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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.
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