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		    Note from the author

				I hope that whether you are a bride-to-be, an experienced daughter-in-law, or perhaps a mother-in-law looking for some insight, you will enjoy reading in these pages how other women manage this infamously tricky relationship and draw strength from knowing you are not the only one. 

				I am indebted to all of the ladies of Shrewsbury who agreed to be interviewed, under a cloak of secrecy, for this book. Without their stories I would have been forced to find material under my own roof and that would have got me into terrible trouble. 

				Their comments have brought this book to life. Thank you all – you know who you are. Also, to my mother-in-law for being brave enough and big-hearted enough to allow me to do this, in the first place. I hope I haven’t let her down. 

				If MILs and DILs everywhere could take a step back on reading this and think about where they might be able to improve things, then I will have done my ‘job’. Where do tensions arise? Why do we react in certain ways? What are the alternatives? I would hope the reader might conclude that with more effort, it is possible to get back on track and become closer as a family. 

				Writing this has certainly caused me to look closely at my own behaviours and I hope to become a better daughter-in-law for it. Yes, really.

				Read it in whatever order you will; dip in and out, pluck out the funny bits or turn to the more serious pieces and see how your own experiences match up. Enjoy it, be entertained but, above all, be inspired to do better. 

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Introduction

				“My mother-in-law fell down a wishing-well. I was amazed, I never knew they worked.”

				Les Dawson

				Mothers-in-law have been sorely abused by comics through the ages; traditionally, it has always been the wife’s mother who is characterised as an interfering, hen-pecking nuisance. Perhaps it is high time for a change?

				This book is not a retaliatory dig at his mother. There are stories that will make your toes curl and anecdotes to entertain and amuse but I hope that for the most part, I have allowed myself to be guided by goodwill and a genuine desire to promote family unity. 

				***

				A friend of mine once found her old school picture hidden at the bottom of a drawer in the guest bedroom, following her mother-in-law’s visit. Her face had been scratched out with a biro. She thought about confronting MIL about it but wisely let it be. Some things are better left to rest.

				Her poor mother-in-law must have been suffering greatly to have taken such dramatic action. But however much she might have desired it in that moment of madness, daughter-in-laws cannot be scratched out, no more than can mothers-in-law. From the moment we say “I do”, or sign up to live together in any other meaningful fashion, husband, wife and mother-in-law are committed to each other forever in a kind of awkward ménage à trois that none of us have solicited but that all of us have to manage as best as we can, for the rest of time, or at least until MIL snuffs it, or loses her marbles. 

				The MIL-DIL relationship is like no other we have ever experienced. We start off, tentatively, with no expectations and certainly no real idea of how significant this relationship will become. We behave respectfully, at a distance at first but, sooner or later, our universes will collide and we will have to learn to moderate our behaviour to accommodate MIL and the ‘other’ family. 

				It is a steep learning curve and there are many forces at work, conspiring to derail the relationship, but with proper nurturing and understanding, unwanted though it may be in the first instance, it can succeed and mothers and daughters-in-law can remain on good terms and even grow to love one another. 
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				I have blundered through the years managing my own mother-in-law (and vice-versa), making mistakes, learning from them and making them again. She is a big character and potentially a fearsome opponent (you would want her on your side) but we survive in a climate of goodwill and mutual respect and over time, real love. It still frightens me how quickly all the good feeling can curdle and sour the milk of human kindness – over certain flashpoint issues – yet, I suspect, this is the biological imperative taking over.  We are programmed to react in certain ways to particular stimuli. Throw in a bit of bad chemistry (those pesky hormones) and you have a perfect storm. 

				We are very different people but we have learned to identify common ground and to profit from it. We iron out the bumps, gloss over our differences and take delight in our shared primary interest – my two naughty, little boys. 

				I have at times flailed around in despair, gnashing my teeth and barking at the moon over her behaviour, as I am sure she has at mine. The relationship is a fascinating, tumultuous dynamic that demands constant attention. I write this book in great fear of upsetting her. I accept full responsibility for my part in any of the ‘blips’ in our history to date and I draw from those experiences here only in so far as they may be of use to other DILs and MILs struggling to stay on course. 

				I by no means claim to be an expert on MILs in general. I speak with no authority other than having maintained a functional (if fluctuating) rapport with my own mother-in-law for more than a decade. 

				Each and every relationship will have its own peculiar quirks and sticking points, depending on the personalities involved. I do believe, however, that there are certain truths common to all MIL-DIL pairings and it is those that I seek to examine in writing this book. 

				
				So here goes…

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Rule number one

				There is one rule that underpins all other advice offered in this book; it is the single most essential tool in the art of mother-in-law management. If you remember nothing else from this book, remember this:

				Try to see things her way … or at least act as though you do! 

				For a start, you should know that there is an unspoken truth that colours everything: you’re sleeping with her son. A cheap observation, but there it is. YOU’RE SLEEPING WITH HER SON, as in physically intimate, flesh on flesh. She can’t get it out of her head. She sees you at it in her sleep. She imagines she can hear it going on when you are under her roof. Every bed creak, every groan of the old bricks and mortar and you are there in megapixels, humping her son. 

				This goes right to the core. You are the cold steel lodged in her heart. The tiniest tweak and she is convulsed with pain. She is absolutely at your mercy and very likely, you don’t even know it. 

				A mother’s love for her son should never be underestimated. My seven-year old likes to bury his head in my chest. He is an excellent fit and I press my face into the crook of his neck and breathe him in. If I could dislocate my jaw and gobble-him up, I just might. I made him, so I get to eat him. 

				The biological threads binding mother and son are a physical reality. And you my dear DIL, you wade in and hack right through them, chopping away with your pretty little ways and beguiling charm; a scythe behind your back and not an ounce of regret. There is not the slightest bit of recognition for the twenty, or thirty-odd years of devotion that your poor MIL has heaped upon that form. Not from you or your new husband. That’s the bit that really stings. He dives in, drinking you up without so much as a glance backwards.

				And so to the crux of the problem: men. Most of them are dreadful communicators; they leave all that to us women, whether we like it or not. They lack the emotional intelligence to maintain a successful familial relationship unaided by feminine skill. 

				It is the husband who gives his mother the chop, not the new bride. But be under no illusions that MIL will ever see it that way. She will not think badly of him, no matter how callously he severs that bond. No matter how many times he forgets to send a Mother’s Day card or remember her birthday. She cannot. The truth is too painful; she has to turn on you. 

				This blame is your burden and you will carry it forever, through all the years of married life. If you work really, really hard you can soften it, lighten it, and conspire between you and your MIL to pretend it’s not there. But do not imagine that you will ever cast it off completely. Do not proceed with such foolish confidence, for that would be to underestimate the powers of nature at work here, the inescapable biological forces that are bigger than the both of you.

			

		

	
		
		  
		    DIL Club

				“I’ll have to ring my husband first and make sure he doesn’t mind.”

				“Don’t tell him I’m here!”

				“Shush, can’t talk now – he’s listening – but I’ve got a few crackers I’ll tell you in private.”

				“You’re sure you’re changing all the names? I’m dead meat, otherwise.”

				An underground society of daughters-in-law – come to be known as ‘DIL Club’ – has been key to unlocking the secrets of the MIL-DIL relationship.

				There were whispers throughout town for months. Mums at the school gate could talk about nothing else. Have you been? Who was there? What did they say?

				DILs would arrive at secret locations of an evening, in groups of five or six at a time, sit down, open a bottle of wine and begin to vent; not all of it was negative, I hasten to add. This wasn’t ‘stitch and bitch’ without the knitting. It was an opportunity for all sorts of different women to share stories – good and bad – about their mothers-in-law. They needed little encouragement!

				Everything written here has been shaped by observations gathered during these evenings. There are horror stories, but there are also insights from smart women who have spent time, effort and mental energy managing their own relationships. Tuning in to this powerful, collective wisdom has certainly helped me view things more objectively.

				Weighing our grievances against experiences of others helps us keep things in perspective. There are valuable insights and tips, which I hope may be of use to new or struggling DILs and allow them to establish and maintain (at the very least) functional relationships with mothers-in-law.

				I would like think that you may be inspired to host your own DIL Clubs, from time to time. You could borrow your book club for a night – why not take time out of War and Peace? (a variation on a theme!) Or take along this book to spark a general discussion?

				Talking things through with friends who understand helps us stay balanced and remain objective; airing things in an environment where we feel safe and valued, respected and listened to, may be just what we need. Besides, it is great fun and a wonderful ice-breaker for women who don’t know one-another very well. 

				DIL Club is really a support group. Women who are at breaking point struggling to contain an impossible MIL may find great comfort in talking to others in the same boat. Normalising the situation helps relieve the emotional charge. Far better to talk to other women than to a husband who is unfailingly confused by ‘feelings’, conflicted in his loyalties and in reality, more likely to side with his mother who raised him for thirty-odd years. 

				I have found that small groups work better, of around five or six friends, otherwise people tend to talk amongst themselves and the shared wisdom is lost. 

				Why not have a bash at making the all-new ‘Mother-in-Law’ cocktail to get the conversation rolling? (see recipe on page 207). A good way into the subject is to ask people for their top ten tips for managing MIL. That is usually all it takes to prompt several hours of lively discussion and guaranteed hilarity. 

				There is only one, simple rule, borrowed from the film Fight Club. You do not talk about DIL Club.

				Unless, of course, one were to write a book about it.

				So, let’s lift the lid on DIL Club. In the interests of world peace (at least in this part of Shrewsbury), all names have been changed…

			

		

	
		
		  
		    She said what?!

				Sometimes, dear MILs will come out with things that can turn the milk sour; quips that smart and leave us reeling. It takes us a good few minutes to pick our jaws back off the floor. I am interested to know – do they plan these in advance? Are they premeditated? Do they sleep with a pencil and notepad by the bed in case inspiration comes in the night? Do they share them around, cackling with their friends? I mean, are there websites for this stuff? 

				Here are a few of the choicest comments to have escaped MILs’ lips to date. Are we DILs being over-sensitive here? You decide!

				“We were talking about going out for Sunday lunch, discussing some nice places. She chimed in with: ‘why don’t you go and get married whilst you’re at it, then my grandson won’t be a bastard.’”

				“My MIL is a nasty old biddy. When Dan told her we were getting married, I hid behind the door to see what she would say. When she told him she thought it most likely that I was after his money, I leapt out and said: ‘Ooh! There’s money? No-one told me.’”

				“I was with MIL one day dropping my son off at nursery and he was going through a very clingy stage, so we had a bit of a nightmare leaving him there. As we were going out the door, MIL turns to the child-minders and said: ‘I think it’s the mother who has separation anxiety, here.’ I wanted to punch her lights out.”

				“She was with my kids watching these walruses lounging on crowded beaches in The Blue Planet. I was making tea in the kitchen next door but I could still hear them. She says to my two: ‘Look at that big fat walrus, he’s got blubber just like mummy’s’. I just stood there, holding my wooden spoon with my mouth open.’”

				“I remember telling MIL that my husband and I had decided, once and for all, that we wouldn’t be having any more babies. Without hesitating, she chimed in: ‘Well, of course you’ll have your tubes tied’. I was completely stunned. All the dads I know have had vasectomies. It was as though she couldn’t bear the idea of her boy having his bits chopped off. Or perhaps she was keeping her fingers crossed for a second crop of grandchildren with a more suitable wife.”

				“When we found out I was pregnant for the fourth time, we were on our way back from our scan when we phoned MIL to break the good news. She was on loudspeaker in the car, but she didn’t realise. As soon as Martin told her, she went absolutely quiet. Then she came out with: ‘I can’t believe you didn’t have her sterilised’. I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. I thought she was talking about a cow for a minute. I mouthed at Martin to put the phone down, as she didn’t realise I could hear but she went on to say: ‘When I had my second, I got myself sterilised straight away. Private education is so important – how on earth are you going to afford it now?’
She was worried about the size of our house and whether we’d need a new car. Usually, Martin never stands up to his parents, but this time, he said: ‘Look mother, we’re planning on having quite a few more, so we’ll be getting a minibus and we’ll put a caravan in the back garden.’ After that day, I haven’t been able to have quite the same relationship with her. I can’t be all gushing now I’ve seen her in that light.”

				“When we moved into our first house together, I remember very clearly MIL coming to visit. She walked right in to the hallway, dumped her case and ran her finger across the top of one of our pictures, announcing: ‘housekeeping, Sarah!’ I thought she was joking for a minute, until I saw the dust.”

				“I used to work for a nightclub. When I told MIL she said: ‘Oh, so you’re a hostess?’ I asked my husband what she meant – was I just some pay as you go, cheap tart? He said ‘oh, she didn’t mean that’, but I’m a woman. I know she did. She’s very clever like that.”

				“My husband works in the hospital and often flies out of the door at 7.30am, before the children and I have got downstairs. He gets his lunch in the hospital canteen. My MIL clearly thinks it a scandal that I’m not making him a packed lunch every day. She once told me: ‘Well, if you won’t make his sandwiches there are plenty of pretty nurses who will’.”

				“When my husband and I moved into our house we were so excited. We invited the in-laws to come and see it. MIL is a terrible snob. It wasn’t at all what she would have wanted for their son – I think she thought he should have married some landed Duchess – we are in the middle of town in a semi-detached house. MIL walked into the hallway and looked around her in silence. Then she turned to her husband and said: ‘Oh, Geoffrey, didn’t we once know some people who lived in a house like this. You remember, what were their names again?’ She was quiet all afternoon and then, when we were in the local park with the kids, a cyclist went past her and hawked a load of snot from his nose, spitting it in her direction. It almost landed on her foot and she couldn’t take it. She said: ‘I really don’t like this area. It’s not an area I would have expected Simon to live in.’ After that day, they’ve only ever come for a cup of tea.”

				“I was having Sunday lunch at the in-laws, with all my husbands’ brothers and their families around the table as well as my father-in-law. The conversation turned to breast-feeding; MIL is a La Leche counsellor and was very interested to know how things were going. I was a bit uncomfortable discussing it in front of everyone, to start with and then, in the middle of serving the crumble, she comes out with: ‘Have you ever had thrush Kathryn?’ I wanted the floor to open up underneath me. The boys were peeing themselves laughing. I think I said something like: ‘I can’t believe you just asked me that’.”

				“I had been studying for a degree and had put on quite a bit of weight. I happened to mention to my MIL that I was thinking of going on a diet. She said: ‘Oh, my dear, you are of an age when you won’t ever lose your weight’.”

				“My fiancé told his mum that he had proposed – she spun round to me and said: ‘don’t worry, we’ll whip you into shape.’”

				“We were all at the Christmas dinner table together, fairly early on in our relationship, when MIL started recounting this story about finding my husband in bed with another girl. Everyone else at the table knew the story and knew who she was except me. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.”

				“I was getting on a bit in age and we hadn’t had kids yet, when I told MIL I would be changing jobs. She came out with: ‘don’t you know it will be another two years before you are eligible for maternity leave?’”

				“When it was obvious we were getting serious, MIL let herself into our flat and taped an article about pre-nups to our fridge and said, casually: ‘I’ve left you both a little something on the fridge door’.”

				“She once said, of my son: ‘He’s such a bright spark and has such a great sense of humour – he’s definitely his father’s son.’ I’m not sure she realised how that might sound but it didn’t give me a great deal of credit! ”

				“MIL often says of my husband that he’s missing ‘home’ – meaning her home.”

				“She told me that she just adores her puppies – that they are the replacement for the grandchildren she never sees.”
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		    Why is it so all so tricky? 

				The most commonly given explanation for relationship difficulties between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law is that they are competing for the husband’s affection. 

				This is not my experience; whenever MIL is staying, my husband takes the opportunity for a little down time, absenting himself from family duties. MIL and I are not competing for morsels of appreciation and attention; we forget he is even in the house. 

				Perhaps the competition is more subtle than that (on DIL’s side, at least), aligned with a desire to prove herself a capable wife and mother; the anxiety of being found wanting when held up against MIL’s example. It is a struggle for household dominance. 

				“You know who makes the best apple pie/lemon meringue/marmalade/beef wellington…,” my husband will chuckle, whenever I put his dinner in front of him.

				Yes, I know. Your mum. I could kill him, especially as we both know it is true.

				I’m going to get it in the neck for this, but I would venture that this is very much a female problem. We are emotional creatures, so much more tuned-in than our men. That has obvious advantages – we are better communicators, peacemakers and social engineers – but it also makes for a lot of unnecessary nail-biting. We waste a lot of mental energy on spurious or imaginary problems, often of our own making. Also, we tend to be more defensive and territorial, suspicious of others’ intent – like lionesses protecting our territory. Perhaps we all need to pretend to be blokes for a bit and occupy that brain space with something more fun:

				Imagine our men at ‘SIL Club’. They’d all be sitting round with tins of beer in awkward silence, until someone coughs and says: “So, how’s your father-in-law then?”.

				The other bloke shrugs: “He’s all right ... did you see the game last night?”

				Perhaps investing too much thought in it sends the relationship askew. At least we care.

				I cannot speak for MILs. I can only imagine how uncomfortable it must be to hand over a beloved son to a girl you barely know. 

				MIL thinks to herself: “This woman cannot know his value. She will never be able to give him what he deserves. Anything she does will fall short. Must I stand and watch him go to ruin; my high hopes for his brilliant future dashed on her benighted, un-swept doorstep?”

				This is all very overblown, of course. Many MILs are delighted that their sons have found happiness with another soul – and a happiness that may lead to grandchildren. Or, at least, that is what MIL will tell DIL, and her friends, and herself (repeatedly), in order to stave off those baser, negative sentiments.

				So why can’t we all just get along? Is it because:

				
						she can’t let go of her son (forget apron strings, try umbilical cord!) 

						you are in competition

						you are doing her job

						you are primed to take everything as a criticism

						you are ungrateful

						you won’t listen to her advice

						she doesn’t appreciate that you are a grown-up

						she is afraid that you will cut her out

						you prioritise your own mother over her

				

				The daughters-in-law were not backward in coming forwards on this one:

				“It’s a woman’s inner instinct to want to look after men. It’s something primeval. He is her little boy. She needs to see that you are doing it properly.”

				“As soon as I announced I was pregnant my MIL said, ‘I hope it’s a boy because that will be like getting my son back’.”

				“The MIL has a tendency to cling to her son, in a way she doesn’t with daughters. She is very protective of him – she knows the daughter can well look after herself, but that a son will need caring for.”

				“DIL is looking after MIL’s son. MIL has previous entitlement. Case closed. She’s like a tyrant trying to hold on to his power once she’s been ousted.”

				“I think what they really want is my husband back, the way he was before he married. No-one will ever be good enough for him.”

				“MIL feels she has grown this child inside her, for another person to wreck his life. She wants him to carry on being a child for a bit longer. She panics that she wasn’t done yet – she didn’t instil in him everything she’d have liked to.” 

				“I think it’s more of a territorial thing. It can be tricky when MIL treats DIL’s house as her own. She goes in, sits down, helps herself to a cup of tea, whatever, thinking ‘this is my son’s house, I can do what I like’.”

				“When it’s your own mum you are unguarded – if she does something annoying you can just tell her but with MIL you can’t. You’re both always worried about doing and saying the right thing and you sort of tiptoe round one another, awkwardly.”

				“You’ve got your own mum. What do you need his mother for? She doesn’t really have a place anymore.”

				“It’s about learning to have mutual respect with someone with whom you would probably never choose to become friends with. You have to take the time to learn how to get along.”

				“You as daughter-in-law will never be truly ‘family’. You are not blood, no matter how much you do for them.”

				“She is simultaneously a visitor – where strict protocol applies – and a member of the family, where she might think she can cross normal barriers. No-one quite knows how to behave.”

				“If you are someone who has quite a fragile sense of self and this woman comes into your life, all guns blazing, you might feel sensitive and prickly. I think the more comfortable you are with yourself, the easier it might be to get on with your MIL.”

				“The difficulties arise where the wife allows the MIL too much influence, usually because she cares too much about her good opinion. My MIL was always so bossy. She was the same with my husband but he didn’t notice. If he didn’t want to do something, he wouldn’t do it. With me, I cared too much what she thought. She used to come in and dump on me and I’d nearly break myself over it.” 

				“They come in and treat you like a child and then you always feel you have to justify yourself. She’ll say things like ‘don’t think I’m interfering, but…’ and your hackles go up immediately. It’s textbook stuff.”

				“They have a tendency to treat the wives as second-class citizens.”

				“They simply make judgments about what they see, without stepping back and recognising that you are on a continuous journey.”

				“It’s never simple between women. We are moody and changeable and sometimes, we just meet at the wrong time. Men will have an argument and be able to let it go and never look back, but women don’t seem to be able to do that. We’re quite petty and we don’t forget. It will always be there in the background of the relationship.”

				“It’s also about what baggage you carry with you going into the relationship. If you have had a messed-up childhood and a difficult relationship with your own mother then you might have a harder time with your mother-in-law. If you grew up in a warm, loving and open family where it was okay to be yourself and where a person has room to grow, you might be more appreciative when MIL comes in and just wants to help. If you felt under pressure and judged at home, you may find it difficult to accept that help and see it as some kind of judgment or criticism.”

				“DILs might be accused of ‘changing’ the husband, when really he has only moved on. It’s that old thing people say: ‘my son’s my son till he gets a wife…’.”

				“I think if there is a simple personality clash there to start with, her being your mother-in law blows it out of all proportion.” 

				“My husband put it quite neatly – he said ‘there just isn’t room in this family for two strong women’.”

				“I was divorced, Polish and I’d had a baby out of wedlock. Now I look back and I think, how can it have taken me so long for me to figure out why she didn’t like me?! To them, these were insurmountable obstacles.”

				“In my case, things got off to a very bad start on my wedding day, thanks to my father, who told MIL: ‘Well, you know this marriage won’t last. She’s too lazy.’ Comparing my father with MIL would be like putting together a snake and a bit of tissue paper – they inhabited different universes. She would have taken his comment absolutely at face value. She thought if a man would say that about his own daughter, on her wedding day, then she must be the most selfish and lazy woman alive. What a wicked thing to say to a simple and honest woman. He was a wicked truth-sayer. She obviously thought the first thing she had to do was to teach me to dust and mop. She never had a job like me. Temperamentally, we were absolute opposites.” 

				“My world is a world she just doesn’t understand. We are singing from different hymn sheets.”
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