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Don’t miss tomorrow’s
for book
five of our Children’s
Fairytale Collection
The Irish Mail on
Sunday and Irish
Daily Mail are proud
to present a new
collection of
children’s fairytales,
exclusively created
for our readers. This
beautiful series of
storybooks,
featuring new
illustrations from a
collection of
Ireland’s leading
artists, continues in
today’s Irish Daily
Mail with a free
copy of The
Emperor’s New
Clothes. Then, with
your Irish Daily Mail
Thursday to
Saturday this
week, there are
three more
fabulous fairytales
to collect
including Tom
Thumb, The Boy
Who Cried Wolf
and Puss in Boots.
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COLLECT A FREE FAIRYTALE BOOK Thursday
THROUGH TO SATURDAY THIS WEEK WITH YOUR

Irish Daily Mail, Wednesday, September 4, 2013

Dr Mark
Dooley

moral matters

The trauma of
the first day at
school, for Dad

I

t all happened so fast.
One day, my three children were happily playing at home, their lives
devoid of worry and care.
The next, they were in
school, two of them for the
first time.

I could not have predicted the emotional impact it had on their parents.
Perhaps we were in denial due to the
unseasonably warm weather. I don’t
know. What I do know is that even
now, one week on, we are still
traumatised.
The heaviness hit me the night
before. As my eldest son was going
into third class, I knew he would take
it all in his stride. But what of my
l ittle five-year-old? How would he
cope on his very first day in ‘big
school’? Would he resist and run, as
he did on his ‘introductory day’ before
the summer break?
It was when my thoughts turned to
my two-year-old, however, that I
became uncharacteristically anxious.
He had a difficult birth followed by a
serious medical procedure that went
badly wrong. If we have been overprotective of him, it is because his
short life has been marked by troubles you wish he had been spared.
Until last week, he had never been
away from his family. Being the youngest child, he is doted on by his
brothers. Possessed of rare gentleness, this little boy is the embodiment
of tenderness, innocence and trust.
In sending him to playschool, would I
shatter that trust? Would I force him
to endure yet more unnecessary
troubles, making him uncertain and
insecure? Perhaps, I thought, we could
wait until next year, when he is slightly
more confident and self-assured.
My wife put me straight. ‘Next year,’
she said, ‘he will be a year older and
even less inclined to separate.’ I had
visions of a howling three-year-old
clinging for dear life onto the legs of
his hapless father.
More importantly, he loves socialising with other children, something
that, were he to remain at home, he
would be denied. Working through
my nocturnal worries, I remembered
that we only come to know ourselves
through our interaction with others.
For that is the true purpose of
education, to teach children that we
are social beings whose happiness
depends on mutual reliance and
respect.
So, despite my tension, I knew we
had to let him go. For his sake, I knew
it was time to let him experience the
rich diversity of life beyond the home.
It would not be easy for any of us but
it had to be done.
The fateful morning arrived. My

 ldest sighed deeply as he stepped
e
into his uniform for yet another term.
I could not believe he was heading
into his fifth year in primary school.
The big surprise was our middle boy,
who jumped into his uniform as though
it were a party costume. He is rarely
without a smile on his face and that
morning was no exception. Like a little
prince, he beamed from ear to ear as
he peered at himself in the mirror.
My darling little baby was impervious to his impending fate. Like us all,
he was caught up in the excitement
of his brothers dressed in their finery
after a summer of T-shirts and shorts.
His euphoria would be short-lived.
The plan was that I would first drop
my eldest and then my youngest to
his playschool. Being his first day, our
second son was starting late and
would spend only an hour in class
while parents became acquainted
over coffee in the school hall. We
would then collect our baby before
heading home.
As my eldest bounded from the car,
our baby waved goodbye and resumed
serenading his father with Bob The
Builder. As we pulled up outside the
playschool, it slowly began to dawn
him that this was no time for a bar of
Thomas The Tank Engine. Then
there came the tsunami of tears, as
he sobbed: ‘Dada, Dada.’

W

ithin minutes, I
went from that terrible trauma to see my
middle boy proudly
take his seat in junior infants. Coffee in the school hall
was a struggle. I was expected to smile
and make small chat, which, of course,
I did. My mind, however, was with my
little baby who had just been wrenched
from his father for the first time.
We soon collected our jubilant junior infant, who started big school as
he meant to proceed. On Sunday, he
woke disappointed that it was not a
school day. It was as if he had been
waiting for this moment all his life.
It is a very different story with our
youngest. As we arrive at playschool
each morning, his gentle face drops
and the tears begin to roll. And when,
after a few hours, we are reunited, his
relief is palpable. That said, he is slowly
beginning to enjoy the other children
and is even cracking the odd smile.
I know that life is but a series of
comings and goings. But who can
prepare parents for the shock we
experienced last week?
In the space of an hour, the life that
I had known and loved became a
memory.
And while I know it was all for the
good, I can’t help but wish that what
we had could have lasted forever.
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don’t miss john waters’ provocative
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