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For Josh, Evie and George




Introduction


I have always loved the Cotswolds. I think I loved them even before I found them, in that half-formed vision one has of where to put down roots. Somewhere peaceful and green, where the road meanders between drystone walls and from village to village, and a strip of blue bursts from brook to river and back again.


In 2005 my husband Rob and I started house-hunting, spending weeks exploring towns and villages, before finally finding a place in which to hang our hats. Chipping Norton in Oxfordshire – known as the gateway to the Cotswolds, and just as honeyed as its Gloucestershire siblings – had a bustling high street, a theatre, a bookshop. Being there felt like a holiday, yet at the same time it felt like home.


That same year I left my job as a detective in Oxford CID, to take up promotion as Chipping Norton’s town sergeant, thereby turning my life into one long episode of Heartbeat. Townsfolk arrived at our front door with lost property, caught me in the Co-op queue with complaints about parking, and dropped off braces of pheasants with a nod and a wink. I developed the necessary knack of turning a blind eye to minor transgressions and pub lock-ins, and reaped the benefits at times when failing police resources meant the locals were my only back-up.


I joined the police when I was twenty-three, setting aside my long-held ambitions to work in the arts. As a child, I had longed to be a performer, spending all my free time on stage or at dance classes. In my teens, I wrote terrible poetry, and short, pithy observations on life, writings that were hidden in notebooks and never shared. As I walked the thin blue line, never writing anything more creative than an overtime claim, I felt something wither inside me. I made vain attempts to spice up the statements I took from the victims of crime. ‘Are you sure the suspect was just walking?’ I’d say. ‘Could he perhaps have been limping? Or shuffling? How about pacing towards you in a menacing way?’ My witness would look at me blankly, and I would finish writing up the statement, sighing inwardly at its pedestrian tones.


Feeling stifled by my collar and tie, I started writing again, this time at home, stuffing scraps of paper into my bedside table like a guilty secret. Snatches of story, angry commentary, flashes of personal reflection on something and nothing. I wrote and I wrote, and each sentence peeled me a fraction more away from the day job. Craving an outlet, I sought refuge online, blogging anonymously about bad parenting, interrupted sex and emotional angst, and gradually my blog – More than just a Mother, as it was then – gained a following. Such a following, in fact, that the editor of Cotswold Life magazine offered me a column.


‘What’s your name?’ he asked.


I panicked. I had, by then, left my job in Chipping Norton, and become a police inspector, responsible for policing public events across Oxfordshire. I had profile. Responsibility. A really-rather-intimidating Chief Constable. What would it do to my credibility as a public order commander, to ponder in print about the time I inadvertently carried a dirty nappy to work in my handbag?


And so ‘Emily Carlisle’ was born. A name plucked from nowhere, with the help of Rob, who found the whole thing rather fun. Soon, that Cotswold Life column resulted in commissions for articles in magazines and newspapers, and I gradually acquired an accidental second job as a pseudo-journalist.


I grew rather fond of Emily. She was far more adventurous than I was; audacious and confident, witty and sharp. The children – Josh, Evie and George – grew used to my being called Emily on press trips, and even Rob stopped raising his eyebrows as he took another phone message for her. (Secretly, I think he liked Emily too: sleeping with two women added a certain frisson to his life, without the headache of an affair.)


Back in the day job, the pressure was mounting. Chief Inspector boards were looming, and as part of my preparation for the rank I took part in what was known as a 360-degree assessment. Feedback forms were sent to a selection of colleagues at every rank, with the aim of producing an accurate picture of my performance. It is a process every bit as ghastly as it sounds, but the end result was – and please forgive my immodesty – really rather good. I was unfailingly cheerful. My door was always open, and I made time for everyone. I was optimistic and thoughtful; considerate and kind; professional and extremely competent. In short, I was good at my job.


I was thrilled. I took the report home to show Rob, who read it thoughtfully. ‘This is great,’ he said. ‘But who’s this woman? I don’t think I know her …’


It was, as the cliché runs, a wake-up call. As many others had done before me, I had been saving all the best bits of me for work and leaving my family the leftovers. I was not unfailingly cheerful at home. I was not optimistic or thoughtful. And anyone witnessing me trying to put three toddlers to bed would confirm that I was neither professional, nor extremely competent.


Something had to give, and it wasn’t going to be my family. In 2011 I left the police to work from home as a freelance copywriter and journalist, abandoning Emily Carlisle to write under my own name. I started work on a book. That book became I Let You Go, which sold more than a million copies, and turned me into a full-time novelist who still has to pinch herself most mornings.


I couldn’t have left the police without the income freelance writing gave me, and I wouldn’t have had that freelance career without that offer of a column in Cotswold Life; and so this book brings my career full circle. It has been a joy to revisit the many columns I have written over the years, to weave them into a story of family life, and to do so against the ever-changing – yet ever-lovely – backdrop of the Cotswolds.


Rob and I arrived in Chipping Norton as newly-weds. A decade later, we had three children and our lives were filled with friends and committees and commitments. Much changes in a family during ten years, and the writing that follows charts many of those transformations. Jobs changed, pets came and went, and the children grew from toddlers to almost-teens. I have blurred the edges of these stories a little to allow columns that were intended to be read month by month, to become one complete tale. The tale of an ordinary family, doing ordinary things, in an area that is anything but ordinary.


Perhaps you know the Cotswolds intimately; perhaps you’ve never visited. Either way, I hope that A Cotswold Family Life gives you a window into a world filled with buttery stone and rolling hills, and with gloriously insane traditions such as cheese-rolling and onion-eating competitions. I hope it gives you a window into my life as a mother and a writer.


Above all, I hope you enjoy it.




JANUARY




 




January brings the snow,


Makes our feet and fingers glow.


Sara Coleridge





There is a sluggishness about January that only exists indoors, where the fridge still groans with turkey that won’t be eaten, and stilton that shouldn’t be but will be. The children are fractious and spoilt, the adults little better, and no one knows what day it is, or when anyone’s back at work. Everything has finished. Fun has flatlined.


It is hard, amid these post-Christmas blues, to force yourself out of a toasty house (and doubly hard to convince the children to leave their new Lego and Rubik’s Cubes and PlayStations) yet you persist, because you know it will make everything better. You know that the bickering will cease, and the lethargy will lift, and that everyone will be glad – in the end – that you went out.


Bundled up in coats and scarves, lost gloves found and wellies donned, you shepherd complaining troops through the door. You listen to the grumbles, and you referee the squabbles, and you hold hands and cross roads, and you head for the hills.


And there, the magic happens.


There, with the cold misting your breath, and the tramping of boots on frozen fields, spirits begin to lift. Because how could they not, when spiders’ webs sparkle as though they’ve been dipped in glitter, and hoar frosts coat the trees so you have to look twice to check it isn’t snow? How could smiles stay hidden, when the fieldfare are hopping so purposefully across the meadows, looking every inch like serious businessmen in grey bowler hats? And, as you reach the top of the hill, how could anyone squabble when the mist in the valley covers the folds of the hills like it’s keeping a secret?


The woodlands are carpeted with sweet-chestnut casings that crunch beneath your feet, and the hedgerows hide hawthorn berries and rosehips, ripe for the jellies and jams you always mean to make yet never quite get round to. And it doesn’t matter – because they’ll be there next January, and the January after that, and one year you will have time. You can’t see the bulbs, but you know they are there – that the promise of snowdrops and crocuses and bluebells lies just beneath the ground, waiting for their moment.


You walk for a mile, although nobody’s counting, and when you return from the fields with your troops the glow in their cheeks is mirrored in yours. There is stamping of feet and blowing of hands, and the promise of hot chocolate with marshmallows and cream. The cobwebs have been blown away, and – for a while, at least – the arguments have stopped.


Now January feels like the start of something, and not the end.


Now, like the fields, the year feels full of promise.




Volume control


I don’t like New Year’s resolutions. Never have done. Life is hectic enough without the added pressure of a promise made to myself under the influence of a few too many glasses of Chablis, drunkenly shared with anyone in earshot.


Not that anyone really listens; for all the chit-chat at the pre-midnight dinner, nobody gives two hoots about your New Year’s resolution. No one really wants to hear what you’re pledging to give up this year, because quite apart from the fact that they all know you’ll have abandoned your good intentions by Valentine’s Day, the fact of the matter is that one resolution sounds very much like another. If your elderly neighbour announced his intention to stop smoking crack, or Eileen from the PTA confided her plans to quit the swinging parties with Derek and Angela from number 43, now that would be worth listening to. But it’s never that interesting. It’s just the same old, same old resolutions.


Well, here’s what I won’t be giving up this year.


I won’t be giving up smoking. That particular vice was consigned to the sin bin when I fell pregnant, to be resurrected only at times when I’m feeling particularly naughty. Which isn’t often.


I could give up illegal drugs, but I’d have to start taking them first. I can’t give up drinking; I have three children – how else am I expected to get through bedtime?


I flatly refuse to give up eating. Diets just aren’t for me. No bread? No cupcakes? No left-over fish fingers hoovered up from the children’s plates and washed down with sugary tea? No siree. Despite getting perilously close to a time when I can no longer lay claim to having baby weight, I have no intention to live off rice cakes and carrot sticks.


Exercise is the obvious one. I used to be quite fit, once upon a time. In fact, I once ran a 10k without abject humiliation. Now I get out of breath just contemplating a run, and my gym gear lies sweating in a plastic bag. My stomach muscles haven’t just separated – they’re filing for divorce.


But vowing to get fit is simply the dullest New Year’s resolution going – surely I can be more original than that?


I could learn a skill, that’s quite popular at this time of year. But I already know how to cook, and I’m a dab hand at crafts, and I speak fluent French and passable German. The local adult education centre doesn’t offer much more than that, except for computer programming, which is full of men called Colin with shiny trousers and dubious personal hygiene.


Could I resolve to do more for the community? Visit the elderly perhaps, or litter-pick once a week with the town council? But my committee tally already sits at six, and my husband complains he never sees me, so any resolution I make should be capable of being fulfilled within the confines of the home.


Housework? Oh pur-lease. Who was it who said ‘dull women have immaculate houses’? Suffice to say, if you saw the state of my house you would have no hesitation in concluding that I must be A Lot of Fun.


That only leaves motherhood. I could resolve to be better at motherhood. What’s that, I hear you cry? I’m a prime example of the perfect mother?


Cough.


Never mind the Yummy Mummies, the Slummy Mummies and the Tiger Moms: meet Shouty Mummy. Despite my best intentions, barely an hour into the day I find myself bellowing at the children to get dressed, eat faster, tidy up, sit down, stand up … I just can’t help myself. Oh, the irony, when I catch myself screaming at the children to ‘STOP SHOUTING!’ It has to cease.


And so my resolution for this year is a simple one: to stop shouting at the children, who are not at this time deaf, but may well be if I carry on making such a racket.


I’ll let you know how I get on.


Quietly.




Lay a little egg for me


Once the preserve of smallholders and farmers’ wives, chicken-keeping has become quite the housewife’s choice. As ubiquitous as the Emma Bridgewater pottery and the Cath Kidston tea towels that punctuate Cotswold kitchens, hen houses provide the full stop at the bottom of gardens across the region.


Have I succumbed to this trend? Oh of course I have, I’m a Cotswold mother. But first I had to battle it out with Rob, who was not convinced that we needed any livestock beyond the three children. ‘Just think of the money we’ll save on eggs!’ I wheedled, tempting him with promises of home-baked brownies, freshly scrambled breakfasts and hard-boiled lunches.


I waved my pristine poultry-keeping book in his face and quoted figures at him. ‘Say half a dozen eggs are £1.50 in the shops, and we’d get twenty-four eggs from four hens – because they’ll probably want a day off – so that’s six pounds a week we can save off our food bill – that’s three hundred pounds a year! And the grain hardly costs anything, and they can have all our table scraps, so really they pay for themselves.’


I think he agreed just to stop me talking.


I hadn’t factored in the initial outlay; the hen house cost nearly two hundred pounds. But it looked lovely on the lawn – and after all, the chickens had to live somewhere, didn’t they? I painted the house cream and filled it with hens that proceeded to destroy the vegetable patch, tear up the grass and stain the patio with alarmingly frequent droppings.


Within a few weeks I had to face the facts. My charmingly bucolic vision of hens scratching round the back door was unworkable – we needed to build a run. A hundred pounds’ worth of wood and wire later and the chickens were safely fenced at the end of the lawn, so we made a rather expensive trip to the garden centre to replace the plants ravaged by our new pets. I mentally totted up what they’d cost us to date. Okay, so it was going to take a little longer than I thought before we broke even, but we’d get there. Eventually.


But then we got red mite. From what I can gather, red mite are a little like head lice in a primary school. Pretty much unavoidable and a bugger to get rid of. I scoured the internet for solutions, scrubbing the hen house with all manner of disinfectant and covering the hens in powder till they sneezed. Friends of friends proffered shady dealings in black-market creosote, and shook their heads knowingly when I declined. Within days the mite were back in their thousands.


I admitted defeat.


I sought advice from the experts and nearly wept when I realised we had no choice but to burn my beautiful wooden hen house. As I watched the cream slats go up in flames, Rob came outside and assessed the extremely-ugly-but-immune-to-red-mite plastic house I’d had to buy that afternoon for a staggering three hundred pounds.


‘So how much do you think these chickens have cost us in their first year?’ he enquired mildly.


I winced, having already done the sums. ‘About seven hundred pounds,’ I muttered.


He thought for a while. ‘So they still owe us four hundred?’ I threw another piece of infested wood onto my impromptu bonfire and decided not to answer.


‘Still,’ he said, more brightly, ‘in a couple of years we should have made our money back and be making some real savings on all those eggs.’ He paused as though he’d just thought of something. ‘How long is it, again, before their egg production starts to slow down?’


I prodded the ashes savagely before giving him the answer he already knew. ‘Two years.’


He nodded thoughtfully and made his way back to the house.


I think I’ll leave it a while before I suggest we try our hand at raising pigs.




Building blocks


We have the builders in. They’ve been in for so long I can scarcely remember a time when they were out. The estimated date of completion has been and gone, and now I am resigned to their presence in the same way that I suffer traffic wardens, or flies on a summer picnic.


When they first started, weeks ago now, I made sure I was up and dressed before they arrived. It was an effort that fast became exhausting, particularly on weekdays, when shooing three children into uniforms and out of the door is already quite a feat, even without the distractions of builders.


Now I find myself disturbingly blasé about our part-time houseguests, who are equally (and slightly insultingly) unmoved by the sight of my pyjama-clad figure wandering into the kitchen. They nod a greeting, then stare meaningfully at the kettle, which – despite several invitations – they seem to be incapable of lifting themselves.


I have made more cups of tea and coffee for other people in the last six weeks than it would be possible to drink myself in my entire lifetime. White with one, white with two, black with three … I know everyone’s preferences as well as the office intern knows her colleagues’ Starbucks orders, and I’m able to muster about as much enthusiasm for the task.


When I’m not making tea, I’m answering questions. ‘Yes, I’d like that handle there’; ‘no, about three inches to the left’; ‘horizontally, with a gap at the end’. It’s all very taxing. Just as I get stuck in to whatever I’m writing, I’ll hear a call from downstairs, where my presence is required for something that couldn’t possibly wait.


‘Cheers,’ he’ll say when I’ve made my executive decision, before nodding in the direction of the kettle. ‘Don’t s’pose there’s any chance …?’


It is impossible to write against a backdrop of power tools and the occasional swear word as someone falls off a roof, and what with all the tea-making my productivity has taken a nosedive in recent weeks. Adding a certain frisson to my freelancing is the frequency with which the power is turned off without notice. Can I risk writing for two minutes between saves? Ten? Will that perfectly crafted sentence survive, or be lost for ever? With depressing inevitability it is always when I am in full flow that the computer goes off, my screen fading to a pinprick as the builder calls up the stairs to say he’s ‘just turned it off for a couple of minutes’.


‘Right,’ I mutter between clenched teeth, hoping to somehow hold on to the inspiration I felt just a moment ago.


‘The downstairs circuit’s still on, though,’ he adds, ‘if you want to put the kettle on …’


The first couple of weeks were a novelty. We camped out in the playroom, creating a temporary kitchen on the dining table and eating suppers of toast and tinned sardines balanced on our knees. The fun waned fast: nothing is where it should be, and not a single room has escaped the contents of what used to be our garage and will soon become our kitchen. There are golf clubs and wellies in the sitting room, piles of tools and paint tins in the playroom, and outdoor coats stuffed into the children’s wardrobes. I have no idea where it is going to go once this is all over.


Amongst all the chaos I have fiercely guarded my cubbyhole of an office, refusing to allow the clutter to creep into the only space I consider to be all mine. But even here it’s impossible to forget about the building work, thanks to the all-pervading dust that floats invisibly around the house before settling into each nook and cranny. Every room is covered in a light film of beige dust, and no matter how often I clean it just comes back. There is dust on the toilet roll in the downstairs loo, on every floor and every piece of furniture, and in inexplicable places, such as my handbag and the inside of my sock drawer.


There is dust everywhere, except, of course, on the kettle, which is never still for long enough to get grubby. Cup of tea, you say? How do you have it?




The confidence trick


At the leisure centre last week, as I waited for yet another child to finish yet another after-school activity, I got chatting to a gawky adolescent waiting for his sister. He was sixteen, perhaps seventeen, all elbows and spots and an invisible moustache he stroked from time to time.


‘I’m going to audition for Britain’s Got Talent,’ he confided. ‘I’m thinking of singing that one Ronan Keating does.’


I wished him luck. ‘Maybe you could give X-Factor a go too.’


‘Oh I will,’ he said. ‘At least, I will if I don’t win Britain’s Got Talent.’


Where does it come from, this unmitigated self-assurance? This confidence that the world is not only one’s oyster, but a veritable ocean of opportunities, each wave bigger than the one before. Where does it come from? And more importantly, where does it go? How does the buoyancy of youth morph into the uncertainty of middle age, crippled with insecurities?


I know dozens of mothers. Hordes of women my age, with two or three children under their belt – and their feet – and a wealth of experience in the business arena. These are women well used to running teams, managing conflict and solving problems. Women who can bring projects in on time and under budget. Women who, after a year or so with nothing more complex to address than a multi-buy wipes offer and a timetable clash between Tumble Tots and Water Babies, won’t put themselves forward because they don’t believe they can do it.


The reality is that they are just as capable as they ever were, they just don’t think they are. I don’t know what happens in that delivery suite, but I suspect midwives are hoiking out far more than a seven-pound baby. Self-esteem? Gone. Confidence? Gone. Ability to stay dry-eyed when the Andrex advert airs? Gone. Whipped away and out with the medical waste while you’re still distracted by the new arrival.


Of course, all that leaves rather a big gap, so presumably they shove in a few new bits to fill the space: a heavy dose of guilt, an addiction to chocolate, and that extraordinary enhanced hearing ability which makes your gut twist every time a child cries ‘Mummy!’ within a three-mile radius.


I don’t mind the extras, really I don’t. The guilt reminds me what’s important in life, and the chocolate addiction – well, I would probably be better off without that one.


But I would like my confidence back.


I miss it.


I had to clear out the loft the other day and I came across my university dissertation. I sat for ages, marvelling at the bold statements, the compelling arguments, the confident conclusion. Who was this girl who knew nothing about global economics, yet wrote so deftly about it? Where did she go?


I think the children are to blame, although I wouldn’t have it any other way. I suspect that motherhood is a job so challenging, so all-consuming, that it sweeps us off our feet in a way that no boardroom role could do. When we succeed as mothers – as we all do, whatever we think at the time – we should be jubilant. We should be cock-a-hoop, brimming with confidence at our ability to overcome our toughest job yet.


Because our children are so small, and the world is so big, we feel so keenly the responsibility of preparing them for it, and we feel we have never quite done enough. We are never quite good enough.


It takes time to recognise that we have in fact achieved something incredible, something breath-taking. We feel inadequate, when the reality is that we are quite the reverse.


I shall remind myself of this fact next time I am required to ‘sell’ myself.


I am a mother. I am amazing.


I’m not sure about Britain’s Got Talent, though. I think I might just sit that one out.




Puppy love


We’re doing it again. Despite saying we never would, that life is so much easier now that we can go away when we like, and go out for the whole day at the drop of a hat, we’re still going through it all again. We’re going back to night-time wakings, early-morning crying and toilet-training, and turning our lives upside down.


We’re getting a puppy.


I have for some time begged for a little addition to the family. I have waited patiently – well, I have waited – and now that the children are all at school and my hours less stretched, we are finally getting a dog, and she arrives this week.


Without a dog, there was something missing from my life as a Cotswold mother. I have the children. I have the Cath Kidston prints and the ironically cheerful wellies. I have the reusable shopping bags, the Joules dresses and the husband who works too much. But I don’t have a dog. Recently I’ve felt positively bereft as I’ve walked with the children through the woods, my right hand trailing uselessly where it should be holding a lead, or reaching for treats to reward my loyal companion.


A proper Cotswold family needs a dog. We used to have a black labrador (we are nothing if not predictable) but he bit one of the children and the situation demanded action. It was tough deciding which one should go – we really did like the dog, and he was toilet-trained, unlike Josh at the time – but eventually Toby was packed off to live in luxury with my mother-in-law in Burford, where he received far more attention than he ever would have done in a house with three children and four chickens.


But any hint from me that another dog would be lovely, now that I was at home all day and the children were so much older, was met with firm dismissal from Rob, who still maintains I coerced him into hen-keeping. Which is only partially true. Josh, who spent years terrified of anything on four legs since the dog-biting incident, made huge efforts to overcome his phobia with the help of some friends’ trustworthy pets. He grew desperate for a dog of his own and thus I had a staunch ally in my Give the Cotswold Mother a Dog campaign. Evie and George were easily brought onside, which just left my husband in the anti-dog camp. In the face of this, I mounted a three-pronged attack.


First, the safety angle. Surely a dog would be good for security? After all, Rob works nights, leaving the children and me alone in the house – how could he deny me protection? Unfortunately this is tenuous: we live in one of the safest areas in Britain. A kicked-over bin makes headline news, and the members of the Neighbourhood Watch are so bored they’ve taken up knitting. I wondered if I could persuade some undesirables to carry out a small burglary. Nothing major – I’m quite fond of the family silver – just enough to provoke thought from my husband about how best to protect the house. And perhaps they could take some of the plastic crap from the playroom while they’re at it.


The second arm of my campaign involved the children – a little emotional blackmail goes a long way, I find. A series of paintings now adorns the kitchen walls, featuring the children frolicking with a sweet dog of miscellaneous origin. The children got bored after the second one so I resorted to painting a dog into any family portrait they brought back from school. Subliminal messaging, I think they call it. I coached child number two (the cutest and most irresistible) to wail gently in a corner at strategic moments. When her concerned father approached and asked what was wrong, she was to turn up her tear-stained face and whisper ‘If only I had a dog …’


But it was all taking too long. Time to bring out the big guns – a tried and tested method seen in households up and down the country. A wistful sigh as I flicked through old family photographs, a longing look at a friend’s new baby, perhaps the impulse purchase of a pink Babygro, and the merest suggestion that another baby would be nice.


Rob was on the Kennel Club website faster than you can say vasectomy.


And really, it’s a social obligation. Everyone I know has a dog. Sleek pedigrees with names like Mackenzie Mull of Mallaig, more paperwork than a bureaucrat and a coat gleaming with good health. Rescue dogs called Alfie, Champ and Digger, with furiously wagging tails and hopeful expressions. And then there’s the new fashion for dogs like pugles, labradoodles and giant schnoodles – dogs that used to be called mongrels but are now trendy breeds.


Having been surrounded by so many four-legged companions, we’ve thought long and hard about breeds. Several friends advised us to get a cockapoo: good with children, apparently, although that’s not their only selling point.


‘They don’t shed!’ their owners cry enthusiastically, as though offering the secret to eternal happiness. I admit that clearing drifts of dog hair isn’t the most appealing prospect, but to choose a dog based on the effect it has on your household chores? It’s a little too Stepford for my liking.


Then, of course, we had to choose a name. I regretted my attempt to foster a sense of democracy, when the children’s collective brainstorm produced a shortlist of Winner, Dog, and Fluffy.


‘We can’t call her Winner,’ I said, ‘it’s too much to live up to. We’ll give her an inferiority complex.’


‘Well, I’m not standing at the back door yelling “Fluffy!”’ my husband proclaimed. He had a point.


‘That just leaves Dog, then,’ I said.


Sod democracy.


We decided on Maddie, a pretty name I rather wish I had used for one of the children. She’s a springer spaniel. Yes, a springer. You don’t have to tell me, I know they’re bonkers. And in case I wasn’t already aware, there have been no shortage of reminders. Rather like when you’re pregnant (‘Definitely a “boy” bump’, ‘You are going to breast-feed, aren’t you?’ ‘Routine is the key!’), as soon as you mention you’re getting a dog, people consider it their born right to offer unwanted advice on everything from breed choice to training tips. I was led to believe that Britain was a nation of dog-lovers, but you would never know it, to listen to the litany of horror stories that has followed me around since I announced our decision to get a dog.


Vet bills that cause bankruptcy, dogs who destroy entire sofas, dogs who terrorise villages, bite children and worry sheep. It seems everyone has a cautionary tale to tell about owning a dog. Where are the happy dog owners? There must be some. Even as an expectant mother there were occasional flashes of parental pride in amongst the stories of cracked nipples and crayoned walls.


I can’t wait for Maddie to arrive. I sit all day in my little home office, with nothing to distract me but a computer screen and a tin of biscuits. I eat too much and walk too little. I tweet instead of talking and I spend too much time indoors. Having a dog will change things. I can’t wait to turn right instead of left after I drop off the children, and march through the fields with someone who won’t expect answers to questions that don’t make sense. I’m looking forward to taking her to training classes, and to playing Barbara Woodhouse. I may even start wearing headscarves. It’s going to be great.


Of course, she’ll be bonkers. Of course she’ll cost me a fortune in vet bills and chewed shoes. But you know what? The children are a bit bonkers too. They jump on the furniture and they ‘accidentally’ carve their names in the kitchen table. They force me out to stand in a freezing cold park when I’d rather be curled up with a book and a mug of hot chocolate. They tramp mud all over the house, create mountains of washing and occasionally – just occasionally – you might hear me mutter something about why on earth I had children anyway.


But I wouldn’t have it any other way.




Morning has broken


The school has launched a punctuality drive. It’s not their fault: the council has descended on them like a ton of textbooks, threatening all manner of sanctions if the situation doesn’t improve. Targets have been set, stern letters sent home, and the children bribed with certificates of attendance if they hit the magic 98 per cent. Yesterday George came home empty-handed and with glistening eyes, as the other two triumphantly waved pieces of gold paper.


‘But I was poorly!’ The wail was fuelled by the frustration of injustice.


They have all been ill – sick bugs rarely discriminate as they sweep through a family – but George’s bouts fell squarely mid-week, while the others succumbed at weekends. I began to try to justify the lack of certificate to my sobbing child, but failed.


Because actually it simply wasn’t fair.


What’s a parent supposed to do – send a vomiting child into school? Ignore the streaming cold and let them pass it round the class? Of course not. So to penalise a parent – and trust me, placating a child who has missed out on a certificate printed on gold paper is indeed a penalty – for taking good care of ailing children seems a little harsh.
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