgust.


 


My kids used to eat pretty much everything, but now it’s hard to keep track of who hates mayonnaise, who will not touch tomatoes, who despises chilli and who won’t eat anything but white food. I make them a packed lunch every day (we tried school dinners but they just ate doughnuts) and it’s become a half-hour I dread. From 7.15–7.45 you will find me slumped against the chopping board staring balefully at twenty different sandwich fillings that have all been spurned as ‘disgusting’. The girl is the worst, having fallen prey to the Kardashian/Instagram obsession of ‘clean eating’ – which, in her teenage brain, means drinking green juice and only eating pizza three times a week. I don’t handle it well, this food faddiness. I offer you three transcripts below: BAD MUM (what actually happens), GOOD MUM (how the daughter would like it to go) and BEST PRACTICE PARENTING (how it should go).


 


BAD MUM SCRIPT:


 


ME: (shouting up the stairs) Do you want a chicken sandwich for lunch?


GIRL: (deep into 45-minute eyebrow application session) What?


ME: Do you want roast chicken sandwich for lunch?


GIRL: No.


ME: Ham?


GIRL: No.


ME: Pasta pesto?


GIRL: What??


ME: PASTA PESTO?


GIRL: No.


ME: Well, what do you want?


GIRL: Nothing.


ME: You can’t have nothing!


GIRL: I’ll just have crisps.


ME: That’s not healthy.


GIRL: I’m not hungry at lunch, Mum. I hate lunch.


(20 minutes later when she finally comes downstairs)


ME: What are you going to take? You shouldn’t just eat junk!


GIRL: (putting crisps and chocolate back in the cupboard) OK. Bye.


ME: Wait – what are you going to eat? You haven’t had breakfast either!


GIRL: MY BUS IS IN THREE MINUTES, MUM??!!


ME: THAT’S NOT MY FAULT, IS IT? YOU’VE BEEN UP THERE FOR 45 MINUTES DOING MAKE-UP!


GIRL: (rolling eyes) I’M INSECURE, OK?!!!


(Door slams. Soul sinks. Give up.)


 


GOOD MUM SCRIPT (TEEN VERSION):


 


ME: (going up to her room rather than shouting up the stairs) What would you like for lunch today?


GIRL: I don’t really eat lunch.


ME: You don’t really eat lunch? (letting her know I’ve heard her)


GIRL: No, I don’t like it.


ME: OK . . . you don’t like lunch . . . got it. Sorry. So can I get you a healthy and filling breakfast? A superfood smoothie like the Kardashians have?


GIRL: I haven’t got time. I have to paint slugs on my eyebrows.


ME: OK, darling. You know best.


GIRL: Mum, can I have some money for McDonalds after school?


ME: Take whatever you want out of my purse, sweetheart.


GIRL: OK. Now leave.


 


BEST PRACTICE PARENTING SCRIPT:


 


ME: (waiting until she appears) I’ve packed you some fruit, a yogurt and there’s some leftover pasta salad if you want it. Help yourself.


GIRL: (reluctantly grabbing lunch bag) Bye.


ME: You’re welcome.


I know I shouldn’t fret so much about it. Some would go so far as to say that providing her with fruit and yogurt was too interfering and mollycoddling. Some might say you should leave them to go hungry. But I was raised by an Irish mammy (aka The Feeder) so I don’t feel comfortable providing nothing. I thought I had cracked this situation, but yesterday morning she came downstairs before anyone else and sat down on the floor in front of me with tears in her eyes.


‘What’s wrong?’ I said.


‘I don’t know.’


‘What’s going on with you and food? Are you trying to lose weight or something? Because starving yourself is not the way to do it.’


‘It’s just that sometimes I eat so much junk then I feel really bad and the next day I try not to eat too much.’


Oh God. I thought she was more sorted than this. I thought we had done positive body image. But it looks like the years of my own negative body carping and yo-yo dieting has rubbed off on her. I thought I’d been careful not to do too much self-loathing in front of her, but little eyes and ears see everything.


‘It’s just every time I look in the mirror I think I’m really fat and ugly.’


‘But you’re not fat – you’re slim and you’re beautiful!’


‘IT DOESN’T HELP ME WHEN YOU SAY THAT!’


It kills me to watch my own daughter, however annoying she might be, hating on herself so much. All I can do is try to counter the endless stream of social-media pressure to be a certain way, look a certain way, eat certain things, obsess about the size of your bum/nose/boobs, the colour of your pasty legs, the width between your thighs, the bumpiness of your complexion, the yellowness of your teeth. How come she takes all this in and is so hard on herself when the boys barely function and DON’T CARE about any of this stuff?!


Before I had kids I was a vehement opponent of the sexist trope that a child’s biological sex accounts for a large degree of their psychology and behaviour – that clichéd gender behaviour (boys are aggressive, girls just want to please, etc.) is in some way innate and not learnt. Nature v Nurture. And to a large extent I still feel that gender behaviour is copied and intuited from our gender-prescriptive sexist culture.


Everyone says boys are no trouble, that it’s teenage girls that are the nightmare. I disagree. I can cope with the eyebrow obsession, the eye-rolling and the door-slamming. I can cope with the sarcasm that drips from every pore. I can even cope with the mountain of wet towels, ridiculous friendship-group politics and sudden demands for vegan-only packed lunches. But boys . . . whilst I adore mine . . . are just . . . so much like badly house-trained puppies that I have to resist the urge to put collars on them and make them beg for food.


They smell. They are almost phobic about showers. They can’t see the point in doing anything apart from gaming and/or watching other boys gaming online. Left to their own devices they would stay in their bedrooms all day (apart from short, irritating-but-necessary breaks for Coco Pops), fighting in virtual wars with other boys they’ve never met, shouting obscenities into their headsets.


They can’t follow simple instructions. For example, the other day I had to leave them to get ready for football themselves. I packed their stuff, left it out for them, gave them £10 for food after, told them to make sure to take a key because I wouldn’t be home until after them.


When I arrived back later the front window was wide open and the house was dark. As I opened the door the dog was whimpering from somewhere but I couldn’t find her in the house. I ran outside and found her cowering on the window ledge, trapped behind the bins after the exciting adventure afforded to her by the open window. Turns out they had not taken a key (‘You didn’t tell us to’) so had pushed the sash window open, had a fight about someone touching someone else’s bum, forgotten to close the window, thus releasing the dog into the night. When I shouted at them they stared blankly at me then said, ‘We’re hungry.’


‘Why didn’t you eat at the football club?’


‘We didn’t have any money.’


‘I gave you £10 for food!’


‘We lost it.’


Utter fuckwits, the pair of them.


They are not remotely ashamed, disturbed or chastened by the fuck-ups they make on a daily basis. Which means they are either psychopaths or natural-born politicians. They should be in the Tory cabinet.


The girl, on the other hand, is usually super-organised, fragrant, self-sorting and highly motivated. If she were to make just one of the stupid mistakes the boys make she would be mortified.


How do men end up running the world?


 


That’s a bit better. I like the veiled despair. It’s a thing, isn’t it, in Mummy Blogs? ‘Ha ha ha my life is shit ha ha ha!’ Not going to press ‘Publish’ though. Jesus. I want a fag.


I’ll take the dog for a walk. ‘Sadie! Sadie!’ I shout from the back door. Sadie, an extremely haughty French Bulldog the kids had to have four years ago, who they absolutely promised to walk every day, is sitting out on the patio staring into the nothingness. She doesn’t really like me either, even though I’m the only poor sod who feeds her, cleans up her poos and makes sure she gets out every day. I try to talk to her sometimes but she stares impassively, snorts a bit then collapses on her side as though I’ve just bored her to death.


Sadie deigns to turn to look at me when I call, but then trots down the steps to the back of the garden to bark at some invisible assailants. ‘Sod you, then,’ I mutter. Vincent, our skinny black rescue cat strolls in, eyes me disdainfully then does some cursory purring in order to procure a sachet of slimy jelly. We got him when the kids were little to teach them about caring for something and being kind. We didn’t know that he was a vicious bastard street fighter who stays out all hours then comes home at dawn demanding to be fed, before collapsing on the bed all day like some drunk abusive partner.


Sometimes I feel Sadie and Vincent gang up on me. They sit by the back door almost sneering at my attempts to befriend them as if to say ‘Look at us – we’re supposed to hate each other, but even we prefer each other’s company to yours!’


Or maybe I’m tired and paranoid.


Time to talk to Mum. It was always at moments like this – when I felt bored and ignored even by the animals in my life – I’d give her a call. She’d never have her hearing aids in so it would inevitably be a frustrating first five minutes of me repeating ‘Have you taken your tablets this morning?’ over and over again. At least now that she’s in an urn she can’t keep insisting I’m mumbling, or that my phone is shit. I’ll get her down from the shelf.


Hi, Mum. I wanted to call you today. But then I remembered. I didn’t pick up the phone or anything. OK, my hand might have twitched involuntarily towards my pocket, where my phone was, but I didn’t call. I don’t do that any more. The people who bought the house inherited the number so it started to get a bit awkward . . . me ringing ‘home’ and trying to engage the new owners in a chat about how the garden is doing just so that I could picture the house again, picture you in it, sat in your chair with a mug of tea. So then I thought why not just . . . talk to you anyway? Is that mad? I know you can’t talk back but I can imagine what you’d say . . . if you weren’t reduced to five pounds of dove-grey grit, poured into what I have to say is a deeply unattractive maroon plastic tub.


So, how are you, Mum? I don’t know if you are in heaven, if there is a heaven, or if you’re floating about somewhere in a shimmery sort of vapour, but I know that you are around somehow. I can feel you tutting every time I hang the washing out badly, or when my cakes don’t rise. You were so much better at all this than me. I know you could be grumpy and you nagged us a lot when we were lazy, selfish teenagers, but mostly you loved us so much. You always said we were the best thing you ever did. I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately. How you used to say ‘You are my biggest achievement’ with such a smile on your face. How you would belittle yourself in front of women who worked because you felt they expected you to, but how actually you felt sorry for them that they didn’t have your life.


I wish I felt like that. I wish I felt so sure in my choices and happy with their outcome. You seemed to thrive in our company, you feasted on me and Aidan like we were hot buttered rolls. You couldn’t get enough of us. Even until right before you died you’d hug us tight and tell us how you’d lie awake at night, steroids playing havoc with your sleep, hoping that we were tucked up in our beds safely.


I remember when Amelie was born. Seventeen hours of labour with no pain relief, only to be told they’d have to do a C-section anyway because she was too big. Then they gave her to me and left me on my own with her for the night and I couldn’t get up to her because of the cut, and she started crying and I started crying because I was out of it and in pain and I felt helpless and scared, and there was blood all over the sheets and no one came to help me, so both of us, me and Amelie, just lay there crying until dawn. Then a nurse finally came and handed her to me and I felt . . . nothing. Just so tired and numb and kind of horrified by the mess of it all. You visited with Dad later that day. I remember you picked her up and cradled her so naturally. You were overjoyed.


I remember staring blankly at you and saying ‘I don’t love her yet’ and without missing a beat you replied, ‘I do!’


And I could see it was true.


I remember when I was pregnant you asked if I had a layette set. I didn’t know what you were talking about. You explained it was a baby package for newborns – knitted blankets, cardigan, hat, bootees. You said you would knit one for me. I remember laughing at you and saying ‘Mum, it’s not the 1960s – I’ll just put the baby in a onesie.’


You tried hard to mask the hurt you must have felt and I was irritated by your old-fashionedness, your insistence that the old ways were the best, your inability to move with the times.


How I wish I could take that cruel laugh back. How I wish I had let you knit me blankets, shawls and bootees and all the other things you couldn’t understand I didn’t want. Because you would have liked it. And now you’re gone and you will never knit anything ever again. And I don’t have those things to hold and cherish, made with your nimble fingers, your cool pastry-making hands, your brow-stroking, bleach-roughened thumbs.


Sorry, Mum. Went a bit maudlin there. I know you hated it when I got sad. ‘Keep on keeping on,’ you said. So I will. For now.










Chapter Two


‘Dinner time!’ I yell from the foot of the stairs. I’ve spent the best part of a day trying to make moussaka. Years ago we went to a Greek restaurant and the kids liked it, so now and again I make it ‘as a treat’. A treat for everyone except me, because it’s really annoying to make. It takes about twelve hours and involves several fiddly and potentially hazardous processes – salting the aubergine (don’t want it to taste bitter), frying off the beef (but not letting it dry out), par-boiling the potatoes (but not too much), then making the bloody cheese sauce for the topping which always ends up looking like lumpy custard. It’s sitting on a place mat now in the middle of the dining table (‘dining’? What family ‘dines’ these days?) bubbling away, the steam rising from the crust. I admire my handiwork. This is a good one. Just the right amount of cinnamon.


This is what life should be like. If you give up your career to raise your children, and your husband Martin goes out to work all day, and you live in a nice semi-detached suburban house with bland but practical Ikea furnishings, and you hoover the stair carpet regularly because it’s new, and your pathway has lavender growing all the way along it even if the geraniums in the window boxes always die – if you have achieved all this, despite the sleepless nights and the hard times and the boredom and the self-sacrifice, then at around 7 p.m. each night the rewards are great. Your loving family will, one by one, come clattering down the stairs to sit in convivial bonhomie and share the triumphs and disappointments of their day while passing each other plates of delicious home-cooked food. There will be laughter, gentle teasing, fond smiles and, for once, at least at dinner time, it will all be worth it. A passer-by, on looking into your dining-room window, would be charmed by the domestic idyll they spy, and filled with warmth and a nostalgia for their own childhood meal times.


Ten minutes goes by. No one has come downstairs.


‘DINNER!!!’ I shout again.


‘One minute!’ shouts Lorcan.


No one else responds. I continue to stand at the foot of the stairs weighing up the irritation I feel at having to shout, versus how out of breath and cross I’ll be if I have to go all the way upstairs to drag them out of their rooms. There’s nothing for it – they are probably wired up to devices and can’t hear me anyway. I heave my tired limbs up the stairs, cursing the discarded school bags and shoes that vie to trip me up and break my ankles on the way.


I knock on the boys’ door. No response. I go in and find Paddy’s asleep in his school uniform and coat, his massive feet still encased in his dirty school shoes. I shake him gently.


‘WHAT?!’ he says, waking with a start.


‘It’s dinner time!’


‘I’m not really hungry,’ he says, turning over. Out of the corner of his pocket a family-sized chocolate bar wrapper flicks me the Vees.


‘What are you doing eating all that chocolate before dinner? No wonder you’re not hungry! Now get up and come downstairs!’


‘All right, all right,’ he says, rolling off the bed and onto the floor. His sandy hair is sticking up in all directions. He’d look appealingly childlike if it weren’t for his massive arms and gangly legs. He’s turning into a mini Martin. Lorcan deigns to take off his headphones if only so he can reach his brother for a swift kick.


I knock on Amelie’s door. No response. I go in. She wheels round accusingly, on red alert for violence in case it’s one of her brothers. There is zero tolerance of either of them anywhere near her room.


‘What?’ she asks hotly.


‘Dinner. I’ve been shouting for ten minutes!’


‘WELL, I DIDN’T HEAR YOU!’ she yells, never one for quietly acquiescing. ‘What is it?’


‘Moussaka.’


‘Disgusting.’ She gets up, making a performance of how revolted she is by my pathetic offering yet how gracious in consenting to sit at the table.


‘Boys! Dinner!’


‘I’m coming, Mum. I was just finishing a game. I got ten kills and my squad—’


‘Yes, I’m not interested, Lorcan,’ I say, going back down the stairs.


Martin comes in from work just as I’m heading back into the kitchen.


‘Hello, love. Just in time for dinner. If any of the bastards actually come down.’


‘That’s not very nice, Mother dearest,’ says Lorcan, wrapping his arms around my neck.


‘Smells good. What is it?’ asks Martin, kicking off his shoes and leaving them where they fall in the middle of the hallway. I pick them up and place them in the shoe rack.


‘Moussaka.’


‘Not for me, thanks,’ says Martin.


‘What? Why not?’


‘You know I never eat before football.’


Ah yes. Bloody football night.


‘I’ll have some after.’


He disappears into his ‘study’ – a boxroom where I keep the clothes airer and the hoover, with a tiny desk and computer in the corner. God knows what he gets up to in there.


Finally all three kids arrive to sit down at the table. A row erupts over who sits next to who. It’s very similar to the fox, the chicken and the bag of grain – if Lorcan sits next to Paddy they will punch each other. If Paddy sits next to Amelie he will deliberately slurp his food to annoy her. If Amelie sits opposite Lorcan he will kick her under the table and say it was Sadie, who is parked in her usual position under the table, where she will no doubt receive half the food I have cooked when the kids unsubtly pass it down to her to avoid having to eat it themselves. The bastard cat Vincent stares vindictively from the worktop, waiting to lash out at anyone who passes.


‘Just please sit down, shut up and eat!’ I say.


I dish out the food and they start to pick at it.


‘I hate aubergine. It’s so slimy,’ moans Paddy.


‘Just leave it on the side of your plate, then,’ I say.


‘Amelie, stop turning it over like you’re looking for worms and eat, please.’


‘I’m on a diet.’


‘What? Why?’


‘Because literally everyone at school has an eating disorder, Mum, and you keep making this really fattening stuff!’


‘Its called FOOD, Amelie, and it’s not that fattening. I used spray oil! Have some salad with it,’ I say, pushing the bowl towards her. She picks at a few leaves sulkily.


‘Mum, Paddy thinks he’s really cool at school. He’s always taking the piss out of me in front of his friends,’ says Lorcan. He’s the quieter of the two, and is often a convenient punchbag for Paddy’s insecure posturing.


‘Don’t be mean to each other. There are enough people in the world who will bring you down – don’t do it to your own family.’


‘I could bring him down any time,’ says Paddy.


‘No, you couldn’t,’ says Lorcan.


‘Yes, I could, FAT MAN!’


‘Please stop! Paddy there is literally a couple of pounds’ difference in your weight so why you call him Fat Man I do not know!’


‘Because he’s FAT!’ laughs Paddy. Even if it is just a few pounds it’s something to have over his brother. Lorcan lets his mask slip for a brief moment and looks hurt.


‘Are you going to cry to Mummy now?’ taunts Paddy.


‘Nothing wrong with crying. That’s called toxic masculinity, isn’t it, Mum? Laughing at boys crying?’


‘Yes, it is. Now eat your dinner.’


Amelie takes the opportunity to push her chair back noisily and scrape the contents of her plate quickly into the bin.


‘Where are you going?’ I ask.


‘Upstairs?’ she says, as if explaining to a simpleton.


Paddy follows suit, racing her up the stairs for no reason other than to provoke a fight.


Lorcan stares at me balefully. His plate is still full.


‘At least you’re going to sit with your old mum and eat your dinner, aren’t you, Lorcan?’


‘No, because she’s not OLD,’ he smiles. ‘But I’m not really hungry.’


‘You as well! Don’t tell me you ate a whole family bar of chocolate too?’


‘No. It’s just . . . I hate moussaka. It’s kind of disgusting.’ And with that he strolls out of the kitchen, swiping a packet of Hula Hoops from the cupboard on the way. I clear the plates into the dog’s bowl and start to load the dishwasher. So much for the family meal. Vincent waits until my back is turned then leaps onto the table. When I go to wipe it down he is licking greedily at the cheese crust of the remaining moussaka.


I’ll give that bit to Martin.


‘Ciara, have you seen my football shorts?’


Martin is shouting from upstairs. I don’t know if that’s what he actually said but it’s an educated guess. Apparently I can hear through doors, ceilings, entire floors of the house and be able to locate all items within a five-mile radius at a moment’s notice.


I go to the foot of the stairs and crane upwards. Martin is standing in his saggy pants, his hairy belly nudging the banister. He’s not bad-looking for a slightly overweight man of fifty-one with bog-standard male pattern baldness and facial psoriasis, but he’s a far cry from the trim, athletic man of thirty I married. Let’s just say his hair product shelf is pretty empty and his underwear drawer is larger than it was. Mind you, he could say the same about me, and sometimes does. ‘Little pickers wear bigger knickers!’ he occasionally warns as he catches me staring into the open fridge. What does he see when he looks down at me, I wonder. Does he make the same physical inventory that I find myself, unkindly, making from time to time? Does he look down at me from the top of the stairs and think, ‘Who is that short, slightly dumpy middle-aged woman with the dark frizzy bob and grey roots, and why is she wearing those old jogging bottoms? I can tell by her drooping jaw, her bingo wings and her spare tyre that she hasn’t been jogging much lately, so I can only deduce that this is my poorly-dressed rather disappointing wife, who is now a far cry from the socially awkward, shy but at least svelte woman I once married.’ Does he? If only he paid enough attention to me to have noticed. Martin only comments on my appearance to express disapproval if I change anything. I once tried highlights and he said I looked ‘desperate’. I suppose I was, but not in the way he meant.


‘Muuuuuum!’ screams Lorcan from behind his bedroom door. ‘Where are my new boots?’


Here we go. I think this would make a good blog actually . . .


 


BLOG 2 – Milking It!


It’s Monday night. That means it’s football night. For the past two months the boys have been going with M to play 5-a-side football on an indoor pitch. They’ve waited years for this – M has been huffing and puffing around in his old baggy shorts every Monday for the last four years, but it’s only now he has deemed the boys mature enough to be allowed into the hallowed male kingdom of astroturf, asthma pumps and ill-advised victory knee-slides.


Initially they were thrilled. Going out at 9 p.m. on a school night, getting special boots, being with Dad in the car and maybe getting a Lucozade from the machine after. Now the novelty has rather worn off and they moan as if they are being asked to lay the bloody pitch rather than just run around on it pretending to be Sergio Aguero with acne.


I hate Monday nights because if the kids are still up after 10 p.m. I see it as a direct theft of my time. I can’t relax, sit down and enjoy anything on TV if they are milling about after football because I have to be on hand to sort out any of the numerous hostilities that will inevitably break out. I also have to guard the milk supply in case of a fridge attack. These happen in between the hostilities, and can be just as disturbing, watching three teenagers chugging PINTS of milk like big spotty babies in leisure wear. All those nights I sat up trying to coax one single ounce of formula down the twins, only to have them sick it all up on me moments later with a warm, yogurty belch. Now the bastards are paying me back by drinking so much milk they are turning into calcium-rich triffids. They are huge, already taller than me and able to neck vast quantities of the stuff without so much as swallowing. I don’t like them drinking so much milk because
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