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Below the Belt: What matters, what doesn’t

Be warned. The second part of this chapter is full of perfectly brisk, sensible, generally acceptable stuff about sex. That is because it is about older children and teenagers. But the first half is stronger stuff. Do not leave it lying around where innocent bachelors may see it. It contains strong language, unsuitable for those unaccustomed to sharing premises with persons under eight years old. It may involve bottoms. Also willies, poo-poos, and the breaking of wind. We are dealing here with the kind of people who deliberately indulge in shocking, inappropriate and abusive language: small children.

   There is no getting away from it, they just love smut. Not the kind of glamorized, eroticized smut that adults go in for. Sex is a matter of glorious indifference to small children, who prefer a roistering Rabelaisian line in scatological filth. They walk around shouting, ‘Farty party, farty party.’ They chant, ‘Smelly knickers at the vicars.’ They know poems in which tasteless and unsavoury rhymes are found for ‘Mum’ and ‘Billy’. They open their innocent rosy lips and carry on like something out of The Canterbury Tales.

   Researching the issue of potty talk, the most interesting discovery is that absolutely nothing seems able to ward off the phase. Even families which are grittily enlightened about bodily functions and walk around naked explaining the childbirth process seem to suffer it. The most liberated, intellectual North London family I know – forever chatting gaily about Tampax to their four-year-olds – have been regularly mortified by a hilarious shrieks of, ‘Piddle in the pot, nice and steaming hot!’ when visitors call round. ‘No, darling, there’s nothing funny about urine,’ they plead, but still the little minx giggles.

   Psychologists are reassuring. They insist that it is a normal and healthy part of children’s coming to terms with their bodies. It is a useful defence mechanism, a child’s way of reducing the big frightening adult world to absurdity. They are probably right. I have a relative of tender years who shouts ‘Smelly bum’ at all the scary apparitions in Phantom Manor at Disneyland. On the other hand, psychologists don’t have to pacify mothers-in-law who have had raspberries blown at them in church.

   My own strategy was a trade-off: no rudery in public, but no holds barred at home. Since we had a few prim neighbours who refused to allow their children even to use the word ‘bottom’ within the family circle, our house rapidly became the poo-talk capital of East Suffolk, forever echoing to the indecorous shrieks of liberated infants discussing Hippopotto’s smelly botto. I knew it would pass. It did. These days it is me who gets told to watch my tongue.

   But then came a great and wonderful discovery. After I wrote my original chapter on foul-mouthed tots, as years passed it got translated. I stuck the foreign editions on the shelf and forgot them. Then one day, recovering from flu, I heard an old Flanders and Swann song on the radio. I had quoted it in the chapter – the one where in falsetto tones they sang: ‘Mother’s out, father’s out, let’s talk rude/ Pee, po, belly, bum, drawers!’

   Suddenly I wondered how on earth all the translators had coped with this? I got up, collected the dusty books and began to search. A wonderful, feverish world of international toddler smut began to open in front of me.

   The robustly British cry of ‘Pee, po, belly, bum, drawers!’ comes out in German as ‘Pinkel, po, Hintern, Furz’. In Spanish it is ‘Pis, caca, tripa, culo, calzoncillos’. Do not think that Italian bambini are too refined for this kind of thing either: ‘Pippi, cacca, sedere, mutande’ to you, Papa! The French translator rendered it as ‘Pipi, caca, boudin!’ – but by that time was enjoying herself so much she added a whole different poem about zizi. The Dutch did the same, rendering ‘Pee, po, belly, etc.’ crisply as ‘Pies, poep, pens, kont, onderbroek!’ and then gratuitously adding a rhyme about ‘poep in de soep’ which leaves little to the imagination. In Norway when you want to embarrass your parents you shout ‘Tis, puha, vom, rov, unterhylere!’

   I read on. Another rhyme I had quoted in my examples, the one beginning ‘My friend Billy had a ten-foot willy’, comes out in Norwegian like some heroic Viking saga. As well it might; you may recall that in the poem he ‘showed it to the lady next door; She thought it was a snake and hit it with a rake And now it’s only six foot four.’ So flitting from book to book, I traced the troubles of My Friend Billy through the languages. Mi amigo Tito, he became, and the operatic-sounding il caro Billy; and Alfred who avait un quequette de trente centimetres; and Mijn vriend Peter had een pik van drie meter  . . .

   I cannot tell you how liberating it was. Every translator – for even serious, academic translators come from families – added his or her own rhymes and ruefully remembered baby ruderies. There were bambini with smelly sorpresas in their pannolini, there was caca and poep and puha galore. It was as if the shrieking, hilarious, reckless, anarchic infancy of Europe had determined to teach me all the words which don’t find their way into the Berlitz guides. It was a United Nations of poop. My only grief was that I couldn’t find my way through the Japanese or Arabic alphabets to decode their versions.

   And the happy thing is that it reinforced my firm belief – the belief that carried me through many an embarrassment: it doesn’t matter. It is healthy. It is just a small child’s way of invoking the most basic, smelly animal functions to prick the pomposity of the adult world. I once found a huddle of six-year-olds, unaware of my approach, speculating evilly on whether the Queen ever breaks wind.

   I feel a lot better now because I know that all over the world similar small children are asking similar questions about el Presidente, der Reichskanzler, M. le President, il Re, and the Konigin. Nation shall speak filth unto nation. It is a whole new spin on the brotherhood of man.

Bum to you, too. How to cope

Play it cool, but point out the social limits and do not be ashamed of doing so. Few spectacles are more hilarious than a liberated, open family which keeps telling its children that there is nothing wrong with the body and nudity, suddenly faced with explaining precisely why one does not, in polite society, take out one’s willy and wave it at Great-Auntie Flo. The best approach (which is also the best anti-molester message) is: ‘Bottoms are private.’ Not wrong, just private.

   Speech, however, is free. And another limit worth considering is on the words you teach children. When they are seven or eight, and developing a decent sense of modesty, they may as well learn the right ones: penis, vagina, anus, and so on. But, before then, consider: is it not better to use childish words for purely social reasons? Here I diverge from advanced childcare gurus, but considering that small children are going to use scatological words as insults anyway, would you not rather be called a ‘poo-face’ than a ‘shithead’? And will Granny not respond more forgivingly to a cry of ‘I hate your smelly bum!’ than to one of ‘I hate your rotten old vagina!’ (That is a real example. The child didn’t mean anything, just knew the word was something bottomy. But it took the daughter-in-law two years to live it down.) Think about it.

   Another useful motto is: ‘Bottom jokes are only all right in the family’, although this may lead to some hair-splitting about grannies, aunts of varying susceptibilities, and whether it is all right to say ‘wee-wee’ to an uncle by marriage.

Early sex talk

The old way of tackling the subject is to leave it strictly alone until puberty, and then harrumph a bit about birds and bees and Impure Thoughts. This no longer works, for the simple reason that if you won’t answer a straight question, their schoolteacher will, or the television will convey a confusing idea that babies come from kissing people with your head sideways, or some schoolfriend will give your baffled chick such a tangled picture of reproduction that she vows (as I did, aged eight) to observe perpetual celibacy.

    Par contraire, the post-1960s way of teaching sex is to bombard the child from an early age with technicalities, medical words, and cheery little books that say an orgasm is ‘like a great big sneeze’ (speak for yourself). Here, the drawback is that the child will get bored and stop listening, or else cause violent embarrassment by discussing big sexy sneezes with inappropriate adults.

   The third way is simply to answer questions in a pleasant, straightforward, unembarrassed manner as and when they occur to the child. Unfortunately, they generally seem to occur in the middle of a supermarket checkout queue, in a chemist’s shop full of cross old ladies, in the doctor’s waiting-room, or on a bus. You could always fob the child off with ‘I’ll explain when we get home’, but it depends on the child. The only safeguard against unconvincing floundering is to run through it on your own before the subject ever comes up. Ready?

   ‘Women have a little house in their tummy that the baby grows up in. It’s called the womb. And they’ve got special places called ovaries, and once a month a teeny weeny egg  . . .’

   ‘Men grow special seeds in their bodies, and the seed can come out of their willy and meet the egg in the mummy  . . .’

   ‘When a baby’s big enough to be born and live safely, it has to get out of the mummy. It comes out of a special hole  . . .’

   Difficult, isn’t it? I would not dream of putting words into anyone’s mouth, but a private run-through in your own mind will save a lot of confusion and floundering when you get asked. The trick is not to answer anything which hasn’t been asked: leave the Fallopian tubes, testicles, ovaries and perversions for a bit later, and stick to such topics as babies growing up in mummies’ wombs, seeds coming from daddies, and the fact that mummies and daddies love each other and want to build a baby out of that love (astonishingly accepted by all children I know, even when Daddy is nowhere in sight).

   As to discussing the act of sex itself, I may be stoned to death by sexologists for saying so, but after a cursory and boring explanation of the mechanics (‘The seed gets into the mummy by a special kind of hug that only grown-ups can do’), when dealing with under-eights I have always loftily tried to convey a general sense that sex is something grown-up mummies and daddies do, which is not particularly relevant or interesting to children. After all, there are many odd things adults do which their offspring wouldn’t fancy: drinking bitter coffee, talking to yakky ladies in shops, writing out cheques, listening to the weather forecast. One more peculiar taste is neither here nor there.

   However, schools today will tend to have a sex education programme even for children this small, and you need to keep an eye on it. There is considerable muddle about what sex education should be today; some programmes for very young children could be quite seriously upsetting if there has never been any simple acknowledgement of the facts of life at home. Stay in tune with the school.

   One other thing, before we leave the small children and move to the stormier waters of adolescence. If you are anxious yourself, or unsatisfied, or under sexual siege in some way; if you are equivocal about sex, or angry at the mess it has made of your life, or merely fascinated by it all day long, then that is your burden. It is not your child’s. To lay it on him, or her, or to let any child grow up in a hothouse atmosphere laden with sexual innuendo, is a form of abuse. And it may lead to other forms: all children are at some risk of sexual abuse, but ‘knowing’ children, unhealthily fascinated by the sex all around them at home, are at graver risk than most.

   And treat with caution anyone – even a therapist – who goes on too much about the ‘awakening sexuality’ of young children. Far safer to stick to the boring old lines: you belong to yourself, you don’t have to hug anyone you don’t feel like hugging, or in a way you don’t feel like doing it. And bottoms are private.

   Even if, at times, comic.

Children growing up: sex education

There will come a time – and the age will vary – when the bum-poo-willy stuff stops and a certain unexpected modesty becomes visible in your child. Bathroom doors start being shut. Piggybacks while wearing skirts are graciously refused. Boys get tongue-tied with strange women, especially strange busty women; girls seem warier of men. Then – again at varying times – puberty strikes, with all its physical awkwardness, growling voices, uncontrollable bits, breasts, periods, spots, greasy hair, unrequited love. If you need guidance as to whether these are occurring in the proper medical sequence, look to a medical expert. All I can tell you is what you already know from your own memories: that they happen, and are both unnerving and exciting.

   Now the question of sex education crops up in earnest. All secondary schools are meant to provide it, in some form; but you can not rely on it being either sensible or balanced. You cannot leave something this important entirely in the hands of teachers. On the other hand, a lot of teenagers in perfectly happy, balanced families find it excruciatingly embarrassing to discuss sex with their parents, ever. You may be lucky, and have one of those households where everyone lets it all hang out; you may not. Therefore there may be a problem, and you have to use subtle methods to make sure, absolutely sure, that your teenagers are getting the right message.

   There are three basic components of sex education, and the balance between them is crucial. These are:


1)  Biological facts, mechanics of reproduction, and methods of protecting yourself from pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases.

2)  The nature of relationships and the ways they can succeed or fail; the need for love, consideration and responsibility towards partners as well as potential children.

3)  How to do it well and make it happy for both partners.


If 3) has just made you hit the roof, squawking in alarm, note that it is actually seen as quite important by a lot of sex educators both in schools and clinics and youth groups which run ‘drop-in’ centres where your teenager may well drop in. These experts feel that a proper understanding of pleasure, especially in female sexuality, is a vital part of teaching young people about sex. They say that it empowers girls and – by making them understand that they have as much right to enjoyment as boys – actually makes them more able to say ‘no’ when they want to, and not be pressured or blackmailed into having sex.

   But you may have reservations about strangers chatting away to your fourteen-year-old about her clitoris. Just as you may have Roman Catholic scruples about lessons on contraception, or traditionally moral scruples about the implication that experimenting with sex outside marriage is a natural and inevitable part of growing up. You may be worried about what they will be told about homosexuality, particularly about how early adolescents can ‘tell’ if they are gay or not.

   If so, then sort out your own thoughts good and early, check with the school what is taught, and put your own point of view across to your child, lightly and in passing whenever the occasion arises. If you regularly converse with children, watch television with them (very useful, soap operas are) and go to the cinema together, there are plenty of opportunities to put your own view of love, sexuality, and marriage. I heard a doughty old campaigner recently observe that she commented to teenagers in her care about the famous scene in Four Weddings and a Funeral where the heroine tells the hero how many men she has slept with. ‘Would have had chlamydia, at least, three or four times by now,’ said this lady mercilessly. ‘Film should have mentioned that.’ Well, one can see why it didn’t. But a parent needs to work out whether or not to make a similar point after the film; or just to say ‘sad’; or to observe, lightly, that films are very far-fetched about what is normal. Teenagers are not daft; if they are not left alone to the mercies of television but grounded in reality and warm normal family life, they can work out quite well that just as nobody is quite as thin, perfectly groomed and constantly witty as the cast of Friends, equally it is quite likely that the people they live amongst will not fall into bed quite so casually either. And that if they do, they ought to take precautions.

   Most importantly, remember that beyond biological lessons the main source of sex education – the important part of it, which is to do with love and respect – is your example. Parents who are affectionate, considerate, laugh together and hug one another are sending a powerful and important message to the children who run in and out of the family hug, from infancy to adulthood. They may go ‘Yuk!’ they may distance themselves, they may mock you, and they certainly do not want to know that you actually still ‘Do It.’ But every time you ruffle one another’s hair or flop exhausted into your partner’s arms at the end of a trying day, they take in the message that the truest use of sex is to reinforce tenderness, belonging, and the kind of shared physical and mental ease which is the basis of marriage and family. If they know this, then there will always be a safe counterweight to the excess and craziness of early passions.

   Another useful thing is a rather racy aunt or uncle. It is easier to ask embarrassing questions of non-parents.

Protecting children from abuse

Small children only need to know the basic rules, that bottoms and the rest are private matters, that you need not show or share them with anybody, however great their authority (doctors and nurses should be very careful about intimate examinations for this reason, and punctilious in asking permission and explaining and having a chaperone). Also they should know that nobody has the right to tell you to keep a secret about something which makes you uncomfortable.

   Beyond that, their safety lies in your vigilance and sensitivity. There are child molesters in the world (fewer than you would think from the newspapers) and most of them are not violent, but seductive. The children these people target are often emotionally needy or confused. Happiness and confidence are a good armour against them. If a young child ever does come to you – or to someone else – with a disquieting remark, then keep calm, act unsurprised but interested, and try to draw out more detail.

   If the person accused is close – your brother, uncle, father, partner – then the effort to keep calm will be superhuman. Still, do it. Listen. Give the child a chance. Even if it does turn out to be a lie or a fantasy, there will be something – TV, something seen, even a verbal suggestion from someone else entirely – which triggered it off. You need to know what. It is not unknown for children to say that one person touched them wrongly when in fact it was quite another; but nevertheless, something untoward happened.

   Above all, give the child a sense that he or she still has security, credibility and all-encompassing safe love from you. And if – God forbid – it gets that far, do not let any professional investigators do anything, or conduct any questioning, which your honest instinct tells you is damaging the child further. If – God forbid again – you are jointly under suspicion by some authority, and have to be out of the room, then do your damnedest to ensure that the child has a familiar carer to hand: granny, aunt, babysitter, nursery teacher, whoever.

   As children get older and bigger, different dangers arise.


Girls You have to point out, with a suitably light touch, to a tall girl of thirteen that the peril is no longer just the kinky paedophile (by this time they know all about such things) but the ordinary rapacious chap who doesn’t quite realize – or does not let himself realize – how young she is. Since fashion may induce thirteen-year-olds to dress routinely in the way that only hookers did a few decades back, it is unfortunately necessary to spell it out to growing girls that certain clothes may have their message misread by certain men. They will rage at you, mock, deny it and accuse you of being hopelessly out of touch, but it is still your job to point this out. Most teenage girls, in fact, are strangely modest these days (except when clubbing) but there will always be surges of fashion which cause problems. And you cannot ignore that.

   Feminism has made things more complicated for our generation of mothers, because we were taught to chant, ‘Whatever we wear, wherever we go, Yes means Yes and No means No.’ And of course it is true that no costume or appearance constitutes an invitation to rape. But we live in an imperfect world, and a teenage girl should know that the skin-tight outfit which she is wearing – merely out of pride at having lost ten pounds and acquiring a flat stomach – may be misread and spell out E-A-S-Y.

   It is tough for today’s mothers. One very liberal, gently-spoken woman of my acquaintance pleaded for half an hour with her daughter (crop top, hipster spray-ons, tousled streaks, puce lipstick, everything bar a stick-on rhinestone in the navel) to cover up, at least in the street. No dice: streams of abuse about how daughter’s life was being wrecked because of mother’s ignorance, sad fashion sense, jealousy of younger beauty, etc.

   Finally gentle liberal mother snaps, and barks, ‘The reason you can’t walk through the streets like that is that you look as if you’re bloody gagging for it.’

   Shock. Silence. The mother’s descent into the street language rattled the poor daughter, who stamped upstairs and later went out, without another word, wearing a Puffa jacket on top of the ensemble. I am not necessarily recommending shock tactics, but on that occasion it did work.


Boys Diehard feminists reading the above will be fuming: what about telling the boys not to take advantage and ‘misread’ signals, eh? Well, of course. But even in a perfect society where all teenagers were taught sexual equality and sexual courtesy as a matter of course, there would still be older men to leer at underdressed teenage girls, so they are in a specially vulnerable position.

   Naturally, maturing boys should be told not to judge girls’ availability by dress or manner, and to take no for an answer. But there is something else they should be taught too, and that is their own vulnerability. Male rape, and the seduction of teenage boys by older men, is undoubtedly less common than heterosexual abuse, but it does happen. To warn boys about their own vulnerability is uniquely hard, and even harder to do without prejudicing them against gay men in general. But it should be possible. Just as with the far younger child you carefully warned against strangers without making the whole world terrifying, you need to work out ways to respond to questions, and constructive ways to comment on the subject when it crops up in news stories or books or TV drama.

   If you are naturally rather shy and reserved about these things (or, indeed, dreadfully shocked at the whole idea of homosexuality) then you need to think about this well in advance. Ideally, a father should be able to talk rationally to his son about the danger that may be posed by a few – a very few – older men or boys. If that is impossible, a mother, or other relative has to, or you have to make sure that the school discusses these things in good time.

   But with discussions involving either gender, and any form of sexuality, the key thing is to keep it all as matter-of-fact as you possibly can. The seven-year-old in the back of the car who hisses, ‘I know a bad word – prostitute!’ is trying very hard to shock you, and should not be gratified. The best response is a studiedly tedious reply along the lines of, ‘Yes, that means a woman who agrees to have sexual intercourse’ (or whatever phrase your family uses) ‘with a man for money. It’s a pretty dangerous way to live, and sadly a lot of them do get beaten up or murdered, and most of them get diseases from it. But not always, obviously. Some of them















Becoming a Family

‘Aaaah!’ the old ladies say, leaning over you in the maternity ward, breathing sherry fumes from an outbreak of family celebration. ‘You’re a lovely little family now!’ This makes couples feel rather strange, as if the only thing that anchors them as a unit in society is the whiffling baby in the transparent cot. It seems to act like a sort of scrunched-up, squidgy national identity card, an entrance ticket to the theme park called Familyland. Even stranger is the thought that you have become ‘A Family’ instead of a couple; and that you will never be just a couple again.

   But of course in reality it does not actually happen all at once. There is no such thing as an instant family (as many step-parents can tell you, with grimaces). Why should there be? You cannot make an instant garden or an instant farm, and a family is every bit as complex, organic and prone to blight.

   What we have in the twentieth-century Western world is often a very gradual transition from singlehood into family life. Now that so many couples live together unmarrried and childless, instead of an abrupt step from maidenhood to pregnancy a curiously gentle slope has been created (though girls, beware: the old step is still there to trip you up). Generally speaking, you are no longer expected to cope with your first house, first sex, first taste of living with someone who isn’t a relation, and first pregnancy all in one go. God knows how anybody ever survived it.

   Instead the slope is gentler. You date, you start staying in instead of going out, one of you cooks for the other; you decide you might as well share a flat and save the bus fares. If you get on well together you may get married. Then, unless you are hellbent on an early baby, you carry on much as before. A couple, but not a family: affectionate and committed flatmates, but each with your separate job and a few separate friends and interests, and the option of flouncing out after a row and staying out all night.

   Of course, you each came from a family of your own. But your own families are likely to be rather shadowy at this point, and a good thing too. New husbands and wives who run home to mother for a bit of decent cooking and sympathy are not concentrating on the job in hand. It is necessary for fresh-minted couples to be separate: Adam and Eve, starting the world together. It prepares you for the responsibility of parenthood. During early couplehood, wise parents of bride and groom keep their distance, offer their support only if needed, and generally cool down their natural parental ardour. Their time will come again. As grandparents.

   Because if the idea of ‘family’ fades away a little when you are courting, it returns in a new, bewildering, joyful and terrifying form when the first baby comes. I have written enough about the nuts and bolts of this enormous, shattering change (in How Not to Be a Perfect Mother) but what was not as clear to me then as it is now, sixteen years on, is that when you first have a baby you really have hardly any grasp of what is waiting for you in terms of family life. In fact, if both are back at work after maternity leave, you are quite likely to end up behaving like the bachelor couple you were, only with an obstacle course to get round. The baby becomes hardly more than yet another management problem in a crowded modern life. ‘If you’ve got a ten o’clock meeting, you could drop James at the childminder and pick up the dry-cleaning, then I could get to my appointment early enough to nip into the shops for more nappies and some supper. If I could have the car, though, because of the dentist afterwards  . . .’

   This obstacle course causes much wear and tear on the parents, especially if they work in the kind of office where everyone gaily pretends that nothing much changes when you have a child. But the new baby knows no better, and as long as it is warm and fed and cuddled a lot, by someone it knows well, that baby generally puts up with the situation and thrives.

   And gets bigger. Whereon it starts getting firm, outspoken preferences about its minders, parents, mealtimes, and sleeping habits. By the time the first baby is two, there is no disguising the fact that you are turning into a three-cornered unit: a family. Instead of a strong adult couple protecting a weak, helpless scrap of life and making bossy decisions about every aspect of its routine, you have three strong wills all trying to inhabit the same space. Fraser Harrison, author of A Winter’s Tale, the story of a temporary family crisis, described it beautifully as feeling as if you were all sewn into the same small suit. You struggle to find space, or indeed a sleeve hole. You forget who you were, and what you wanted.

   It is not uncommon for the two-year-old to have the strongest personality in the house, and for parents to feel they are struggling feebly for survival themselves. Every parent of a toddler should give themselves an undemanding evening sometime by watching the hit Disney film Honey I Blew Up the Kid. I found myself riveted by this sci-fi fantasy, especially the bit early on when the toddling baby grows to seven feet tall and starts lurching around the house, ripping off doors and causing chaos. Surreal as this sequence was, it rang horribly true: there are times when the presence of a toddler is the largest thing in the house, and everything hangs from his or her whim. I spent the rest of the film – while the baby stumps around Los Angeles like a capricious King Kong – brooding on this, only to find myself nodding wisely, deeply moved, when it reached its denouement. The solution, you may remember, is that Mommy has to become even bigger than the child in order to reassert organization and peace. ‘Gee,’ I said, in one of those embarrassingly explicit American psycho-moments, ‘that is so true. A Mommy has gotta be bigger, in every way, than her kid.’

   If one parent has stayed at home full-time, the process of becoming a three-cornered family happens slightly faster, but more unevenly, usually precipitated by the mother deciding to bark a few home truths at the insouciant homecoming father along the lines of ‘I don’t care what sort of a day you’ve had, I haven’t had time even to look at the paper, have you any idea how much work a baby is?’

   Either way, gradually a family emerges. If more children rapidly follow the first, the mixture becomes richer and more complex, the juggling and compromising more skilled. A family is growing, a team is building up. There is not a lot you can do with the individual building blocks, but all of you somehow have to fit together into a viable structure: the egotist, the nervy one, the martyr, the short fuse, the one with special difficulties. The family becomes an organism, so that it is impossible to imagine life outside it. One day, the parents look in an old diary or photograph album and say, ‘Good heavens! There really was, once long ago, a time when we had nothing to do but earn a living and keep ourselves amused! What did we do all day?’ In the grip of this new job, the family job, they can hardly believe it was ever so simple.

   So let the family grow, gently, at its own pace. Don’t look at other families, least of all at the ones in advertisements and cheery television series, and say, ‘Oh, they’re so happy, they do so much together, it’s all so well run and harmonious.’ It probably isn’t, once the front door is shut. Look instead at what is nearest: the state of mind and happiness of your own little tribe.

   Not just the children: remember, at the heart of the family lies the marriage. Or, if you must, a less formal arrangement (though once there are children, there seems little sense avoiding the certificate; you’re morally tied anyway). The kernel of every family is un homme et une femme, together because they were drawn together in the mysterious process of falling in love. It is amazing how often this gets forgotten about in the general chaos of family life – rows, meals, dilemmas about school, desperate dawn searches for Cub woggles and lost homework, confrontations with sullen teenagers and sleepless nights with sick babies. But we forget at our peril that there’s still a marriage in there somewhere. If there had never been attraction, flirtation, love and passion then there would be no family. For the physical passion to cool down for a while is quite understandable (what better contraceptive could there be than a wakeful baby?) but even that will, with luck and humour, come back. It has to come back; because if the love and attraction and mutual amusement and appreciation in a marriage go sour, there will be estrangement. Estrangement may lead to separation, and thence divorce. And – let us not mince matters – unhappy children.



Divorce matters There was a period in the sixties and seventies when it was fashionable to pretend that children really didn’t mind divorce and that they preferred their parents to be happy and ‘fulfilled’. More recent, and more honest, investigation has confirmed what most of us knew by instinct anyway: that short of real violence, children prefer almost anything to the break-up of the familiar family. They do not like having their loyalties divided, hate the artificiality of access arrangements, and secretly blame themselves for it having happened. For a healthy normal child, its parents’ ‘emotional fulfilment’, like their professional fulfilment, is a pretty damn low priority (when did you last hear a child say, ‘Gosh, the best Christmas present I could get is for Mummy to get her promotion to Marketing Director – her career fulfilment is really important to me!’ or ‘I’m really pleased that Dad has found a woman who really understands him at last’?).

   If they do pay lip-service to such priorities, at least under about fifteen, it is rather sad. Their childhood, their secure time for growing, has been taken from them. This is not fair. There is a new tendency around to be gung-ho about parental selfishnesss (note the recent warm reception for an anti-mummying book called ‘I’m OK, You’re a Brat’) but the boring old truths and duties do not go away. These children didn’t ask to be born. They didn’t impose themselves on us. We invited them, either deliberately or by default. We brought them into being by our actions as free, responsible adults. We owe them the basic courtesy of a secure home and access to their parents.

   If divorce is inevitable, the plain duty of both parents is to bite the bullet, swallow their pride, and behave with impeccable good manners, fairness, and loving, generous consideration of the child’s feelings. I drove a small boy home once to his mother’s, after a weekend with his father and new girlfriend. In the car he said, ‘I wish I hadn’t had so much fun at the swimming pool.’ Why? ‘Because my mum always asks me if I’ve had a nice time with Dad and Wendy, and if I say I have, she cries and says I like him best. But if I tell a lie and say I haven’t had much fun, then I feel I’m being bad to him.’

   Dad, it must be said, had behaved pretty scummily towards this child’s mother, but she had no right to pass on the pain. It was hers, part of her life’s allocation of misery, not transferable. I could have throttled her. When we arrived she came to the door and hugged the boy and said, ‘Did you have a nice time?’ – and he said, ‘Sort of,’ and gave me a guilty glance. It was horrible.

   Most parents behave a little better than that, and some display exemplary restraint, charity and mutual chivalry. Inevitably, doing this involves a certain amount of personal humiliation and a burning sense of unfairness in at least one party (‘He’s off with his girlfriend, buying them treats, I struggle through the school week, nurse them when they’re ill . . .’ ‘She’s got the house, the kids, her new man, I live in a crummy bedsit to pay the maintenance . . .’). But in the end, trust me, everybody will be happier if they have behaved well. Not like a complete doormat, just well. And if only one of you is even trying to behave well and the other is being an impossible bastard or a selfish bitch, the good partner has to make a superhuman effort not to retaliate, because two wrongs do not make a right. The only comfort must be that there is often a kind of justice at the last. Children are not fools. As they grow older they will know which parent behaved best, and work out what it must have cost them.



Stepfamilies are a vast, endlessly fascinating and painful subject. There are specialist books written about them, although I suspect that more useful than the instructional books are the bleakly sensitive novels, like Joanna Trollope’s Next of Kin, and the classic warning tales like David Copperfield and the story of Snow White. Every family is different, and has its different problems of mutual adaptation and commitment; the hardest job, for the incoming partner to a family with children, is making a leap of generous imagination: understanding exactly where the stepchildren stand in the wavering line of progress I have traced in Part I of this book, and yet never presuming that they have got it right (even natural parents don’t, always). The best step-parents are the best people: generous, humorous, chivalrous to the young and the weak, tolerant, and willing to accept the need for some sacrifice of their own instincts and wishes. It is a tall order. Unfortunately, it is also morally non-negotiable. As an incoming step-parent you have to try and be as nice, and as intelligent about your behaviour, as humanly possible. Otherwise don’t do it. Don’t move in on your beloved’s home life; be a secret, private, discreet, occasional lover instead, well off the premises.

   But never mind divorce and step-parenting, not at this stage. Most marriages can be kept in good repair, and once there are children involved, they ought to be.





And the Rest: Relatives

Remember Charles Darwin brooding on marriage, and how worried he was about the extended family? ‘Forced to visit and receive relations but terrible waste of time . . .’ Poor old Darwin, worried that the breakthrough theory of the origin of species would be clattered out of his head by the teacups of vapid in-laws. He has a lot of sympathizers. Although some are lucky enough to fall for a whole family, others find the beloved’s family one of the most daunting aspects of matrimony.

   Sometimes new couples blindly, unkindly, but rather bravely discard the tribes they came from. Sometimes they have to, because on religious, racial or class grounds the tribe is being so foully bigoted about the marriage. More often, I suspect, they do it out of sheer thoughtlessness: moving away, striking out into the wider world together, starting anew. As the Bible says, they leave father and mother, sisters and brothers to cleave to one another and start a new family altogether.

   I notice that I have already, in musing about coupledom, rather praised this attitude and advised in-laws to keep out of the way for a while in early marriage. But with the birth of children comes a time when it is healthy, even pleasant, to let the tribe creep forward again and surround the new family with its old echoes. In other words, however decrepit your family tree looks to you, don’t be too cavalier about chopping off the branch you sit on. When you start to be a family, the one which is there already turns out to have all sorts of unsuspected advantages. As well as only-too-well-suspected problems.

Mothers-in-law

Now my mother-in-law, I’m not saying she’s a difficult woman, but when she comes round our house, the mice start to throw themselves on the traps. Mind you, she always comes to us for Christmas. Every year for thirty years. This year we’re doing something different – we’re going to let her in. I’m not saying she’s fat, mind, but her knickers  . . .

   Stop, stop. We all know about mother-in-law jokes. Men have been sounding off for years about the wife’s mother: the tyrannical bat with her huge bloomers and invincible authority. Yet if you look at real life, what is the truth of the matter? Very few husbands are really at loggerheads with their mothers-in-law, and many of them actually get on insultingly well with their brides’ mother, flirting outrageously and praising the home cooking to the skies (much to the annoyance of their own, working, wives).

   It may wear a bit thin at times, this relationship, but on the whole men don’t seem to suffer as much as the jokes suggest. Whereas women – who really are quite likely to suffer persecution for their temerity in carrying off Mummy’s best baby boy – never seem to tell mother-in-law jokes at all. Perhaps because it is all too serious. Extended family life is a delicate thing at the best of times; the relationship between a girl and her man’s mother can be as fragile as spun sugar. It is made even harder to maintain if the mother does not, and never did, work outside the home, and the young wife does. One of the most accurately deadly cartoons by Posy Simmonds shows a mother-in-law on Christmas Day, poking round her harassed daughter-in-law’s kitchen and saying, ‘Oh, packet stuffing – how amusing!’

   The most dangerous situation comes when the man’s mother does not think much of the wife, regarding her as a wimp, a slut, a silly little piece, or whatever; yet disguises it beneath bright brittle patronage whenever the family meet. Men are notoriously slow to catch nuances between their womenfolk, and the curious thing about relationships like this is how often the sons concerned entirely fail to notice that their wife has been written off. Even when she tells them. I once spent a weekend at the home of a boyfriend whose mother clearly could not stand the sight of me and was crushingly and consistently rude. When I pointed this out to him, he actually smiled and said, ‘Oh yes, Mother’s such a marvellous character, everyone loves her for it, she’s a real individual, speaks her mind.’ End of romance, not before time.

   In fact, men can be their own family’s worst enemy when it comes to spotting the danger signs in relationships like this. Here is a true story. Eric, who is now divorced, admits that when his young wife was grappling with a four-year-old, a baby, a part-time job and a big and chilly house in a strange neighbourhood, he regularly used to stop off at his parents’ cottage, near his work, for a drink and a chat on the way home.

   There, with a deep-pile carpet beneath him and a bowlful of homemade cheese straws at his elbow, he would relate the triumphs and trials of his day to his Mum. She was an interested, intelligent, stimulating listener. As we all will be one day, when we can get some sleep and not be responsible for anyone’s socks but our own. When he went home to a wife physically exhausted by the babies’ bathtime and still staring hopelessly at the contents of the fridge, he could not help comparing the two homes and the two women. Aloud. It was his father who eventually blew the whistle on him by coming in on one of his evening sessions with Mother and remarking (with great vision for his generation) that perhaps his own wife might like some help with getting the babies to bed. But it was too late by then. Eileen and the children went home to her own mother.

   You have to accept that it is hard for mothers to give up custody, especially when their sons marry young. One moment it is a Mum’s job to worry about whether he is eating, whether he should see a doctor about that cold, and whether he is truly happy at work. The next thing she knows she is the Bridegroom’s Mother, handing over to some fluttery little madam who never made a bed properly in her life and probably buys packet stuffing. One experienced Groom’s Mother – three sons down, one to go – tells me that the moment when you stand in church watching him wed is like walking for the last time around a house you have lived in, looking at the places where your furniture used to stand and wondering what the new owner will do. The difference, of course, is that when a human being is handed on, the first woman’s furniture stays put. If Mum trained him to throw his clothes on the floor and expect thick gravy on the dot of seven, he will remain programmed. And, unlike a previous houseowner, Mum will still be around to flit through the rooms of his life and see how marriage has changed them. ‘She’s such a foodie, you know, won’t let him ever have beans on toast,’ moans Mother. Or, ‘He used to be such a generous boy, but since he married Anita he keeps his cash in a purse.’

   On the other hand, mothers do want their children to be happy. And one of the best ways of deflecting criticism, interference and general mischief-making from anybody’s mother is to be happy: visibly, lightheartedly, flippantly happy. So if the marriage has problems, chaps (and indeed girls) take my advice: your mother is not the person to consult until things really couldn’t be worse. She may be fatally disposed to take your side, even to the point of hindering reconciliation or reform of the marriage. And if she doesn’t take your side, you will be outraged, and that won’t help either.

The good granny guide

Given that you are reading this book, Mother and Mother-in-Law are both grannies by now. The word, which used to conjure up a sweet grey-haired old lady rocking quietly in her corner, is now as likely to apply to a slinky blonde of forty-five going on fifteen with a tousled perm and the kind of energy that makes an exhausted new mother feel a hundred years old. She may not feel ready to pass on the wisdom of generations and the tranquillity of age, nor even to perch on the sofa drinking gin and explaining what you are doing wrong. She may not even knit.

   A new Spotter’s Guide is called for. On the one hand we have these very young energetic grannies with hardly time to spare from their career for babysitting duties; on the other hand, after two generations of late motherhood you get the opposite: a woman who is pushing seventy when she holds her first grandchild, and who may well bring a curious, inflexible set of attitudes from her own distant youth. ‘You shouldn’t pick him up when he cries. You’re making a rod for your own back, dear. Strict four-hourly feeding is healthiest. You’ll overstimulate him with all that cuddling. Why haven’t you got a nice, coach-built pram instead of that flimsy buggy? Don’t hold him upright, you’ll strain his back.’

   Of course there are gallant exceptions. There are brisk ever-green grannies who take over children for whole fortnights. There are cosy old bodies who never criticize but provide rock-like security for mother and child alike; and there are grandfathers who let little ones play by their workbench or waggle the tiller of their boat, hour after patient hour. Family life at its best is a self-renewing idyll, with happiness and good sense passing down the generations. Never mind what it is like at its worst; optimism is the keynote. However, in the interest of family harmony and a gentle release of steam, here is the official Good Granny Guide:



Mk I: Poor Old Granny She may be only sixty-two, but has decided to retire from the more strenuous side of life. Delighted though she is with the presence of a new or growing grandchild, changing nappies is quite out of the question. So are baths, floor-level romps, lifting, or learning to cope with those new-fangled OshKosh dungaree fastenings.

   POG may well have driven you out of your mind during the first three hectic years, when most of the jobs of child-rearing are practical ones, but take heart. With her almost uncanny talent for sitting absolutely still and letting people bring her things, she will provide a useful focus for busy children. Above all, she should prove madly useful as an audience for those who wish to perform incomprehensible plays with a toy theatre, do a fairy dance over and over again, demonstrate somersaults or tell a very, very long and boring story about what teacher said in school.



Mk II: Retro-Granny She wants to help. Well, no, what she actually wants to do is to re-live every moment of her own enchanted motherhood, all those years ago. Your baby is her baby all over again, every line of its pudgy little face painfully, ecstatically reminiscent of her own darling’s. Therefore it follows that if you fail to use the identical brand of zinc and castor-oil cream, the same gigantic pram and the precise type of kite-folded nappy and soggy woollen leggings as she did, you are cruelly betraying the family. Backpacks, slings, tracksuits and Velcro-fastened mini-trainers will be greeted with shrill cries of alarm.

   The only cure for this is to smile a lot and do your own thing. And remember that in thirty years’ time you will probably be driving your daughter mad with critiques of her solar-powered hovering pushchair and self-destruct nuclear nappies. It would be kind to pander to Retro-Granny with, at the very least, a few pairs of long grey shorts for boys and a bit of smocking for girls.



Mk III: Scatty Granny She is not at all sure about this business of grandmotherhood. Nobody down at the singles club could believe it when she told them. She can’t remember a thing about children because she was such a child herself when she had you, so she brazens it out with a lot of giggling and tickling. In fact, she fills more of the functions of a bachelor uncle or aunt than of a granny. Just pick up after her, sigh, and remember that children adore feckless adults. And be prepared for her to flirt with her teenage grandson, and display a certain degree of alarm when her granddaughter starts looking too grown- up for comfort.



Mk IV: Dodgy Granny A few – very few – middle-aged people have so utterly forgotten their own years of motherhood that they are frankly not safe around babies. They drop fag ash in the carrycot, administer scalding hot drinks, refuse to believe that a bit of healthy dog dirt could harm anybody, and watch the telly instead of the moving toddler. Alas, in the early years you must be realistic and prudent without being overfussy: better an offended in-law than an injured child. But as your own children grow into the older age range, Dodgy Granny can become quite a good friend. It is possible to intimate, tactfully, to a six-year-old that Granny is a bit forgetful about safety, so needs help. She is not one to call in an emergency.



Mk V: Hostile Granny-in-law You were not good enough to marry her son (or daughter). You can tell this by the way she always addresses the child as ‘poor little poppet’. On no account try to prove to her that you are a good mother/father. That way lies madness, because she won’t have it. Just encourage her disapproving devotion, because it could lead to faultless babysitting: she will be keen to prove she is better than you, and will never mind how late you are back because it will simply prove her point. Call her in any time you feel the children need a bit of starching.



Mk VI: Stern Granny One of these once greeted her own daughter’s fourth pregnancy with the words, ‘I can’t think why you’re having another, dear, since the ones you’ve got don’t seem to be under any proper control or discipline whatsoever.’ Investigate her more closely: it may turn out that she went in for twenty-four-hour nannies and housekeepers, and boarding school at seven, in which case you can subtly let her know that you are well aware of the fact. But if she is a genuine martinet, prepared to administer reproofs and withhold pudding from small people who commit crimes like putting their elbows on the table, you should look on the bright side. Either the children will adore her and incidentally pick up some wonderful manners or, failing that, she will come in very handy as a threat.



Mk VII: Spoiling Granny ‘Isn’t Mummy strict with ’oo, poppet? Aaaah, it seems a shame. They’re only young once. Come on, sweetums, let Granny buy you the sweety-weeties. Oh, aren’t they the right kind? No, no throwums, my poppet! Ooops! Aaaah, never mind. Granny will pay for the broken bottles on the silly old shelf. Let Granny find you a little treat  . . .’

   The Spoiler is bearable as long as she is prepared to take the consequences. The crunch comes when she fails to pull up a wild child until he or she becomes really appalling – rude, ungrateful, foul-mouthed and thoroughly nasty in her house – and then she hands it over with pursed lips and mutterings about ‘bad blood coming into the family’. No known cure.



Mk VIII: Perfect Granny She cooks wonderful meals, is never cross, cuts out dollies’ clothes by the hour, tells wonderful stories of the old days, reads for hours and can do everything much better than you can. Babies go to sleep in her arms instantly, bigger children never give her a moment’s trouble. With luck, she also remembers to keep saying what a super mother you are and how well-reared are your children. If she forgets this little detail, you may well feel inclined to jump off the nearest bridge.



But, all in all, grannies are a Good Thing. God bless them. Also bless grandfathers, who curiously seem less prone to fall into the above categories, having a healthy helping of male selfishness and laissez-faire to keep them nicely detached. One day, God willing, our own baby will produce a baby and we will be struck with awe at the sheer miraculousness of it, the continuing chain of creation springing from our own fast-fading flesh. The joy of it all may well make us a bit peculiar in our turn. Meanwhile we are grateful for small blessings. No, honestly, we are. Really grateful. It must have taken hours to make, and it’s a beautiful colour. What is it? A ballet cardigan? Marvellous . . . yes, she is a bit of a tomboy. Do her good, a peach cross-over cardigan  . . .

Fathers-in-law

Rarely cause any trouble to their daughters-in-law, since if they dislike them they generally, and most sensibly, take the option of avoiding them entirely and wandering off into the garden (perhaps, like Nancy Mitford’s Uncle Matthew, muttering, ‘Pah! meaningless piece of flesh!’).

   But the relations between fathers and their sons-in-law can get not unlike the parallel female problem. Except that mothers-in-law have plenty of domestic and childcare ammunition to throw, and by tradition all a man can accuse his son-in-law of is not being a good provider. And it is money which tends to spark off masculine family disputes. It makes a man feel small when his wife’s doting father keeps buying expensive presents for the family – a car, a dishwasher, a holiday, private school fees. Wives, however much they like paternal pampering, should be careful about this.

Aunts, uncles and honoraries

Whether genuine blood relations or honorary title holders, aunties and uncles are extremely good news in any family. Lone children, on giving birth, should recruit as many godparents and close family friends as they can to be pseudo-unks in the family. Cousins, of course, are always nice (if only as a salutary lesson to your own children that there are some people in this world you damn well have to be nice to, whether you like it or not). But feckless, fancy-free bachelor uncles and aunts are particularly valuable. Remember that children’s view of the world is very closely bounded by their social circle. If you live in ‘couple country’, forever mixing with other couples (or harassed single parents), and they have no brothers or sisters out in the world, children have no way of knowing that there is any other way to live than as a busy, scrambling, domestically obsessed parent of young children.

   So the presence of a hungover uncle in the kitchen, an elderly bohemian friend playing the violin rather badly in the back bedroom or a tarty auntie spraying herself with Fracas in the bathroom, is – even if slightly fraying to the temper of whoever is making the lunch – in fact a huge contribution to family life. You can get wonderful friendships springing up between children of all ages and single people. Childless people have few preconceptions about the new generation, and are generally intrigued and charmed that these little creatures actually speak. Your infuriating teenager may seem quite reasonable to them; they, too, quite like sleeping till noon and dancing till three. It is you, even if you are ten years younger than the bachelor uncle or auntie, who are tedious old wrinklies, obsessed with rules.

   Also, not having children of their own to boast to, your single friends will be full of interesting stories about how they once knew a man who rode the wall of death with a lion cub on his shoulders, or how they nearly got run over by a rhinoceros on their wildly expensive safari holiday.

   The home lives of these bachelor uncles and aunties are also fascinating to nicely brought up children. We have a cherished friend, a sculptor in his late fifties, who lives in splendid eccentricity, in a house full of works of art and bits of things which might one day be works of art. But what my children loved best was to see him whisk open a kitchen drawer to reveal onion peelings, apple cores, potato skins and every kind of vegetable detritus lying there mixed up. ‘The soup drawer,’ he explains tranquilly. ‘Next week’s food.’

   Bachelor uncles and aunts and godparents may offer, as years go by, recherché sports, peculiar outings, shocking political ideas and – most of all – an audience willing to listen to a teenager’s disgraceful ideas and plans for a university-free future. Or for life with a horrifically undesirable boyfriend.

   These spare adults are vital; they represent the adult world, but an impartial adult world which has not invested emotional energy in you, and therefore is willing to watch you make your own mistakes. They are wonderful confidantes. If I had not had my Aunt Dorothy at some stages of my teens, life would have been a lot bleaker.

   And with a bit of luck, if you as parent have played your cards right, the aunt or uncle will give you some pretty good advice. Especially about the horrific boyfriends and girlfriends. One I know always advises the parents that the only way to get rid of a dreadful suitor is to welcome him or her with open arms, keep saying, ‘How lovely to see you, Killer! Do tell me what the gang’s been up to this week!’ or ‘Amanda! You must tell me where you got that skirt! I wish I had the figure for neoprene!’ Your children will drop them like a hot brick if you do this. Apparently.

Squeaky wheels and hereditary pests

One of the great unsung advantages of contact with the extended family and with outsiders is that it makes life much easier for misfits. You know what I mean: misfit children, squeaky wheels, black sheep, the ones you sigh over. Every large family has one, and in the days when large families were common, everyone knew that fact of life and accepted it. ‘Oh, it’s just Adrian, never mind him, you know what he’s like.’

   If the family was really lucky, its members took turns to be the difficult one, with each younger member emerging from a Bad Phase just in time for the next one to go into it. There might even be a brief lull, during which Dad or Mum could afford to run off the rails a bit themselves. But as often as not, the same squeaky wheel went on squeaking, and everyone else went on putting up with it. ‘Ah well, she’s never been easy, from a baby. I’m sure she’ll start speaking to us again/bring back the family silver/leave the Moonies when she’s done a bit of growing up.’

   The trouble today is that, with so many tidy little two-child families, we have lost the knack of accommodating the less sociable and more chippy members. You have your two children and stop; and especially if they are a pigeon pair, boy and girl, everyone says, ‘Aaaah! You’ve got your little family now!’ and expects you to be marvellously symmetrical, united and tidy and loving and generally similar.

   Life, however, is not like that. Whether you have ten children or two, the possibility of one turning out to be a really difficult personality – not disturbed, you understand, not abused or unloved or furnished with any particular excuse, but nonetheless bloody difficult – remains. It is one of the reasons I hesitated long and hard before writing this book. It is fatally easy, in offering advice and sympathy about family life, to give people the impression that if you do everything correctly and wisely from the start, if you are relaxed enough, loving enough, well organized enough, then all the family will be model citizens and get on well together.

   Which is rubbish. Babies are born with quite a lot of their personalities already in position. We can certainly, by extreme cruelty or neglect, warp them into being suspicious and sad and unloving and eventually delinquent; but we cannot conversely guarantee that they will be easy to get on with. Some perfectly good, well-brought-up, basically sound people I know are incredibly difficult to be with: vague, or eccentric, or inordinately self-centred, or distant to the point of rudeness, or so clever in one direction, like computers or creative writing, that they are almost imbecile in others. Bad parents are certainly responsible for some bad behaviour, but not for all of it. You may do everything right, insofar as there is a ‘right way’ to do it, and still end up with a squeaky wheel in the family.

   The reason extended families help in coping with these oddballs is that being an oddball might actually be hereditary. Some women report the unnerving experience of lying on the delivery table, awash with emotion, only to find their husband’s appalling Uncle Reggie staring up at them from the depths of a white cellular blanket. A smaller Uncle Reggie, perhaps, but unmistakably him: the eyes, the nose, the mouth turned down with a slight, knowing leer. For a moment, they gasp. Then the little pink mouth opens and bawls, and everything falls back into place: this is not Uncle Reggie. It is not even a boy. It is your new baby girl and you love her. And, with luck, the resemblance to Uncle Reggie will pass.

   One of the most fascinating things about new babies is the way that such family likenesses keep flitting across their little faces. The genetic kaleidoscope has been shaken, two tribes have united, and for the first days, with some babies, you find yourself spotting a second cousin here, an ancestor there, a grandparent’s grimace there; a half-forgotten aunt from childhood reappearing for a moment, a lost parent reborn in an early smile. The baby is, however, an individual. Different. Unique. But at the same time it has got Mummy’s big eyes and Daddy’s temper, and Granny’s sense of humour and—

   Yes, quite probably. Uncle Reggie’s wild and antisocial streak, too. A little souvenir of the black sheep of the last generation. If you come of a happy tribe, this will simply be part of the fun. It will be delightful to brush your little boy’s hair back one day and suddenly rediscover your own favourite brother’s features at the age of five. If you are proud of your artist sister, or your husband’s cousin being a soloist in the Berlin Philharmonic, you will be happy to meet these gifts again in your scribbling and drum-banging children. It is especially useful to have a friendly extended family when you have a child who is nothing like either of you in character. Suppose you are both home-loving and steady, and the child longs only for adventure, the odds are that as she or he grows up, somewhere among the grandparents or uncles or cousins there will be a person who understands. Perhaps one who has actually been and had the adventures.

   Suppose you are wildly sociable, and the child is shy and bookish: you may try to be sympathetic, but there may be someone in the family who can go one better, and actually empathize, understanding from the depths of their own self what he wants and how he feels. At large family gatherings you sometimes see cousins, of widely different ages, who rarely meet, recognizing one another almost with a start of joy: I am not like my parents, I am not like my brother – but I am like you, they think. Not alone.

   But this is a description of a happy tribe. What do you do if your child reminds you of a mortal enemy? It is not an idle question. One woman I know was happy with her first daughter, but when her second was born saw with horror that the baby looked very like her grandmother, the husband’s mother, a cold and maliciously bitter woman who had done her best to break up their courtship, refused to attend the wedding, and disowned her son for marrying outside his class. Already exhausted, she was plunged into a postnatal depression which took months to clear. She found it hard not to shake the baby fiercely when she looked at her pursing her lips with just that sour refined expression from which she had suffered so much in the past. The baby’s appearance changed, but the mother was chastened for ages. ‘I could have hated her. Even now I sometimes catch a gesture that is old Celia’s, and I gulp.’

   Some children bring down unwarranted wrath on their heads for small offences, merely because of a chance physical resemblance or an old memory which has nothing to do with them. For instance, if your wife was a vain and selfish woman who dumped her daughter at birth and ran off with a man who said he could get her a modelling contract, well, you are not going to be too thrilled when your little girl starts staring into the mirror and saying ‘Pwetty me’, are you? Or if your own father was a drunkard who wrecked his family, you might overreact rather sharply to your teenage son’s first adventure with a bottle of cider.

   You have to recognize this, and laugh it off, and not allow any child to become the official Black Sheep merely because of family legend. The nature/nurture debate swings to and fro in every generation: forty years ago nature ruled, and the families of convicted murderers often changed their names so that the children should not be stigmatized, while women adopting orphans were given awful warnings by their friends that ‘you don’t know the heredity . . .’ Today the pendulum has swung right in the other direction, and it is fashionable to blame upbringing (mothers, usually) for every beer can hurled off the terraces and stolen car driven into a jeweller’s shop. No doubt there is something to be said on both sides. Every parent knows perfectly well that their child has had certain characteristics from birth which are shared with their progenitors, and certain quite baffling ones. All you can do is tone down the antisocial ones and encourage the better impulses.

   Remember, the kaleidoscope does shake out a new pattern every time, rearranging the garish chips off various old blocks. As you lie on that delivery table, staring in horror at Uncle Reggie’s leer, you can take heart. Perhaps all that misdirected energy, that devious cunning and shallow charm which led Reggie into a career of fraud, larceny, and conning rich widows will merely turn your daughter into something relatively harmless and acceptable. A journalist, perhaps?
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