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DON'T SAY IT TOO LOUD, BUT BEING A MUM DOESN'T NECESSARILY
MAKE YOU HAPPIER. THIRTYSOMETHING MOTHER OF TWO SALI
HUGHES ADDRESSES THE ULTIMATE PARENTAL TABOO @
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BELOW: Sali
with husband
Richard and one
of theirsons

s I stand in the park, pushing my
gorgeous, giggling 18-month-old
son in a swing, singing, ‘Think I'll
go and eat worms’, for the twentieth
time today, I probably look as though
there’s nowhere I'd rather be. But
the unspoken truth is I can think of lots of places and
things I'd prefer to be doing right now. Sitting in a beer
garden with friends, chatting about the gig we’re about
to go to is one. Lying in bed with the Sunday papers and
an afternoon film playing in the background is another.
Add to the list eating a still-hot meal in a restaurant
without sacrificing an arm to the task of shovelling
spag bol into my children’s mouths; taking a bubble
bath minus Lego being hammered against the door;
shopping for clothes without wrestling my bored kids
into the Whistles cubicle; and, well, you get the idea...
Let me say, before I go on, that my two sons are my
life. Sweet and loving, they’re my most precious and
wonderful gifts. My husband and I desperately wanted
them and feel they’ve given life a meaning and sense

ashamed to say I mourn for the out and

out pleasure I had pre-kids’
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of reward beyond our expectations. I love them
unconditionally and care for them with an all-consuming
concern and an instinctive sense of responsibility.

But is my life actually happier now I have them?
The honest answer is no.

The truth is, I miss my life before motherhood.
I mourn for the freedom, ease, company, excitement
and, I’'m ashamed to say, the out and out pleasure
I enjoyed when I didn’t have kids. My old life,
contrary to what the parenting propaganda would have
us believe, wasn’t empty or without meaning; it was

enjoyable and interesting and stimulating and fun.
I had no idea, when I became pregnant, that I was
trading in that life for something much less so.

For four years, I have wondered if I'm a lone freak
among mums. I stare at the other grown-up faces at
mother and baby groups, and wonder if they can really
be enjoying themselves that much — am I the only one
desperately praying that someone will say, ‘Excuse
me, but wouldn’t we all really rather nip down the
pub?’ In my case, it’s not postnatal depression or
being new to parenthood, it’s something less traumatic,
yet somehow more permanent —a feeling that life
will now always be markedly less fun than before.

A rare night out with a bottle of Rioja and my
closest girlfriends reveals, to my relief, that I’'m not
alone. ‘I definitely felt happier before I had children,’
says endlessly capable supermum Sarah, to all our
amazement. ‘The nagging, the thanklessness, the
tantrums — some days are so stressful, draining and,
well, dull. I was so unprepared for how lacking in fun the
life of a parent can be. Then if I’'m not enjoying playing
with my kids, it makes me feel horrendously guilty.’

My oldest friend, Rachel, who spent her twenties
travelling the world, is now a brilliant and attentive
stay-at-home mum to three young children. But, at 34,
she craves the feel-good factor of her past. ‘I often
fantasise about pausing my life now and going back to
the old one,’ she says. ‘It makes me sad that I’ll never-
again be the girl who turns up in an exotic country,
ready to have an adventure. Now, I’m the mum who
books package holidays based on kids’ clubs and how
long a flight I can endure with my bored children.’

While she used to get her kicks from indulging her
wanderlust, Rachel now snatches more modest pleasures
wherever she can get them. ‘My morning swim is
the one time I’'m not thinking about my children. The
moment I get out of the pool, I dash to the TV in the
changing rooms to watch the news. I feel terrible that
the happiest time of my day isn’t making cupcakes
with my kids, or even giving them their bedtime cuddle
— it’s that uninterrupted 10-minute news bulletin.’

Julia also craved the most mundane treats back
when her boys were younger. ‘I fantasised about
clothes shopping,” she says. ‘Or sitting quietly in a
café, without worrying that the kids were running
around annoying everyone — things I took for granted
before I had them. I hadn’t appreciated how much
these simple pleasures contributed to my overall
happiness.” When a colleague recently announced her
first pregnancy and asked her for advice, all Julia could
think of was, ‘Go to the cinema while you still can.’

So, where did the fun go? ‘Rearing children feels to
me like paying all your money into a savings account,’
says TV producer and 35-year-old mum of toddler
twins Mia. “You know you’ll be glad you did it, and the
rewards will be massive in the long run, but you'd be
much happier if you could just spend the money now.’

To our relief, Julia, whose eldest is now in his
teens, feels the metaphorical savings account matures
along with the child. ‘I've scraped back lots of the @~



Just like my friends, I’'m hugely grateful to have
healthy, happy children and I love them out of all
proportion. But loving your kids is very different
to loving the job of being a parent (which, let’s not
forget, is one without holidays or sick leave). They
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— the myself of four years ago, that is. I am happy,
relaxed and stimulated. And on Sunday, when I hear
the key in the door and the hallway is filled with
shrieks, squabbling and tired whingeing, to my
amazement, the happiness lingers. @

your life/happiness
balance? Email
us at: red@

redmagazine.co.uk




