
[image: Cover Missing]


About the Author

Fiona Gibson is a freelance journalist who has written for many publications including the Observer, the Guardian, Red and Marie Claire. She has three children.


Also by Fiona Gibson

Wonderboy

Babyface

Lucky Girl

Mummy Said the F-Word


THE FISH FINGER YEARS

(What Your Mother Never Told You About Bringing up Kids)

Fiona Gibson

[image: Image-Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2005 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Fiona Gibson 2005

The right of Fiona Gibson to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 444 74072 1

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


For Helen and Fliss,

who saved my bacon during the
 Bethnal Green baby years


acknowledgments

With many thanks to:

My lovely friends who have shared their tips and experiences for this book: Jen, Kath, Cheryl, Stephen, Una, Elizabeth, Adele, Fiona, Janine, Margaret, Karen, Jacqueline, Tania, Amanda, Annwyn, Donna, Yvonne, Gavin, Julie, Deany, Sheena, Michelle, Radhika, Jane Parbury, Jane Alexander. Penny and Mink for hauling me through those ciggie cravings.

Ellie, Cathy and Wendy for huge support all along the way. Margery and Keith, as always.

My wonderful agent, Annette Green. All at Hodder especially Sara Kinsella, Emma Longhurst and Jack Dennison. Sue and Chris at Atkinson Pryce.

The many Mumsnetters who shared their tips and anecdotes on www.mumsnet.com (as addictive as many other leisure pursuits but without the hangovers – to any parent, an absolute godsend).

The experts: Dr Dorothy Einon, Tim Kahn, Caryn Skinner, Helena Sharpstone, Suzie Hayman, Tina Jesson, Kim Einhorn, Naomi Rawlings, Nick Fisher, Lesley Steyn, Professor Stephen Palmer, Sue Maxwell, Jennifer Smith, Steve Biddulph.

Several sections in this book were previously published in a slightly different form in the Sunday Herald, The Guardian, Red magazine and Family Circle. Reprinted with kind permission. Thanks to Jane Wright at the Sunday Herald, Andrea Childs at Red, and Hannah Pool at Guardian Weekend.

Jimmy and my own fish finger scoffers: Sam, Dex and Erin.


contents

Introduction

1 Kids in the House

2 What Kids Want

3 Kids in Public Places

4 Where are We Going Today?

5 Kids on Holiday

6 Kids v Work

7 Kids at School

8 Special Occasions

9 Kids are so Embarrassing

10 Kids will be Kids

11 You’re Still a Couple, Honest

12 How to be Perfect

13 Things I Wish My Mother had Told Me (before I became a mother myself)

A Directory of Places and Stuff


introduction

Before we had kids I paid little heed to the smaller members of the species. Sure, I’d notice them – swiping at sweets at the M&S checkout, or thundering down from their bedrooms and hollering, ‘Wanna drink!’ while their parents and I attempted to enjoy a proper grown-up evening. Yes, I was aware of other people’s kids, ripping off their cacky nappies in public places, and breaking free of their buggy restraints in order to catapult themselves mere inches in front of oncoming buses. Occasionally I’d wonder: why do parents slap their kids after they’ve prevented them from being run over? He’s okay, so you smack him, then he’s crying and definitely not okay – where’s the logic? I didn’t realise that logic doesn’t come into it. Rarely did I consider that I might want one of these wild, unpredictable, damp-nostrilled creatures of my very own.

What I did think about was children’s bedrooms: or, more precisely, the beautiful environment I’d create for the mythical being that was The Baby I Might Have One Day. Here’s what I pictured: pale lilac walls, small arrangement of tasteful cuddly toys (not your battery-operated, highly-flammable acrylic pink rabbit which hops across the carpet in a sinister manner), shelf housing a neat stack of the books I’d loved as a child (Rosie’s Walk, Miffy Goes to Hospital, Where the Wild Things Are). Like pretty much every child-free buffoon, I had less than zero idea about the realities of raising a miniature human being.

I thought that, when a child had finished a jigsaw, he would carefully put all the pieces back into the box and replace the lid. I didn’t imagine that he would wander off to tip 762 Lego pieces out of another box, then stamp on the jigsaw box lid, before mooching off for a wee and tinkling all over the bathroom floor and failing to flush the lav, and then – without washing his hands – opening the fridge door, extracting an open pack of butter, licking it, and finally dropping it on to the floor to be coated by the little bits of stick and grass and soil which he’d tramped in from the garden. Then, having thoroughly trashed the house, he would swing gently on the still open fridge door and declare: ‘I don’t know what to doo-hoo.’

I’d never considered any of this, because I felt – with absolute certainty – that when I did produce kids, I would pay someone else to look after them. Someone once told me about baby hotels, where your children can go for a mini holiday without you, and I actually believed that these places exist. Sure, I was confident that I’d relish the prettier aspects of child-rearing: scampering through leafy glades, and cuddling up on the sofa with my pink-cheeked offspring – I actually thought that child-rearing would consist solely of scampering and cuddling. However, I’d definitely skip the humdrum bits (laundering bibs). In order to achieve this blissful state of affairs, I’d hire a competent, reassuringly plain-faced nanny who would present smear-free cuties on my return from the office.

Then I became pregnant, and we discovered that we were expecting twins. My partner J suggested that I take a career break. ‘I’d go mental,’ I retorted. My bump grew, and grew, until – at barely five foot three – I was a humungous doughball with a tiddly pimple on top. One generous friend observed, ‘Your head looks like a pea on a drum.’

Our sons were born in 1997. I started to wonder whether a brief spell at home wasn’t such an appalling idea. Maybe it was an after-effect of all those yummy pain-relieving drugs, or the mushy consistency of my brain at that time, but I thought: how hard can it be? I looked forward to lying on the grass in our East London park, acquiring a tan and flipping idly through Heat magazine.

And of course, it was nothing like that. Like most new parents, I was a demented, sleep-deprived wreck. Pre-babies, I’d known just two facts about our neighbourhood: that the Tube fare to work cost £1.40, and the off-licence shut at ten pm. Now I was here all the time, obsessing over what my swishy working friends might be doing. It seemed that whenever something horrible happened – vomit explosion, unsavoury nappy incident in public place – a former colleague would call to brag that she was just leaving for a conference at Babington House, or killing time between her Indian head massage and breast exfoliation treatment.

Dr Winnicott, a 1930s psychoanalyst, declared that separating young children from the home – ie, enlisting some form of childcare – could cause a kid to experience ‘emotional blackout’. He failed to acknowledge the emotional blackout experienced by a previously kitten-heeled woman now stripped of her smart working wardrobe, who can no longer enter her favourite shop because the buggy’s too wide. I was ridiculously envious of J’s twenty-minute journey to work on the Central Line. I pictured him pondering the Guardian crossword when of course he was hot and fuming and wedged under a stranger’s festering armpit.

Then something clicked, and I got my head around several crucial facts:


	
[image: Image Missing] Every parent should be forced, by law, to make friends with other parents. These people will save you.

	
[image: Image Missing] Parenting is unlike any other job, in that there’s a distinct absence of feedback or performance reviews. No one whoops, ‘Fabulous presentation!’ just because you and your children have managed to emerge from the house with everyone’s shoes on the right feet.

	
[image: Image Missing] Everything is a phase. Tantrums, fevers, foul nappies, bed-wetting, biting, clinginess, inter-sibling fighting, demanding ketchup sandwiches with crusts removed – all phases.

	
[image: Image Missing] When one phase subsides, another begins.

	
[image: Image Missing] There isn’t a parent on this earth who hasn’t calculated the precise date at which the last of their offspring will leave home.

	
[image: Image Missing] Life improves dramatically as our children grow older.

	
[image: Image Missing] In restaurants, it is perfectly normal for a child to be more enthralled by the roaring hand dryer in the toilets than anything on his plate.

	
[image: Image Missing] Every other parent is as freaked out as you are. It’s just that some people are really good at pretending that they know everything, and live some perfect Boden-catalogue life.



I dearly wish that someone had shouted that last point right into my face. It would have made a big difference. And that’s why I decided to write this book. Yes, parenting advice is often useful, occasionally sanity-saving – but what’s really perked me up over the years is hearing about the messy, chaotic and often hugely embarrassing stuff which constitutes eighty per cent of child-rearing. I decided to collect parents’ anecdotes and confessions, as well as their nuggets of advice, and piece them together with my own experience of being a very imperfect mother.

While this book doesn’t claim to make parenting easy, it will at least reassure you that it’s not just your kid who delights in exposing his bum, in a crowded playground, while balancing on the uppermost bar of a climbing frame.

Fiona, mother to

Sam and Dexter, aged seven, and Erin, four


1
 kids in the house


Your child’s bedroom: showroom or cesspit? • beating back chaos • your pants drawer and other private places • who wants an anally-retentive kid? • getting children to tidy up without paying them (much) • entertaining other people’s kids (and horrible things about them) • why your own children want to injure each other • better things to do than fighting • our PlayStation row • how much telly should kids watch?



Let me start by describing a bedroom. Actually, it’s similar in feel to my fantasy child’s bedroom, except that instead of lilac, there’s white – white walls, white floorboards, white wardrobe, white chest of drawers – acres of dazzling, exhale-and-you’ll-foul-it-up white. Being in this room is, I imagine, similar to finding yourself in Antarctica, minus the penguins.

In fact, there is a penguin – a cuddly penguin – nestling among a small collection of tasteful playthings. Yes, this is a child’s bedroom. In fact, it belongs to a four-year-old boy – my best friend’s kid.

In this room you’re safe in the knowledge that you won’t encounter anything disgustingly sticky and that your bare foot won’t land on a slimy banana – which should be comforting but is, in fact, rather spooky. Where’s the messy stack of mangled Simpsons comics, the scattering of de-robed Action Men, the billions of dried-up felt tips, the smell which I can only describe as Eau de Boy’s Bedroom – a fragrant blend of festering duvet, rank socks, ancient biscuits and slowly putrefying apple cores?

Whenever I come home from Tidy Kid’s house, I’m awash with revulsion at the state of my sons’ shared room. Here we see not acres of hygienic whiteness, but chocolate Santas left over from Christmas, now ground into the carpet, and a lingering whiff of something which could possibly be rotting shellfish, trapped in an airing cupboard for centuries, but turns out to be an upended carton of fish food. Spend too long in this dank hovel and you start fretting that bad things are happening to your respiratory system.

I start fixating on my sons’ room, blaming it for the fact that we’ve been invaded by small browny-grey rodents. Mouse colonies roam freely, relishing the massive soft play centre with twenty-four-hour snack bar that is my sons’ boudoir. The rodent problem gets so bad that I have to call the environmental health man. When he arrives, I ask, ‘What’s the main reason for mice to take over a house?’

He shoots a nervous glance into my sons’ room and says, ‘Poor housekeeping.’

In desperation, I call my friend Lucy – Tidy Kid’s mother – demanding to know how she maintains such a pristine environment. ‘Children mimic their parents,’ she says. ‘Could you be setting a bad example?’

‘It’s all their stuff,’ I protest. ‘There’s so much of it. We’re drowning under seven years’ worth of toys.’ Actually, this is a real possibility: that my partner J and I will be found, deceased, under a 230-piece Transforming Blok Bots Ultimate Assault construction kit.

‘Do they need so many toys?’ Lucy asks.

Then it hits me. There is only one solution.


It’s the toys . . . or us

Some facts to consider when poised to buy your child yet more stuff:


	
[image: Image-Missing]  The average cost of raising a child is £140,000. Surely, a whopping proportion of this total is spent on toys which look pretty fabulous on the box but, once home, simply merge with the millions of other pieces of useless plastic which spear your backside as you lower yourself on to the sofa, sabotaging any hope of creating a minimalist Elle Deco-inspired lifestyle.

	
[image: Image-Missing]  Sadly, charity shops might not want your old guff. (Gone are the days when you could dump all your old tripe in front of a sweet-faced elderly lady, and run.) Some shops will accept only toys with a BSA kite mark. Call first before depositing some enormous plaything – ie, a sixteen-floor multi-storey garage. Hospitals are unwilling to take used toys, but are grateful for as-new boxed delights. To dump the truly awful stuff that no charitable organisation would want, you can either car boot it (accepting that the real junk will follow you home) or sling it into a bin bag until the next call for jumble. Of course you could – gasp – just bin it.

	
[image: Image-Missing]  Two bin liners can be filled with old dross without a child twigging that you’ve had a sneaky sort-out.

	
[image: Image-Missing]  In the unlikely event that your kid bleats, ‘Where’s that broken old biro that leaks ink and doesn’t work but I really, really like?’ simply reply, ‘I’m sure it’ll turn up eventually’, or, ‘I think Dad was using it.’

	
[image: Image-Missing]  Scary facts: by the age of three, fifty per cent of children have a CD player in their bedrooms, and forty-two per cent their own TV, according to a survey conducted by Mother and Baby magazine. Meanwhile, two-thirds are bought new toys at least once a month. Clearly, something must be done.





So I come up with a plan. I creep off to the Heart, Chest and Stroke shop with a heap of knackered playthings, including an infuriating ‘talking’ alphabet toy with only one working button (‘M is for mat! M is for mat!’). Back home, I brag to J about my space-clearing endeavours. ‘Great,’ he says, ‘they have way too much stuff – it’s disgusting,’ as if he had no part in the purchasing of these items. Truth is, he buys our kids far more of the stuff they really want – noisy weapons from Woolies, horrible neon-bright sweeties – than I do. Yet still he retorts: ‘They’re so spoiled, it’s ridiculous. When I was their age . . .’

At this point, our children spin off to some parallel universe, where there is no tedious parent droning: ‘When I was your age, I had virtually nothing. Just a tin of marbles and a second-hand Scalextric. And you know what? I thought I was the luckiest boy in the world.’ J insists – rather unconvincingly – that one Christmas, his most impressive present was a packet of sparkly pipe-cleaners. One of our sons stifles a yawn. His brother jiggles a wobbly tooth and asks, ‘Where is Paris?’

J is angry now. Not only do our children own more toys than any other kids in the world (‘More than princes and princesses?’ our daughter asks, gleefully,) they also start humming, and spinning on our swivel chair, just as their father is reminding them that he would willingly bring in coal from the shed – at four years old – while holding down three separate paper rounds (total distance walked per week: twenty-one miles) and doing a weekly shop for his granny. ‘Where’s that Scalextric now, Dad?’ one of our sons asks.

‘It was passed on to another family,’ he explains. ‘We did that in those days – appreciated a toy’s value. We didn’t just throw things out.’

‘Aw,’ grumbles Almighty Over-Indulged One. ‘I could’ve had that.’

Several days after dumping our surplus toys in the charity shop, I’m back in there with my kids, feeling unusually generous. I tell the children to choose one small item each. My daughter swoops on the talking alphabet toy.

‘Don’t we have one like this?’ she asks, thumping the buttons: M is for mat! M is for mat!

‘It’s just like ours,’ announces my son, awash with joyful nostalgia. ‘Can we have it?’

£2.75 for your kids’ old busted toy? That’s what I’d call a bargain.

Far more effective ways to beat back chaos

Not drowning, but waving: how other parents avoid that Toys ‘R’ Us feeling.


I’ve adopted a draconian approach to mess. When James is at school, I sneak into his room and rearrange everything so he won’t spot that I’ve taken tons of stuff. I also tell him that if anything’s left lying on the floor after tidy-up time, I’ll assume it’s rubbish and will bin it. Some people find this a deeply offensive approach.

Tough-talking Jane, a health writer and mother to six-year-old James

I’ve set ground rules – like the floor must be cleared before anyone goes to bed – so I’m not stumbling over debris in the morning. We had a ‘no toys in the living room after eight pm’ rule when the children were little. Recently, though, I was becoming quite depressed about Emma’s room. She started pestering us for a cat. Her dad told her she could have one if she kept her room tidy for a month.

We drew up a tick box – one box for every day of the month – and inspected the room each evening to see if it came up to scratch. Emma needed twenty-eight ticks in a row before she could have her cat. Now it’s been thirty-five days and we’re off to the Cats’ Protection League next weekend. I hope she’s fallen into good habits – for good.

Tina Jesson, founder of home styling company Home Stagers and mother to Daniel, fourteen, and Emma, eleven

Ban bulky toys. Don’t allow them into your house, unless you want to live in a soft play centre. My parents wanted to buy Ruby-Jane a ballpit and kept telling us, ‘But it’s only seven feet square!’ We just said no.

Neil, a systems analyst and father to Ella, seven, and Ruby-Jane, two

Several times a year I pull a huge guilt number on James and suggest that he gives away toys he no longer wants to poor children. We end up with a tiny bag of cracked Lego but at least it’s a start.

Tough Jane again



Brilliant ways to keep horrible stuff out of sight

Kids are generally pretty hopeless at setting up storage systems, and so they should be: who wants to encourage a weird fascination with hanging files and those tiddly crystal tabs to hold labels? Systems are our job. We can help our children to decide what goes where, and label drawers/storage boxes accordingly. The idea is to con them into thinking they’re making all the decisions, when in fact you’re the one who’s pulling off a fabulous organisational feat.

It doesn’t really matter what you use to keep slagheaps of crap out of sight – as long as it is out of sight. We’ve tried stackable boxes, trays which slide under beds, enormous wicker baskets for the 8,000 cuddly toys which reside here rent-free; less successfully, we bought plastic storage bins on wheels which our offspring used to transport each other around the house at great speed, which wasn’t the idea at all.

My aim now is to prevent the kids and their assorted possessions from permeating every corner of our home. Four years ago, when we’d just moved into our small Lanarkshire town and didn’t know a soul, I’d invite my sons’ playgroup pals around to romp about our house. I hadn’t a clue about establishing rules. It didn’t occur to me that not every parent allows hordes of kids to bounce on the grown-ups’ bed in their wellies, or haul Mum’s underwear from its drawer, and career downstairs on plastic sledges while wearing black lacy bras on top of their T-shirts. I just cowered on the sidelines, feeling helpless.

One evening it took J and me until ten-thirty to clear up. Clearly, I was being an idiot. Now the kids can play downstairs, or take their friends to their bedrooms – but there’s no clambering into the walk-in cupboard where J keeps his nine guitars, or sneaking into our bedroom to snort over my pants.


My concession to having Charlotte [aged three] has been to replace our glass coffee table with a felt cube and buy two massive silver baskets from Lakeland into which her toys are stashed every night. We’re moving soon, and will have a family room plus a living room just for grown-ups. I’m tempted to put high-up bolts on the doors. It’s really important for us to have a child-free space to retreat to.

Pregnant, no-messing Pru




You’ll find more clever storage solutions at:


	
[image: Image-Missing] Ikea: holy grail of cheap, in loud colours. Raised beds with storage underneath, tough plastic toy boxes, bedroom shelving, cupboards and chests of drawers, every size and shape of storage basket – the whole child-sized caboodle.

	
[image: Image-Missing] www.next.co.uk for eye-pleasing kids’ bedroom furniture in non-sickly colours.

	
[image: Image-Missing] www.littledreamers.co.uk offer a small range of simple, functional kids’ furniture – zingy brights for boys, pastel pinks and lilacs for girls (ho hum . . . surely my daughter cannot be the only young female who detests pink?). Reasonably priced, but the delivery charges hoik up the cost somewhat.

	
[image: Image-Missing]  For nifty ideas which are almost too lovely for children try www.theholdingcompany.co.uk.

	
[image: Image-Missing]  Likewise www.muji.co.uk for baskets, hanging storage and clever ideas like pop-up laundry baskets which are crying out to be stuffed with soft toys.

	
[image: Image-Missing] The Pier for folksy appliqued toy sacks and chests of baskets (easier than hefty wooden drawers for kids to open and shut). Also shallow wicker baskets in which to bung all their gunk and kick out of sight under the bed.

	
[image: Image-Missing]  If your preferred method is to fling everything into a massive chest and bang the lid shut, you’ll find grown-up-looking ottomans and blanket boxes at John Lewis and www.beds2go.co.uk, or more child-pleasing toy boxes with designs ranging from the cutesy to zany at www.just4kidz.co.uk.



See store guide for shops’ phone numbers



Tidy-up cops beware

However gorgeous your child’s new storage system, please don’t be too anally fixated. When you hear yourself raging, ‘That’s not the Lego tray, that’s the Meccano tray, dimwit,’ it’s time to retreat from your kid’s room, creep downstairs, and pour yourself a big fat vodka.

Two reasons not to raise an immaculate kid:


	
1  He’ll start pointing at your knicks on the bedroom floor and shouting, ‘Is that where those belong, hmmm?’

	
2  Your friends – at least your normal friends – will hate you.




Until we had Jojo my partner Matthew was a neat freak who arranged all the remote controls in a neat line. Now the baby’s nine months and our flat is strewn with feeding dishes and bottles, blankets with sick all over, teddies with gunge all over . . . I’d like to be tidier, but it’s not a priority right now. It makes me laugh to think that our friends used to call our place the show home.

Mel, who can no longer find the remote

I go through phases of slinging out toys, but you do have to do it discreetly. The prospect of seeing your child scrabbling through the outside bin to retrieve Action Man’s fluorescent gilet is too much to bear.

Cathy, full-time mother to Michael, nine, Caitlin, six, and Molly, four

I despise the chaos that children leave in their wake, but do allow Nina to make a mess as long as it’s cleared up before anything else is brought out. I’d hate to reduce her to the tidiness equivalent of an anorexic.

Millie, self-confessed anal-retentive and mother to Nina, three, and Laura, eighteen months



A note on garden play equipment

For several years, relatives have threatened to descend upon us with enough outdoor play equipment to turn our garden into a fully-equipped amusement park on a scale not dissimilar to Chessington World of Adventures. We have managed to bat them off, knowing full well that garden playthings are destined to be ignored and will only be splattered with wet leaves and bird poo.

Judging from our friends’ experiences, it seems that the only time a kid exhibits a smidge of interest in his fancy swing with boat attachment is when a chum comes to play. Then their own child hogs the swing (‘It’s MINE!’), yelping with delight as if to ram home what a fabulous time he’s having, and ignoring the tortured sobs of his playmate.

As well as shunning swings, climbing frames and the like, we’ve also avoided those plastic cars which kids can sit in and ‘drive’. With twins, we’d have had to buy two of the wretched contraptions or endured perpetual warfare. At a friend’s house, the Little Tykes car was hoisted over the fence and placed out of sight on the canal towpath until we’d gone home.

It’s bad enough that these unwieldy playthings exist in shopping centres and friends’ gardens. Let’s keep them there.

Kids are never too young to be put to work

We don’t want pernickety children who run screaming when a parent so much as sploshes a fingernail-sized dollop of bolognaise on the wipe-able tablecloth. (‘Mess! Boo-hoo! Wipe it away!’) However nor do we wish to raise pampered princes/ princesses who leave a trail of litter in their wake.

Children should, of course, help around the home: we owe it to ourselves, and their future life partners, to encourage, cajole and bribe them into learning basic domestic skills. Boy children especially. Research commissioned by the EOC indicates that daughters are willing to get stuck into the laundry and washing up – ie, tasks usually tackled by Mum – and nearly half keep their rooms tidy. According to the survey, boys are more inclined to assist Dad with DIY and gardening and just a piddling third of them regularly tidy their rooms.

There is, of course, no reason for this to be so – in fact, it’s ludicrous to assume that little Chloe will delight in pairing up the socks from the laundry basket, while Danny will only acquaint himself with heavy-duty welding-type activities taking place in the garage.

Some parents have wangled a helping hand from both sexes:


Everyone loads their own plates and cutlery into the dishwasher. I made this a rule as soon as Ben was capable of carrying a plate without smashing it. Gone are the days when everyone zooms away from the table, leaving me with a crime scene.

Mary-Ann, teaching assistant and mother to Timothy, ten, and Ben, seven

Emma sets the table, Daniel clears it, and each child does a ‘scrap-and-swill’, scraping leftovers into the bin and rinsing the plate before loading the dishwasher.

Home Stagers’ Tina again

I realised I was treating my daughter as a ‘mother’s little helper’ while the boys got away with occasionally picking up Lego. Now everyone has their jobs – Hoovering, washing up, polishing shoes, stacking up the videos neatly. I’ve had to learn not to be a perfectionist and let them tackle tasks in their own chaotic but well-meaning way.

Eleanor, self-employed management consultant and mother to Adam, eleven, Charlie, ten, and Emily, seven



Actually, it only occurred to me that children are capable of simple domestic tasks when my sons’ friend Cameron, aged six, came round for tea. A cheery, well-mannered boy, he wolfed his meal, placed his knife and fork tidily on the plate – then carried it across the kitchen and deposited it beside the sink. ‘Wow,’ I said. ‘Thank you, Cameron.’

My own kids have yet to follow his example. The boys are supposed to receive a quid a week’s pocket money for keeping their room in reasonable shape, but we have yet to witness much effort being made on the decluttering front. Trouble is, pocket money is so often forgotten – resulting in a parent being hit with a final-payment demand of seventy-two quid – or a child cottons on to the ‘labour = reward’ concept and starts demanding fair remuneration for picking up a dropped teaspoon. However, after Cameron’s visit – and reading a report in parenting magazine Junior which claims that, in helping around the house, children are learning valuable life skills – I decided to put my children to work. Junior magazine reckons that, by six or seven years old, children should be capable of sorting laundry, setting the table, keeping their rooms tidy, weeding the garden and helping to wash and dry dishes. Here’s how my children fare with a variety of tasks.

Packing a suitcase. I suggest that my daughter (aged four) helps to choose her clothes for our forthcoming holiday. She selects a manky, washed-out pair of orange shorts, around 35 soft toys and several damp, fungal-smelling towels. ‘All done,’ she says proudly, slamming the case shut.

Putting away an enormous heap of videos. Son one: But I didn’t mess them up! It’s not fair. (I explain that no videos will be watched until the pile has been put away tidily in the cupboard.)


Son two: Look! Star Wars. I wanna watch Star Wars.

Daughter: No, Bambi!

Son one: It’s not fair. She always chooses.

Daughter: Bambi! Whaaa!

Me: If you don’t stop this, it’ll go to the charity shop.

Son two: What will?

Me: Er – everything!

Daughter: Not my toys! Whaaa . . .

Voice in my head: You want a cigarette. You want a cigarette. Go on – just one little ciggie won’t hurt you.

J: Why don’t I flip a coin? (He does this. Daughter wins.)

Son two: That’s not fair! Do eeny-meeny-miney-mo. (Bambi is put on.)

Voice in my head: Yummy, yummy cigarettes.

Daughter: Don’t want Bambi. Want Finding Nemo.



Sweeping up. Although my children view this as way down in the hierarchy of chores, the brush now becomes highly desirable and is fought over with gusto. Son one: ‘You never let me brush up! It’s not fair!’ The brush is confiscated, and I do the sweeping up while they’re all watching Finding Nemo.

Cleaning the bathroom floor. With my favourite FCUK jumper. Actually, this doesn’t count as a chore. The frantic mopping of lino is my sons’ attempt to avoid a PlayStation ban (standard penalty for flooding the floor during bathtime).

‘Improving’ the kitchen wall. Throwing himself into the spirit of enhancing our home, one of my sons starts to pick bubbly paint off the kitchen wall. J joins in, and by the time they’ve finished, the wall boasts an enormous mottled grey bare patch, and there’s a pile of paint flakes on the floor. ‘That’s better,’ J says. Then he walks away and sidles up next to our daughter to watch Finding Nemo.

Tidying bedrooms. This amounts to my sons ramming filthy clothing into their drawers. I am then obliged to sniff each garment before re-sorting it into a ‘clean’ or ‘dirty’ pile as appropriate.

Packing lunchboxes. Rather than being genuinely useful – ie, swilling out yesterday’s slurry of orange juice and tuna-mayo – one son chooses a Blue Riband chocolate biscuit plus a handful of chocolate coins from the goodie tin, gleefully announcing, ‘I’ll do this every day for extra pocket money.’

Cleaning out the car. There’s so much fun stuff to do in your average vehicle – turning on indicators and lights, beeping the horn, trying to climb out of the sun roof – that it’s hard for my kids to concentrate on the valeting service which our car so urgently requires. A son retches at the unidentifiable decomposed fruit or vegetable matter in the hand recess of the door. There’s sand on the floor from last year’s Cornish holiday. From under a seat my daughter discovers a horrible stiff black thing, like a withered hand, which is later identified as a banana skin. She then monopolises the Dyson for so long that it overheats, cuts out, and refuses to rouse itself for the rest of the day.

So can kids really be useful around the home? Of course they can, with supervision and the promise of hard cash. However, the above experiment has also made me realise that, although they may be perfectly capable of undertaking simple tasks, young children tackle the more tedious chores in such a cack-handed manner that you’re tempted to give up and do everything yourself.

Which is, of course, precisely what the little buggers want.


I reward special jobs like cleaning out the car or a serious stint of helping in the garden. Maybe 50p or a pound if they’ve spent all afternoon doing something. But not everyday jobs. You can’t get to the point where you’re doling out cash just because they’ve remembered to flush the toilet.

Tom, furniture-maker and full-time father to Lauren, seven, and Charlie, five



Other people’s kids in your house

When you think about it, there’s zero point in aiming for a squeaky clean home. Even if your own children are impeccably neat, and bark, ‘Wipe that up!’ if you so much as smear jam on a worktop, chances are that other people’s kids regularly invade your home. And they will mess it up, big style.

Other people’s kids are so much harder to handle than our own. While we’re familiar with our offspring’s bodily functions – their toileting habits, the rich odours they produce – having to wipe the bum of a child to whom we’re not directly related is most unpleasant, and has, on one occasion, caused my lunch to bubble up into my throat. Are you really obliged to change a visiting kid’s nappy or can you possibly pretend, when his parent picks him up, that he’s only just soiled himself? I’d say that any non-liquid emissions which occur less than thirty minutes before pick-up time count as ‘just done’.

Even more frightful are their runny noses. The sight of two quivering columns of mucus really makes me want to puke. I’ve wiped my own kids’ streaming noses a billion times without flinching – yet, when a friend popped round, and urged her three-year-old son to ‘give Fiona a kiss’, a mere glimpse of his dribbling nostrils triggered me to emit a loud barfing sound, to which the child enquired, ‘Is you sick?’

My sons’ mates, who are around six and seven years old, have at least mastered the art of cleaning their own orifices. Yet it still amazes me how different these kids are from each other, and how misleading appearances can be. The tough cookie, who looks like he feasts on entire lambs and could happily gnaw a chunk out of the Forth Rail Bridge, quietly studies a Ladybird book entitled Let’s Study Seashells. The seemingly meek child, whom I’ve invited for tea in the hope that he’ll teach my kids some manners, stampedes through our house, ripping open new boxes of cereal in order to access the free gizmos, and teaches my daughter to respond to any question with: ‘Arse.’

Other people’s kids have behaved appallingly in our house, even with one of their parents present. One neighbour – whom I have since stopped inviting round – would just sit there, wearing a faraway smile, as her child repeatedly slammed a miniature double-decker bus into the glass panel of our front door. His mother would prattle on about her new sofa, and her forthcoming holiday to Sardinia, oblivious to the fact that the kid had now thundered upstairs to vandalise my sons’ bedroom and run himself a bath.

At least boisterous kids keep you so occupied that time flashes by. Before you can catch a breath, they’re clattering off home, having ‘borrowed’ your child’s favourite possession and left a tangle of loo roll on the bathroom floor. When the morose visitor comes for tea, time grinds to a halt. You sense your life slipping away, and worry that your blood might be curdling. You examine your reflection and see that you have aged since the guest’s arrival. New wrinkles have formed. Your skin is pallid, your mouth dry from firing questions: ‘Do you like steak pie?’ ‘No.’ ‘Spaghetti?’ ‘No.’ ‘Tuna pasta?’ ‘No.’ ‘What would you like then?’ ‘Anything.’

It feels like the kid’s been here for weeks, yet it’s still only half past three. I have done my utmost to ensure that a shy visitor has a fabulous time – letting the kids make ice-cream sundaes, and bring worms into the house – only to have the guest murmur in a teeny voice: ‘I want my mum.’

However, it’s more common for other children to take a shine to our home and become regular visitors. At our last house, a seven-year-old boy used to show up and force entry. As my sons were only three, I hadn’t a clue how to interact with a massive specimen like Billy. Would he be offended if I offered him Duplo? Should I tell him to blow on his food, or was he mature enough to cope with hot fish fingers without setting his throat on fire? Billy took to calling at eight-thirty am on a Sunday. I’d tell him to come back later. At eight-forty-five he’d be trying to kick the door in. As I let him in, he’d announce, ‘Mum says I’ve got to be home before it gets dark.’

Such a child can force you to behave in a weird shifty manner: keeping the curtains drawn, and wearing a coat at all times so you can pretend you’re about to go out. Billy started calling when my kids were at nursery and I was working from home. ‘I’ll help you,’ he’d insist, wedging our door open with his walloping trainered foot.

The child stalker would while away hours by swinging on our gate. I’d be skulking at our back door, chuffing a quick Silk Cut, and spy his eyeball glinting through a gap in the fence. I felt sorry for Billy because his dad had scarpered and he seemed to spend the entire summer holidays poking around the bins at the back of a Chinese restaurant. I’d have bad thoughts about this boy, wishing he’d find another family, then feel guilty and take him to Edinburgh Zoo. We only managed to shake him off by moving house.

These days, our house reverberates with the shrieks of small people. It’s hosting a children’s party three times a week. As they hare around the house, fizzing with artificial colorants and complaining that our toilet’s dirty, I mentally spirit myself away to a calmer place – like a spa, with top-to-toe massage on offer. However, I was forced to intervene when I caught my sons’ school friend attacking our crumbling outhouse with a claw hammer. What’s the etiquette of telling off other people’s children? They’re not yours, so you can’t send them upstairs or take their favourite toy away. You can’t yell at them, unless they’re engaged in a high-risk activity involving mains electricity and water. This time, though, I really let rip. I loomed over the boy as he hacked at the bricks, glad that J and I had produced our own delightful children and not this destructive beast. ‘Never mind, Simon,’ I growled. ‘I expect it was an accident.’

More horrible things about other people’s kids:


	
[image: Image-Missing]  Their fondness for squirting your Crabtree & Evelyn lavender bath foam (£8.99) down the plughole.

	
[image: Image-Missing]  The way they scowl at the meal that you’ve slaved over, and say, ‘Ew.’

	
[image: Image-Missing]  Their nits (see here for the only effective way to eradicate unwelcome wildlife).

	
[image: Image-Missing]  Their lurid sweets which send my sons into a hyperactive whirl, and trigger my daughter’s eczema.

	
[image: Image-Missing]  Their advanced sexual knowledge.



However, there is one very good – in fact, essential – reason to welcome other people’s kids into your home. When they have friends around to play, your own children are less likely to fight.

Q: why do siblings hate each other’s guts?

It kicks off at seven-forty-six am. ‘Get out!’ one son roars. ‘I hate you.’

‘Hate you,’ my daughter yells back. Something heavy is thrown, and my daughter is crying, and my son (who looks spectacularly guilty) turns on me, saying: ‘You! It’s all your fault. You let her get away with anything. I wish she’d never been born!’

To illustrate blatant favouritism, his brother chips in: ‘You sent me to school yesterday with gym shoes that hurt my feet. Now I’ve got a fer-oo-ka.’

I’m thinking: bugger off to an orphanage then. I say: ‘I’m so sorry, darling’, and count the seconds until the next fight breaks out. Over the years, my children’s bust-ups have resulted in: one son stabbing his brother in the cheek with the scissors I had left on the stairs after wrapping Christmas presents; me storming away from a dinner-table fracas and eating my meal while perched on the edge of our bed (normal!); J driving away with our kids’ spare-clothes bags on the roof of our car after a spectacular three-way brawl on exiting nursery (cause: who got to press the button which unlocked the front door).

As an only child, I find inter-sibling fighting extremely disturbing. When I was a kid, there was no one to snatch my favourite toy, or whack me with a cutlass, or slam the garage door on top of my head. J and I might snap at each other, and have the occasional full-scale row, but we don’t yell, ‘You’re so schoopid,’ or jab each other’s stomachs with a plastic devil’s pitchfork. Common areas of inter-sibling conflict are: what to watch on TV, who gets to use the toilet first, and one child perceiving that he has been allowed 1.2 seconds less than his sibling on the computer/PlayStation.

Interestingly, kids tend to fight only on home turf, and rarely on holidays or outings. Yet no family can spend 365 days a year at safari parks or Legoland. We have tried splitting up the kids: J takes one or two for a swim, while the remaining child does something equally thrilling with me. However, our children – like most youngsters, who spend vast portions of their life in the company of women – are disgusted not to be with their father. The ‘left with Mum’ kid gazes mournfully at the gate and keeps asking, ‘When are they coming back?’

Most childcare experts would have it that ignoring the fighting is – unless real injury is likely – the best measure. Of course they’ll still scrap. At least you’re not shouting and dragging them apart and working yourself up into an extremely unphotogenic, purple-faced fury. You can also award yourself one glittery parenting star for – cue rapturous applause – Not Losing Your Rag.

What the experts say we should do about war on the home front


Say positive things like, ‘It’s brilliant that you played so nicely when I was on the phone.’ Show that you notice the good stuff as well as the squabbling.

Caryn Skinner, spokesperson for The Parent Company who run parenting seminars in London

With minor squabbles, stay within earshot but don’t watch. Children love an audience. Only intervene in a ganging-up situation or if there’s an imbalance of power. It’s not helpful to say, ‘He’s only a baby,’ or, ‘Be a big, grown-up boy.’ Sometimes the elder one deserves to be babied, and the younger can be encouraged to be responsible and think of others’ feelings.

Helena Sharpstone, also from The Parent Company

I don’t understand why your children fight so much. You never did that.

My dad (yes, but I’m an only child . . .)



What parents do


Once, when Shona and Holly were ripping into each other, I calmly walked away, stepped into my wardrobe and shut the door. It freaked them out so much that they stopped fighting immediately.

Cheryl, occupational therapist and mother to sparring partners of seven and five

I think you have to remember that there’s this period when the older one is maybe six or seven – not mature enough to make allowances for a younger sibling – and the little one’s still at the stage when they’ll snatch anything their elder sibling has, and wreck all their games. Ours are six and nine now and co-exist reasonably happily.

Simon, a sports coach, on his eerily feud-free family

I call a friend on the cordless phone and storm off to a different bit of the house. I’ll only run to see what’s happening if I hear glass breaking, or if there’s blood loss.

Sophie, a nurse with two and a half children (Thomas, five, Morvern, three, plus one-on-the-way who can’t join in the fights . . . yet)

I try not to get involved, but there are times when someone’s going to get hurt and you have to step in. Then it’s a TV and Gameboy ban for that day, no matter how brief the outburst, or who started it.

David, IT manager and dad to Louie, seven, Dan, five and Finn, fourteen months



Other parents say that the following measures can bring peace and goodwill to the family home – at least for as long as it takes to hoik the cork out of a bottle of wine.

When kids are brawling over a toy. Bear in mind that the youngest only wants the darn toy simply because his sibling is playing with it. If it’s a shared toy, allow each child five minutes with it – but ask the child who has the toy to find something else for his sibling. Or try to distract the little one by offering something far more alluring than the bent plastic teaspoon he so desires. Or involve them all in an activity (like cooking) so everyone has a different role and the ruddy plaything is forgotten.

One child refusing to share his favourite thing in the world. Everyone has their special things. These are theirs and not for sharing. As one friend pointed out, when I berated one of my sons (then four) for not ‘sharing’ his Peter Pan dressing-up outfit: ‘He loves that costume. He goes to bed in it. Please don’t make him share it. How would you feel if someone stormed into your house and demanded to borrow your wedding dress?’

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/img003.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE FISH FINGER
YEARS

(What Your Mother
Never Told You About
Bringing up Kids)

Fiona Gibson






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/img001.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





