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Chapter One
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Children begin by loving their parents. After a time they judge them. Rarely, if ever, do they forgive them.

Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance

MY DAUGHTER IS FIVE NOW. FIVE GOING ON fifteen. It’s been an interesting five years, packed with incident and achievement and the slow and sometimes painful blossoming of an ignorant and unformed lump of flesh into an almost normal human being. I’m talking about myself, naturally. Almost anybody can learn to walk and talk – some people (including small girls, unfortunately) can even chew gum at the same time. It’s easy to be somebody’s daughter. It takes courage, determination, blood, sweat, tears, a modicum of brute force and sheer dumb luck to get the hang of being somebody’s mother. That, and the fact that you’re not allowed to exchange the goods if they don’t suit you. When I was pregnant I was planning on a compliant, thoughtful child with a constantly sunny disposition – I was going to be its mother, so what could it possibly have to complain about? When the child arrived it certainly didn’t take five years, in fact it barely took five minutes, to realise that almost all of the things that I’d planned when I was pregnant were complete bollocks. Including doing fifty sit-ups every day and not wearing leggings. I had wondered about the strange silences that used to descend on friends with children when I was banging on about how I was going to carry on doing freelance work when the baby was born and of course I couldn’t possibly countenance building up my own landfill mountain with all those hateful disposable nappies. They didn’t disabuse me of my foolish notions, they knew there was no point. They just let me carry on talking rubbish with all the confident ignorance of the childless. Bastards.

Not very long afterwards, while I was running around with my stomach hanging over the top of my leggings, busily filling skips with smelly nappies, it dawned on me that it is possible to be totally besotted with something you don’t entirely understand. I was responsible for something that had even more complicated workings than a photocopier and it simply isn’t true that a ‘mother’s instincts’ will carry you through the baby equivalent of a paper jam. This was going to be a tad more challenging than I had thought.

For example. Imagine that you are really, really tired and somebody offers you a comfortable bed, soft lighting, a soothing atmosphere and the option of a little light supper before retiring. What do you do? Presumably you don’t burst into tears (unless it’s the sobs of gratitude to which the bone-weary are so prone if you show them a little kindness). Given the same set of circumstances, however, a small baby will see it as the perfect opportunity for a fit of uncontrollable weeping.

‘She’s tired,’ friends would murmur sagely when deafened by my bawling daughter. ‘Why doesn’t she go to sleep then?’ was my invariable, and I think quite reasonable, question. Nobody was ever able to give me a reasonable answer. It was this perverse behaviour that convinced me that, if men are from Mars and women are from Venus, babies are from an as yet unknown universe.

Baby faces are, we are told, designed to press all sorts of buttons in the adult brain, which immediately reduce it to mush. ‘Aah, isn’t she sweet!’ is apparently the correct response when presented with an unfocused and dribble-spattered baby glare. It’s a clever mechanism that the brain adopts to prevent it from dwelling on the fact that babies are incredibly badly behaved. Given the fact that they are totally dependent on adults, you would think that they would play it safe and try to be accommodating. On the contrary, they do everything in their tiny power to drive their parents to a pitch of hysteria and exhaustion that is a gnat’s whisker away from total insanity. After a couple of weeks with a small baby almost anybody is capable of putting a nappy on its head and trying to feed the wrong end. (Ever wondered where the expression ‘arse about tit’ comes from? Think on.) Driving your parents into madness is normal baby behaviour. As a survival technique, frankly it would have had Darwin pausing to reconsider. As an alien plot to reduce the human race to sobbing jellies ripe for takeover, I think you’ll find it makes perfect sense.

Once this thought was lodged in my brain the evidence started to mount. Even having spent nine months nurturing a small being inside my body, once she was on the outside it took me a while to get used to the fact of having brought another life into the world – let alone into our home. Just when I thought I had my life back to something like normality (i.e., spending all my waking hours feeding the loud end and cleaning the smelly end), Mr Colic came knocking at the door. Smashed it down with an axe, in fact. The yells were piteous and the poor helpless baby had even more helpless parents. She cried, I cried, her father’s bottom lip was trembling visibly – I decided there must be something I could do to help her. So like a well-behaved new mother, I asked the health visitor. Her reply simply staggered me. ‘Yes, well, nobody really knows what colic is, but it could be that babies’ guts are not fully developed and they have difficulty digesting.’ What? What? They have nine months, for God’s sake, which they fritter away forming ten tiny fingers and ten tiny toes which serve no useful purpose at all except for poking themselves in the eye and causing simpering relatives to coo ‘Ooh, look at her little hands!’ Small babies don’t do much else except eat and sleep, so wouldn’t it have been a good idea to get that equipment sorted out first? Two things, just two things that they are capable of doing and they are really useless at both. Of course, it could be that Mother Nature, hysterical with laughter at the huge joke that is baby and birth canal (“This’ll make their eyes water! Hoo hoo hoo!’) simply forgot to finish that bit off, but my theory of a race of alien invaders seemed more logically sound.

It was just a passing fancy, but in the early days with a small baby passing fancies can reach gigantic proportions in the befuddled parental brain. She was our daughter and we loved her passionately, but she was also a completely alien being.

As she grew I wearied of her flat refusal of delicious and nourishing earth food and watched with resignation as she pounced gleefully on cardboard, tissue paper and dead beetles, stuffing them all down her maw with apparently no ill effects. She would ignore doting aunts but form fierce attachments to egg boxes and video recorders – obviously things that reminded her of the folks back home.

A little chill would pass down my spine every time I noticed the secret messages passing between her and other babies as their prams crossed on the street. It may look, to the uninitiated, as if they are just eyeing up the opposition, but I was convinced that there was real communication between them. God help us if they ever get organised.

Before I got to grips with the situation she had a damn good try at sucking my brains out, too. I admit that I’ve spent most of my life talking crap, but it wasn’t until I gave birth that I started talking about it.

Above all it was her weird sense of humour that nearly had me beat. A full half-hour of my best repertoire of funny faces and comic songs elicited no more than an unblinking stare of deep incomprehension – as if I was the one who was from another planet, for crying out loud. And yet the single act of wrapping a towel round my head brought on a fit of hysterical giggling. Putting a sponge in my mouth was simply the last word in comedy. And retrieving a toy from where it had been wilfully thrust down the side of the sofa had her practically slapping her thighs and wiping away the tears of laughter. Why was it funny when I cut my toenails? I longed to ask her, but by the time she could answer I had succeeded in clearing my first major parental hurdle. Thanks to me she had undergone the Change and was now a member of the human race – all memories of her home planet obliterated. We could communicate, interact. We knew things about each other. We understood each other (up to a point). Obviously the workings of her little brain are still a complete mystery to me, but we do regard her as a real member of the family now. It’s only occasionally, when I catch that faraway look in her eyes, that I still get a frisson and wonder whether I will ever truly know her. And whether I would truly want to, frankly.

But it was good. Eventually I knew I had a daughter, and not just an incomprehensible bundle of demands. With this minor triumph under my belt I began to feel as if I might be on the way to getting a handle on this mothering lark. But meanwhile, in the early months while I was still having my brains sucked out I noticed that not many people rushed to haul me back into the adult world of crackling wit and laser-like brainpower that I had been so used to. I still had to rejoin the human race myself. Becoming a mother seemed to have involved a subtle change in status. What am I saying? There was bugger all subtle about it. I imagine it must be like becoming old (and I’ll soon find out if I’m right). Suddenly you are no longer a useful member of society helping turn the wheels of commerce but simply a drain on the resources of all the stockbrokers and bank managers who are, let’s face it, the ones who matter. I suppose it didn’t help that I was too tired to follow logical thought processes and I couldn’t blame people for having low expectations of somebody who spent long hours pushing a pram round the streets, dressed in dirty clothes and carpet slippers and singing quietly. Replace the contents of the pram with a couple of tins of cat food and I think even I would have given myself a wide berth. Nevertheless, it would have been nice not to be dismissed out of hand as a tedious lamebrain.

At first I found it irritating, but after a while I used to look forward to being asked ‘What do you do?’ I positively enjoyed answering placidly ‘Housewife and mother’ and sat back to watch the panic rising as they mentally ran through and rejected all the stock answers. ‘Does it pay well?’ Perhaps not. ‘Oh, my brother does that.’ Not desperately likely. ‘How interesting.’ Dear God, no.

Then relief would strike in a visible wave as they hit on me only possible answer. ‘Oh, most important job in the world, that,’ they would murmur unctuously before sloping off to find someone more interesting, like an accountant or a tax inspector. Everybody says it and nobody believes it, although, ironically, it is the most important job in the world and it’s impossible to do it right. So, no pressure there, then.

We all know that the skills involved in being a parent are legion. In any paid employment it would euphemistically be called ‘multi-tasking’ (in other words, half your colleagues have been made redundant and somebody’s got to do it). Within the confines of your home it’s called ‘not doing much at all really’. Any parent is a combination of teacher, nurse, nutritionist, psychologist, entertainer and mind reader. You don’t get weekends off and you don’t get to phone in sick when you fancy a lie-in. You get plenty of appraisals but precious little praise. The boss is illogical, impossible to reason with, incapable of undertaking the simplest task without rigid supervision and is prone to tantrums. Yes, I know we’ve all had jobs like that but at least we got paid for them.

Worst of all, however hard you work, whatever you do is wrong. I always thought of myself as intelligent, sensible, competent, firm in my opinions, patient and calm. It took the birth of my daughter to make me realise that I am in fact stupid, irritable, ham-fisted, lazy, illogical and have a tendency to cave in rather quickly to unreasonable demands. Trying to be a good mother is a bit like herding cats: one small victory is quickly overshadowed by a dozen glaringly obvious failures. If you go back to paid employment you are neglecting your children at the most important time in their lives; if you give up work and stay at home your children will be clingy and shy and lack independence. It’s not long before any mother with half a brain cell will do the only sensible thing and give up. You know you can’t win.

Mistrust anyone who claims to be a good mother. She’s probably been reading books and getting ideas and is missing the point entirely – it simply can’t be done. Her children will probably spend all their free time in houses where there is chocolate on tap and the TV is constantly switched to the cartoon channel, while she’s at home wondering where her purse went and why they missed their violin lessons. Meanwhile the mother with the red-hot remote and the sticky soft furnishings will be reviled by her children because she never made them study the violin so they never had the opportunity to nurture their latent musical talents. Moreover, you must treat with open hostility any mother who pretends to be doing a better job than you are. If you are foolish enough to voice openly your anxieties about bedtime routines and some smug mumsy type starts suggesting you use her foolproof methods, just poke her in the eye with a night light. It might very well be true that her little Tom is fast asleep by seven o’clock prompt without fail, but what she is neglecting to mention is that during his waking hours he will only eat jam sandwiches and has a tendency towards kleptomania. If there’s no such thing as the perfect mother, there’s certainly no such thing as the perfect child.

It did take a while for this to sink in, however, so I wasted a lot of time trying to be a good mother before I realised that, like the true communist state, it only exists in theory. Nobody will admit it at first, of course, any more than you would ever hear them say ‘Oh I’m an absolutely useless driver’ or ‘Actually I’m crap at sex’. Statistically, either or both of those two statements must be true of at least half the population, but everybody’s keeping quiet about it. Similarly, we all have little setbacks on the parental road to perdition, but because you can’t do it perfectly doesn’t mean you can’t do it at all. ‘Yes, I tried accountancy but failed the exams so I chucked it in.’ ‘Mmm, with me it was motherhood.’ You might feel like chucking it in sometimes and becoming a hermit, but it’s not going to happen. You just have to get used to being in the wrong.

So there you are stuck, up to your armpits in ‘the most important job in the world’ and a little encouragement wouldn’t go amiss. It’s a bit like the way children never pick up good habits in the playground, only bad ones. Nobody ever says ‘How clever of you to get her washed and fed and dressed in such a charming outfit – all before noon!’ No, they are more likely to stare pointedly at the piles of dirty laundry and ask in a concerned tone of voice if you are coping all right. It starts when the baby is born and your own mother (who has a bloody short memory) starts telling you about things that ‘never did you any harm’ and is very free with her criticism of your parenting skills. This is bad enough, but then before you can say ‘babywipes’ you find yourself locking horns with a toddler who can barely speak but you are absolutely certain has the NSPCC on redial and will scream blue murder if you have the temerity to serve her juice in the wrong cup. ‘But I wanted the blue one!’ Any household with young children will soon be echoing with the parental wail: ‘What? What? What have I done wrong now?’ We all start off thinking that as long as you take time to reason with your children and explain everything calmly and logically then they will accept your superior knowledge and bow to your authority. Nothing wrong with that. Except – let me think now – ‘children’, ‘reason’, ‘explain’, ‘calm’, ‘logic’ and ‘authority’. Given my previous reliance on logical argument, which seemed to work OK in the adult world, I was somewhat at a loss when faced with a fizzing ball of rage because I had suggested calmly and reasonably that it might be a good idea to put her shoes on before we went out on the street. Far from accepting my authority she was actually blaming me for it. At times like these ‘Because I said so’ seems like reasoning worthy of Wittgenstein.

Between the kid baying at me and the experts helpfully pointing out ten different ways to make the kid stop baying at me, is it any wonder that the phrase ‘benign neglect’ came to hold a haunting attraction. This way of thinking started even before she was old enough to have her own (ill-informed and ridiculous) opinions to challenge me with and hardened into steely-minded resolve as the months passed. I should stop trying to do things right and just do things. It was OK, I didn’t have to rush out to HMV because we didn’t have the right kind of Mozart to soothe the savage beast. (Yes, I do mean beast.) It really didn’t matter if I was still in my dressing gown at noon, as long as she was well and happy. Why couldn’t I pick her up when she was crying, if I wanted to? Surely three months was a little early to start instilling discipline? So what if I haven’t washed her hair for over a week, it’s not like she’s going to any cocktail parties. And anyway, that little Hitleresque smear of fringe on her forehead is simply there as an antidote to all the babies who look like Winston Churchill. The more other people, books and childcare pundits told me what I should be doing, the more these rebellious thoughts just kept on popping into my head. Or was I just being a lousy mother again? Funny how steely-minded resolve can crumble into whimpering timidity whenever there’s a child involved. Especially a cross one.

But God knows, should you ever falter in your determination to do the right thing, there are plenty of people queuing up to tell you how to do this ‘most important job in the world’. You can read an instruction manual to tell you how to put the buggy together. A nice lady in John Lewis was very helpful in overlooking my incompetence with a nursing bra. Claim forms for maternity pay are relatively straightforward. Other books, guides written by fashionable gurus and kindly – yet malicious – relatives will be falling over themselves to tell you how to explain death or put a stop to nose-picking. It’s probably best to keep the instruction book for the buggy but chuck all the rest of it on a bonfire, including the relatives (but not the nice lady from John Lewis). They’re just guessing. Let’s take as an example books and magazine articles on how to cook interesting and nutritious food for your toddler. I can’t count the number of times I’ve read about making little food faces with peas for eyes and slivers of carrot for a smiley mouth. It’s such fun the kids will just love it and gobble up their greens before you can say Sabatier! Hang on a minute, does that mean that if I’m intending to create two faces you expect me to cook four peas and two slices of carrot by themselves? Why of course. I’ll stuff a mushroom while I’m at it, while counting the number of angels I can fit on a pinhead with the other hand. Or maybe you’re assuming that the whole family eats together? Of course you are, because that’s what perfect families do, except that if she needs feeding at five and Daddy doesn’t get home until eight it doesn’t really work. Does it? Besides which, the toddler brain being what it is, you can create an Arcimboldo on a plate, only to be told that she doesn’t want to eat it because the man looks nice. At this point, cookbook goes out of the window and pizza goes into the oven – with all the green peppers picked off, naturally, in case she sullies her digestive system with something vaguely nutritious. It’s all fine and dandy in theory but you can follow the rules religiously and still fail – as anyone knows who has done all the right things with a nit comb before discovering that a thumbnail works better.

I was beginning to formulate a conspiracy theory. The whole world, from dippy aunts to dingbat cookery writers and smug stockbrokers, was ganging up on me to tell me I was doing everything wrong. And yet I had a happy and healthy child. Social Services hadn’t been called once. Not once. Perhaps – without the faintest nuance of complacency – just perhaps, I wasn’t doing too badly. At the risk of getting cocky I thought I could safely ignore any advice I hadn’t actually asked for and revel in my status as proper and confident mother. What I was experiencing was a bit like that one fine day in February that gives you the strength to go on because you know that spring will come at last. In fact, there’s still an awful lot of crap to get through before the sun finally comes out. But there was the odd glimmer of light.

There’s one question that guilt-ridden and anxious parents never ask themselves: ‘If I’m so useless at this, how come I’m still feeling iffy about handing my best-beloved over to someone with 150 years’ worth of childcare experience and qualifications coming out of her ears? Surely I should be overjoyed to offload the job on to someone whose sole purpose in life is to push buggies round parks and cook individual peas?’ Could it be that, at the back of your mind, there’s a tiny conviction that you are actually best placed to look after your own child? Once, when talking to a friend about the difficulties of finding suitable childcare, and having been made deeply despondent by the collection of lazy and grubby simpletons who were offering their services as childminders, I said that I wanted somebody as good as I was. ‘Oh no,’ she replied gloomily, ‘I want somebody better than me.’ Feeling guilty about her occasional peevish outbursts at her children and her inability to make a decent gingerbread man she was assuming that a professional could do the job better. Not so. Mary Poppins doesn’t exist. (And even if she did, the waiting list would be so long you would have to put your grandchildren down while you were still in nappies yourself.) As a mother, you are as good as it gets. I had to admit that this might be faint comfort to my daughter when it finally dawned on her that I was her mother, drunk or sober, and her family would never be like the ones in the adverts, but maybe I could encourage her to look on the bright side. I would never make it as a TV mum, but at least she wouldn’t have to drink Sunny Delight.

Coming to terms with my mediocrity as a mother was a massive relief. I joyously embraced the fact that as a family we were destined to be less like the Waltons and more like the Simpsons (or, quite possibly, the Addams). I could stop trying to be a perfect, mother – I was only upsetting myself. Until the day when ‘throwing the baby out with the bath water’ took on a literal meaning for me, I could relax and just get on with it.

Relax? Who was I kidding? I’d started, but I wasn’t ever going to finish. Are we there yet, Mummy? No, dear, nor are we ever likely to be.


Chapter Two
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ONCE THE INITIAL SHOCK IS OVER, BEING A family is rather nice. ‘Nuclear’ seems a bit of an unfortunate term for something so warm and cosy and wrapped up in itself. Or maybe it’s called that because the fallout is so far-reaching. Privacy? Ability to make your own decisions? An enclosed and secluded home life? You can forget about all that as soon as the sperm hits the egg. It’s not surprising I had doubts about my abilities as a mother when so many other people seemed to have an opinion on the matter.

I wouldn’t dream of approaching a slender young woman totally unknown to me and remarking ‘Thinking of getting pregnant? Would you prefer a boy or a girl?’ No more would I comment to any man with a stomach the size of triplets, ‘Blimey, I bet you had to drink a lot of beer to get that.’ But it seemed to me that all I had to do to attract the unwanted attention of every Nosy Parker on the street (not all of them entirely sober, in my experience) was to walk about being pregnant. I know that people think they are expressing a friendly interest, and perhaps I’m just a cantankerous old bag, but I really, really hated it. And however much I wanted to say ‘I don’t know you from Adam and my private life is none of your business’, I was forced by my upbringing to reply politely. ‘No, I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl. No, we don’t mind as long as it’s healthy. No, we haven’t decided on a name. Please go away now.’ I wish I’d had the front to look these people straight in the eye and say grimly, ‘I’m not pregnant. It’s dropsy.’ I never did, but I began to regret never having attended self-assertiveness classes. And I’d need a Ph.D. in one-upmanship in order to get through to some people.

And if pregnancy made me subject to unwanted attention, the outcome was even worse. I don’t even like to remember the circus that was childbirth. At the time I was in no position to think about my modesty, but there’s something utterly demeaning about being poked about by strangers while losing control of your bodily functions and uttering a sort of bovine lowing sound. A beautiful experience? Not really. A private joy? Joy, yes; private, no.

I like my privacy. I could never understand people who complained about the anonymity of London and how awful it was not to be intimate with your neighbours. This was a major advantage of London life as far as I was concerned. I had absolutely no desire to be chummy with people just because they lived in the flat above or below me – saying hello over the dustbins was quite enough for me. I also remember a friend who was brought up in a small village bemoaning the fact that when he was a teenager he couldn’t have half a cider and a Woodbine without his parents finding out about it within five minutes. It tended to cramp his style a little. Now we’re a family and we live in a house I understand exactly what he meant. From being a carefree singleton happy to plough my own furrow I am now living the same way my parents did. We are part of a community, like it or not. I can’t walk from the tube to my front door without exchanging greetings with at least one or two people – and they’re usually under ten years old.

There used to be a couple who lived a few doors away with whom we became friendly, mostly because our children were the same age. Deborah was my main source of local knowledge (gossip) when we moved in and I was soon up to speed on street scandals, when one day she mentioned that she and her husband had lived on that street for years and not known anyone at all – until they had children. Being a parent is so unpleasantly public. I also suspect that if I am privy to gossip about several of my neighbours then they must know more about us than I would normally care to divulge. I’ve taken to carrying my empties down the road to the bottle bank because I am sure one of my neighbours counts the bottles in our recycling box. Obviously it’s great for our daughter to be an accepted part of the social circle of the playground, but if I’m honest I’d rather be totally anonymous. I’m not even immune from the local kids. We all bang on about how wonderfully curious children are about everything, but being on the receiving end can get a little wearing. I’m tired of having to justify my choice of soft furnishings to an eight-year-old (‘Why have you got a blue sofa? It’s not the same as ours’) or being greeted with a chorus of ‘Where ya going?’ from the gaggle of kids clustered around the gate whenever I leave the house. ‘Out! I’m going out! Mind your own business and leave me alone!’ Come to think of it, there’s no perhaps about it: I am a cantankerous old bag.

It started in earnest as soon as I returned home from hospital with my precious bundle. A home that was suddenly filled with a stream of visitors who didn’t really do much except dirty all the cups. And although I was very grateful for the help of midwives and health visitors in the early days, I couldn’t help feeling I was under surveillance. Which I was, of course, and I had to quash my faint feelings of resentment that they had to check that I wasn’t dangerous or neglectful. The very idea! I was surprised they felt they had to ask. But I did think I had gained the trust of our health visitor when she admitted that she didn’t drink tea when she was working because she found that other people’s toilets were often not of the cleanest. ‘No! Really? You can have a tour of our toilet any time you like – no need to give notice.’ She declined, but I felt a minor glow of victory. There you are, you can tell me I’m not holding the baby properly but at least my toilet can stand up to scrutiny.

Those days are gone but general nosiness hasn’t. I’m thinking of changing my hairdresser because I’m sick of her quizzing me about when my daughter is going to get a little brother or sister. Perfectly nice woman, but she’s my hairdresser for God’s sake. She knows nothing about my life or circumstances but should at least have noticed the state of my hair, considering her profession. I didn’t dye it that grey – perhaps that should suggest something to her. But no, she keeps twittering on about two being better than one, and only children really need someone else to play with, while I squirm and mutter vaguely about ‘letting nature take its course’. Not mentioning that the next thing that nature has in store for me is probably the menopause. It’s all a bit intrusive and a little upsetting – and she missed a bit of fringe last time.

At least the hairdresser can lay claim to knowing me a little. Mad old women at bus stops have no excuse for inflicting their unwanted opinions on us. Stand quietly with a small child and you’re laying yourself open to criticism. One woman in particular is lodged in my memory. She started by questioning me closely about my daughter, whether she liked school, if she had to wear a uniform and so on, before turning on the girl, who, to her credit, fixed the old bat with a baleful glare and refused to answer her impertinent questions. So I got the full force of her lecture on the sheer awfulness of the youth of today, and the fecklessness of modern parents, and how rude it was not to answer when somebody asked you a question. I must say I was with my daughter on this one – I think it’s incredibly rude to subject a complete stranger to an interrogation on their parenting decisions, but I was far too polite to say ‘No, of course she doesn’t play truant you ridiculous old trout, she’s five years old.’ I just had to stand there and take it while my lips disappeared into a thin line of resentment. Would she have grilled a middle-aged man about his business ethics? I think not, but as a mother and child we were fair game.

Obviously that woman was as mad as a fish, but it wasn’t so very different from the barrage of advice and criticism that lands on you with all the subtlety of an avalanche as soon as you become a parent.

What is it about having a child that makes everyone think they know better than you do? Is this some unspoken social contract that I wasn’t told about – the mere fact of turning up on your doorstep with an ugly and unsuitable present gives people the right to start lecturing? You can, if you choose to, quite successfully ignore all books, television programmes and Woman’s Hour, but when face to face with people it seems impossible to escape the flood of advice that comes in all forms from the mildly irritating to the downright lunatic.

During the first three months of my daughter’s life alone, I was told that she looked like a boy and I should dress her in pink; that in temperatures rising 30°C she ought to have socks on; that she was thirsty and needed a little fruit juice (this was at two weeks old – it probably would have killed her); and I was exhorted to give her formula milk as soon as possible because breast-feeding is bad for you. I happen not to like baby powder. I think it’s messy and unnecessary and I didn’t want my lovely daughter to have a claggy bum. But I was wrong about that, too, apparently. After listening to thousands of sentences that all begin ‘Don’t you think you should…’ I developed a glazed look – a glaze which soon hardened into an unbreakable carapace, to protect me from the danger of collapsing under the weight of all that ‘well-meant’ (ha!) advice.

My favourite piece of advice, though, was given to a friend of mine. She was told, quite seriously, by her mother-in-law that she must on no account give her son baby massage because it would turn him into a homosexual. (Mind you, I only think it’s funny because it didn’t happen to me. Her husband still goes pink when I remind him of it. Which is often.)

And then there are the people who insist they have ‘a way’ with children. I quite often had my crying daughter plucked from my protective grasp by somebody who was convinced that the best way to quiet a hungry baby is to jiggle it up and down and sing. I’m no expert on babies but I can make an educated guess that when a baby cries it’s not often because it’s suddenly developed a yen to be bounced up and down and cooed at by a complete stranger. Although, of course I could be wrong about that as well.

It was of no consequence that my child was healthy and happy, apparently not worthy of comment that the person ladling out the advice last had a kid forty years ago and he was brought up by a nanny; no matter that her




	‘Always/never listen to the child’s requests and bear in mind that she has rights and opinions, too.’ That’s easy, it’s ‘always’, obviously. Isn’t it? Or should she just learn to do as she’s told because Mother knows best and she’s still too young to know what’s good for her? Maybe it’s ‘sometimes’ – which makes for a rather inconsistent rule so I might as well scrap that one and play it by ear. Let’s try another one.

	‘When going out with a toddler and a buggy always/never carry everything with you that you might possibly need.’ Again, I started off thinking it was ‘always’ until I realised that I would end up needing a pantechnicon for every short trip to the shops, so I would stick to essentials and developed a flair for improvisation. But then again, it does depend how far you are going and for how long …

	‘Always/never explain everything in detail.’ Of course I would never dream of fobbing my daughter off with vague and meaningless replies to difficult questions – until she asked one.

	‘Always/never make rigid rules that cannot be broken.’
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