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Your children are not your children

They are the sons and daughters of

Life’s longing for itself.

They come through you but not from you

And though they are with you, yet they belong not to you.

You may give them your love but not your thoughts,

For they have their own thoughts.

You may house their bodies but not their souls,

For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams.

You may strive to be like them, but seek not to make them like you.

For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday.

KAHLIL GIBRAN,

‘The Prophet’, 1923


Introduction

Never apologize, never explain. When I finished How Not to be a Perfect Mother I said grandly that this was the end. From conception to the fourth birthday party, there was some excuse for reading – or writing – baby books. It seemed to me that in the early stages it is reasonable to generalize; although a baby is an individual, in early life the common qualities far outweigh the differences. All six-month-old babies grab the spoon when you try to feed them; all new walkers pull things off tables on to their heads; and the particular qualities of a two-year-old (not unlike a suitcaseful of gelignite on a cake-walk) are pretty universal too. But after four years, I wrote, ‘You may have acquired a tough gunslinger or a dainty Victorian miss (of either sex); an intellectual or an athlete or a socialite. They stand apart from one another, small but separate, each on a private platform of heredity and chance and conditioning. So a mature three seemed a good age at which to stop.’

[image: image]

And, I added loudly to my friends, there would in future be no question of my writing another book about looking after children. If you hadn’t got the hang of your own child by four years old you must be past helping. So no more advice from me: I had served my time as a baby-pundit, and would get back to writing about other things. I was quite glad, really: never again would I have to decide whether to refer to a child as ‘he’ (old-fashioned), ‘she’ (trendy) or ‘it’ (offensive), or whether to overburden every other sentence with such lumbering hybrids as ‘he/she’. I never did solve that one, and never will.

But I was wrong. I eat my words. My own children grew older, but as the memories of nappies and night-alarms began to fail, instead of relaxing into a new, rational phase of family life I found myself still at sea. I was still working to make sense of it all, and above all still animatedly comparing notes with my mother friends of all ages, and also with total strangers in supermarket queues. The children’s maturity and self-sufficiency had made some things infinitely easier: far less time was used up in physical service to the children, and a certain rationality crept in as toddlerhood receded. After four, one can make deals like ‘Give me ten minutes peace with the paper and then we’ll start the Meccano roundabout.’ When a four-year-old wants a yoghurt, one can point at the fridge and say ‘All right, go and choose’, without pausing in one’s energetic attempts to unblock the kitchen drain. By five, one can have good grounds for believing that the child will remember to shut the fridge door. At six, he will be shutting it extra fast because school and ‘green’ television programmes have made him very concerned about not wasting electricity. It is definitely easier, in some ways.

But the goal posts had been moved, and new issues came up which had never much troubled the baby years: nightmares, swearing, school, sleepovers, parties, television, mumps, smacking, the Tooth Fairy, that sort of thing. They combine into endless new pictures: many a happy, fascinated hour has been spent chewing the fat with my friends on such issues as what to do if your child has nightmares about the Tooth Fairy, or swears at school, or gives everyone else mumps at his party. One day I realized that everything had changed, yet nothing had. Instead of mashing up bananas with a baby on one arm while singing ‘Nellie the Elephant’ to a toddler, I was simultaneously building an eggbox model of a spaceship while booking swimming lessons on the telephone and trying to explain why aeroplanes fly. And I decided that perhaps there was a sequel to write, after all.

It is not much like the first book, simply because those goal posts have moved. By this stage of parenthood, there is less point in offering ten quick ways to distract a baby, or a pageful of other people’s brilliant solutions to the potty problem. There is no need to pass on humble tips about putting masking tape in hotel baths to stop a toddler slipping (frankly, by five years old my children were a lot more nimble and less likely to fall over than I was). If you think about it, it would be positively insulting to write a three-to-eight book in the same tone as a baby book: small children are a massive management problem, within which a relationship is growing. With bigger children, the relationship is in the foreground and although there is still a place for low cunning on the mother’s part, it has to be a lot better disguised. Why else do four- and five-year-olds so suddenly, and disconcertingly, outgrow their fondness for certain very mumsy babysitters and nannies? They are changing. A parent’s job is to change with them. That is what the book is about.

Above all, perhaps, it is another swipe at the idea of perfection in family life. Whereas in the first couple of years the pressure is on to be a Perfect Mother, a modern Madonna with her armoury of fluoride drops and educational flashcards and endless self-sacrificing patience, as the child grows up the emphasis changes. Suddenly it is the child who is expected to be a perfect, glossy specimen: well-balanced, well-behaved, artistic, scientific and physically adept. Instead of being impressed with guilt about your own inadequacy and inefficiency as a mother, you are forever being pricked into unease by subliminal suggestions that your child is not quite up to scratch: not passing the tests, learning the cello, making the team. Fight it. There is no such thing as an ideal child, any more than there is a perfect parent.

Never mind, by the way, if that parent happens to be a mother, father, or both. As far as I am concerned, ‘mother’ is a job description, not a definition of sex.


1. Farewell Fat Legs: Why three is different

A curious change comes over children at three to four years old. It is not as obvious as the earlier changes, like standing upright or speaking or giving up nappies; and there is not as much written about it. But it happens, often quite suddenly, and it needs responding to. If you go on treating a big child the same way as you dealt with a toddler, you will waste as much effort and cause as much aggravation as if you forced nappies on to a schoolchild or tried to carry a teenager everywhere in a backpack. Yet you can miss the changes at first: parenthood is tiring and confusing. Its vision is misted by love and anxiety and one’s own childhood memories, good or bad; not to mention other people’s doctrinaire theories splashed all over the newspapers and the baby books. You can miss changes that are happening right in front of your eyes, 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 while you miss the six o’clock television news – when , in fact, what you have there is no baby, but a young child of rising six, who would be quite interested to watch the news with you and have a solemn discussion about perestroika before going off to bed at about the same time he would have anyway.

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, uncompromising sort of shape. Solid chubby legs seem to go well with an opinionated and 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 shops. 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?

The difference came home to me when my own two children were on either side of it. An item came up on ‘Blue Peter’ about the hole in the ozone layer. The elder child took days to calm down from the swirling black fears it stirred up: a hole in the sky, letting in bad rays and making the sea flood us! There was real horror in his eyes. The three-year-old merely said ‘Ahahaaa! We shall all fry up, frizzle, frizzle!’ without believing a word of it. At first I thought it was a mere difference in their temperaments: but then I remembered that a year earlier Nicholas had had the same gung-ho, sanguine approach to life, and suspected (correctly as it turns out) that in a year’s time Rose too would fall prey to cosmic fears. And a memory came back: decades ago I lay in my bed, aged six, shivering with fear at the thought of the new nuclear power station up the road – Sizewell A. I had found out about radioactivity. So had my little brother, but he was merely thrilled at the idea that he might be radioactive one day. He wanted to glow all over, ‘like a gloominous watch’.

It is easy to misjudge the borderline: it can happen any time between four and six, and if you are busy, or harassed by younger children, you can miss it. You can also miss it if you have got so good at the physical, reassuring, singing, playing side of mothering that you find it difficult to let go of the tried and tested responses. I found myself going on too long with the cheery, protective, prattling nonsense which keeps a toddler happy, when my child was asking for more concentrated listening and serious talk. ‘Mummy,’ he said crossly, ‘don’t make a joke of everything.’ But it is a very easy mistake to make: sometimes it helps to go 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 demanded of you.

You have to: because 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 to be an active, cheerful, destructive bundle of animal spirits, riding a bike and building Lego models, but he is also going through great bewilderments and revelations. He is grasping all sorts of concepts and adult truth which will rock the foundations of his 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. 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 people (and pet rabbits) don’t come back from death, not ever. This so appalled my children, each in turn, that for a while even the bang-bang-you’re-dead games were modified. ‘I’ll shoot yer dead’, they would say, ‘but not dead to heaven, 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 and share the uncomplicated joys of looking at the machines. Our daughter, still two, happily waved goodbye at the end of a day’s treat; her anxious elder brother nagged all the way home for a steam locomotive ‘of my own’, a private cinema, or a real traction engine to keep in his bedroom. He sometimes got quite aggressive about it. It would have been easy to assume that we had bred a spoilt and materialistic monster, but we held our irritation in check for most of the time. We had a theory, and I 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. Since then I have heard of children who cry bitterly before their birthdays, because they are thinking how sad it will be when the day ends. You can’t do much to help, but you can try 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 countries far away, or what you can do when you are grown up, all get a raptly attentive audience. On a bad day, the child only 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 playgroup where he has been perfectly happy for a year. He prefers the boredom of sitting on the floor beside a furiously busy and grumpy Mummy. He doesn’t want to do big, brave grown-up things or see his friends or have new books 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 ‘socialization’, but I have yet to meet a parent who didn’t admit that between three and eight there were occasional unaccountable periods – days, weeks, or months long – when their child appeared to hate all other children and refuse outings.

It can be difficult, frustrating, boring and embarrassing for the parents: 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 they were indeed looking at each shiny stone, concentrating on what was close and touchable and throwable. It is as they grow older that their eyes become raised in half-troubled wonderment, and they notice the 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. By six or seven they will have worked out, with your help, a basic philosophy on dealing with the vastness and risk of life. They become increasingly keen on action rather than fantasy: instead of demanding real traction engines of their own, they go outside with a heap of junk and convince themselves they are building one. Instead of merely quailing with horror at the realization that children in the Third World are starving, they start collecting stamps and drink-cans for ‘Blue Peter’ or a school fund-raising appeal. They love the idea of laws and rules: they read out speed limits to you in the car, and when the new British law came in that children must wear seat-belts, it was the children who righteously did them up, squeaking furiously if their parents drove off before they were clipped in.

So these are the thinking years, the years when you pass on your personal philosophy to your child. Your social, spiritual and emotional values are on their way to the next generation. This is a distinctly alarming prospect. Most of us manage to scramble through young adulthood 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 or not we approve of adultery, lead-free petrol and private education; 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 Mister Rushdie had to go into hiding, or why Daddy shouts rude things at the Prime Minister on television when everybody knows that the government is demmercratically elected by everybody.

It is actually rather healthy that we do flounder. It indicates that we are trying to find the truth, and willing to share our uncertainties with our children. There is something depressing about people whose beliefs make them sure that they know it all: they seem so often to raise little bigots.

The best parents share a few uncertainties with their children, in a spirit of interested, positive questing. To take a fashionable issue as an example, they don’t say ‘Wicked people are cutting down the rainforests because they are greedy and bad’, but haver about, more or less creatively, trying to explain about poor farmers, international loans, beleaguered governments and ignorance. With a bit of luck, they conclude with something relatively simple like the fact that cutting down rainforests is a bad thing for the planet, and that all people of goodwill must try to help the South Americans, Indonesians, and others not to do it. Such parents may tie themselves into knots occasionally and bring down mockery from others – there are few spectacles so richly comic as a concerned mummy trying to explain her environmental philosophy in a supermarket queue – but they are doing a more intelligent job than those who say ‘Never mind the rainforests, get on with your tea.’
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Mind you, there are some impossible questions. It is no fun to be confronted with such questions as ‘Tell me the real truth, is there a Father Christmas?’ or ‘If Daddy loved me, why did he go away?’ And there will be moments when the policy of open, questing discussion of big issues will come unstuck. Years ago we had a child of seven or eight to stay whose parents were dynamic and utterly open in their discussion. In one afternoon we heard them talking rationally and helpfully to him about nuclear war, lesbianism, terrorist bombs, child molesters and the death penalty. We were lost in admiration of this open and fearless family. Then at supper Paul and I started telling the assembled company about how we had just got rid of a plague of big rats in our creaking farmhouse larder. The little boy’s eyes grew wider and wider, and he went white. It took his mother hours to get him to sleep, and she was pretty cross with us for mentioning something so alarming. The lad had come to terms with a potential nuclear holocaust and any number of bombs, but he drew the line at rats. Even dead rats. Not being his parents, we got it wrong: we weren’t close enough to know his terrors.

The point is to stay close. Not smotheringly close – this is the age of the playroom, of vanishing upstairs with friends for hours of private games – but near enough to pick up the signals. Listen when you’re being talked to. It is hard, especially hard if you have gone back to work and would prefer nice mindless romps and cuddles of an evening; but listening to young children’s preoccupations and talking sense to them is as important as giving them books and cleaning their teeth, and a lot more important than combing their hair or nagging them to eat with the fork the right way up. It counts for more than fashionable violin lessons and expensive educational toys. It is the one corner you can’t cut: and coming from a confirmed corner-cutter like myself, that is quite an admission.
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