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The Who’s Who of the Fat Ladies Club

Hilary Gardener – Gobby Girlie. Hilary is the learning disability nursing farmer’s wife. She now has three children. Molly is nearly five, Isabella, known as Ella, is nearly three and Alfie is only ten weeks old.

Andrea Bettridge – Goalie Girlie. Andrea is the Arsenal fanatic police officer. She now has two sons, Max and Sam. Max is just turning five and Sam is nearly three.

Sarah Groves – Gorgeous Girlie. Sarah is currently the only true member of the Fat Ladies Club as she is five months pregnant with her third child, but still manages always to look immaculate. Jack, her eldest, is about to turn five and Eloise will soon be two.

Lyndsey Lawrence – Genius Girlie. Lyndsey is the brainy scientist who is currently on maternity leave with her second daughter, Caitlin. Caitlin is three months old and her big sister, Bethan, is now nearly five.


Where Are We Now?

Five years can seem an absolute lifetime and yet no time at all. It is impossible to believe how much has happened in our lives over the past few years, both exhilarating and devastating, but the Fat Ladies’ friendships have been cemented through it all.

One huge loss for us was the death of our fellow Fat Lady, Annette, two years ago. This has left a gaping hole in our little girlie gang. Her absence from our lives is painfully evident as five become four to write this book.

So why are we writing a sequel then? That is a question that we frequently ask ourselves. It is not because we feel that we’re a font of all knowledge on raising preschool children, and it certainly isn’t because we’re the gurus of childcare whose example should be followed by all. If you think it’s because we have too much time on our hands, well nothing could be further from the truth. If we thought it was an impossible mission to accomplish the completion of the first book, then this one really will be nothing short of a miracle. Then again, one thing we have learnt over the past few years is that mothers really are expected to be miracle workers. We rapidly have come to realize that the primary skill of motherhood is the ability to juggle ten balls, along with three samurai swords and a couple of flaming batons for good measure – all while simultaneously standing on our heads singing ‘Old MacDonald Had a Farm’, of course.

Recently we looked back at photos of us all with our precious newborn first babies. We looked so young, with not a grey hair in sight, which is more than can be said for now. We are looking older, even if we’re not acting any wiser! I don’t think any of us will ever feel we’re ‘grown up’ – well, definitely not ‘responsible adults’ anyway… We now have at least two children each, along with demanding careers and husbands, to name but a few of our ‘juggling balls’. And we’ve each had some of those tricky flaming batons and samurai swords chucked into our lives to test us to our limits and ensure that those grey hairs just keep on coming.

So we decided to write this sequel because, once again, we wanted to give the ‘no-holds-barred’, true-life version of events in those early years – the juggle of preschool parenting, getting it right, getting it wrong, the guilt and the giggles. We are certainly not aiming to compete with the literary expertise of the likes of Dr Green of Toddler Taming fame. There will be no do’s and don’ts, no deep psychological reasoning for using different techniques of discipline, just our open and honest account of all those tear-your-hair-out occasions when you severely question exactly who is the child. Hopefully it will just make you laugh out loud and realize that you are not alone on those guilt-ridden nights when you tuck up your child, kiss them good night and sit back to make a plan as to how you’re going to do it better tomorrow.

Hilary

* * *

I can safely say that on the ageing front I have come off the worst. If it wasn’t for the fantastic invention of hair dye, I reckon that I’d be snowy white by now. When all the children look back at photos of the Fat Ladies Club when we first met, they don’t even recognize who I am. Clearly, having three children has taken its toll on me far more than I had realized.

I am still married to David, the farmer, and we now have three
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Hilary, Molly, Ella and Alfie

children. But I’m rapidly becoming more of a Margot Leadbetter than a Barbara Good when it comes to hands-on help around the farm. Since being pregnant with Molly, five lambing seasons ago, I haven’t been able to help with any lambing at all. Each year I seem either to be pregnant, and therefore not allowed anywhere near the flock for fear of contracting toxoplasmosis, or to have a young child in tow, so I am more of a hindrance than a help if I start trying to get my hands dirty. For the first few years this was totally frustrating, but I’m rapidly turning into someone who is happy not to have sheep poo on her green wellies.

Molly, similarly, is a bit of a girlie – Barbie pink and farming really do not go together. She loves the idea of going to the farmyard, she loves the outdoors and she thinks that all her Christmases have come at once when she gets to have a ride on her Dad’s quad bike with him, but give her a lamb to hold and see the look of total disgust come over her face at the prospect of being pood on. At the age of two and a half, Isabella (our little Ella) is the complete opposite. Nothing gives her greater pleasure than to be lying down in a pen of lambs or running through a flock of sheep and being covered in dung of any description. Alfie, our little fella, is only a few weeks old and has yet to appreciate that there is, in fact, life beyond the boob.

Farming has changed pretty dramatically over the past few years, but that is an entirely different story. The biggest change for us has been the fact that David has had to close the pig farm, as it was no longer financially viable. This was a bit of a demoralizing phase for him, after seeing it built up, but I have to say that, for the children and me, it was a blessing in disguise. As I sat with him, desperately trying to maintain a look of sympathetic understanding, the Margot in me was secretly cheering at the prospect of no more eye-watering pig pong in the garden all summer. No more hanging the washing inside even in a heat wave for fear of the oil-based stench infiltrating every fibre of our clothing. No more evil overalls loitering in my porch and no more foul-smelling husband lounging around in the evening saying, ‘I can’t smell anything,’ when I’m gagging at the prospect of even entering the same room as him! Pigs may be cute, they may even be one of the cleanest animals by nature, but it has to be said that they don’t half pong. As you have possibly gathered by now, I was quite glad to see them go. Summers in the garden have since taken on a whole new meaning.

I am still working as a community learning disabilities nurse, but this is now on an extremely part-time basis. After having Molly, I returned to work on a three-day week. From my perspective this worked really well; I loved having my professional identity, as well as my parental identity, and felt that the hours were perfect. Molly, however, was never enamoured with my return to work. Initially I had a friend childminding for me. This seemed to be the perfect solution; she simply included Molly in her own family’s life. Even though Molly was only seven months old when I went back, boy did she give her a hard time! She screamed to the point of vomiting every time I left the room throughout the introductory weeks, and then on my first day back at work she literally screamed all day. When I arrived home, my poor childminder was totally at the end of her tether and broke down in tears. The guilt I felt was horrendous, first towards my precious little girl, for abandoning her, but mainly towards my childminder for inflicting such a headstrong little madam on her. It turned out that Molly had a throat infection, though, and my guilt nearly made me quit work there and then. I took annual leave for the rest of that first week back at work, and then we started the battle of abandonment once more. Thankfully my childminder had the patience of a saint and persisted with my wilful little girl. It took four weeks before Molly finally conceded to childcare and came home carrying a little storybook inside which were the words: ‘For my Molly Miggins, thank you for our first lovely day together, love Debbie’. Things then went pretty smoothly for a couple of years. Molly became quite settled into the routine of two days with the childminder and one day with my mum, which was never perceived as childcare by Molly, merely a treat. She even coped with a change of childminder at the end of the first year. However, she always made sure that the actual parting was sheer torture. She would cling around my neck and let out bloodcurdling screams as she was pulled away. This always got to me and would start affecting me from the night before. I was just glad that it was only two days a week that we had to go through this heart-wrenching experience. At least I knew that she had a lovely time once the initial parting was over, otherwise I couldn’t have coped at all.

Once Ella was on the scene I returned to work again when Molly was two and a half, this time putting them both into a day nursery. This worked wonders on Molly – she loved it, never cried when I left her and seemed to be in her element. It felt as though a huge weight had been lifted from my shoulders, until Ella decided to play the ‘Let’s emotionally torture Mum’ game and clearly hated being in the ‘baby room’. We stuck it out, using up every hour of annual leave to bide my time until she could go up into the one-year-olds’ room because I knew she would love it there, and sure enough she did. I had four whole weeks of both children being happy in their childcare before Molly moved up a room, too, and the nightmare started all over again. Two months later – two years and eight months after returning to work from my first maternity leave – I finally threw in the towel and admitted defeat. I could cope no longer with the emotional turmoil of juggling my career and childcare. As I sat down with the managers of the nursery telling them that I was removing my children, I sobbed. I felt a total failure as both a parent and a professional, and with the permanent preoccupation with those two aspects of my life I also felt that I was doing a pretty appalling job of being a wife. Once we decided that we should call it quits with my career, it felt fantastic. I was all set for some evening’s shelf stacking to bring in some extra cash and was ready to start doing one job, being a mother, well for a change.

As it turned out, my managers and colleagues were not as prepared to see me leave as I was. They drew up a plan for me to work just one day a week, in order for me to be able to use my mum for childcare. So this is what I have been doing for the past year or so. Working a mere seven and a half hours a week is heaven – it’s just enough to keep my hand in and my brain ticking over, and I actually take home more money than I did working the three days because I don’t pay childcare. I only wish I had done this from the outset. I am currently on maternity leave again, but intend returning when Alfie is four months old. I only hope that my mum will be able to cope with juggling all three children, the school runs and my disabled father on this one day a week. It’s going to be tough for her, but don’t we all have a secret belief that our mums are, in fact, Wonder Woman? So I’m sure that mine will manage.

Even working one day a week, I do still find that it interferes with my busy social life. Before having children, I couldn’t imagine what full-time mums could possibly find to fill their days; I am loath to admit that I, too, do find it a struggle to fit in those irritating little essentials like cooking, cleaning and food shopping. Admittedly my diary is mainly filled with a flurry of activities for the children: ballet, swimming, playgroup pick-up, friends to play, kinder gym – and so the list goes on. Simply remembering where you’re meant to be, when and for which child would be a challenge for your average member of Mensa, let alone a spongy-brained mum! And I haven’t yet had to add the anticipated boy activities that Alfie is bound to throw in to the weekly timetable in years to come. What with all of this, and desperately trying to fit in the occasional fitness or social activity of my own, I can safely say that my weeks are full and my brain and body can take no more.

Have I changed since having children? Now that is a question that would be answered differently depending on which friends or family members you asked. If you consulted my old hockey club friends, they would say that without a doubt I have changed completely – especially to the friends who have not yet joined the parenting club. I no longer frequent the clubhouse, but when I do go it is usually with the children for an hour in the bar after David has played, so I am preoccupied by keeping an eye on the children rather than propping up the bar. I no longer play hockey at all and have absolutely no desire to go outside and face the midwinter elements adorned in a hockey skirt and shin pads again. I do feel a bit of an outsider at the club now. It’s a bit like going back to the student union bar at college after you’ve left. The atmosphere is the same, the drinking games haven’t changed, but you are no longer part of it. This all sounds very dismal and depressing, but I have to say that I don’t miss it at all. I have kept in touch with some close friends from the club and we regularly socialize with them, just not in Astro boots and bandannas.

Other than my extradition from the hockey club, I don’t think I have changed at all. I’m still a motormouth who never knows when to ‘put it in neutral’, I still have far too many opinions on far too many subjects, and I still stress about my weight, but can’t bear the thought of cutting down my food intake.

Our social life has changed, though. David and I rarely go out for a bevy together now, but tend to have people around to ours to eat instead. This must be a nightmare for our guests, as they are not only a captive audience for my motormouth which has been deprived of adult interaction all day, but they are also subjected to my cooking, and I am no Jamie Oliver, to put it mildly. This transition to home socializing rather than restaurants and pubs is largely because it saves on the hassle of finding a baby-sitter. Even when we go to other people’s houses, we ship the entire family with us and plonk them on any bed going, then ship them home again in the dead of night. Our children have always done this and are great at staying asleep while they are transported around the countryside. That is the one huge downside of living out in the sticks; it is just impossible to get a baby-sitter. Our house is known to the children in the local area as the haunted house, which they dare each other to run up to. So, for most local teenagers, the prospect of baby-sitting in it would be on a par with inviting them to spend an evening in the Hammer House of Horrors! I can’t say that I miss the weekly post-hockey pub crawl, followed by a curry and a fight for the only taxi likely to be able to take us home before dawn. In fact, I am ashamed to admit that I much prefer the home entertainment routine, which really does make me sound like a sad thirty-something, doesn’t it?

The other thing that I have discovered about myself is that I do seem to have a need for full-on involvement in whatever activities I join. When I was part of the hockey club, I could never just be a member; I was ladies’ chairperson, manager of the under-19s girls team and one of the mainstays of the social committee. Obviously I’ve dropped all this but I am now an active member of the playgroup fundraising committee and in charge of the village church’s Sunday school, and I also run a monthly after-school children’s church service called the Sunshine Service. I have no idea how I managed to get myself so involved in the church, but the other Fat Ladies have nicknamed me the Vicar of Dibley. I went to church as a child and helped in Sunday school as a teenager, but have had very limited involvement since then. When Annette died, I did have a desire to start going to church occasionally and I started taking my girls, too. I really wanted my children to just have a good basic Christian background, knowing the Bible stories, the kiddie hymns, but also having fun. Before I knew it, I was volunteering to provide exactly this service for the village. I even ended up doing the full nativity service for the church last Christmas. I tell you, Dawn French, move over. Here comes Hilary Gardener!

So yes, my life has changed, and when I look back now I realize that these changes have been quite dramatic, but definitely for the better. I love being a mum, even though I really don’t think I’m very good at it. My priorities and what gives me pleasure in life may have changed, but I am still me, with the same sense of humour and fun that I have always had, and I am happy to say that I really do love my life just the way it is.

Andrea

* * *

I would like to start by saying that I can proudly boast that I do not have a single grey hair yet. This is just as well because, when I listen to Hilary and Sarah discussing the pros and cons
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Andrea, Max and Sam

of semipermanent versus permanent colour and the cost-effectiveness of home colouring versus the expense of salon intervention, I feel that I would be destined for a major cock-up and end up with green hair if I had to embark on such girlie activities.

Unfortunately, I don’t think it will be that long before I do join the others on the greying front though, as I am in the process of going through one of the most stressful times of my life. Yes, I hate to admit it, but I am the statistical one in five (from our little gang) whose marriage is breaking up. I am someone who took my marriage vows very seriously and when I said ’til death us do part’ I meant it, so the decision to separate was not mine. I really did not ever imagine myself in the position I am currently facing. It’s amazing how we never know what is around the corner. I thought I had learnt this from the speed Annette’s illness took hold and killed her, but once again I am gobsmacked by an unexpected twist in my life. Only nine months ago, as Bruce and I walked into Highbury giggling with excitement at the prospect of watching Arsenal’s opening match of the season, I remember thinking how lucky I was to be married to someone who was with me all the way in the overzealous Arsenal supporting stakes. Our friends perceived our marriage to be one of the closest, yet here I am, my single mortgage approved, house sale agreed, waiting for the chain to complete and move into my new little home with my boys. So how has this happened? Last year, Bruce built up his own business in electronic computer components, and it is doing incredibly well. Basically he has fallen in love with his business and no longer sees me as part of his new life. I’m not sure what would be worse, my husband leaving due to having an affair with another woman, having an affair with a man or simply having an affair with his own desires to do well. Any of these would hurt. I just don’t have the luxury of having someone else to blame! The sad thing is that being the sort of person I am, I am not even managing to be angry at him. I think that I am just so grateful that he is not also falling out of love with his children that I am forgiving him for what he is doing to me. I’m sure this must make me a right mug, but that’s me. He is still as devoted as ever to his boys and fully intends to continue being the hands-on dad he has always been.

On a more cheerful note, I am still just as obsessed with Arsenal now as I have ever been, and I think that parts of my life over the past five years have mirrored my team’s highs and lows. Season 97–98 was a huge high on both fronts, as this saw the pre-season arrival of Max, our first son, followed by Arsenal doing the double and winning the Premiership and FA Cup when he was just ten months old. The poor lad didn’t know what had hit him when the final whistle blew in the FA Cup Final. The sight of both his parents leaping around the sitting room like a pair of kangaroos on acid was all a bit frightening for him, and his bottom lip took on a decided wobble. Fortunately, this didn’t have a long-term damaging effect on his football-supporting abilities, but, after being dressed in an Arsenal Babygro from the day he was born, he really didn’t have much choice in life about liking football.

Prior to that big win for Arsenal, Max had had to watch every televised match of the season with us, and he soon mastered the fact that when lots of men in red run around on television Mummy and Daddy do lots of shouting. Max must have thought, ‘Sometimes they go quiet and grumpy, which is called losing, but I like it best when they get very excited and take me out for a treat at the end – this is called winning.’ It’s hardly surprising then that by the age of eighteen months he understood the concept of football and he, too, was thrilled when Arsenal won. What with this early armchair spectating and many a Sunday on the sideline with my friend Lizzie, watching Mummy play football, I am proud to be able to say that Max is now a fully fledged ‘junior Gunner’. His favourite player is Freddie Ljungberg; he loves to sing Freddie’s song and recently announced that he wants a red Mohican just like his idol. That’s something that will have to wait until the summer holidays, as I don’t think his school would approve! Max has tons of enthusiasm for sport and loves kicking a ball around in the back garden wearing his kit. Whether he has the dexterity or sporting prowess to be a decent player is another question. I fear he is too much like his father, in which case his preoccupation with cleanliness will outweigh his sporting instincts. Already he is the sort of child who, the minute he gets the tiniest amount of dirt on his bright white shorts, will come running in crying as though a world catastrophe had occurred and will not calm down until his shorts are spotless again.

If Max takes after his dad, then my other son, Sam, at two and a half, is already showing strong signs of being like me in personality. We are both the sort of people who are generally cheerful, but also extremely clumsy. If there is something to trip over, knock against, drop or fall off, you can guarantee that Sam or I will be successful in doing exactly that. He has shown early signs of inheriting my sporting ability too, though, and really does appear to have an eye for the ball with no concerns for the ‘Persil challenge’ on his whites.

He’s so like me, I only hope that he doesn’t also inherit my painful obsession with promptness. I was born five weeks early and, unless I turn up at a venue at the very least five minutes early, I always panic about my punctuality. Sam was also born five weeks early, so I’ll just have to wait to see whether there is any truth in the theory that punctuality traits are related to the promptness of your birth.

My pregnancy with Sam did mirror my team’s performance that season in many ways. Arsenal developed a trend of being the bridesmaid; the excitement of the day was there, but they ended up finishing second and, to top it all, the bride was Manchester United. Similarly, all the excitement of my pregnancy was there, but it was overshadowed by the constant fear of losing the baby. The whole pregnancy was not at all straightforward, but I’ll save the details of that for later. Then, after going to watch Arsenal play, my waters broke six weeks early. Sam was born a week later, and it has to be said that he has proved far easier on the outside. I often wonder if my waters had actually gone at the Arsenal match whether I would have been given an honorary season ticket for life.

On the work front, I did return to work as a police officer when Max was seven months old. I didn’t realize how much of a dent in my confidence the break and birth had made until I was faced with an interview for my new post as a community officer. At the time I had ten years experience under my belt and prior to my maternity leave had worked on a drugs unit, yet I still felt like a rookie again. Fortunately, my past reputation got me through the board, which just left the adrenaline-pumping prospect of having to make my first arrest again. Things that I had done two years earlier without even a second’s thought were suddenly daunting first experiences.

I was so nervous in the weeks leading up to my return to work that I’m relieved that I did not have the same problem as Hilary when it came to leaving Max at his nursery. I originally went back full time, and Max spent three days at a local nursery; he was looked after by Bruce’s mum for one day and Bruce for the other. He settled into nursery so well. We had a few tears for about two days, but after that he would smile and wave me goodbye. When I picked Max up, I would usually spot him before he spotted me. It was a fantastic feeling to see the joyous look on his face as he recognized me and came toddling over. I was soon to find out that he also didn’t mind who took him or picked him up – a good job really because the local criminals were unaware that I was a new mum with childcare concerns. I had a really busy first few weeks back at work – it was great to plunge straight into the thick of things and rebuild my confidence as an officer, but I did have severe guilt pangs with the amount of times either Bruce or my friend Lizzie had to be called on at short notice to collect Max for me.

The nursery was great in lots of ways, but it did have one drawback and that was the speed at which an outbreak of an infection would spread. During his first month, Max had conjunctivitis, ‘hand, foot and mouth’ (which completely shocked me as I confused it with foot and mouth, which is a whole different ball game), not to mention a permanently snotty nose and chesty cough. He would catch the condition at the nursery, but then be ‘expelled’ whilst he recovered. The dose of conjunctivitis was during my first week back, and I just couldn’t bring myself to ask for time off so soon, so Max went to stay at my mum’s in Somerset until he was better. This worked fine, except that it was the first time I had been apart from him and I found it really upsetting. I got revenge on my mum, though, for all those years of constant overconcerned phone calls whenever I was ill; I must have rung her every hour on the hour to check on him!

I was enjoying my new role at work, but after six months I took the difficult decision to reduce my hours to four days a week and then, after the birth of Sam, to three days a week. I realized that I was missing out on spending any quality time with my boys, and before too long they would be grown up and I would have missed it. I say that this was a difficult decision because I have always loved my choice of career and by reducing my hours I think I was accepting that I was definitely putting it on hold for a while. The police service has become much better in recent years in encouraging part-time working for female officers, and I had superb support from my supervisors. Unfortunately, though, there will always be an opinion amongst some officers that we should not be doing frontline policing part time, and I have had to bite my tongue at some of the comments from these dinosaurs. I often feel I have to work way beyond the call of duty just to keep the female flag of capability flying. Despite all this, I am so glad I did make this decision, as this has always left me with at least one day in the week just for the children and me. We go swimming, meet up with friends or just hang out together, which we have always loved.

Where my career will go from here is something I frequently wonder about. Part of me had planned to start climbing the rungs of the police force ladder again, and recently I even considered sitting my sergeant’s exam, but an even bigger part of me can now see a potential end to this career as a frontline officer. I didn’t think I would ever say that, but an incident at work a couple of years ago made me sit back and reflect on my future. During an arrest I was hit in the face with my own handcuffs, which left me with a permanent scar above my top lip. Max, in particular, found this extremely upsetting, and for a while he didn’t want me to go to work in case I was hurt. His reaction really affected me and made me realize that there was no longer just me to consider. So I decided to ‘return to school’ and get qualified. After taking an evening class in law last year, I am proud to say that at the tender age of thirty-two I took my first A level. I thoroughly enjoyed training my brain to study again and proved to be a bit of a swot who always got her essays in on time, of course! When I went to sit the exams, I did feel extremely old. As all of the seventeen-year-old college day students filed in I felt as though I was the granny in the corner who drastically increased the average age in the room.

When it came to the results, I was so excited I couldn’t wait for the post, so I went and stood in line with all the other students, waiting for my brown envelope. If I had felt conspicuous in the exam hall, I must have stood out like a sore thumb as I waited in amongst these grunge-clad teenagers, wearing my police uniform. When I opened my envelope and found that I had passed, my excitement level was equal to theirs, though, and I squealed with the best of them. I did receive a few strange looks as I bounced around congratulating and hugging anyone and everyone, but no one had the courage to ask who the hell I was. Perhaps they thought I was doing an extremely poor job of undercover surveillance and had forgotten the essential rule for blending in: don’t wear your uniform!

Having had this one studious success, I have now embarked on an Open University course, with a view to getting a degree. I do not have any definite plans for what I will do with this in the future, but, if I continue to focus these studies on law, it will hopefully help me find an alternative to frontline policing that is still within the criminal justice system.

This brings me up to the present day, and now my life and my team’s success could not be more different. I am definitely in one of the most difficult phases of my life to date as I prepare to start life as a single mum. Arsenal, on the other hand, is unstoppable and has just won the double again. During all of these ups and downs, the Fat Ladies have certainly become great buddies. I love popping up to Sarah’s house for a chat, which is so convenient as she lives ten yards from the police station, or phoning Hilary just to annoy her husband by talking about nothing in particular when we will be meeting in ten minutes, then phoning or e-mailing Lyndsey to tell her the same thing. I love being godmother to Ella, Hilary and David’s second daughter and Sam’s ‘friend girl’, as he calls her, and I love it that Sarah rang me at work this morning before nine o’clock to congratulate me on Arsenal’s win last night. As well as knowing what colour the team plays in now, she even knows a couple of players’ names!

Lyndsey

* * *

As I sit here putting pen to paper, or more accurately finger to keyboard, I am having a huge sense of déjà vu. Once again I am on maternity leave, nursing a three-month-old baby girl, Caitlin,
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Lyndsey, Bethan and Caitlin

and desperately trying to gear my brain back into writing. Bethan, who is now approaching the grand old age of five and a real ‘girlie girl’, adores her long-awaited baby sister. She sees her as an addition to her extensive Barbie collection and insists that I dress Caitlin from head to toe in pink, flowery dresses. Needless to say I try my best to leave the dressing until Bethan is safely out the door and well on her way to school, but then I have to deal with the wrath of the Princess of Pink at a quarter past three each day if her baby sister’s attire is not entirely to her liking!

Tim, my Welsh husband, has become even more painfully patriotic. I thought you were supposed to mellow with age, but Tim just gets worse and worse. He would argue that I have simply become less tolerant, as there have been many occasions when my patience levels have plummeted and I have ended up hurling caring marital comments such as ‘If it’s so damn great there, why don’t you go back?’ However, I have the full backing of my sisters-in-law, who have nicknamed him the Victor Meldrew of Welsh advocacy.

Fathering two daughters hasn’t yet tainted Tim’s rugby passion either, and he still makes frequent trips down the M4 to the Millennium Stadium in Cardiff, which of course always end in tears. I think the bonus of a day’s escape from the family does help to ease the pain of the frequent Welsh losses.

My tolerance of this rugby love was somewhat tested earlier this year when Tim thought that it would be no problem at all to make the nine-hour round trip down to Cardiff the day before Caitlin’s due date. He genuinely thought that I was being unreasonable when I pointed out that the logic of ‘I’ll have my phone on vibrate in my pocket’ would not instantly beam him back into our sitting room should my labour start, even if he did manage to hear what I was saying over the sound of 65,000 singing rugby fans. There was no way I was going to entertain his alternative suggestion, which was, of course, for me to go with him to Wales. This, he thought, would not only solve his problem of proximity for the birth, but would also have the added bonus of his second child being born in Wales. Sibling rivalry is going to be interesting enough to manage without one waving the English flag whilst the other is a miniature Welsh dragon-obsessed clone of its father. So Tim begrudgingly accepted that this was one game he would have to watch on television. As it turned out, Caitlin arrived bang on time and in four hours flat, so my paranoia was not unfounded. He would barely have made it back over the Severn Bridge, let alone to the hospital.

What else has changed in our lives over the past few years? Well, we moved house just after Bethan’s second birthday, to a small village in Oxfordshire. Whilst it makes us more accessible to the M40, which is our main route to work, the reason for deserting the Berkhamsted area and the bosom of the Fat Ladies Club was plain and simple – house prices. On Bethan’s arrival, our small semidetached Hertfordshire house was quickly overrun by her equipment, so once I returned to work it felt like a good idea to upgrade whilst we had two salaries coming in. To do that in Herts, however, right on the whopping-house-price commuter route to London, proved impossible on our budget and so we looked westwards. We are currently facing the prospect of another move, though, as my job has relocated back into the heart of Herts. The toss-up between downsizing home and being closer to work or travelling 120 miles a day is one we can realistically address after I return to work from my current maternity leave. The thought of making poor Bethan start a new school when she has only just settled into her present one is enough to make me at least attempt to endure the gruel of the daily drive. The really frustrating thing is that halfway through the journey I will literally have to drive past our old house. Now that really will be a daily kick in the teeth to think that I would have been home forty minutes earlier if we hadn’t moved.

On the subject of work, I did return to my post as clinical trials manager for a pharmaceutical company when Bethan was six and a half months old. I remember it vividly: the sleepless nights deciding on appropriate childcare and then, once back, the guilt trips of leaving my precious baby in the hands of strangers. I eased myself back into the work scene by initially going back on a three-day week. I then extended this to four days when Bethan was ten months old, with the aim of being full time by her first birthday. Childcare was a painfully tough decision, but we eventually decided on a nursery. However, I just couldn’t cope with the ‘handing over’ process each morning, no matter how welcoming the smile at the nursery doorstep. It simply ripped me apart and killed any ability of my postnatal spongy brain to concentrate and contend with work issues. We soon settled into a ‘Good Cop, Bad Cop’ routine where Tim took her each morning and I had the pleasure of the afternoon pick-up.

At work I found myself clock watching, and for the first time since school I was almost waiting for the sound of a bell ringing for home time! I would get in extra early in order to leave extremely promptly the second my daily hours of employment were over. This was totally alien to both me and my colleagues, as I work in an environment of people who live to work rather than work to live. I openly admit that I had been one of them before Bethan was born. My desire to be with my daughter certainly unleashed assertiveness skills which meant I was able to ignore the raised eyebrows and accentuated watch reading as I packed up for the day. I knew that no matter what anyone else thought of my time keeping I was doing my job well, but that I also had my priorities right. The second I left the office, my brain switched to Bethan, and I wanted to be with her instantly. I would practically run to my car, then race through the 25-minute journey to the nursery. The staff couldn’t get the door open fast enough for my liking. I just wanted to find my child, sweep her into my arms and not be parted from her for another second.

Bethan, on the other hand, seemed to take it all in her stride. She enjoyed herself and flourished in the nursery environment. Even with the change of nursery at two and a half, when we moved, she settled very quickly. Recently she has started school, bringing to an end her nursery life, but she can’t quite let go. We’ve had to send letters to the children at nursery, telephone them to allow her to say ‘hello’ and even make an occasional visit for her to update them on school life. She misses both her carers and the other children alike, which, for a guilt-ridden working mum, is such a relief. It shows that we at least got her preschool childcare right, and it made her transition to school very easy.

Once I was into the routine of working again and knew that Bethan was happy at nursery, I have to admit that I did enjoy the adult company and responsibility of my job. If I am totally honest, the childfree hours of not having to plan the next feed or activity were a welcome change, too. Despite all this, once I was back to a four-day week I knew that I couldn’t face the full-time five-day week again, which had not been planned. I managed to persuade my boss that I could do the job in four days, but of course I ended up doing five days work. It was just that I had to pack it into four days, so my days got longer. Tim and I had to switch roles, and I became the Bad Cop doing the morning drop-off, whilst Tim was Good Cop doing the 6 p.m. pick-up. This meant that I wasn’t getting home until after seven most nights, but I would rather that than give up my precious day off with Bethan. I vowed it was a day to be together, and housework and food shopping trips would have to be shared with Tim at the weekend. Bethan and I really did pack it all in to Fridays, starting with the forty-minute drive over to Fat Ladies Land for swimming with Molly, Max and Jack. This was followed by an extremely rowdy McDonald’s lunch with the children running riot whilst we caught up on all the gossip over a McChicken sandwich and diet cola. Oh, how our lives have changed! Then we would trek back over to Oxfordshire for ballet and tap lessons with Bethan’s two best friends from nursery. We would leave the house about 9.30 a.m. and not return from our frantic socializing until about 5.15 p.m., utterly exhausted (me, not Bethan). On occasion, I would find myself wondering if I were in fact a masochist and perhaps that extra day at work would be easier than this routine.

Having said that, I am really going to miss our frantic Fridays together now that Bethan has started school. She began shortly after I commenced my current maternity leave, so I have not yet had to experience those precious days off without my little girl.

I have a couple of months left before I return to work, and I must say that the thought doesn’t thrill me. I am really enjoying being a full-time mum, and the timing of Caitlin’s arrival, although later than we had hoped, has actually proved to be perfect. It has meant that I have been able to be around to settle Bethan into school life, as well as having the daytime hours to really enjoy Caitlin as though she were my first child. Being able to be there for Bethan at the school gate each day is wonderful. It’s a luxury that full-time mums don’t realize that they have. My plan is to return to a three-day week only this time, but whether I can realistically cram my full-time job into these hours is something to be tested. I really do not want to compromise this brief time zone of early years’ parenting any further than this, so I am determined to make it work.

The childcare aspect once again terrifies me. What with me working so far away, Caitlin needing full-time care and Bethan needing school runs, our only option seems to be a nanny – so the search is on. How on earth do you select someone who you don’t know from Adam to look after your precious children? At least at a nursery if the main carer is having an off-day then other staff can intervene. More importantly, your child has the social interaction with all the other children. We are facing the prospect of Caitlin being mainly on her own with the nanny whilst Bethan is at school, and, at seven months old, she’s hardly going to be in a position to let us know if the nanny has not been nice. That Nannies from Hell documentary is one that has stuck in my mind like a bad nightmare for years. I can really understand why those parents set up the surveillance cameras now. It’s not just that you don’t want the nanny to be cruel, it’s more that you want to know that your precious baby is getting as much love and attention when you are not there as she does when you are. I hoped it would be easier second time around, but how wrong I was. I’ll see how I go at work for three months, then we’ll take it from there.

I am not so concerned about Bethan because the hours with the nanny will be far fewer and she can verbalize any upset. Anyway, she has fitted so well into village life and as she seems to be developing quite an extensive little social network I suspect that her after-school social calendar will be quite full, and she will barely notice my absence in those three days. It is strange for us to see our daughter truly considering the place where she lives, and not just the house, to be her home, as Tim and I have always led quite a nomadic and isolated lifestyle. We tend not to build huge social networks in the area we live owing to our long working hours, but rely on the company of long-standing friends who are dotted about the country.

On the subject of our social life – what’s that? Since Bethan came along, this has taken a plummet. Not that we were huge partygoers or out every night, but now we are both out for the count by 9.30 p.m. on weekdays and may really live a little by staying up until 10 p.m. on a Saturday night! We do still frequently have friends to stay for the weekend, but it is a bit embarrassing to be dozing off before the TV Watershed when your guests have travelled 300 miles for an evening of your company.

These past five years have certainly had their moments, but I think that Tim and I both agree that, whilst parenting has been our toughest challenge yet, we wouldn’t want it any other way.

Sarah

* * *

And so it falls to me as the only official ‘FTM’ – that’s ‘full-time mum’ – of the group to bare my soul regarding all the ups and downs of the past five years whilst I have been toiling under this prestigious title. It seems an awfully long time ago since we wrote
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Sarah, Jack and Eloise

the first book, and that was all about our real-time lives at that stage. It is now going to be a Herculean challenge to dig up all those memories of what has happened in my life since the birth of my first child, Jack. Added to this is the fact that I’m older, have another child, Eloise, and am currently four months pregnant with our third child, leaving me effectively with a lot less time on my hands. This has left my mind spinning at the very thought of embarking on a second book. But here goes.

As any FTM reading this will understand, when anyone asks, ‘What do you do all day?’ or ‘What do you do with all that time?’ you simply stare aghast at the notion that the person can actually believe that they are asking a valid question. It is almost as if the person thinks that if you don’t dress up and commute to an office environment every day then somehow your existence is quite worthless. Yet, when pushed, you feel incapable of giving a comprehensive response, and it just ends up with you desperately trying to justify yourself… ‘Well, err, umm,’ and your mind goes into overdrive thinking of all those tasks you accomplish in a day, but which don’t seem significant enough to mention. Somehow, preparing for, going through the act of, washing up after and fumigating the kitchen following every mealtime, not to mention dealing with the tantrums which often accompany these thrice-daily occasions, doesn’t seem a feasible explanation of a mother’s day well spent. Neither does the loading or unloading of the washing machine, the ironing and hoovering, the food shopping and nappy changes, which also come under the job description. And God forbid if you happen to mention frivolous pastimes such as ‘going to the gym’ or ‘mother–toddler groups’ because then you’re entering into ‘Well, it’s alright for some!’ territory, which seems to earn you disdain rather than the acknowledgement that you’re actually looking for. I now find myself having to account for five years of such an existence – daunting or what! You’d better sit tight for a blow-by-blow account of a thousand whites washes and hundreds of stress-filled days of the FLC FTM.

Joking aside, I have to say that I wouldn’t change my current role in life for anything: I firmly believe that I am doing the right thing for myself and my children, and I love being able to spend time doing puzzles or having tickling fights with Eloise whenever I want. Eloise is just over eighteen months old now and the absolute spitting image of her brother; there is no doubt at all that they both came from the same mould. She is fast displaying her independent little character, with plenty of feminine charm, yet somehow she always manages to get grubby within seconds of me dressing her. This has given rise to many a laugh at my expense because the other Fat Ladies seem to think that I am always so immaculate. It gives them great pleasure to see that I have ended up with the grubbiest little girl! Rather than being a prima ballerina, I think Eloise is destined for more tomboyish pursuits. I also love being able to pick Jack up from the school playground at the end of every day. He is now approaching five years old and is just like his father in both looks and temperament. He is very headstrong and knows exactly what he wants to do, and when, which can sometimes be a real battle. My mother recently witnessed a mild argument between Tim and me, and remarked afterwards that she had noticed that Jack argues in exactly the same style as his father. Great – what hope have I got? Does that mean that I am destined for a life of arguments in my household that already have a preordained conclusion so that, even if my adversary is not always right, he is certainly never wrong? I will just have to sharpen up on my subtlety skills if I am to survive. I have to say, however, that my little Jack does look so handsome and grown up in his ‘big boy’s’ striped school blazer, and I’d much rather he have a strong personality than none at all. I feel very privileged to be able to be at home and help form their early years as best I can: I am just grateful that Tim and I started a family well before my salary and ‘career path’ ever became an issue for me. I feel lucky that our lifestyle hadn’t reached the point at which we relied on the second income. I can’t begin to imagine the traumas over childcare that the others have had to go through. I count myself extremely fortunate in being able to fulfil one of those hugely important roles in life that is sadly so underrated.

Up until Jack was two and a half, we were living an existence of permanent commuters, between England and Spain. Tim’s posting to San Sebastian, in Northern Spain, when I was heavily pregnant with Jack, lasted three years in the end. During that time, I always felt that as soon as I had unpacked my bags either in Berkhamsted or in San Sebastian, it was time to repack and fly back to my ‘other’ place of residence. It was strange leading a sort of double existence, leaving home here to go back to home ‘there’, with a different routine in each place and different things to occupy my time. We became such pals with a local firm of taxi drivers that took us regularly to and from Heathrow that even now, two years on, they still hoot me in town as they drive past and ask after ‘little Jack’. In Spain, we had a steady stream of visitors come over to see us, for weekends and weeks at a time, which was always a source of company for me in a place where I was a bit of a Norma No-Mates who didn’t speak the lingo. I did have fun trying to master this new language and became quite competent in the markets at ordering my fish, meat and vegetables, but didn’t quite make it beyond polite social niceties to a decent ‘chatty’ level, which is why I valued our visitors so much!

When back in the UK, I would spend two mad weeks fitting all my social life into a tight schedule, as well as trying to maintain Jack’s interests at heart. Fortunately he was too young, at eighteen months old, to be forming his first memories. Otherwise I might have had a child on my hands who was growing up resenting any form of coffee or lunch with friends due to a huge concentration of them inflicted on him in his early years. It would always seem like a welcome rest to return to the relative calm of San Sebastian, where I could count the number of my acquaintances on one hand. I used to talk to the neighbour across the hall who only ever nodded at me and scuttled off without muttering so much as a ‘Buenos dias’, and I did chat in very broken Spanish to the people running the guarderia (nursery) where I used to take Jack a few mornings a week, so that I could go to the gym.

Jack wasn’t enamoured with the idea of nursery and would be practically climbing out of the person’s arms screaming for me as I turned my back to leave. They always reassured me, as they generally do, that he calmed down seconds after I had left, but I always felt so heartless forcing him to go to these unfamiliar people who didn’t speak a word of English – and all because I wanted to go to the gym. How selfish was that? It wasn’t even as if I were going to work or to the doctor’s, or something equally unavoidable. Still, I persevered so that I could have that all-important time to myself, but also so that Jack had some social interaction with other children, which I felt he lacked drastically in Spain – even if it was with children who only spoke to him in Basque! However, he did seem to get along happily with them: it’s quite amazing how inconsequential a language barrier can be for children when it can be totally crippling for adults.

It wasn’t until Hilary and Molly came to visit us, and I took Jack along to a morning’s session, that I began to have a few doubts about the place. Hilary observed that all the staff in the place were men and that the guy who greeted Jack was wearing a long, beige raincoat, or ‘Flasher Mac’, as she called it. Admittedly, he had only just arrived for work, and it was raining, but this was instantly dodgy in Hilary’s opinion and of course started me wondering if I were unwittingly depositing my child at some paedophile club three times a week. However, I put it down to her overactive imagination and overexposure to social problems back in England. The fact that the credentials of the place had been checked over by a reliable Spanish colleague of Tim’s reassured me enough to continue taking Jack there.

I have to say that Hilary’s notion that she has come off worst on the ageing front is far from true. It was when I was in Spain and slightly dubious about going to the hairdresser’s for a cut, let alone a colour, that I decided to attempt the au naturel look by letting the grey grow through. I foolishly hoped that I might turn out looking maturely elegant rather than prematurely gaunt, but soon realized that being a brunette meant that grey shows up big-time when it starts coming through in bunches. There was nothing for it: I had to swot up on my Spanish hairdresser vocab and bite the bullet. After all, the term ‘henna’ must be universal. What I found out to my horror is that the term ‘henna’ might indeed be universal, but the length of time it is left on the hair obviously isn’t. After forty-five minutes sat with the henna product on my hair, fifteen minutes of which was spent underneath one of those heated head units which are normally reserved for ladies wanting blue rinses, the lady finally took me to the sink to wash it off. She then sat me down on the chair ready to cut my hair and removed the towel. The effect struck me dumb – my hair had turned from dark brown with flecks of grey to bright, positively luminous red. Yes, scarlet. ‘Es roja!’ was all I was able to stutter to a very calm hairdresser who was standing rubbing my hair with a towel with a contented smile on her face, which read ‘job well done’. I couldn’t believe that they would be happy with such an effect and demanded that they try to wash it out. Five scrub washes and a haircut later, I finally left to rejoin the friends who had been looking after Jack. Their faces said it all – I think they realized that it really wasn’t necessary to verbalize the fact that I looked like a cross between a Belisha beacon and a gobstopper, for fear of triggering floods of tears that were evidently brewing. So strong was the colour that friends back in England who hadn’t seen me for ages were still commenting on my new red hairstyle for months afterwards! Needless to say, since moving back to England, I feel in much safer hands when it comes to covering up my signs of ageing, which, I have to say, is something of a regular necessity. To ram the point home further still, Jack recently asked me whilst staring deep into my face, ‘Mummy, what are wrinkles?’ I would love to say at this point that he was asking the question because he had never seen any before; however, as I fobbed him off with some waffle about ageing, I surreptitiously headed off to the bathroom to inspect just how visible my crow’s-feet had become.

We moved back to Berkhamsted when Jack was reaching two and a half, that age when nurseries and schooling suddenly become an issue. It seemed a shame to be leaving an existence where we were able to spend some time here at home and the rest on the Northern Spanish coast, eating out in fantastic restaurants and enjoying the Continental lifestyle. But, in hindsight, the timing of Tim’s job move was perfect. I was expecting again, and, having suffered a couple of miscarriages during the time we had been commuting, I was happier staying put in one place to give the pregnancy its best chance. I was more than pleased not to have to try my hand at the commuting by air with two young children! Jack then started at a local school’s nursery at the same time as Max, just a couple of months before Eloise was born that summer. I can hardly believe that he and Max will be starting in year 1 this year, as grown-up five-year-olds, and Eloise will possibly be beginning at a slightly earlier age than Jack (just over two) at the same nursery. I’ll hate to give up that one-on-one time I have with my little girl, but it will certainly be a good idea for her to have gained a bit of independence before our third child arrives. I still think of her as my ‘baby’ and forget that she’s almost two, with a determined little mind of her own which I think will benefit from some form of social nursery environment. After all, Andrea’s Sam is already doing his three mornings there, so she won’t be lonely.

In the meantime, I have found several ways of keeping the old brain cells ticking over, in the form of one or two projects. The largest of these has to be a major purchase we made when Jack was one year old and has pretty much been our family project ever since. Having always felt akin to the French culture, and most importantly its food and wine, I suppose it was only a matter of time before we bought an old French ruin to renovate. Our much-loved wreck is in a deeply rural part of France, in La Haute Marne, not far north of Dijon, and has become a regular retreat for us during most of the school holidays. I can let my creative skills loose down there, from decorating and curtain making to gardening, and making tarts with the fruit from the trees in the garden. Time permitting, it’s a haven for artistic expression. In another bid to activate the grey matter last year, I took up a psychology course which, if nothing else, has persuaded me that I would like to study it at greater depth, probably when the children are a bit older and I have more time to devote to the subject.

Looking back at what I have been up to for the past five years, I have to admit that I am thoroughly enjoying life as an FTM, despite the obvious daily challenges such as finding myself at the beck and call of my husband when he gets home in the evening just after I have managed to get the children off to bed, whilst simultaneously preparing the supper. I still have a long way to go in perfecting that instantaneous and seamless switch – which real domestic goddesses manage to pull off – from snot-and-food-embalmed kids’ punchbag to all-listening, all-understanding voice of sexually attractive – and interested – wife. Some nights all you really want to do after putting the children to bed is flop in front of East Enders with a bottle of wine and a packet of crisps. Fortunately, Tim is starting a new job in a couple of months time, which will mean a bit more international travel for him – and a bit more free-evening time for me! He has recently been on leave between jobs which has meant that he has been able to appreciate at first hand the stress levels that can be reached being at home with children all day. I think comments such as, ‘Well, cancel a couple of coffee mornings this week and you might be able to fit in a trip to B&Q for me!’ were always designed to provoke, but will now begin to ebb away, I hope. He now understands the need for us FTMs to have the occasional excuse to be able to whisk the pram out of the house, straight past the Hoover and the ironing board, and find solace for a couple of hours talking with other like-minded mothers whilst your toddler wrecks somebody else’s house!£©àèé&–‘’…
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