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Chapter Five

It’s Sunday. I have an idea. It’s so long since the five of us went out, I thought it would be nice to go for a drive somewhere, maybe have a pub lunch. I’ve been awake since 7 a.m., walked the dog, emptied the dishwasher, washed the school blazers, ironed fifteen shirts, scrubbed football boots ready for school tomorrow, bleached the sinks, mopped the floor, plumped up the sofa cushions and dealt with all the paperwork. No one else has turned up downstairs yet, which means they are either still somehow asleep despite my best pan-clattering efforts to rouse them, or they are ignoring me and are glued to various screens. I shout up the stairs.

‘Martin? Are you awake?’

‘I am now,’ he grumbles. I know he was awake already. He just doesn’t like to pass up any opportunity to score a few points. Who knows when he might need them.

‘Tea?’

‘Don’t bother, I’ll come down.’

I put the kettle on and think about where we might go. Martin doesn’t like to go too far away from home at the weekends because he often has to travel a lot during the week and he likes to ‘be still’ at the weekend. There’s a nice pub about twenty miles away – we used to go there when we started going out with each other about a hundred years ago. Maybe we could go there? I look it up on Google. It’s open for lunch until 2.30. I ring and book a table for 1.30.

‘Who were you on the phone to?’ says Martin as he comes in and switches the kitchen lights off. ‘Bloody hell, it’s like Blackpool illuminations in here!’

‘The Stag. I’ve booked us a table for lunch.’

‘What?’

‘One thirty.’

‘What for?!’

‘For lunch! To eat! You know, as a family?’

My determination not to be naggy and complaining is flagging already. Why does it always feel like pushing mud uphill whenever I suggest we do anything together?

‘Is it a special occasion? It’s no one’s birthday is it? The Stag? Our old stomping ground? Oh bloody hell, it’s not our anniversary, is it?’

‘No, it’s not a special occasion, Martin, I just thought it would be nice for a change.’

‘But . . . but . . .’

I can sense him scrabbling around his mental shed desperately trying to find an urgent menial task that precludes him from any interaction with his family.

‘I’ve got to cut those roses back! You asked me to do it last week.’

‘It’s fine, leave them. You can do them next week.’

Defeated, he makes himself a cup of tea, only grumbling twice about having to drive and the cost of five lunches.

I go upstairs to get the kids up. The boys are dead to the world. Lorcan is fast asleep in the clothes he was wearing last night, his earphones still crammed into his ears. If I envy him one thing it’s his ability to sleep like the dead. I rouse him gently but he doesn’t budge.

‘Lorcan! LORCAN! Wakey wakey!’

‘Hmmmm . . . what time is it?’ he groans.

‘It’s eleven fifteen. Get up.’

‘Why? It’s Sunday!’

‘We’re going for lunch!’

‘Why?!’ he groans again.

‘Just get up. It will be nice. Paddy, get up – we’re going out.’

No response.

I pull the duvet off him, and pick up the empty cups and bowls.

I knock on Amelie’s door. She is FaceTiming someone – one of the girls in her class who can’t seem to be alone ever and constantly needs someone to talk to, first thing in the morning, last thing at night, on the loo, in the shower.

Why do I always feel nervous when I am trying to spend time with my own daughter?

‘Amelie – can you get ready please? We’re leaving in an hour.’

‘What!? Wait! Where are we going?’

‘Out.’

‘Out? Where?’

She can’t disguise her contempt and disbelief, even in front of her friend.

I try to sound nonchalant, like this is normal, like we are the family that is at ease in each other’s company, that enjoys trips out together on Sundays and holds hands kicking up leaves in the park.

‘We’re going out to lunch,’ I say, closing the door gently as I leave under a hail of protestation.

This will be a nice family day. If it kills me. I mean, I do all the hard work – where’s the reward? Where’s the pay-off? Where’s the bit where it looks like the adverts?

Midday. No sign of the kids. Martin is chomping on a slice of toast, complaining that he is still full from last night’s dinner and doesn’t feel in the mood for a big lunch, especially as his bowels haven’t been too regular lately. Who says romance is dead?

I shout up the stairs.

‘Lorcan! Paddy! Are you up? We’re leaving in half an hour!’

They groan.

I can’t be sure Amelie heard me because her music is blasting out. I knock on the door and enter. She is still in her pyjamas but has at least started the elaborate eyebrow routine, so we are in with half a chance of leaving in forty minutes.

I go into our bedroom and look for some earrings. I never wear earrings. But in perfect family outings the mum always has nice earrings on, doesn’t she? Earrings that her husband and/or delightful children have picked out carefully as a Mother’s Day gift. And perhaps a silk scarf that tones tastefully with her neutral-shades casual wear? I look for the small flowery studs I bought with the Next voucher Martin gave me last Christmas. I don’t know why I bought them really – they’re not me at all, but they seemed like the right thing to buy with a Next voucher from your husband. Real mums shop in Next, they don’t wait for the Mutton Police to chase them out of Topshop. I find one earring, but the other is nowhere to be seen.

‘Amelie?’ I say, going to the hallway. ‘Have you seen my earring – the other one in this pair?’ I hold the earring up for her to identify.

‘Why would I know where it is?’

‘Just in case you’ve seen it while you’ve been in my room? You haven’t borrowed them recently, have you?’

‘Why would I do that? They’re disgusting!’

I don’t take this personally, as Amelie has very binary taste settings – either things are disgusting or they are awesome. There is no grey area.

Oh well. I’ll just have to go without earrings. Time was when I would have just worn one, but those crazy days are over. I’d probably be carted off if I did that now.

12.15. Still no sign of the boys. Martin is dressed, but as usual doesn’t seem to have looked in a mirror. He has an old grey thermal polo-neck on under a green shirt, teamed with a blue bobbly cardigan and burgundy cords. He looks like a scarecrow after a fight in a charity shop.

‘Martin, your blue jeans are clean – they’re in the utility room.’

‘They’re too tight. I’m comfy like this.’

‘But you look a mess!’ I laugh, trying to hide my irritation











































































Chapter Eight

The boys have temporarily gone sullen and quiet. This happens in waves. There will be a few weeks, months even, of peace, relative calm and even some compliance, then it’s as if a huge testosterone tsunami comes crashing through the house and all hell breaks loose again. I’ve learnt not to question the quiet times. I try to just enjoy them. This past week they have hardly fought, they have done their homework and spent evenings in their room doing, well, doing I don’t know what but as long as they are not eating all the cereal and randomly shouting ‘PENIS’ I don’t really care what they are doing. They come down for dinner when Martin gets home but there is no bickering – they just eat and go. Our downstairs has turned into a dull diner, a soup kitchen for the die-hard teenage zombies to refuel in. After a day at home pretty much on my own, come 7 p.m. I find myself once again alone in the kitchen with just the dishes and the dog for company – and even the dog looks like she’d rather be anywhere else than sat next to me. My days are bookended by a flurry of activity in the kitchen followed by a ghostly silence. Just now I realised I’d been staring at the grouting for five minutes, idly wondering whether it would be better to try and bleach it or start all over again.

God, I’m bored.

Maybe I should go upstairs and try to talk to the boys . . . I mean, not at the same time, I’m not suicidal. No one survives a conversation with BOTH of them in the room. Paddy comes down for a gallon of milk so I take the opportunity.

I creep upstairs and tap lightly on their bedroom door. Lorcan doesn’t hear me because he is always plugged in to some kind of device. I go in and find him lying face down on the bed. ‘Are you OK?’ I ask.

‘What?’ he snarls.

‘Is there something wrong?’

‘No. Go away.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. You wouldn’t understand.’

‘Try me,’ I say, secretly delighted with this inroad. Perhaps he’s fallen in love? Perhaps he is becoming moody and existential? Perhaps he has finally developed – gulp – a soul?

He rolls over and eyes me angrily.

‘Paddy is such a fucking useless spaz! He just ripped my phone charger out of the wall and now it’s bust. All because this broadband is shit! I’ve been asking for weeks for an ethernet cable! Weeks! My game is literally UNPLAYABLE with the stupid wifi in this house!’

‘Lorcan, calm down and stop using that disgusting language!’

‘See? I told you you wouldn’t understand!’

He rolls back over as Paddy walks in with a dozen biscuits stuffed in each pocket. Paddy smirks. Any time one can trigger the other is a massive victory.

‘Paddy, don’t pull cables by the lead, please, and stop stealing biscuits after dinner.’

‘Was that dinner? That was disgusting!’ he laughs.

‘That’s not very nice!’ I say, feeling instantly outnumbered as Lorcan turns back to join in the fun, the boys now united in their attack.

‘Yeah, that was like a snack for the dog!’ laughs Lorcan.

‘That was like the snack that the dog puked up!’ offers Paddy helpfully.

‘That was like the snack for the dog, that the dog puked up then ate again!’

‘That was like the snack for the dog that the dog puked up, ate again and then shat out all over our dinner plates!’

‘ALL RIGHT THAT’S ENOUGH!’ I say, my face flushing with rage. ‘I spent two hours on that stew – TWO HOURS OF MY LIFE—’

‘Wasted your time there, Mum,’ laughs Paddy.

‘ENOUGH! How dare you be so rude? How dare you be so ungrateful and hurtful and horrible! I’ve had enough of you two constantly being cheeky, argumentative and nasty. I would never have DARED speak to my mum like that, and if Grandma was here she’d be ashamed of you!’

‘She’s not though, is she?’ says Lorcan, looking me right in the eye for maximum impact.

My hand flies out before I even know it. There is a sharp slap, and the only way I know it was me that struck him is the tingling in my fingers. Lorcan’s hand is cradling his cheek but his eyes burn into mine.

‘You made me do that!’ I shout, starting to cry.

‘Good one, Mum. Well done,’ he says, his bottom lip quivering despite his bravado.

Paddy lets out a nervous snigger as I stumble out slamming the door behind me.

‘Jesus Christ, Madre, just chill, OK?’ says Amelie, emerging from her lair.

Martin is coming up the stairs as I run down them.

‘What’s going on?’ he thunders when he sees how upset I am. ‘I’m trying to watch the Channel 4 news!’

I push past him, grab my coat and fly out of the front door.

Fuck them. Fuck the lot of them. Ungrateful, privileged, selfish bastards. My heart is pounding in my chest and my cheeks are wet with furious tears. I am walking, walking, walking and I don’t even know where. I need to keep putting space between myself and them. I walk for twenty minutes, half an hour, through suburban streets, past drawn curtains behind which other, nicer families are no doubt huddled around Scrabble boards and educational foreign films, chatting and laughing together.

I storm across the park, the sickly yellow street lamps casting streaks of vomity light across the deserted lawns. Time was this park was a safe haven, a place for the kids to let off steam while I chatted with other mums, all of us lying about how delightful our children were. Not any more. I walk in circles around the streets until my feet start to hurt. I find myself outside the local Wetherspoons pub. I don’t think I’ve ever been in it, in the fourteen years we’ve lived up the road. But now I’m inside, jostling shoulders with elderly high-functioning alcoholics and students ordering Jägerbombs on a week night.

‘Prosecco, please,’ I say to the young barman, my voice brittle and cracked.

‘Glass or bottle? The glass is four pounds but we’ve got a special on the bottle—’

‘Bottle please,’ I say.

‘How many glasses?’

‘Just one.’

I find a table in the corner. It’s filthy and covered with mostly empty pint glasses. Dead soldiers, Dad would have called them. I know how they feel. I pour myself a glass of Prosecco and down it in one. It’s cheap, acidic, but it feels medicinal. This place is revolting but at least it’s not home. These people are drunk and boorish but at least they are not my family. I pour another glass and take my phone out of my pocket. Time to vent.

 

BLOG 11 – Is It Just Me or Is Everything Shit?

I just walked out. Not that anyone will notice. I’ve done it before. I once left halfway through making Sunday lunch. Chicken in the oven, carrots and cabbage in the steamer. Gravy on the go. Left the lot and went into town on the bus. Fuck them. I spent seven hours walking around, browsing in shops, walking in and out of galleries without really looking, had a nice afternoon tea in a hotel. Eventually calmed down and went home early evening. The kids were all upstairs and Martin was watching the cricket.

‘Better?’ he asked as I stood at the living-room door.

‘Not really.’

‘Oh well. Tomorrow is another day. There’s some chicken left – not much, the boys had most of it. You might have to put it in the microwave.’

And he went back to watching the cricket. Just like that. Sometimes I think I’d have to asphyxiate and drop dead in a pool of my own vomit in the hallway before anyone would notice anything was wrong. Even then they’d probably just step over me, moaning about how inconvenient it was.

I seriously do not know why anyone has children. When I see young women in shops cooing over baby clothes I want to run up to them and scream ‘Don’t do it! DON’T DO IT! Save yourself! Save yourself a lifetime of heartache and pain! Save yourself thousands of pounds! Don’t bother with kids – they’re horrible! If you want to feel shit for the rest of your life, cut out the middle man and just stare at yourself in the mirror every day, repeating the following phrase – “You don’t matter, you don’t matter, YOU DON’T MATTER!” ’

I don’t do it, of course. No one would listen to me then either. People don’t want to know. All those poor souls in fertility clinics spending thousands on trying to conceive – they think that a baby is the only way they will ever feel happy. Wrong. The minute you give birth is more or less the end of your life. I never even wanted kids. What a joke I ended up with three. Ha fucking ha. First one – whoops, accident. Went to the abortion clinic but the old Catholic guilt made me bottle it and I ended up having her. Then a year later fell prey to the old lie ‘You can’t get pregnant while you’re breastfeeding’. WRONG. Turns out you can – and with twins! Isn’t that hilarious? I went from a thirty-five-year-old carefree career girl – well, I had a job I liked anyway – moderately happily married to a nice, stable and kind man, to the harassed mother of three kids under two. I literally felt like I vanished overnight. At the doctor’s, in playgroups, in the supermarket I wasn’t Ciara any more I was ‘Mummy’. ‘Have you got baby’s medical book, Mummy?’ ‘Mummy, can you help hand out the orange squash and biscuits, please?’ ‘Are you helping Mummy with the shopping?’ It’s like your life before babies is written up on a huge whiteboard in non-permanent marker pen, then the minute the kids arrive someone turns up with a big cloth and wipes you away, as if all that was there was just a plan, a rough brainstorm of an idea that would never reach fruition – you.

And him? Who even IS he? I wish there was an ageing app that could predict more than receding hair and wrinkles. I wish you could know in advance if they will revert to type, become their fathers, start snoring, falling asleep in front of the telly, not wanting to go out EVER, suddenly become xenophobic and reactionary. When we met, M and me were pretty much on the same page politically – or so I thought. I remember the precise moment I found out he leant slightly more to the right than I had fondly imagined. We’d just been away for a dirty weekend in Barcelona (even typing that makes me cringe – what happened to sex?). We were at the baggage carousel and he let slip he voted for Maggie Thatcher when he was young. His first vote. 1987. ‘Shit. Too late now, I love the idiot,’ I remember thinking. I don’t know why I didn’t run – it had always been a deal-breaker for me if someone was a stealth Tory. I think I assumed I could win him round. I think I even thought he was a deluded pro-feminist who had only voted for her because she was a woman. I made excuses for him. And now look at me. Sitting in a pub on my own with an empty bottle of cheap Prosecco and a family at home who see me as, at best, a necessary irritation and at worst the Death Star in elasticated trousers.

 

God, it feels good to get all this off my chest. I’ve never told anyone about going to the abortion clinic. I have never regretted having the kids but at the time I was terrified. I panicked. I never planned to be a mum. I actually thought I was infertile. Martin wanted the baby and tried to reassure me by saying how it didn’t mean the end of us as people, as a couple. He said we’d still get to be us and have lives. He said he’d help, he’d earn enough money for both of us, I could always go back to work later. I bought it. I thought we’d live the dream despite the baby. Somehow it never happened and we slipped into the norm.

For a while I actually thought it was kind of cool to be ‘normal’. Different. And now here I am – drunk alone and blogging in a bar. Maybe one day I’ll print it up and stick it into a scrapbook for my dotage. When I’m dead and gone they’ll find it AND THAT WILL SHOW THEM! Yes, this is an excellent idea. But I seem to have run out of Prosecco. It’s so cheap it’s not really worth buying a glass. Fuck it. I’ll get another bottle and I’ll write some more. My eyes are a bit blurry and the screen keeps coming in and out of focus but I need to get this out.

 

Maybe I won’t go back this time. There’s a Travelodge a couple of miles away. I could go there. I could stay up all night watching telly, drinking and dancing on my own. I’m not allowed to dance at home. Once I tried to make A watch me dance for a whole record in exchange for £20. Even for £20 she couldn’t do it. But if Mummy dances in the middle of a hotel room and no one is there to tell her she’s humiliating them, did she really dance? No one would ever know. No one would ever care. Yes, that’s the problem. Even if I did stay out all night, I doubt they’d notice. Well, they might notice but only in the way that you notice when someone has moved the bread bin – you go to make some toast, but the bread’s not there, so you have cereal instead and think no more of it. So they would notice, but they’d register it like ‘Oh the school secretary has had her hair cut . . .’ and then carry on with their day. And anyway, who cares? Why can’t I be rash and carefree and do what I want for a change? I’m no fun any more.

I’m angry and sad and grumpy and just sort of not really there. I hate my life.

I hate my kids.

And my husband makes me feel sick.

No wonder I’ve turned into a screaming violent banshee. No wonder. The only amazing thing is I lasted this long.

Fuck ’em.





Chapter Eleven

My brother has been on the phone. He calls once every six months or so, normally when he’s doing something really flashy with his young American wife, Kirsty: scuba diving in the West Indies, skiing in Canada or driving an expensive RV around Yellowstone looking for bears. He doesn’t have kids, of course, or he wouldn’t be able to take such exciting vacations – he’d be in some miserable faux fun village made of plywood trying to cajole them into joining the Krazy Kids Klub so that he could collapse and get pissed by a freezing pool. He left his first wife, Julie, after ten years because they ‘didn’t want the same things’– Julie didn’t want to run away with a young American woman, grow a bad beard and have her chest waxed and he did. He married Kirsty a few years back after falling in love with America. She’s nice but vacuous and says ‘Awesome’ and ‘Have a good one!’ with absolutely no irony. She’s also about twelve. He doesn’t care that he’s a middle-aged cliché – divorced, childless, flash car, trophy wife – because he says he’s happy. Bastard.

Of course he’s happy. He doesn’t have to think about anyone but himself. He doesn’t have to match up four hundred pairs of socks, bribe teenagers to write shit poems for their English homework or try to remember where he left his supermarket loyalty card because there’s £6 off if you spend more than £60. He’s minted as well as happy.

What an utter, utter bastard.

He called last night because he wants to know when I am planning on finally releasing Mum’s ashes.

 

BLOG 12 – Bros

Where is it written that men get to body-swerve the care of their elderly parents? My brother is a good guy, really, despite the top of the range car, the condo in Florida and the golf, but when it came to the crunch with our parents he very discreetly did a runner. His excuse was he had to ‘get away’ to ‘clear his head’ after a messy divorce (messy because he’d been making a mess with a young American hotty he met at work), so it landed in my lap. Nobody questioned it, nobody asked where he was when there were endless appointments to drive them to, surgeries to be survived, reassurances to be given, shopping to be got in, meals to be cooked, frozen, reheated then finally dumped into the bin, Do Not Resuscitate agreements to be quietly agreed upon in halting consultations with tired doctors.

The load – terrible word to use to describe your father but there we are – lightened a bit when our dad died suddenly eight years ago but, of course, then Mum became even more frail. She also became lonely and kind of needy in a way that really got on my tits, if I’m honest. She would invent wild goose chases for me to go on in order to fulfil some whim or other she’d had while lying in a hot, dull ward for weeks at a time.

I would always ask her if she needed anything – tissues? Sweets? Magazines? Incontinence pads? She’d shake her head, think for a few seconds and then suddenly say:

‘I know what you can do for me. I’ve run out of that White Musk perfume I like – can you get me some?’

I mean . . . why anyone would insist on a particular perfume when they are in hospital and the only place they are likely to be going is to and from the loo (and latterly not even there) was absolutely mystifying to me. It was also annoying because she always seemed to choose something that was difficult to get – a line that had just been discontinued, slippers that no one sells any more, a packet of mints only available in County Sligo between 10 and 2 on a week day.

Of course, I would move hell and high water to get these things for her. Her world had shrunk so much I felt it was the least she deserved, but boy did it irk at the time. Like the few hours a day I had child free were being gobbled up by the demands of an elderly baby with ever more spurious claims on my time. She didn’t mean to be demanding – I think she thought I needed to be useful to her – but still, it was hard not to feel a bit irritated sometimes. Now, of course, I’d walk a thousand miles to fetch her the perfect ripe apricot, even if it sat (like most of them did) untouched and rotting by her bedside. That White Musk perfume, sourced and fetched in a two-hour round trip to a hellish shopping centre during rush hour, remained unopened for months. It was one of the last things I threw into the bin-bags after she died.

‘Are you her daughter?’ the nurses would ask. They never asked if she had any other children, but she would brag about him anyway. ‘My son lives in America!’ she’d tell them, as if living in America was in itself an achievement. But it was me who showed up day in, day out and it was quietly understood that that was the way things were. I’d sit by her bed while she dozed and I’d stare at all the other middle-aged women sat by identical beds, their offerings of homemade cakes, new nighties and women’s magazines left idling in their bags. Every so often my brother would video-call me and I’d have to hold the phone up so that my mum could see him. Her face would break into the most ecstatic smile, like she was watching him on a moon landing. I couldn’t help but feel even more irritated – there I was juggling kids, a home, my own fractious menopause-related health issues and my mum’s chronic illness, and all he had to do was call once in a while and he was a fucking saint. Talk about the Prodigal Son.

How do brothers get away with it?

Now that she is gone he is, of course, the executor of the will – because he’s a boy, and boys deal with serious things like probate, solicitors, inheritance and money. I get the shitty jobs like arguing with the Department of Work and Pensions about a £27.40 overpayment because she died in the middle of the week, clearing the house and disposing of the hundreds of medications she stockpiled as she grew more confused, or that the pharmacy continued to send even though she was in hospital for long spells.

And he gets to call the shots about what happens with Mum’s remains. I know this sounds weird but Mum is staying with me at the moment. She’s in a plastic urn in the wardrobe. It’s quiet and warm in there, and she always liked dark places. She had some quite specific requests about what should happen with her ashes. Having never been to America, despite a desperate longing to go to the top of the Empire State Building, she wished to have her ashes thrown off the top of it – she had been obsessed with Fay Wray and King Kong ever since she saw it as a child on her first ever cinema trip. She told the funeral directors quite pointedly at the time of Dad’s death what she wanted to happen. She told me she knew it would be me doing it because ‘Aidan is so busy . . .’ and that she would leave a thousand pounds in her handbag to pay for the trip. Sure enough, when I retrieved her handbag from her wardrobe the day after she died, there it was – a brown envelope stuffed with twenty-pound notes.

It’s been almost a year and I still haven’t managed to do it. Several times I’ve had the opportunity but I can’t face it yet. Most people would probably relish the idea of a fully paid jaunt to New York, but then most people wouldn’t have a jar full of cremains as their hand luggage. Imagine going on a mini-break knowing that when you came home you were going to be leaving your mum there – forever. Lost luggage. Excess baggage. I just can’t do it. Not yet. Of course, the brother doesn’t get that – to him it’s simply another administrative task to be undertaken, a box to be ticked in a long list of executor duties.

This is how our conversation went last night:

 

BROTHER: Hi, Ciara – how’s it going?

ME: Aidan! Wow! You’re still alive!

BROTHER: Yeah, I know, it’s been a long time. I called you at Christmas, didn’t I?

ME: You left a voicemail, yeah.

BROTHER: Sure. So, I’m sorry I haven’t been able to find a window to join you in NYC yet. We had the snowboarding thing and then I had a heap of problems with our garbage disposal – we think a racoon died in the vent, you know, then it was just really hot and I couldn’t think straight because the AC broke down—

ME: Nightmare.

BROTHER: Yeah, right? (Not only does he speak with an irritating transatlantic twang and say things like ‘garbage’ and ‘AC’ but he also has had his British sarcasm sensor removed. Ugh.) So listen, have you made any plans yet?

ME: Not yet.

BROTHER: . . . OK . . . it’s just, it’s been nearly a year and . . . she did say . . . the guy at Robinsons remembers it too . . .

ME: I know. I am going to do it, but I was kind of hoping you would be there too. We did say we’d do it together.

BROTHER: Yes and I really am behind that as an idea, it’s just finding—

ME: A window?

BROTHER: Yeah, exactly. Absolutely. So, we are going on a little cruise . . . let me see . . . in May, so that’s out, then I guess I’ll have to do some work ha ha ha to pay for all these trips!

ME: How awful for you. How has the real-estate business been surviving in Honolulu without you?

BROTHER: Oh they get by, ha ha, I have some good guys in the office now.

ME: Phew.

BROTHER: So we’re kind of looking at . . . October? Does that work for you?

ME: October?! That’s six months away!

BROTHER: I can’t go away during the summer season, Ciara, it’s super busy.

ME: Well, if it’s half term I won’t be able to afford it, and the kids will need me so . . .

BROTHER: How are the kids?

ME: Wankers.

BROTHER: Great, great, listen I have to go – my mojito is melting and you know how I hate it slushy.

ME: Go, go, go!

 

OK, so he didn’t actually say the last bit but you get the drift. I sense – call me old-fashioned – that he wants to leave it to me. Typical – he’s not even going to be there but he still has to put the pressure on me to get things done as mum wanted. I don’t really care about doing it on my own – I’m sure Aidan would just annoy me anyway. He’d probably slot Mum into a full sightseeing itinerary and tip her over the edge between Tiffany’s and a horse-and-carriage ride around Central Park. I always assumed it would be me on my own. All I need to do now is make a date.

That’s all. It’s all in the ‘all’.





Chapter Fifteen

It’s been two days since we went to counselling. We are still speaking – just. Martin is edging around me like I’m a bomb that might go off at any moment, which is both pleasing (because it means he feels guilty) but also supremely annoying (you try getting anything done when there is a cowering figure almost constantly in your peripheral vision). We haven’t discussed what was said in counselling. Celeste has advised against it because she feels we should ‘sit with it’ for a while and then bring it back for the next session. Of course she does. She’d be out of pocket if every couple went away and actually talked about their problems – best to keep all conversation strictly on the clock. Her clock.

I don’t know what I feel now. I was furious at first, but now that there is a bit of space between me and Marriage Ground Zero I find myself having conflicting emotions. Mostly, I have to confess to a background sense of relief. Relief because if Martin is getting his jollies elsewhere – albeit a virtual ‘elsewhere’ – it lets me off the hook both morally (because I’m the ‘innocent party’) and physically (I won’t have to have sex with him). I know that sounds bad but there you are. I remember Jo Brand once said, ‘Once you’ve had sex with the same person three hundred times, what’s the point of having sex with them again?’ and it strikes me as so true, even down to the specificity of the number. Let’s assume that in twenty years most couples’ sex lives are on a downward curve in terms of frequency. The first year you’ll probably clock up at least a hundred shags. Possibly more. After that once a week for a couple of years, then it tails right off after about five years – sooner if you have kids early on in the relationship. Three hundred times would take most couples to around year five, after which you’re in the sexual desert with nothing but your memories and a good book at bedtime.

One really positive thing to come out of all this is my blog now has almost one thousand followers. I don’t know where they all came from but they are loving all the recent stuff. I started out writing about kids – everyone wants to read about other people’s parenting hell, don’t they? – but since I’ve been writing more about me, about our relationship, the views have doubled daily. It seems there are a fair few women like me out there – feeling a bit lost, a bit desperate, a bit on the edge. Yay. Generation Living Dead. They vary wildly, from the ‘string him up’ to the ‘get a grip, sister!’

 

‘Sorry to hear about your husband doing this to you. Sounds like he is pretty unhappy but basically a decent guy. Maybe the problem is you? Maybe you need to find some excitement elsewhere in your life? I was in an abusive relationship for four years; when I came out of it I eventually started dating this lovely man, and the relationship was good. But because there wasn’t all the stress and drama of the previous one I thought it was dull. I broke up with him after a year, dated someone else where there was plenty of passion but we broke up almost every month and it was exhausting. And that was when I realised that things with the other guy weren’t boring and without passion. It’s just supposed to be easy like that. The sex thing is something that you can fix, HE even wants to. So if you love him work through that. But don’t throw away a good thing because you don’t know how to deal with it.’

 

‘Poor you. Why are men such pricks? Why do they think with their pricks? How come he didn’t tell you about all this until you were in the therapy session? Sounds like a douche. Bin him now before he starts with the prostitutes.’

 

‘Get out while you’ve still got your own hips! Seriously, your marriage sounds dreadful! Personally I couldn’t be in a relationship with zero intimacy. You’re basically just friends – and by the sound of it friends who don’t really like each other that much.’

 

‘I could have written this post myself. It’s a tough one. On the one hand I think “Why do we all feel, in this day and age, that one person should be able to satisfy all our desires? What’s wrong with your hubby having a little fun online, especially if your libido has taken a bashing during the menopause?” On the other hand I think “what a cheek – making you go to therapy to tell you he’s been doing things behind your back with other women online!” You’ve got three children who need you both, and you seem to have had a good marriage up until recently. Give it a chance with the therapist and don’t make any rash decisions – you have too much to lose. Sending hugs, hun.’

 

I mean, I don’t remember asking for opinions or advice but it seems if you offer this stuff up online people feel entitled to give you it anyway. Almost a thousand views, though. Never mind the quality, feel the width! I don’t know if it makes me happier or sadder to realise that I’m not alone, that dotted all over the UK, the WORLD, there are probably hundreds of thousands of women screaming into the abyss of domestic loneliness.

It’s been a welcome distraction from the real world, where the kids are still doing my head in. Lorcan and Paddy have been fighting. Again.

 

BLOG 16 – Twinagy

My boys hate each other. They can’t even be in the same room any more. And yet they are attracted to each other like magnets. One will accuse the other of pulling a face, then the other will deliberately trip his brother up. Before we know it, tea time has turned into World War Three; there are chairs tipped over, pasta spilt on the floor and walls kicked. So far this year Lorcan has broken a banister, smashed his phone screen and knocked a chunk of plaster off the hallway wall. Paddy has punched a hole in his desk (desk? Who am I trying to kid? He never does any work on it. It’s a stand for his PS4 keyboard), knocked the bulb out of his bedside lamp and broken two pieces of stained glass in the front door. Why should I have to put up with this?

They are getting so big now too – I’ve started to think it will be me they are smashing next. Two big angry lumps thumping around the place, holding us all hostage with their violence and their mood swings, and their weird twin mutual obsession. One cannot bear to hear the other praised in any way – it feels like a criticism of the other. If I say ‘Well done for doing your homework, Paddy,’ Lorcan will chip in with ‘He copied it off the internet.’ If I praise Lorcan for making me a cup of tea (after nagging him for twenty minutes) Paddy will say ‘He spat in it.’ They can’t let each other have one moment of glory without trying to rip it to shreds. And what I’ve come to realise is – I’m actually furious about it. I know it must be difficult being a twin – having someone who looks just like you always there as an instant comparison – but my God, they would try the patience of a saint, as my mum used to say. They ruin any rare moment of calm in the house with their selfish twin-teen bullshit.

And if it isn’t them it’s Amelie, or the Queen of Fucking Sheba as I’ve taken to thinking of her. Entitled doesn’t cover it. She wafts in and out demanding money/data/special food that we haven’t got, turns her nose up at everything I offer, disses me in front of everyone, spends all her time on the phone to girls she saw only half an hour ago and to top it all seems to have become Hickey Queen of Haringey. Disgusting purple and yellow bruises that appear all over her neck every time she goes out with Rodney. She tries to hide them but I can spot them a mile off. If they’re doing that, what else are they doing? What happened to my sweet princess-loving baby girl who kissed her twenty best toys goodnight every night? She’s given up the Brownies for some weird teen version where she competes against her friends to see who can get all the badges first – the Hickey Badge (tick), Alcohol-induced Vomiting Badge, Spliff-Building Badge, Fingering Badge and the most prized of all, the Absolute Cunt Badge (hard to earn but she’s well on her way). Where did we go so wrong?

Although, I guess Martin and me are not the best examples. Maybe the kids sense our unhappiness.

Nah. They don’t sense anything that’s not about food or money. Fuck the lot of them.





Chapter Eighteen

‘Hi, Debbie,’ I sigh, unable to disguise my instant deflation at seeing her name flash up on my phone. I’m at the supermarket on a Saturday morning picking up a few bits, while everyone else enjoys a lovely and, of course, well-earned lie-in at home. Bastards. ‘Hello, Ciara,’ says Debbie rather more crisply than usual.

What have the little twats been up to now? Tripped Meredith up at the bus stop? Looked at her in a funny way? Not offered her a crisp? ‘Is everything OK?’ I ask, settling in for the long haul.

‘Not really, no. I just thought I’d better warn you.’

Oh God, here we go. She’s had an alert from the local neighbourhood watch about fly-tipping, or someone claiming to be a reformed prisoner is going door-to-door trying to sell knock-off dish cloths, or an Irish family in a caravan has been spotted either having a picnic or obviously trying to annexe the local park for two hundred of their cousins.

‘It’s about you. What you’ve been doing,’ she says darkly.

What? For a moment I can’t think of a single thing I’ve been doing that might have irked Debbie Downer. Mixing my plastic recycling with cardboard? Not sweeping my path? Forgetting to toot every time I drive past her house (a charming habit of hers I refuse to reciprocate).

‘I haven’t been doing much, Debs, apart from developing an unhealthy obsession with Dark Chocolate Digestives and Alexander Armstrong on Pointless,’ I offer lightly, chucking pre-packed vegetables into the trolley.

‘Your . . . writing. What you’ve been writing.’

My heart stops for a brief moment. I drop the cucumber I’m holding and it rolls casually under the shelves. ‘What? Writing what?’

She can’t possibly have seen it. She doesn’t have any interest in blogs or social media or thinking or anything that isn’t to do with making everyone else feel as depressed as she is. Even if she has seen it I have taken pains to disguise people’s names. I haven’t used the kids’ names in full, or Martin’s, and everyone else wears a disguise, admittedly a thin one. My head starts to spin.

‘Your online thing. Your . . . blog.’ She spits the word out.

Shit. Shit shit shit.

Deny, deny, deny.

‘What “blog”? What’s a blog? Why would I be writing a blog?! What would I have to blog about? I don’t do anything! I’ve got nothing to talk about ha ha ha!’

‘Well, it seems you do. There’s not much point trying to deny it, Ciara. There are far too many coincidences. I have to admit you were very careful at first. But in the last one you slipped up a bit. I went back and checked, and in the rest you refer to them as P, L and A, but in the last one you must have been so annoyed you forgot and used their full names. I’m sorry, but I don’t know many people with kids called Amelie, Paddy and Lorcan, and a husband called Martin, who go to a school where there is a very nice teacher called Mrs Tanner, and who have a very caring friend called Debbie!’

At this, her voice cracks, and she starts to sniffle.

I can’t speak. Shit.

‘How could you? I mean, how could you? I can take it but poor Meredith . . . and your poor husband, being humiliated like that? Didn’t you think about that?’

I have to front this out. Quickly.

‘Oh look, Debs, I know what it must look like, but it’s all made up! You know I was thinking of doing that creative writing course, I was just trying out some of my fiction skills! Yes, I know some of the stories might sound a little bit like real life but you know, it was just a starting point! Come on, as if you’re anything like “Debbie Downer!” And me and Martin – that’s not really us! Ha ha ha I think I’d be in a loony bin if that was my real life ha ha ha!’ How quickly can I get her off the phone and delete it all? I’m half walking, half running towards the exit, dodging the various bucket shakers and RAC salesmen. I have to get home. Now.

‘I’m not stupid, Ciara. It’s your kids I feel the most sorry for. You’ve done the worst thing a mother can do. You’ve betrayed them. Publicly.’

‘Look, OK, I get it, you have put two and two together and made about four hundred and fifty. There’s really no need to be upset, Debs. It was just a bit of fun, making up stories about family life, you know, to pass the time! I know, I should get out more! Ha ha ha! I’ve always had a vivid imagination. But you’re probably right, I should probably just take it down – before anyone else sees it and jumps to the wrong conclusion! Ha ha ha!’

‘Well, that’s just it, it’s probably too late.’

‘What do you mean? I know I’ve got quite a few followers now but . . . I mean, it’s one of millions of blogs out there! I mean, how did you find it?!’

‘I have Google Alerts on all my friends.’

Creepy fuck.

‘OK. What do you mean “too late”?’

She’s worrying me now.

Debbie sighs theatrically, almost regretfully. ‘I wasn’t a hundred per cent sure, so I showed Meredith this morning just to check a few details, and she wasn’t a hundred per cent sure so she took screenshots and sent them to Paddy . . .’

I drop my basket and run.
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