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False Teeth By Post? How to Read This Book

My good friend Christina Hardyment, a rigorous historian of baby-management books and domesticity in general, once remarked that writing how-to books on childcare and family life is a bit like selling false teeth by post. The craftsmanship may be irreproachable, the intentions excellent, but the damn things never will quite fit.

   Once you accept that, everything becomes easier. Nobody else’s image of family life is going to ring precisely true; any blueprint for the perfect home is to be treated with the greatest suspicion. If you take it too earnestly, then at worst it will make you feel guilty about your life, and at best it will enrage you.

   So take this, and all such books, as an aid to confidence rather than a sapper of it. There will be areas in which you are doing rather better than I – or any of my research sources and advisers – ever have. There will be areas where we can help you focus more clearly on what is going on beneath the turbulent surface of daily life. Take what is useful, and use the rest to line the rabbit hutch.

   The format needs explaining. In the beginning, there were three short books which I wrote while my own children were small. How Not to Be a Perfect Mother covered the first positive pregnancy test to the baby’s arrival and ended at the age of three. It is still on sale, but is not incorporated in this book; it stands best alone because that initial bewildering period of change and mutual adaptation between parents and new babies is a subject in its own right (also because there are limits to the weight of paperback you can conveniently carry in a nappy bag).

   There were two sequels – How Not to Raise a Perfect Child (which goes from three to eight years old) and How Not to Be a Perfect Family, which considers the wider implications of being no longer a free individual or companionable couple, but a small ramshackle miniature nation with its own democracy and economy and makeshift legal system to run.

   These are both mainly subsumed into this new book, but altered and amplified with a lot of new thoughts and experiences about teenage years, the pressures of modernity on the ancient structure of the family, and the changing marital balance. Revising material I wrote before, I have sometimes changed my mind and sometimes adapted my view to the rapid evolution of society. Sometimes, however, I have resisted on principle the temptation to change anything at all. There is a real risk that as your own children grow up into near-adults you forget the day-to-day practical frustrations of living with far smaller ones. Any merit the original books had depended largely on the fact that they were genuine dispatches from the battle front, covered in small grimy fingerprints and Plasticine. I would hate to dilute that with the sort of dignified hindsight which comes over you when your youngest child is herself big enough to go out babysitting. So some of the old surreal madness, the daily frustration and glory, of the early years is still reflected here.

   After the first essay – which is about why I still believe in the family at all – the book divides into two parts. The first is about children, the second about family life.

   It seemed a distinction worth keeping, because although there would be no family life without children, they are not the whole story. There are times when you have to concentrate utterly on children’s needs; but other times, too, when if the family is to survive intact you have to look beyond the fume and fret of mere childrearing and consider the wider net of relationships, duties, rights and precautions which hold the tribe together. So there are times for Part I, and times for Part II; the degree of overlap will vary. Some sections – like much of the discussion on sibling rivalries (in Part II) or the reflections on sex education (in Part I), could equally well have been in either half. The index should help.

   As for the variations in tone and pace, that’s family life for you. One moment you’re confronting a central philosophical crux of human existence, the next you’re trying to fish the car keys out of the S-bend (straightened coathangers are best. I see I forgot to mention this in the main text). The tone varies because you cannot muse on the implications of human relations with cyberspace in the same brisk tone that you pass on stuff about guinea pigs needing Vitamin C. The matter of gender may raise a few eyebrows too; I am unwilling to keep on doubling up, forever saying ‘mother/father’, ‘son/daughter’ or ‘he/she’, simply because it is a graceless form and makes the reader stumble. So at times I have made the choice that seems most natural. Take it as read that everything a mother does – short of breastfeeding – can be achieved by a father, and vice versa; and that the same applies to sons and daughters, uncles and aunts, grandmothers and grandfathers.

   One more word: if at the moment you have a small baby, or a pre-school child, skip like mad. Avoid the sections about secondary schools, teenagers, etc., like the plague. In a time of small families and scattered tribes, parents of very young children may be thrown into a state of alarmed incomprehension by the sight of older ones. What connection can there possibly be between the small, laughing, sociable, affectionate, curious, graceful little creature at your feet and these huge, scowling, stroppy, spotty louts with their Walkman headphones clamped to their ears, their trollopy clothes and cruel music? When you expect a baby, you do not expect a teenager. Nobody even really expects a ten-year-old. They just sort of creep up on you. You evolve, together, towards a new kind of relationship. So if you reach a chapter which feels utterly irrelevant to your own life, ignore it. One day you may just see the point.

   Or, of course, you may not. Again I say it: there is no such thing as a perfect handbook on family life and children. There are many good and healthy ways to grow up and run a home, and mine may not be yours. There are a few immutable principles in this family business, but very few.

   So think of the author as a dippy old aunt in the chimney corner, who dozes and rambles and occasionally says something wise or shows you a good short cut. That is good enough for any childcare writer. Those who claim to know it all, or offer easy formulae, are lying.





The Enduring Family

‘The family,’ wrote George Santayana, ‘is one of Nature’s Masterpieces.’ I like that line. It pays tribute to something which many of us still strongly and instinctively feel: that however much we talk it down, spread alarm about it and generally beset it round with dismal stories, the family somehow marches on.

   More importantly, it asserts that the family deserves to march on. It is a good thing, a useful structure, our best hope of sanity and security as individuals. This, too, I believe. No personal horror stories or unhappy mutations can disprove the essential strength and usefulness of an arrangement in which, bound by instinctive love and dependence and sparks of genetic likeness, old and young human beings support and amuse one another. The strong live alongside the weak, the male and the female modify one another’s extremes, the old and feeble have a claim on the young and vigorous, and children can explore the world from a base of absolute certainty that there is one place – however damn dull it looks at the moment – where they can always return.

   The family is the smallest kind of community, and an essential knot in the wider net of human society. Because of the diversity of its members it is able to reach out and make connections in many directions. This happens every time two grandmothers gossip, or a child makes a new friend in the park and the mothers desultorily chat. When teenagers fall in love, or two office workers compare notes in the lift on their babies’ progress, another vital link is made and the social net is strengthened. Every wedding photograph proves it. The family is a force for inclusiveness. However nervously some members may try to protect their own social turf, the diversity of ages and the natural rebelliousness that arises in a family means that it must, willy-nilly, find itself from time to time connected with those who live in other ways, on other levels. This – to all but the most fearful or insanely exclusive social tribes – is patently a very good thing indeed.

   Like every human gift, the family has a history of being abused, exploited, twisted, turned into a prison cell and used as a power base for the wicked and an engine of oppression. Nobody in their right mind would deny that these perversions of family life exist, or that they matter. At times, regrettably, it is necessary for the wider family – the state – to intervene and save the weak from the cruelty of the strong.

   But that does not make any difference to the central truth: that the family itself is worth having, and is not about to die out for lack of support. In Britain we hear a great deal about cycles of deprivation and the ‘parenting deficit’ producing a generation of bewildered, damaged young people who were never properly looked after themselves and therefore cannot look after their own children without intense help and training. I would be the last to deny anybody such help if they do need and want it; in a high-speed, high-spending, complicated society there are plenty of problems facing the modern family, and the following pages go into quite a few of them.

   But I am constantly encouraged in my wilfully pro-family beliefs by meeting people who have come out of lousy childhoods with a resolution to do better, to found strong families themselves, and to achieve as adults – and pass on – the solidity and emotional safety they were denied as children. Even though many families fail, the idea of the good family exists independently of all individual disasters. It is one of the eternal archetypes, like fitness, or happiness, or democracy. That does not mean that we should all yearn towards an impossibly rosy, perfectionist, sickly-sweet and impossible ideal. It just means that it is always worth trying to hold together a good-enough family; a ramshackle, familiar, well-meaning structure in which the weak are protected, the strong learn to curb their worst instincts, and a web of scruffy traditions and timeworn jokes creates a common background to diverse lives.

   I am also encouraged by the visible flexibility of the family. In my own lifetime, within the British family, all kinds of things have changed. Paternal authority is not what it was, nor is motherhood any longer widely accepted as a full-time and permanent job. We have entirely lost the assumption – current well into the 1970s in some circles – that marriage automatically marks the end of a young woman’s working career. The roles of the sexes are no longer predictable, so men have (with some pain) often needed to accept that a woman can be the main breadwinner, and women have had to learn to take that part with grace.

   Expectations, if not always practice, have changed radically within the home. As recently as the late 1960s a book on marriage by a go-ahead young newspaper columnist called Jilly Cooper recommended that a young wife – if she did have to work – should make certain to get home before her husband so that she could do the housework and change into a pretty dress for him because men hate seeing women fiddling around with Hoovers and dusters (I can reassure readers that Cooper herself – now in her sixties, a millionaire novelist who usually has her supper made by the said husband – roars with laughter when confronted with that passage).

   Attitudes to children have changed; if there ever was a time when they were seen (neat and tidy in sailor suits) but not heard, it has long gone. Middle-class parents today occasionally glance back, in bitter wonderment at the change of emphasis, to question how it is that our generation, who spent long dull Sunday afternoons of childhood boredom sitting on hard chairs being polite to Granny because children had to fit in with parents’ wishes, now spend long dull Sunday afternoons drinking coffee out of polystyrene cups while waiting for their offspring to be finished with judo, or swimming club, or football – because these days it seems that parents have to fit in with children, not vice versa.

   Apart from large and formal changes like the UN declaration on the rights of the child, there have been a thousand smaller ones in education and understanding and general child management which have filtered into family life and changed it. I think that today’s parents talk more frankly with their children than ours did. Dual career families have risen until they are seen as a norm; attitudes to hired household help, to mealtimes, schooling, transport, to every building block of life have adapted through eras of rapid change, with varying degrees of conviction and success. The era of the stepfamily, the serial marriage, and the child with two homes has required the ancient institution to take on the flexibility of a circus tumblers’ pyramid; but everyone knows cases where, miraculously, the good old Family has managed the trick with considerable grace.

   You could argue that many of the recent changes have been for the worse, and endangered the best aspects of family life. You could – as some families do – resist them. We, for instance, have generally tried to resist the habit of serial and separate ‘grazing’ for food, and to ensure that if we are all home, once a day we all sit down together if only for twenty minutes so as to observe the immemorial ritual of eating and talking in company.

   You could argue that the rise of the stepfamily, and the number of children who have two alternative homes, poses a grave threat to the very idea of family life. You could say that the easiness of divorce has undermined the essential feature of family life, which is that everyone concerned is committed to it, for better or worse. But if you discount the most chaotic and unhappy situations (which always have existed) the evidence is rather that people are building new kinds of family life, new kinds of tolerance and loyalty. Lately I got talking to a young man who was expertly assisting a four-year-old into roller skates at my local leisure centre. I assumed that he was the father, and that since it was a weekday, he was either a shift worker who took turns at childcare with his wife, or else unemployed.

   I was wrong on both counts. He was a mature student, taking the day off to amuse his stepsister’s boyfriend’s little half-brother while the mother was having hospital tests. The families had been neighbours for years, he explained, and the child’s father used to run this lad’s school football team. A brother whose nephew had lent the roller skates came into it somewhere too. I found it hard to follow, but every word was evidence of the way that casual familial links spread out and become a network of community. This ordinary, unofficial bonding and mutual help is a better guarantee of general safety and good lives than anything which any government could ever provide. And it goes on, every day, all around us.

   The ordinary family rules make it work: rules of tolerance, of trust, of sensible taboos and the kind of well-accustomed mutual knowledge that foresees and forestalls behavioural breakdown and disaster. Some of this is on an ordinary humdrum level: ‘John’s very edgy again . . . perhaps if we took the children and he had a quiet night out with Sarah on their own  . . .’ Some families handle and contain the most extreme horrors. ‘Nat’s been drinking. Better get the children away for the night to Mary’s’ or ‘When Grandad’s mind wanders, he says some pretty awful things to little girls. We’ve learnt not to wheel him past the junior school at playtime. Terrible, but you have to laugh, don’t you? He is ninety.’

   Without training, without psychological consultants to hand, every week tens of thousands of families ward off disaster with astonishing efficiency. Sometimes they need outside help; but the family members are the experts, because they alone have the long, loving perspective of old habit. They knew Grandad before he lost his marbles, Nat before he drank, John before he lost his job. They love them; not sentimentally, but because they are used to it. It is fashionable to talk about ‘families of friends’ as a future substitute for the washed-out, frustrating old biological unit; certainly friends can grow almost as close, and some friends either virtually join a family circle or supplement it wonderfully. But with friendship there is always an element of choice, and a possibility of rejection. The closest of circles may break up without the slightest legal or formal recognition that this is an aberration or a disaster. But your father or brother – blast him! – is yours for life.

   Beyond the doomsayers who lament the death of the family every few months in the public prints, there is an even more extreme layer of opinion which genuinely hopes that the biological family will become extinct. Their prophet – who is worth mentioning here, because the inspired battiness of his beliefs serves to focus the mind on what we want to keep – is one Dr Robin Baker, who marked the last creaking year of the old millennium by publishing a book called Sex in the Future about his vision of how reproductive technology would change society. In his world everybody would bank their eggs and sperm at puberty, get sterilized, and thereafter reproduce only by conscious, organized choice.

   ‘As we approach the new millennium, basic biological factors that have shaped our reproductive behaviour for millions of years are suddenly changing in major ways. The combination of in-vitro fertilization and surrogate motherhood could mark the end not only of infertility, but also the need for men and women to form relationships, or for busy women to take time out of their careers for pregnancy.’

   He sees sex as divorced entirely from conception, young people banking their eggs or sperm for future convenient use, the rise of cloning, and the ending of the incest taboo. With DNA testing of babies forcing fathers to support their child financially, he reckons that couples will soon have little practical reason to stay together once the early spark of excitement has disappeared. Lone parent families will be ‘the social norm’. Our descendants will ‘give their emotions free rein in a way that we never could. The beast within could be released on a longer lead than for centuries . . . freed from financial anxieties, someone might choose to live with one person, have sex with another and have a baby by a third.’

   Ah well, the man’s a zoologist. They can’t help it. But his book – which however hard you scan it does not appear to be a leg-pull – is oddly useful, and worth looking at because by totally ignoring the old mysteries of love, affinity, kinship and loyalty it throws them into sharp relief. After ten minutes with his dreary vision of clinical reproduction, meaningless sex and endless, restless lifestyle realignments, the vision of something else, something ancient and natural and habitually comforting, begins to arise with a new solidity and hope. There are, of course, sacrifices in family life – but as long as the same person is not always cast as the sacrificial victim, that is no bad thing. There are constraints: most of them are useful. The Baker vision of a world without incest taboos is terrifying because the incest taboo does not, as he avers, only exist for biological reasons. It also acts as a powerful protection to ensure that the developing child is not preyed upon by those who have power and responsibility for him, or her. Why else do we set up an artificial, non-biological incest taboo against teachers sleeping with pupils, or doctors with patients?

   He also discounts the value of sheer familiarity; but we all know how calming and reassuring it is, when you leave home as a college student and plunge into new kinds of identity and relationship, to be able to come back to your mangy old bedroom and faded teddy for a few days to recuperate. As for ending the tie of domestic kinship, that is downright risky. While stepfamilies can work very well, they also have inherent dangers. It is regrettably true that most child-battering involves a ‘parent’ who is not a blood relation. Many parents will tell how, staring into the furious contorted face of an impossible toddler, they have suddenly seen a partner’s, father’s, or mother’s or sibling’s features, and been turned aside from wrath by the sheer miracle, the cosmic joke, of kinship.

   I do not think that humankind will lightly give up these ancient things. The family will go on changing and evolving to meet new needs; sometimes it will take a step back into older patterns, sometimes invent genuinely new ones. The tapestry will be patched and changed, but never, I think, entirely unravelled.





I   THE CHILD





Not a Baby Any More: Farewell, fat legs  . . .

After the tornado years of toddlerhood, there comes a different stage. It is not as obvious or dramatic as the beginnings of speech, or the leaving-off of nappies, or walking; but all the same it is a big change and it needs to be responded to. If you go on treating a big pre-school child in the same way as you dealt with a toddler, you will waste as much effort and cause as much annoyance as if you tried to strap nappies onto a ten-year-old or carry a teenager around in a backpack. Children grow and change fast; if you are tired, or overworked, or agitated about something else entirely, you can miss a whole set of signals. Other things which blur the picture are doctrinaire theories in baby books, scare stories in newspapers, and problematic childhood memories of your own. It can be hard to shut these out and concentrate on the real, personal changes happening in your own real child, now.

   You can miss changes that are happening right in front of your eyes, even though many of them are things which, taken the right way, would actually make everyone’s life a lot easier. You can find you are wasting half an hour chivvying your baby off to bed so you can see the early evening TV news – when in fact what you have there is no baby but a young child of five, who would be quite interested to watch the news with you and have a solemn discussion about helping Kosovan refugees, before going off to bed at about the same time he would have done anyway. You can spend ages on the phone trying to organize someone to mind the baby while you go for some essential clothes shopping, because it was such a nightmare last time in the changing room; and not quite realize that your bright four-year-old would rather enjoy the outing now, feel grown-up if consulted about colours and, far from lying on the ground drumming her heels, would charm the socks off the sales ladies and come home to play dressing-up shops with her friends for days.

   The border between toddlerhood and childhood is a real one. I have often thought that there must be a magical protective quality in fat legs: a baby or toddler has a cheerful, roundish, solid, uncompromising sort of shape. Solid chubby legs seem to go well with an opinionated, Rabelaisian, highly practical outlook on life. A toddler’s jokes are uproarious, his wishes imperious, his temper uncontrollable and his actions – as far as he is concerned – totally without consequences. Someone will mop it up. Someone will mend it. We shall buy anuzzer one, Mummy, at the Big Shop. There is no problem so pressing that a hug and a warm drink can’t solve it.

   Then the child changes shape: everything grows lengthways and slims down. Fat legs turn into long spindly ones, the protruding tummy develops graceful hollows, and suddenly your ex-baby has begun to turn large, worried, wondering eyes on the rest of the universe. Why is it raining? Will the mouse never come alive again if Tibby bites it dead? Will I go to prison if I say a rude word to a policeman? Modesty begins to surface; the hilarity of farts and belches starts to fade, and it begins to matter who sees your bottom. Suddenly, getting a word wrong and being laughed at for it is no longer fun: the concept of ignorance and ridicule becomes very real, and for the first time, a child knows what it is to blush and feel small.

   The outer world becomes more menacing. The difference between toddler and child came home to me when my own two – who are twenty months apart – were on either side of it. An item came up on a children’s news programme about the hole in the ozone layer. The elder child took days to calm down from the swirling black fears stirred up by this: a hole in the sky, letting in bad rays and making the sea flood us and the sun burn us up! There was real horror in his eyes. The three-year-old, on the other hand, merely said, ‘Aahhaaa! We shall all fry up, frizzle frizzle, I shall be a sausage!’ without really believing a word of it. At first, I thought that it was a mere difference of temperament, but then I remembered that a year earlier, the elder child had had the same gung-ho, sanguine attitude to disaster. So I suspected – correctly, as it turned out – that in a year or so the younger one too would fall prey to cosmic fears. And the memory came back from many decades ago, of how at six years old I would lie in my bed shuddering with terror at the thought of the new Sizewell A nuclear reactor up the road, because I had just heard about radioactivity; and of how blighted was a 1950s childhood by the shadow of the ‘H-bomb’, as we called it. Yet even then I can remember my much younger brother being rather pleased at the idea of going radioactive. He wanted to glow all over, ‘like a gloominous watch’.

   It is easy to misjudge the borderline, in the general muck and muddle of rearing a family. It can happen any time between nearly four and around six; if you are busy, and especially if you are marshalling younger children all day, you can miss it. You can also risk missing it if you are a natural mother: someone who has become so good at the physical, reassuring, singing, playing, cuddly side of motherhood that you find it hard to let go of the tried and tested responses. Actually, fathers are sometimes better at spotting the mental development of young children. I found myself going on too long with the cheery, protective, prattling nonsense which keeps a toddler happy, while my child was really asking for some more concentrating listening and serious talk. One day he sternly told me, ‘Don’t make a joke about everything,’ and he was quite right to do so. But it is an easy mistake. Sometimes it helps if you are away from your child for a day or two, so that you can come back and look with a rather more detached eye at what is being asked of you. And if you have a regular babysitter, nanny or au pair, it is worth watching what kind of conversations she (or he) is having with the child these days, and whether they still seem to get on as well as they did in uproarious baby days.

   Somehow or another, you have to meet and acknowledge this change when it comes. This is as serious a demand as the baby’s cries for milk ever were. Growing up is tough, and this four-year-old stage is almost like a rehearsal for adolescence. That child may seem, most of the time, to be an active, cheerful, destructive bundle of animal spirits, riding a bike and building Lego models, but is also going through great bewilderments and revelations. Emerging from toddlerhood, you grasp all sorts of concepts and adult truths which rock the foundations of your small world. It is like discovering a new planet, or a new scientific law, or a new religion every week.

   Take death, for instance. Tell a two-year-old that Grandad has gone to heaven, and that is that (apart from a number of questions about when the next bus goes, and whether there are harps). A couple of years later, the same event strikes home with a new and awful significance. Even if you use the idea of heaven to soften the blow, you have to admit that it is a one-way trip into invisibility: people (and pet rabbits) don’t come back from death, not ever. Some adults spend most of their lives trying to come to terms with this unnerving fact, and the clear troubled eyes of children perceive it without any of the flummery consolations that the rest of us pull round the event (‘had a good life, would have wanted to go doing something he liked, didn’t suffer, lives on in memory’ etc.). The concept of death so appals young children that some of them even modify the bang-bang-you’re-dead games. I have heard one say, ‘I’ll shoot yer dead. But not dead to heaven dead, just bang dead.’

   Smaller matters cause upsets too. For months we were driven crazy by the droning repetition of ‘I want one of my own’. We could no longer go, as we had six months earlier, to a steam fair or a railway museum, share the uncomplicated joys of looking at the machines, and come home to draw and remember them with equal pleasure. The child who had once said goodbye happily at the end of a day’s treat turned into an anxious monster who nagged all the way home for a real steam locomotive ‘of my own’, a private cinema, or a real traction engine to keep in the bedroom. He sometimes got quite aggressive about it. It would have been easy to get cross, and assume that we had accidentally bred a spoilt materialist, but we held our irritation in check for much of the time. We had a theory, and I still believe it is true, that he was actually expressing not greed but a sort of shock and fear at having realized the temporariness of things. He had suddenly realized that treats and visits come to an end, earth’s comforts flee and pleasures pass away. I know children who have cried bitterly on their birthdays, or on Christmas evening, because they realize that the day is ending and will take a long uncertain year to come round again. A grown man once admitted to me that when he was four years old he threw his best teddy bear on the fire, not because he was angry with it but because he had been read a story about a lost teddy, realized that the same might happen to his, and consciously decided to get the awful moment over with quickly.

   You cannot do much to help with such feelings, but you can be ready to understand. The baby lived blithely for the moment, but the child bears a burden of unfulfilled and delayed longings. Time is long, the world is wide; on a good day the four-year-old is delighted with the idea. Stories about when Mummy was little, or of countries far away, or of what she can do when she grows up all get a raptly attentive audience. On a bad day, the child suddenly wants the world to be small and cosy again. So suddenly he – or she – will cling. All parents seem to get patches when their child wants to stay at home and refuses point-blank to go to the nursery where he has been perfectly happy for nearly a year. He prefers the boredom of sitting on the floor beside a furiously busy and grumpy Mummy or Granny. He doesn’t want to do big brave grown-up things or see his friends or have new books to read or watch the Punch and Judy. He wants to sit on a knee and have the ten thousandth reading of Polly Pig and the Bee (my least favourite children’s book of all time). All the childcare books stress the importance of regular ‘socialization’, and all government policies work on the assumption that once a woman has got ‘daycare’, that is that, and she can be freed to bolster a dynamic modern economy by working down the burger bar. But I have yet to meet a parent who didn’t admit that between three years old and schooldays (and sometimes well into schooldays too) there are unaccountable periods – days, weeks, or months long – when their child has appeared to hate all other children and refuse outings.

   It can be difficult, frustrating, boring and embarrassing for the parents. Being clung to, once so sweet and warm a feeling, can sometimes make you feel helpless and inadequate, especially when all the other children in the park or at the party are happily running around together. But it makes it easier if you consider that fear of the outside world is a perfectly understandable part of discovering it. When my children were tiny and played on the beach on their chubby legs, I often thought sentimentally of Isaac Newton’s words at the end of his life: ‘To myself I seem to have been only a child playing on the seashore . . . whilst the great ocean of truth lay undiscovered before me.’

   In those days of fat legs they were indeed looking at each shiny stone, concentrating on what was close and touchable and throwable and made satisfying small pings in a tin bucket. It is as they grow older that their eyes become raised in half-troubled wonderment, and they notice that great ocean of undiscovered truth stretching away from their feet. It is no wonder that they sometimes hesitate to confront it.

   But time wears on, and children learn fast, and familiarity breeds confidence. By six or seven years old a child will have worked out, with your help, a basic philosophy for dealing with the vastness and the risk of life. A growing child becomes more competent in action, and less dependent: instead of demanding a traction engine of his own, he can go outside with a heap of junk and convince himself that he is building one. Instead of merely quailing with horror at the thought of a world full of homeless or hungry children, primary school children will busy themselves collecting aluminium cans or used stamps to send up to programmes like Blue Peter, so that they can be part of the practical help the world’s poorest people need. Instead of having nightmares about being put in prison, they develop a hearty appreciation of rules and laws: reading out speed limit signs in the car in an accusing tone, and clucking disgustedly if you omit to fasten your seat belt before you move down the drive. They start to like winning badges at Cubs or Brownies, getting swimming grades, fitting themselves in to a system of social orderliness. This is the point when some parents (like teachers) start using sticky gold stars to encourage tidying-up and helpfulness. A year or so back, the carefree toddler – a free-spirited Rhett Butler sort of creature – would not have given a damn for your gold stars. But the child thinks harder, grows more anxious, and likes the reassurance of a moral structure.

   These are vital thinking years, the years when you pass on your personal philosophy, and the beginnings of your religion or culture, to your child. Social, emotional and spiritual values are on their way to the next generation. This may be a distinctly alarming prospect. Most of us manage to scramble through adulthood for months or years on end without being aware of having a personal philosophy at all. Teenagers think about morality and ethics, and old people consider eternity, but unless you are a fervently committed believer of one kind or another, the years you pass in getting and spending and scrabbling around in the everyday world of work and mortgages do tend to blur the eternal verities. We may know which political party we support and whether we condone adultery, but we start to flounder a bit when a questing four-year-old starts coming up with questions about why God lets people die in earthquakes, why Mr Rushdie had to go into hiding, or why Daddy shouts bad things at the Prime Minister on television when everybody knows that the government is ‘demmercratically’ elected by everybody.

   It is a healthy sign when we do flounder at such questions. It indicates that we are trying to find the truth, and willing to share our uncertainties with our children and teach them, too, to think honestly. There is something alarming about people whose beliefs make them think they know it all, and a real risk for them of raising little bigots. Liberal parents share questions, as well as answers, with their children but manage to avoid confusing them in the process. To take a fashionable issue as an example, they don’t offer simplifications like, ‘Wicked people are cutting down the rainforests because they are greedy and bad.’ They haver about, more or less creatively, explaining about poor farmers, international loans, beleaguered government, short-term thinking and ignorance. With luck, they arrive at a few simple facts, such as the fact that yes, cutting down rainforests without replenishing them is bad for the planet, and that all people of goodwill must try to find ways of helping the South Americans, Indonesians, etc. not to do it.

   Such parents may tie themselves in knots occasionally and bring down ridicule from others – there are few spectacles so richly comic as a concerned Mummy trying to explain her environmental and economic philosophy in a supermarket queue – but they are still doing a more intelligent job than those who snap, ‘Never mind the rainforests, get on with your tea.’

   Mind you, there are some impossible questions. It is no fun to be confronted by such queries as, ‘Why doesn’t Father Christmas make leukaemia children better?’ or ‘If Daddy loved me, why did he go away?’ And there will be moments when policies of open, questing discussions on big issues will come unstuck. Years ago we had a child of seven or eight to stay whose parents were dynamically and utterly open in their discussions. In one afternoon we heard them talking rationally and helpfully to him about nuclear war, lesbianism, terrorist bombs, child molesters and the death penalty, as well as explaining the roots of the Irish Question. He knew about sex, he knew about napalm, he watched films with pathology labs in them. We were lost in wondering admiration of the whole family’s cool (at the time, our baby was too small to be interested in much disclosure beyond raucous cries of ‘Poo-poo!’).

   But then at supper Paul and I started telling the assembled company about how we had just dealt with a plague of big rats in our creaking farmhouse larder. As we reached the bit where Paul blocked up their hole in the wall with cement, and the next morning they had kicked the plug out and were calmly sitting in the middle of the floor guzzling pork pies and giving us cold ratty stares, we noticed the little boy’s eyes growing wider and wider. He went white. It took his mother hours to get him to sleep, and she was pretty cross (well, ratty) with us for mentioning something so alarming. The lad had come to terms with a potential nuclear holocaust and any number of psychopathic perversions, but he drew the line at rats. Even dead rats. Not being his parents, we simply got it wrong: we were not close enough to understand and predict his areas of terror.

   The point is – throughout these years of early childhood – to stay close, intellectually and emotionally. Not smotheringly close, for this is the age of the playroom, of vanishing upstairs with friends for hours of private games; but close enough to pick up the signals. Be around, be available, and listen when you are being talked to.

   It is hard, especially hard if you have gone back to work and would prefer nice mindless cuddles and romps of an evening; but listening to young children’s preoccupations and questions, and talking sense in return, is as important as cleaning their teeth or reading them stories. And a lot more important than combing their hair or nagging them to use the fork the right way up. It counts for more than fashionable violin lessons and expensive educational toys. This listening, and explaining of the world, may at times also be something you have to delegate to someone else: a babysitter, partner, grandparent or whoever. If so, it is important to make sure that she or he understands that listening is part of the job and, what is more, has a set of basic values and an understanding of life that echoes your own.

   Whoever does it, the listening and interpreting is vital. It is the one corner you can’t cut with impunity. Coming from a confirmed corner-cutter like myself, that is quite an admission.
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