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Foreword and Forewarning


This is a very presumptuous book, and having a wholesome dread of anything that looks like a self-help manual, I would not have written it if I had not been urged to, jointly and severally, by people of strong will and persuasive manner. Nor would I dare to put forward any personal views on family life if a number of newspapers and magazines had not, over the preceding decade, actively (sometimes bullyingly) solicited me to. So I am grateful to them, particularly The Times, She, and Good Housekeeping, for their always thoughtful commissioning discussions, on which parts of this book have been based; and also to my agent, Lisa Eveleigh, and publisher, Lucinda McNeile, for their dogged insistence that I write it.


However, none of them should be held responsible for the content of the following pages. It is in many ways highly erratic. Being heartily sick of reading psychobabble and anxious treatises on parenting, which arrive on the female freelance journalist’s desk by every single post, I have sometimes found that in sheer reaction I have covered in two brusque paragraphs a subject which elsewhere occupies whole shelves in the public library. That is my decision. On the other hand, I also seem at times to have veered wildly off at great length into autobiography, or gossip about other families; or gone on for pages and pages about some triviality which seems to have taken over all my attention for weeks.


But that is family life for you: unbalanced, unplannable, seat-of-the-pants navigation without instruments or charts. The family is an oddly designed and unpredictable vessel: push the tiller one way and it may veer the other; it may sail through crisis and near-bankruptcy without trouble, only to pile up on the rocks of a bad attack of constipation or a daughter’s unsavoury boyfriend.


What is more, no two families are alike in more than a few ways: advice or anecdotes which hit the button for one family may seem utterly louche and baffling to another. So, come to think of it, it would have been more of an insult to the subject to write a structured textbook on it. Or so I tell myself.


Anyway, feel free to disagree. And to laugh, even at the bits which I never intended to be funny.





1: Who Needs the Family, Anyway?


Oh dear, oh dear: why write about family life? Especially, why try to prescribe anything useful about how to lead it?


In this century the whole subject has become a snake-pit, a hissing confusion of opinion and bigotry and sentimentality. There was a time when everyone more or less knew what a family was, and said nothing about it that you couldn’t embroider on a sampler, as in Blood is thicker than water, or A boy’s best friend is his mother, or at worst, Good breeding always tells. Then came voices of dissent, going along with Philip Larkin’s dictum that They f—— you up, your Mum and Dad; they may not mean to, but they do. They give you all the faults they had and add some extra, just for you. Freud didn’t help much, either, with his gloomy theories about how easy it is to mess up a small child’s mind for life. The hippy Sixties drugged us into a vague idea that all mankind was our family – with the possible exception of our real family, who were extremely uncool and laid a heavy guilt trip on us, man, and put the mockers on drugs and group sex. Then the politicians got hold of the family as a wonderful scapegoat for everything they couldn’t, or wouldn’t, attempt to cure by public policy, and family values were chattered about by peacock-vain male politicians who spent their days plotting in corridors and their afternoons in bed with their secretaries, and rarely went near an actual child. (In the House of Commons, there was at one stage a Standing Committee on the Family which met at five-thirty: precisely the time, as Harriet Harman MP used to point out acidly, when anyone who had anything to do with a real family was busy getting tea and baths and homework sorted out.)


So we reach a point where every time anybody says anything on the subject, half a dozen rival pundits leap down his throat. Family Life is in decline! Oh no, it isn’t, it’s just changing! I blame the selfish parents! I blame society! Kids today, what do they know? Spoilt, the lot of them! Divorce should be banned! No, it should be easier! Child poverty is a scandal in an affluent society/all the fault of the parents/much exaggerated/a hidden scourge … Why any sane woman should want to raise her head above the parapet and join in this argument is a mystery. Even to me.


But families are the cornerstone of life. No point trying to dodge round it, or theorize about how it might be in a Utopian kibbutz or free society where child care was communal; the fact is that when the chips are down, everyone needs a mother, or father. Or son or daughter; or sister, brother, cousin, uncle, granny. Someone who is bound to you by blood, by early memory, by habitual – even if grudging and flawed – affection. As Robert Frost said, ‘Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in’. Family are the people who, when nobody else does, have to care.


And they do. Even the lousiest families count for something; and most families are not lousy at all, but something bordering on heroic. Parents cope with incredible burdens, as do grown-up children of the old and helpless, and quietly self-sacrificing relatives who stop the weakest in society from going all the way to the wall. The fact that we are shocked by – and heavily publicize – family breakdown is only proof of how strong the institution still is, and how much we expect from it.


But we cannot look at the family clearly. The waters have been muddied by too much public posturing. All over Europe, particularly in Britain, strident political voices spent the 1980s and early 90s decrying the decline of the traditional family. They wring their hands over divorce and over co-habitation without marriage, write off every unmarried couple as irresponsible flower-children and every divorced one as vicious and selfish. They constantly appeal to nebulous, never-quite-determined ‘family values’, and blame the absence of old-fashioned family life for everything from football violence to child abuse. They say that the bourgeois family has been a king plank in the construction of Western civilization, and that we ignore its role at our peril. They wring their hands over modern habits like television-watching and the replacement of family meals by ‘grazing’; they mourn each year’s new statistics showing that, actually, only one household in four consists of two parents and dependent children, and that one in four of those will end up divorced anyway. They forecast general social collapse, with no real cure in sight (after all, what are you going to do about this state of affairs? Pass a law saying divorcees must get back together instantly? Make family Sunday lunch compulsory?).


Rarely, however, have these prophets of doom defined precisely which traditional family values they wanted to keep. They talked of authority, but forgot the stifling days of ‘Mother Knows Best’, and ‘Wait Until Your Father Gets Home’. They talked of idyllic homes, symmetrical and conventional, providing loving firmness and a secure base, but forgot the tyrannies and constraints of much traditional family life, and the way that creative or enterprising children have, down the years, often fled from it for their very survival. They ignored loving and balanced households which did not fit the norm of two-married-parents-and-natural-children, pointing instead at the poor, the desperate, the dangerously uneducated and mentally subnormal homes where children were, indeed, often in grave danger.
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These traditional-family enthusiasts would notice ‘normal’ (i.e. symmetrical and nuclear) families which were happy, handsome and prosperous. They deified them in a thousand glutinous magazine profiles, making it seem as if the pattern of Mum-Dad-and-two-kids was somehow a guarantee of happiness. Rarely did they focus on those families which, despite their marriage lines and outward conventionality, were quite dreadful. Every bit as dreadful, in fact, as their bugbear, the terminally unconventional Mia Farrow–Woody Allen type of household. Too many critics ignored the fact that conventional families can be abusive, mean and sour and restrictive and drive their children to drugs or delinquency. When the Mothers’ Union in Britain, bastion of conventionality and Christian values, published a controversial view in 1993 casting doubt on the happiness of small, tight nuclear families, and asking whether the extended family was not more worth focusing on, there were hostile snorts of ‘trendy’ and ‘disgraceful’, and few commentators dared show any sympathy.


It is a pity, because many of the points being made by fans of the nuclear family are valid, and many of their trendier, hippyish opponents who dislike the very idea of family have missed the point. They throw out the baby with the bath water. Truth lies somewhere in between: for instance, while it is true that you don’t need a gold wedding ring to give a child security, it is equally true that a rapidly changing procession of ‘stepfathers’ doesn’t help much either. ‘Free love’, advocated by ‘free spirits’, is a lousy environment in which to bring up children. Or again, it is true that certain social policies directly threaten the traditional family; but those policies are rarely intended to do so, and often come from the most traditionalist governments. The Thatcher government in Britain spoke constantly and hectoringly about family values; but many of its policies disastrously undermined family budgets. For a long time, for example, in terms of tax and mortgage relief, cohabitation was more sensible and economical than marriage for any young working couple in Britain. Never has any British government made child care tax-deductible for working mothers (although black trousers worn by barristers are!). And all over Europe, the design of housing estates and urban traffic plans from the 1950s onwards has contributed, very powerfully indeed, to making the business of staying at home rearing children as miserable as possible. The streets where once children played, the safe parks, the communal facilities have tended to be run down. And where community life collapses, families too collapse: because in a perfectly balanced society, the community supports and indeed improves the family. The playground, the village hall, the pub, the friendly clinic, the safe park are as important in the life of a happy family as its own hearth.


Well, we let community life slide, and now, as in America, the hateful concept of ‘cocooning’, a perversion of family life, is gaining favour. In ‘cocooning’, the nuclear family hides in its own prissy little bunker, watching videos with the burglar alarm set, and refuses to engage with the outside world – certainly not with other people’s nasty rough children and potentially dangerous teenagers. The cocoon, chill and mean and hostile to community life, is one of the worst starts any child can have; but whenever a freakish incident like the murder of Jamie Bulger in Liverpool by ten-year-old children occurs, one can sense a whole nation drawing its children closer to its skirts and banging the front door on society.


Somewhere in the middle of all this public hysteria, the ordinary family – not extremists, not cocooners, not too concerned with abstract moral questions or Utopian social policies – tries to muddle along. Parents get by, often without very much sleep for several years, trying to run the home according to general principles of decency and fairness, and half-remembered maxims from their own parents who lived in another age. Not much help is at hand: economics dictate that a lot of mothers who hate working full-time have to do so; advertisers constantly throw images of perfection at us from the TV fantasy world when we are too tired and demoralized even to push aside the child’s sweater whose sleeve is hanging down, dirty, over the screen. Politicians lecture us (especially mothers) on our duties, while national policies on working mothers, tax, child care and education alter bewilderingly every few years just to keep the goal posts moving.


Even the rise of self-understanding and therapeutic psychobabble – which could have helped – has not always been entirely useful. Psychologists tell us such alarming things about the ill-effects of ‘dysfunctional’ families that it is easy to become paralysed with indecision over the simplest moments of family life. In one interview I did for a newspaper I was bombarded with case histories from psychiatrists’ consulting rooms: by the time I had heard about a woman who had disastrous affairs because her father was too possessive, teenagers with eating disorders caused by their fathers not caring enough (tricky to hit that medium, chaps, but keep trying), and men whose impotence was caused by their mothers going to work – Aaaargh! – I hardly dared go home and put the fish fingers under the grill for fear of what I was storing up for my children.


That is not what this book is about. It contains few theories, few prescriptions. It is more of an imperfectionist paean to the great art of muddling-through and the great quality of common sense and looking steadily at what is right in front of your nose. Not all the common sense is originally mine, since I have been as prone to daft prejudices down the years as anybody. Some of what I am going to say will strike a lot of readers as being what Basil Fawlty would call ‘Glimpses of the Bleeding Obvious’; but all the signposts are ones which, in moments of tearfulness, doubt, fury, resentment and ‘flu, I have at times lost sight of myself. Everything is tried and tested, even if only by mistake. Everything is, in the final analysis, perfectly simple – glimpses of the obvious: be kind, be fair, be forgiving – but be those things to yourself, as well as everybody else.


As we muddle through, though, we ought to acknowledge a deep, inescapable truth: that the family, like every social institution, has to renew and re-invent itself all the time. Otherwise, it is nothing but a fossilized habit, a superstition as meaningless as throwing salt over your shoulder to spite the devil. So through divorce, bereavement, trauma, bankruptcy, disablement, confusion and irregularity, what each of us has to do is focus on the reality of our own family, as it is. Be free, be inventive, follow your best instincts; think of kindness before fairness, and fairness before convenience; and if the result looks odd to the neighbours, then to hell with them. No two families are entirely alike, and there is little point looking for example to the one next door, or the one in the TV sitcom, or, God forbid, advertisement. Look at your own. Most of this book presumes a more or less conventional family with two adults of opposite sexes, and dependent children, but a remarkable number of the same principles apply to other kinds of family, because any family, even if fatherless, motherless, or plain weird, is a marvellous organism in its own right.


And it has got to be. Whether warm and secure or draughty and defective, the family is the only nest your fledglings have got; in its depths, squabbling cosily, they grow. And you grow, too. And eventually the fledglings reach their teens and can see clearly over the side: they spread their wings, and struggle free, and with luck they start to fly. The great merit of a good family is that it enables individuals to fly freely from it, confident and alone and unfettered. Fit to start another family, and pass on happiness and strength down the generations.





2: Becoming a Family


‘Aaaah!’ the old ladies say, leaning over you in the maternity ward, more often than not 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. A ticket of entrance 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 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. Instead of an abrupt step, now that so many couples live together outside wedlock, a curiously gentle slope has been created from bachelorhood to marriage. No longer are you 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. Today, in most cases, 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 flat mates, but each with your separate job and a few separate friends and interests.


Of course, you each came from a family of your own. They are likely to be rather shadowy at this point, and a good thing too. 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 new couples to be just that: Adam and Eve, starting the world together. That is the only sensible preparation for the responsibility of parenthood. During early couplehood, wise parents of adults 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, eight 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 the mother goes back to 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 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, because of the dentist afterwards …’


This causes much wear and tear on the parents, especially if the mother works 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 generally puts up with the situation and thrives.


And gets bigger. And starts getting firm, outspoken preferences about its minders, parents, meal-times, and sleeping habits. By the time a 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, struggling to find space, or indeed a sleeve-hole.


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 with fascination by this sci-fi fantasy, 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 will remember, is that Mommy has to become even bigger than the child in order to reassert organization and peace. ‘Gee,’ I said, Disneyishly. ‘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 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 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.
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So let the family grow, gently, at its own pace. Don’t look at other families 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 children.


And one another. At the heart of the family there is the marriage. Un homme et une femme. It is amazing how often this gets forgotten about, in the general chaos of family life, family 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 (hell, what better contraceptive could there be than a new baby?), but even that will, with luck and humour, come back. Because if the love and attraction and mutual amusement and appreciation in a marriage go sour, there will be estrangement. And separation. And divorce.


And – let us not mince matters – unhappy children. 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 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’?) This is perfectly fair: they didn’t ask to be born. They didn’t impose themselves on us. We invited them, and 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 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 with exemplary restraint and charity. 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, everybody will be happier if they have behaved well. And there is even 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.


But never mind divorce. Marriages can be kept in good repair, and once there are children involved, they ought to be.





3: Un Homme et une Femme: Marriage Maintenance


In 1837 the 28-year-old Charles Darwin scribbled out a list of pros and cons concerning marriage. In favour he found: ‘Children (if it please God) – constant companion (friend in old age) who will feel interested in one, object to be beloved and played with – better than a dog anyhow – Home, and someone to take care of house – charms of music and female chit-chat. These things good for one’s health. Forced to visit and receive relations but terrible waste of time.’


Further tormented, he moved to the advantages of not marrying. ‘Not forced to visit relatives and to bend in every trifle – to have the expense and anxiety of children – perhaps quarrelling … less money for books etc.’ He only stopped short of the brutal frankness of one relative of mine who dismisses the whole business of married life as ‘Harsh words by day, foul smells by night’.


It may make us gasp, but such frankness with oneself before marriage is not at all a bad thing. Younger women in particular have a dreadful tendency to blind themselves to the realities of marriage, refusing to envisage the relentless daily companionship, the hairs in the washbasin, the real implications of ‘in sickness and in health’. They allow a cloud of white tulle and rose petals to obscure such vital questions as, ‘Does this man really just want someone to take care of him, “better than a dog anyhow”, good for his health?’ The American idea of a premarital contract laying out everything from finance to childbearing is perhaps taking it a bit far, but an astonishing number of engaged couples have never even discussed the possibility of children, let alone who is going to look after them. As for talking about such matters as who would be most likely to relocate across the country to follow whose career promotion, I have only ever met one couple who talked about it before the wedding. And they got divorced within two years.


But that private Darwinian list of pros and cons might be a useful thing to concentrate one’s mind. The best bit of advice about marriage is ‘Don’t do it unless you can’t bear not to’. And the best description of marriage is Robert Louis Stevenson’s: ‘Marriage is one long conversation, chequered by disputes. Two persons more and more adapt their notions one to suit the other, and in process of time, without sound of trumpet, they conduct each other into new worlds of thought.’ Ergo, if you can’t hold an enjoyable conversation with someone, and haven’t adopted some of each other’s thoughts, think twice about getting married. In the USA there are such people as ‘predictive premarital counsellors’ to help you, and one of the things they ask every engaged couple is, ‘Imagine the marriage of the woman’s mother to the man’s father, and her father to his mother.’ If it seems unthinkable, they reckon you should call it off. A bit extreme (yes, yes, I know, you have only just got up off the floor after hideous imaginings of your in-laws pairing off), but I suppose it works, up to a point. I mean, would the Queen of England have enjoyed being married to the explosive, oversexed, horsey Major Ron Ferguson? And did their children’s marriage work? There you are, then. But perhaps it is best not to think about such things too carefully, or the human race would die out.


Once you do marry, no question about it: you feel different. I had only been ten days wed when I fell into bad company at an office party after my early morning radio news shift. It lasted all morning and developed into a pub lunch. I got home at about three o’clock, singing, and spent some time trying to get the key into the front door of the flat. Then I fell face downward on the bed and knew no more until I woke up in the chilly dusk and remembered that it had been my turn to take the communal pillowcase round to the laundrette. A fortnight earlier, living in the same flat with the same man and the same bag of shirts, I would have shrugged philosophically and left it for the morning. In my new status as a married lady I panicked. Too drunk to do the laundry! The sure mark of a Bad Wife! The shame of it! This was replaced later by a conviction that I was a Bad Mother (not cutting babies’ nails often enough, putting them in non-matching booties) and a Bad Housekeeper (never any lavatory paper). Until one day I saw the light, and realized that wearing a white frilly dress for a couple of hours does not convert a slob into a hausfrau, and never was going to; any more than there is a magic spell in the wedding ceremony capable of turning a frog into a prince, or a roaring rugby fullback into a man whose greatest thrill is to trail round Habitat looking for rattan bathroom stools. Caveat emptor: if you don’t like it, don’t marry it. I saw that my husband married a person, not an idea; and that the only real essential was that we should carry on the conversation that we had started.
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