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That’s not Nutella

Everything is perfect. My house is perfect. My life is perfect. My children are perfect. My heart is full and at peace. Which can only mean one thing: the shit is about to hit the fan.

As sure as night follows day, the moment I, Tara Gallagher – wife, mother, friend – so much as think, ‘Ah, this is lovely. Everything is as it should be,’ something big happens. Something big. And bad. And generally very messy.

On a good day, if you asked me to describe myself, I’d say I’m a thirty-six-year-old, happily married mum of three, and I’d stand by that, that’s a nice description, right? On a bad day, I’d say I’m an emotionally exhausted mess of a woman, who is hanging on by a thin thread every single day trying to be a good mother, wife, friend, daughter and colleague with a social life of her own, a successful career and a body that I most definitely have ‘let go’.

And today was supposed to be a good day.

In about twenty minutes’ time my firstborn child – my princess – will walk through the front door with her best friend Mia in tow. It’s her thirteenth birthday. A momentous day in the Gallagher house. We have successfully completed Level 12 parenting and Gemma is progressing to the big leagues and Level 13. I kept a child alive for thirteen years, can you believe it? Go me! (And Paul; I suppose it was a team effort.)

I take a deep breath. I am ready for this. I took a half-day from work and have spent the last three hours pinning photos of Gemma, from birth to now, on the walls of our kitchen. She asked for helium number balloons like the ones influencers use on Instagram when they get to a new milestone of followers. Eugh. But for her, I got them, and some retro Poundshop balloons for good measure.

I’ve dusted off my old disco lights, which were lying in the back of the garage, and have confettied the kitchen table to within an inch of its life (I’m a dick: I’m already thinking about the mess afterwards …). There are plastic Prosecco flutes, ready to be filled with sparkling apple juice. I bought her favourite pink icing cupcakes instead of a cake. There are crisps and sweets (foam shrimps and cola bottles) and a chocolate fountain with marshmallows and strawberries and bananas for dipping. It’s all very Instagrammable. Teenagers love this shit, right? I get a pang of something between grief and nostalgia – it seems like only yesterday I was covering this kitchen in Disney Princess-themed decorations, and Gemma was dressed as Belle, her favourite princess at the time. And somehow now I’m hosting her thirteenth birthday party – how has time gone so fast!? Like, granted, I wake up every day with a new joint pain, but I often forget that I’m not still in my mid-twenties.

Before I get the chance to have a panic attack about the passage of time, I am dive-bombed by two small, very strong, very loud and – I can see – very, very hyper boys.

‘Mammeeeee,’ Nathan, my adorably manic five-year-old, shouts. ‘Can we go to the trampoline? I want to jump! My legs feel fizzy, and my arms, and my hands and my face …’

Looking down, there’s a sticky congealed mess of slabbers and sugar coating his lips and cheeks. His eyes are wide, pupils dilated. Shite. Classic sugar-rush symptoms. Behind him, my two-year-old Jax has done a mini Full Monty – all his clothes gone bar one sock, a drool-soaked vest and his nappy, staring at his own hands as if he has just discovered he owns them.

He is clattered, and I do mean absolutely clattered, in the same gooey sugar shite that Nathan is. At least I hope it’s sugar. By the look of them both I wouldn’t be surprised if they were off their shiny tits on cocaine. (Not that we have cocaine in the house, mind. The hardest drug we rock is Calpol for Over Sixes – aka The Hard Stuff.) With a deep sinking horror, I take my gaze from them to the kitchen table where I am at least two bowls of fizzy cola bottles down.

Sweet and gentle Jesus.

‘Nathan, did you take some of the sweeties from the table?’ I ask, hoping that my Cocomelon-esque sing-song voice is hiding the sense of mild hysteria clawing at my very soul.

He looks at me, his eyes wide as my new Primark support knickers. ‘Fizzy candy,’ he says in a voice that sounds more Darth Vader than five-year-old boy. He also speaks in an American accent as we’re deep in the age of YouTube parenting. Don’t judge me, I’ll bet my bottom dollar you’ve got a half-Yank child or grandchild running about.

Glancing over his head I spot a trail of destruction that makes my head spin. Toys and clothes are scattered as if there has been an explosion in a soft play centre. A lone sock dangles precariously from the light fitting. An abandoned, upturned Fruit Shoot is leaking its purple-coloured poison into my new cream rug. (Yes, my children drink Fruit Shoots. Yes, I am a mammy of young children and I bought a cream rug. Call me a silly cow later; I’ve bigger fish to fry.) The closing bars to the Paw Patrol theme tune blasts from the living room and God, I’m scared now but I must show no fear. These little shits can smell fear.

‘Mammmmeeeeee,’ Nathan says as he follows me.

‘Just a minute, pet,’ I say through gritted teeth. ‘Mammy’s going to turn the sound down on the TV so I can hear you properly.’

When I walk into the living room I want to cry. I think I might actually cry. It was tidy and clean when I left it. All ready for Gemma and her friends to come have her party. It looked like something out of the Ikea catalogue. But now – sweet living lord! Now, it looks like a case for one of those hoarder cleaning crews in Hazmat suits. I’m pretty sure every toy my children have ever owned is strewn around the room; that definitely looks like permanent marker on the wall, my sofa cushions are upturned on the floor and in the middle of one of them there is a mass of wet, sticky, slimy cola bottles. And who in the name of my wee Granny Annie (rest her soul) smeared Nutella on the sofa? Christ on a bike.

‘Mammeeeeee,’ Nathan opines again as I wonder if he is too old to be put up for adoption.

‘Nathan, pet, what happened here?’ I ask, and really I deserve an award for my acting skills right now because he doesn’t seem to have any idea whatsoever that I’m about to lose my actual shit.

He shrugs. ‘Didn’t like ’em so I spitted ’em out.’

‘After sucking the sugar off?’ I ask.

He nods. ‘I only liked the sugar part.’

‘Ahh you liked that?’ I ask. ‘Did you like making a big mess too?’

He nods enthusiastically, then, perhaps seeing my gritted teeth or my twitching eye and catching on that this might not be the response I was hoping for, he stops himself and starts to shake his head solemnly instead. The self-preservation is strong in this one.

‘Right,’ I say, to myself as much as anyone. ‘We’d better try and tidy this up a bit.’ I regretfully smell-test the Nutella on the sofa … Ah fuck, it’s not Nutella.

‘But mammmeeeeeee,’ Nathan says, and the whine is back in his voice.

I take a deep breath. ‘I know your head is fizzy and your hands are fizzy, but it’s your big sister’s birthday party and we need to tidy up. Will we sing the tidy-up song?’ I don’t have a tidy-up song, but I’m sure I can bastardize a Beyoncé song to suit the purpose. (‘To the left, to the left, put all that plastic crap in a pile to the left.’)

‘’S’not that, Mammy,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘Jax boked on the carpet.’

I can’t speak. I am struck mute by the full horror of the situation unfolding in front of my eyes. How am I going to get shit off the sofa and vomit out of the carpet before the girls get home without the eau de puke permeating everything?

‘And Mammy …’ Nathan continues before I cut him off with what can only be considered a death glare, which I immediately regret when I see his bottom lip start to wobble.

‘Sorry, pet,’ I say in my best not-a-horrible-mammy voice. ‘What is it?’

‘Am gonny boke too.’

Woah there, crotch-goblin. Not on my watch.

Or more accurately, not on my cream carpet.

With lightning reflexes, I scoop him up in one seamless movement before hurtling at breakneck speed – past the baby who is now contently playing with a toy car beside a puddle of his own vomit and a shitty nappy he removed himself – into the downstairs toilet in the nick of time. As he manages to get almost all his regurgitated sugar and Fruit Shoot into the toilet bowl, and only a small amount is sprayed down the front of my lovely new white T-shirt, I remind myself that in days to come this will be a memory I will laugh about. I’ll probably be in a nursing home, swigging from a bottle of vodka I asked them to smuggle me in, mind you, but I’ll be having a wee giggle about it too, I’m sure.

His stomach emptied, Nathan rests his head against my soggy chest and it appears all the fizzy must be gone from his system because his eyes flutter closed and he falls asleep in my arms. At least, I hope it’s sleep and not a diabetic coma.

In moments such as these, when my children are finally asleep, I often realize just how much I love them. And I love the very bones of Nathan. Even when he is a rascal – and this definitely falls into rascal territory – my heart can’t help but swell with love for my blue-eyed boy.

Carefully, I carry him upstairs and lay him on top of his bed before pulling an old, battered grey T-shirt from my drawer to change into while I clean up. I’m halfway down the stairs, and halfway into my new T-shirt, hands over my head, face hidden, and an ill-fitting bra on full display when I hear the front door open, quickly followed by the perhaps the loudest intake of breath I have ever heard in my entire life.

Hauling my T-shirt down to make myself decent I see my beloved eldest child staring at me with a mixture of rage and humiliation. Beside her, the best of her BFFs, Mia, has her hand clamped over her mouth in shock. Mia has not only seen my tatty-bra-covered boobs, but is now also turning green at the sight of the vomit on the hall carpet.

I don’t even have time to speak before Gemma does. ‘Oh. My. God. Why do you have to ruin everything? You’re so embarrassing!’

It’s as if our roles have reversed but as I try to find a way to explain myself, she lifts Jax from the floor and stomps off upstairs muttering to Mia that she ‘has to do everything in this house’.

‘Offer it up for the Holy Souls,’ I whisper to myself. It’s her hormones. Or her age. Or maybe she’s just turning into a really horrible child. The kind everyone whispers about in the car park after birthday parties …

No. No, she’s mine, she can’t be a dick, it’s her age. Puberty is brutal. Seeing your mammy in her bra is brutal. Walking in on a scene that looks like it could be from an NSPCC ad is really brutal. I’ll make it up to her, I tell myself. This will be the best birthday party of her life. I’ll make sure of it.

Just as soon as I’ve figured out how to get permanent marker off the walls, vomit off the carpet and actual shit off my sofa.

FML.
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Five, six, seven, eight

I’m impressed at how quickly I’m able to undo the damage the boys have done. By the time Paul – the Ross to my Rachel – arrives home from work, things are almost back to normal. The permanent-marker situation is still unresolved but I’ve been able to hide it behind a hastily shifted side table.

Yes, I might now look like a hella hot mess and, yes, I may have already poured myself a glass of wine purely for medicinal reasons, but I have won this battle. Thankfully, Paul and I know each other pretty well by now. For example, I know that when he comes in from work on a Friday night, he likes to crack open a bottle of his favourite beer while he fantasizes about what we will order from the Chinese after the kids are in bed. I know not to comment on this. I know not to ask him why he needs to study the menu when we both know he’s going to order the banquet for one, with an extra portion of chicken balls – just like he does every week.

In return, he knows that if he arrives home to see me halfway down a glass of rosé and with a slight twitch in my right eye, then he’s best to speak only to apologize for his role in impregnating me with whatever child has worked my last nerve that day.

‘Are you ready to talk about it yet?’ he asks, and I shake my head. I fear I’ll punch him in the testicles.

‘Which one was it this time?’

‘The boys. Vomit, shit and permanent marker all made an appearance. It was bad, Paul. It was very bad.’

‘As bad as the time they Sudocremed the sofa?’

I think for a moment. That was a nightmare, yes, but it didn’t threaten to ruin a hormonal almost-teen’s birthday party. ‘Worse,’ I say, taking a big drink of my wine. His eyes widen imperceptibly. ‘It was full-on code red, or should I say code brown, and Gemma managed to arrive home with Mia right in the middle of it. I may have also flashed my breasts.’

‘Oh,’ he says, and I nod. Neither of us need to say more. We are both aware of how volatile our precious firstborn has become. ‘The place looks well though,’ he says, looking around the kitchen, which retains its party-central feel. ‘Does she love it?’

‘She hasn’t seen it yet. Stormed upstairs as soon as she came in. I left some cold drinks and crisps outside her room and I’ve heard her and Mia doing TikToks, so hopefully her mood will be better by the time her other friends arrive.’ Which, I see from looking at the clock on the wall, will be any time now. Desperate not to do anything else to bring the wrath of Gemma down on my shoulders, I ask Paul to mind the boys and get them ready for bed while I run upstairs and have a quick shower. I remind myself that I’m one very lucky girl – Paul has arrived home sweaty, with engine oil smudged on his face and hands. With his dark hair and tall physique he could’ve stepped out of a Lynx poster in the nineties. If the models had dad bods instead of washboard stomachs. But hey, do not knock a dad bod: my husband, to me, is an absolute ride.

By the time Gemma’s besties arrive I will have shed my sweaty, stressed-out appearance and will have transformed into the kind of cool mammy every teenager wants. I have to make it quick though, so it’s more of a trailer-park wash than a proper shower. Tying my damp hair up into a messy bun, I slip on the very trendy new PJs I bought to get onboard with the sleepover theme. Glancing at myself in the mirror, I think I look OK. Cute even. Yeah, let’s go with cute.

I can put the carnage of the last few hours behind me and get in the zone to help my big girl have a truly unforgettable night. I’ve got this. I can boss this in my sleep. When I was a teenager, my birthday parties were the place to be. We would have sleepovers with karaoke and dance routines. We’d laugh so much that our sides would ache and if we were lucky we’d get an hour or two of sleep at most – but everyone would be talking about how amazing it all was for weeks after.

This is my comfort zone. I wrote the book on this party shiz.

A ring of the doorbell and thunderous clatter of feet on the stairs, followed by screaming so high-pitched I fear for my wine glass, lets me know that the girls have arrived. Feeling a little shiver of excitement at seeing how Gemma will react to the balloons, cupcakes and disco lights, I head downstairs.

My daughter doesn’t mention my pyjamas but there is an expression on her face that I can’t quite read. She’s in a new pair of Friends PJs and has applied make-up with a confidence and talent I’ve not mastered in my thirty-six years on this planet. How do teenagers do it? How do they figure out contouring and cut creases and winged eyeliner so young? When I was a teen, it was a matter of covering as much of your face in Pan Stik or Elizabeth Arden, dark lip-liner over concealed lips and Aunt Sally amounts of blusher. We thought we were the shit, but these girls are all self-taught MUAs. I’m jealous, but I’m also immediately emotional. Gemma looks so grown up. I want to keep her this age forever. To stop the clock before midnight and her official thirteenth birthday. I want to keep her as a child. My child.

‘C’mon upstairs,’ she tells her friends. ‘You lot need to get ready.’

‘Do you not want to see what I’ve done in the kitchen?’ I ask. ‘I’ve got all your favourites, Gemma. And I even got some Rocky Road ice cream for later!’

‘We were going to have pizza,’ she says, with a coolness that wounds me. Last year she had my head melted for a full six weeks before her birthday to make sure I got the stupid damn pink cupcakes. When I went to get the groceries, she’d come with me and throw extra treats in, ‘just for the party and not for you and Daddy to eat when we’re in bed’. She planned that Little Mix-themed party like a pro, but now she wants to get offside as quickly as she can and just have pizza.

Paul pops his head around the door. ‘Hi girls,’ he says. ‘Are youse all ready to party?’ He does a funny little dance and even I have to cringe a bit. But Gemma and her friends? They laugh as if it is the most hilarious thing they’ve ever seen. Daddies can get away with it. Dads are supposed to be a bit cringey, and Gemma would forgive Paul anything anyway. They have always adored each other.

‘Gemma, your mammy has gone to a lot of trouble to set everything up in the kitchen. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to have a wee look before you and your pals go and finish getting ready?’

Gemma, of course, doesn’t roll her eyes at him. She smiles sweetly and says, ‘OK, Daddy,’ and leads her friends through to party central.

I’m so relieved when I hear squeals of delight and exclamations of how ‘class’ everything is. I even hear Gemma’s voice in the mix. ‘Guys,’ she says, ‘you have to try these cupcakes. They’re the best thing in the world, ever!’

As tears of relief prick at my eyes I look at Paul, who is smiling a broad told-you-so smile back at me. ‘You’ve got this,’ he says with a wink, and I think right in that moment I fall in love with him all over again. His faith in me is unwavering. It always has been.

‘I don’t think the boys are anywhere near sleeping. Did Nathan have a nap earlier?’

I give him a look which lets him know that the answer to his question lies at the root of my traumatizing afternoon and he nods. ‘Right, well I’ll set them up with a DVD in our room. You just focus on enjoying Gemma’s party.’

‘Thanks, pet,’ I tell him. He’s a good spud, when push comes to shove.

‘By the way,’ he says with a smile. ‘You are looking so hot in those pyjamas. Is that real flannelette?’

‘Only the best for me,’ I say with a grin. ‘Primark’s finest. Who needs Victoria and her secrets?’

‘Not me anyway,’ he says, looking me up and down. ‘Give me high-neck, flame-retardant material, and a nice tartan pattern any day of the week.’

‘I’m thinking I might even wear my dressing gown later,’ I say with a wink.

‘The big fluffy one?’ he asks, widening his eyes with fake lust.

‘Well, it is a Friday night,’ I purr back at him. ‘And you know what always happens on a Friday night.’ I run my hand down his chest and look deep into his pale blue eyes. He moves his face closer to mine so I can feel his breath hot on my skin. ‘I didn’t think we’d be doing that tonight. Not with all those girls here for a sleepover,’ he says breathlessly.

‘Oh Paul, nothing – and I do mean nothing – gets in the way of our Friday-night routine.’

He groans a little. ‘I can’t wait,’ he says, and he moves to kiss me.

‘But we have to,’ I tell him, putting one finger against his lips and very gently pushing him away. ‘Gogglebox doesn’t start until nine.’

He laughs and I do too, allowing myself a moment of pink-cheeked pleasure. Whatever else I have done in my life I know that when I chose Paul, I chose a good one. There aren’t too many men who would tolerate my sense of humour. And while our Friday nights are no longer the wild events they once were, our time together on the sofa watching Gogglebox is a sacred time for us. It’s when we switch off from everything else around us, kids included.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Gemma doesn’t seem to want me to help her enjoy her party. When I pop my head through the kitchen door to see if they need anything I’m immediately shooed away. I offer to help them with their make-up – which they’re all still insistent on slapping on even though they aren’t going out and are in fact planning to sleep – but I’m quickly told the girls have brought their own.

Looking at the palettes and glosses, brushes and powders strewn on the worktop I am shocked to see they all seem to have higher quality and higher priced cosmetics than I ever owned in my life.

They don’t even allow me to order the pizza in. Gemma is only too keen to do so on the iPhone she got for Christmas and which has already become a permanent fixture in her hand. She taps at the screen with ease, placing her order before I can say ‘get me a garlic bread with that’.

Feeling a little dejected, I sit in the conservatory and listen to their excited chatter. When the music starts up, I can’t help but think back once again to my own younger years. Pop music had been my raison d’être – and there wasn’t a Steps dance routine or a Backstreet Boys song that I couldn’t throw shapes to with both passion and style. As I listen to them sing along to Ariana Grande and talk over each other, seemingly never taking a breath, something a wee bit like envy creeps over me. Yes, turning thirteen is a difficult time. Puberty is an absolute shitshow, I wouldn’t go through it again for all the money in the world, especially not in the current world of social media – but those innocent times? Singing at the top of your lungs to some cool tune with your friends? I’d do it in a heartbeat.

I think that’s what spurs me on when I hear the opening strains of ‘Tragedy’ by Steps ring out. Are they really listening to this absolute banger of a tune? I lost so many hours to perfecting that dance routine when I was around Gemma’s age. I dreamt of marrying H (yeah, I wasn’t too quick on the uptake then) and dancing to this in my wedding dress on our wedding in a totally non-ironic way. Funnily enough I was also convinced I’d marry Stephen from Boyzone, and Mark from Westlife …

I still have much to offer the younger generation and, delighted to have a reason to show off my dance moves, I barrel into the kitchen with a smile plastered wide on my face.

‘Girls, did you know that there was a dance routine to this one and all? It was the best fun. Here, let me show you.’

I begin to raise my hands towards my head in short, staccato movements as the chorus builds to its glorious crescendo, accompanied with the wee shimmy of a shoulder. Who needs those emotionless, complicated routines on TikTok when we, the older generation, had this covered years ago? I’m launching into the second half of the chorus, I’m killing it – well, I think I am – when I see my daughter’s face.

She is horrified.

HORRIFIED.

More horrified than when I exposed my bra to her and her friend earlier. More mortified than I have ever seen her in my life. My hands drop slowly to my side. God love Mia, because she is at least trying to mimic my moves but hasn’t realized the dropping of my hands in defeat isn’t part of the official routine.

‘Oh. My. God. Mammy! Why do you have to do this? Pretending you’re cool and all. You’re so … you’re so … you’re so OLD!’ The word old cuts through me like a knife. ‘Why do you have to keep embarrassing me? You’re ruining my life!’ Her friends look to the ground, awkwardness descending around us.

‘Gemma, it’s just … you were listening to this song and I thought …’

‘I don’t even know what this song is,’ she yells. ‘Mia’s mammy saved it into the wrong playlist on Spotify.’

Right. OK. I muster what very, very little of my dignity I have left and apologize. I shouldn’t let her talk to me like that but giving out to her in front of her friends will cause a blow-up that no amount of chatting will repair. I’ll deal with it later.

My face blazing, I take my ‘so not cool, old AF’ self out of the kitchen and traipse into the living room biting back the urge to cry.

Tragedy, indeed.
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Bonnie Tyler has entered the building

My mother loved to do things on a big scale. She still loves to do things on a big scale, if the truth be told, but age has calmed her down a little bit. However, when I was the same age as my beloved Gemma, my mother could only be described as a liability when it came to earning cool points in front of my friends.

Big earrings. Big hair. Big personality. And she loved to sing. As the old saying goes, what she lacked in talent she more than made up for in enthusiasm. Being a Derry woman – where music and song are drummed into us from the earliest of ages and even the most weak-voiced child will be forced to compete in the Feis Doire Colmcille at least once – she believed she had a God-given right to sing as often as she wanted.

As with all Derry people, she had what she referred to as her ‘party piece’ ready to bring out at a moment’s notice. Everyone in Derry has to have one, or you risk being forever exiled from the banks of the Foyle.

My mother’s party piece was – and the thought still gives me the cringe – ‘Could It Be Magic’ by Barry Manilow. If I close my eyes, I can see my aunties and uncles sitting around my granny’s living room, clapping in time to the music while my mother stood in front of the fireplace and performed her song with a passion and volume that no one within a ten-mile radius could escape.

But while it was bad enough that she performed this song in front of family members, it was unforgivable when she got up to sing it at my fourteenth birthday party. The haunted looks on the faces of my friends as they tried to stifle their giggles because they knew laughing would be considered impolite! I can still feel the heat of embarrassment rise on my face and I swore that I would never, ever subject my own children to such an experience. There would be no Barry Manilow moments from me. Not a one.

And yet, there it is, burned into my brain: the same look of horror on my daughter’s face. Jesus, was I now Barry Manilow? But … but I’m supposed to be Beyoncé. Was I now officially the most embarrassing mammy in the entire world???

‘Are you OK, pet?’ Paul asks, patting the space on the sofa beside him, signalling for me to sit down.

I shake my head.

‘Still the PTSD from earlier?’ he asks. ‘I think the boys might be asleep now, if that helps. I’m going to leave it a wee while to be sure, and then I’ll shift them into their own beds.’

‘’S’not the PTSD,’ I say, and to my shock and surprise my voice cracks when I speak. ‘Or maybe it’s a new PTSD,’ I sniff, sitting down beside him.

He puts his arm around me and I curl up into the soft, familiar comfort of him. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ he asks, kissing the top of my head.

While I shake my head as if it’s the very last thing I want to talk about, I start talking anyway. ‘Am I embarrassing?’ I ask him. I feel him pull back and I look up to see he is staring at me as if I’ve lost the run of myself.

‘Aye but in a funny way,’ he says.

‘In a funny way?’

‘Well, you’re not afraid to take the mick out of yourself. You don’t care if you come across as a bit silly as long as you get a laugh. It’s one of the things I love about you. Most of the time,’ he adds with a wink.

‘But I don’t mean when I’m acting the eejit being embarrassing on purpose. I think … Am I not cool any more? Gemma seems mortified to spend more than five minutes in my company these days and just now, when I tried to join in her fun … Well, the look on her face said it all.’

‘You tried to join in her fun?’ he asks, his tone incredulous.

‘Yeah, well it’s her birthday party and she normally likes me getting involved. Or she did. Even last year she did.’

‘There’s a big difference between turning twelve and turning thirteen,’ he says, as if he has more experience of child-rearing than I do. ‘And thirteen these days is a bit like it was when we turned fifteen or sixteen in our day. Now, bring yourself back to those days – all those years ago.’

I give him a playful slap on the arm. ‘Hang on one wee minute,’ I say. ‘It’s not all that many years ago.’

‘If you say so,’ he says, with a hint of a smile. ‘But anyway, cast your mind back a couple of years to when we were fifteen or sixteen. If our ma’s had tried to “join in the fun” with us, we’d have wanted to hide under the bed until our teenage years were long gone and everyone had forgotten the shame of it all.’

He has a point. My own mother in full ‘Copacabana’ mode springs to my mind again. As does her backcombing and teasing my hair into a bird’s nest of a style she swore was the height of fashion, when all my friends were using GHDs and getting blonde streaks put in. ‘The bigger the hair, the closer to heaven,’ she’d told me, but the only way in which I was closer to heaven was due to the high flammability of my hair with three quarters of a can of Elnett holding it in place. Christ, I remember panicking if anyone came near me with a cigarette.

But I wasn’t that bad … Was I?

‘I was only trying to show them the dance routine to—’

‘I’m gonna stop you there,’ he says. ‘You, my obviously very youthful and beautiful wife, were trying to show a group of hormonal twelve- and thirteen-year-olds how to do a dance routine?’

I nod.

‘Dare I ask, what song?’

I feel my face flush. ‘That’s not really important,’ I tell him.

‘Oh, I think it very much is important,’ he says, and I can tell that he is enjoying this, very much.

‘OK, OK. It was “Tragedy” by Steps, but I thought they must have liked the song. Why else would it be on their playlist? And I thought I was being a bit retro, you know. They do say the Nineties are making a comeback.’

‘Aye, but I think they mean the grunge and fashion scene, not the stick your hands in the air and wave them like you just don’t care scene,’ he says. ‘But go on. You were trying to teach them the dance routine to “Tragedy” and …’

‘Well, it didn’t end well,’ I tell him. ‘In fact, you could say it ended in tragedy. Gemma was, no is, mortified. She told me I ruined everything. And I swear her friends were laughing at me, and now I have to come to terms with the fact that I’m Barry Manilow.’

‘Whoa there! Stall the ball. How have we segued from Steps into Barry Manilow?’ he asks.

‘Because of my mammy,’ I say, as if that should explain everything.

‘Your mum. Who is currently on her holidays in Donegal with her sisters?’

‘My mammy who, do you not remember, sang not one but two Barry Manilow songs at our wedding but saved the big performance for a heartfelt rendition of “Total Eclipse of the Heart”, roping Auntie Bernadette into singing the “turn arounds”.’

‘Right,’ he says, the penny dropping. ‘But I think, on balance, Steps are marginally less embarrassing than Eighties rock. And Gemma will get over it. In time. With therapy.’

His teasing is gentle and I am reminded once again why we make a good partnership. Everything about what we share is comfortable and secure. We rub together nicely almost all the time. We know each other’s routines. Our hopes and fears. Our quirks and hates and most of each other’s embarrassing stories. Albeit I’ve already won in the embarrassing stories stakes and I feel like he’ll never catch me at the rate I’m going.

But it strikes me, sitting across from him in my new pyjamas, getting ready to watch Gogglebox and waiting for our Chinese to arrive, that maybe we have become too comfortable with each other? Maybe we are too set in our ways. Too boring. So boring that I don’t know what the young ones are up to these days. My cultural references still largely live in the later Nineties and early Noughties. Those were the days when I was still learning who I was and who I was going to be. I’d been so very sure that I was going to be famous, and back then famous meant having a talent. I wanted to be a singer and an actor. I wanted to tread the boards, but not just local boards: the West End or Wembley Stadium. I wanted to stand in front of a crowd of fans and hear them sing my own song back at me.

Damn it, I wanted to be Claire from Steps and I wanted to teach the world the routine to ‘Tragedy’. I wanted to be Beyoncé, Britney, Christina; hell, I’d have even settled for being in a girl band like the Sugababes. And there was a serious chance there, because one was always leaving.

But here I am, thirty-six years old, in my pyjamas on a Friday night with not so much as a scrap of make-up on. Beneath my pyjamas I am wearing my most comfortable knickers and not even a bra: I can’t hack one in the evening; titty jail is too much as it is during the day. So no lingerie or seduction for me. It’s all about comfort and the feel of that knicker elastic above my belly-button line. It’s a habit I got into when I was pregnant – swapping out my sexy pants for ‘full briefs’ – and it’s a hard habit to break. I honestly get thrush these days if I even think of wearing a thong.

I have no plans for a world tour in the offing. I’m not learning my lines for the next blockbuster movie. I haven’t had the photographers round for my OK! magazine shoot. I’m just here, my titties free as a bird, embarrassing the life out of my daughter, sitting on the sofa with my husband, doing the same thing we do every Friday night.

Gemma has been right all along. I am not cool. I can’t even pretend to be cool right.

‘I want to show her I’m still cool,’ I say, in almost a whisper.

‘Pet, you don’t have to be cool. Sure, don’t you have me, and don’t we have our nice life together? Coolness is overrated!’

‘Is it though?’ I ask. ‘Do you not think about it yourself? Do you not ever sit there and wonder when we got so sensible? What happened to partying into the wee hours and then doing it all over again the following night? What happened to going to gigs, and wearing insanely high heels?’

‘Well, those high heels were always murder on my calf muscles,’ he says with a wink. I don’t smile back. ‘Look, yes there are things I’d like to be different too. There are moments from our younger years I’d absolutely love to relive, but it’s not so bad now, is it? The kids are brilliant. Most of the time. We have a nice house and enough money in the bank to be able to afford our takeaways and bottles of wine. We get our wee holiday once a year and …’

‘But shouldn’t we want more? Shouldn’t we be cooler and do cooler things?’

Paul shrugs and takes a slug of his beer before looking deep into my eyes. ‘When do you think we’d get the time for more? You’re flat out with work. I’m chasing my tail half the time. The kids are full on – and we’re about to start potty-training Jax. There’s rarely a night when you’re still awake after ten thirty, and when was the last time we had sex?’

His words are like a slap to the face. Is he unhappy with our sex life? Admittedly it’s a pretty non-existent sex life these days, but still, when we get round to it, we always enjoy it. Don’t we? I mean, it’s not the wild, all-night sessions we used to have when we were younger, but it’s still good. We still enjoy it. We’ve just honed it to make it, well, more efficient …

‘It’s not my fault we don’t get peace and quiet for sex,’ I say defensively. Paul has never mentioned being dissatisfied in any way before. I feel my stomach knot with anxiety. This is not a conversational road I want to go down but my face is giving away my shock right now.

‘I know it isn’t. I’m only saying, you’re always too tired and I don’t blame you. You work hard. The children are exhausting. But maybe we should look at making things in our actual life a little easier before we start planning trips to concerts, or nights out in a club. I mean, God … remember the struggle to get a taxi home? The queuing for food after the clubs kicked us out? Someone always puking everywhere? And the hangovers? Jesus, naw. A quiet night in with you, with the hope of a quick shag at the end of the evening and I’m a happy man.’

I don’t quite know how to tell him that part of me does miss those nights – the craic in the taxi queue, and there was always a sing-song starting up in the chippy. And the hangovers – sure, they were proof of a good night. They were proof you’d done something fun.

So I don’t tell him. Instead I nod in agreement and he gives me a kiss on the cheek just as the doorbell rings signalling the arrival of our Chinese. The banquet for one for him, with extra chicken balls. And a chicken chow mein for me. The usual.
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The fuck-it list

I can’t shake the feeling that I have let Paul down. And Gemma. And probably the boys too by not supervising them enough the previous day. What is it with mammy guilt anyway? Why do we feel we never do enough? Sure there are days when I feel like my efforts are wasted as I never get any thanks from the wee shits, but then I think, they are my kids, I need to do everything I can to ensure they’re happy. But am I doing too much? What is too much? I don’t know these days. All I know is that mom-guilt rides my ass as much as these shapewear pants I insist on wearing to work every day.

If I thought teenagers (and now it’s official: midnight has been and gone and my little Cinderella has turned into an absolutely disgusted pumpkin) were tough to handle, I was sorely mistaken. Compared to Jax and Nathan, now in the full thrall of a comedown from their sugar binge, dealing with Gemma and her abject mortification seems like a walk in the park. If anyone, and I mean anyone, tells you that the newborn phase is the hardest, they are either lying to you or they partake in smoking crack every day.

A five-year-old, deep in the fear brought on by a sugar crash, is quite an experience. Nathan has been clinging to me all morning as if he can’t bear for us not to be joined at the hip for more than a second. Everywhere I have turned he has been there, looking up at me with those big soulful eyes of his and asking for hugs, and for me to play with him, and saying he ‘feels sad in his tummy’. I haven’t quite managed to work out if that means his tummy is sick (no more boke, please!) or he feels sad. Or maybe both.

I have tried offering him his tablet to watch YouTube, and to my utter shock he refuses. This may be a first. ‘But look, Nathan, here are your videos of cats doing silly things! Look, you like this one! The cat gets scared and look, whoops! It does a poo.’ Normally this is enough to bring on near hysterical laughter from my son, but today he looks glumly at it, like a nineteenth-century poet. ‘But Mammy, the wee cat is scared.’ His lip trembles and I have to lie and tell him the wee cat is only acting, before offering him a cupcake to try and balance his sugar levels. Hair of the dog and all that.

Jax, meanwhile, is what you would call a crabbit wee shite. He is stomping around chatting, half in English and half in his own special two-year-old language, and to the outside observer he looks like a very small, very drunk old man. I keep my distance. I am not emotionally strong enough to be berated by my two-year-old today.

Things between Paul and I feel a little off too. We’ve always sung from the same hymn sheet when it comes to our relationship, but now it’s as if we’re not only singing from different sheets but in different languages. I crave a bit of the old, cool me back. I want to feel more like myself. Paul? He’s happy with the status quo – or he would be if we were at it like newly-weds, shagging in every room of the house. (Every room except the children’s rooms, obviously. We’re not total beasts.)

I look at myself – and at Nathan, as he’s currently sitting on my left foot with his arms and legs wrapped tightly around me – in the mirror. Nathan has managed to pull my joggers – the comfortable ones I wear for Saturday-morning cleaning – down off my left hip and there’s a daring glimpse (OK, expanse) of white (OK, grey) cotton knicker exposed to the world. My T-shirt is wrinkled and has a jammy handprint on my right boob (that was Jax) and my hair … Well, I’m trying and failing to ignore the grey hairs I’ve spotted at my temples. They’re not grey, I kid myself. They’re platinum blonde. There are people who spend an absolute bloody fortune to get this colour in their hair.

But my overall look is best described as haggard. The folks behind the Real Housewives franchise better not come looking here. There are no fake boobs, false nails and micro-bladed eyebrows. No, the Real Housewives of Derry would be all about the comfortable slippers, the practical cleaning clothes, hair in a messy bun, a bra on if you’re lucky and the frequent shout of ‘Jesus, Mary and the wee donkey!’

How on earth can Paul still want to have sex with me? Can he really find me sexy? Even without a child attached to my leg, I’m not exuding even an ounce of sex appeal. If I was him, I wouldn’t fancy me. Not really. Not in a ‘have to have you right now, right here’ way. Is it bad that I’d love it if he looked at me that way from time to time? God knows he can still make me feel a little bit weak at the knees, but his body hasn’t been ravaged by pregnancy and childbirth. He doesn’t have stretch marks or have to worry when Nathan asks him to bounce on the trampoline, afraid he might piss himself. (It happened twice, OK?)

‘Hi love,’ I hear him say, and I spin to look him with as much elegance as I can muster with Nathan still clinging to me, claiming to be stuck.

He must see the desperation on my face because he looks at me with sympathy in his eyes. ‘Why don’t you call the girls?’ he says. ‘Go out for brunch, or lunch, or afternoon drinks or whatever you want to call it? I’ll bribe the boys into submission with Toy Story 1, 2 and 3 if necessary. Gemma’s gone into town with Mia. You go and enjoy yourself. It might give you a wee lift in your mood. You can remind yourself you’re still cool.’

I look at him closely, trying to gauge whether or not his comments are heavily laced with sarcasm, but he seems genuine. His smile is genuine anyway. And I would like to see the ‘girls’ – meaning my two oldest school friends, Cat and Amanda. Life has gotten in the way of us catching up for much too long.

I allow Paul to peel Nathan from my leg and send out a quick text hoping against hope that they are both free. They are busy ladies in different ways. Amanda is mum to six-year-old twin girls, Rosie and Lily. They are her entire life, and she measures her success entirely around their happiness and their achievements. I’d never known her to be a competitive sort until motherhood addled her brain, but now she’s one of those mothers: devotes her life to ferrying her offspring between singing lessons, drama lessons, horse-riding lessons, swimming lessons and art club. And she feeds her kids only vegan foods and limits their screen time. What type of psychopath limits a child’s screen time, and how does she have a pee in peace? Or a poo – does she know what most mothers would give for an uninterrupted
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Keep Reading …
  
If you loved this book and want more hilarious adventures from Serena Terry, buy her latest book The Sh!te Before Christmas now!

[image: Advertisement image: The Sh!te Before Christmas by Serena Terry]

Twas the sh!te before Christmas and all through the house, not a creature was stirring except for … mum!

Like every mum, Tara wants a perfect Christmas for her family – but no-one else is lifting a finger and she’s losing her elf-ing mind. From the kids behaving badly (vaping! Potty training! The Nativity!), to a distracted husband acting very out of character, the last straw is Tara’s glamorous, feckless, boundary-less mother moving herself back in for the holidays.

Can Tara pull off the holly jolly Christmas of her dreams? Will she deck the halls and not her family? Or is this a Christmas catastrophe waiting to happen?
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