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Mother-in-law email: How do you score as an in-law?
By Nigel Farndale ， 02 Jul 2011
An angry email from a prospective mother-in-law to a bride-to-be has gone viral, and the nation is divided as to who is more at fault. 

Problems began when 28-year-old Heidi Withers, a PA who lives with her fiancé, Freddie Bourne, in Fulham, west London, visited his parents at their home in Dawlish, Devon. Following the visit, Freddie's stepmother, 60-year-old Carolyn Bourne, fired off an email to her future daughter-in-law accusing her of being not only staggeringly uncouth, rude and graceless but also a traumatiser of family dogs. 

Most bystanders seem to have sided with Mrs Bourne and her quest for better manners from the young, but there are those who argue that she sounds like a mother-in-law from hell. 

In a spirit of truth and reconciliation, here are two questionnaires to be answered by prospective "in-laws" everywhere. 

QUESTIONS FOR THE PROSPECTIVE SON- OR DAUGHTER-IN-LAW 
1. WHEN YOU ARRIVE AT YOUR FUTURE IN-LAWS' HOUSE FOR A WEEKEND VISIT, DO YOU: 

a) Walk past them without saying a word and put the television on, because you don't want to miss any of the Grand Prix. 

b) Say "I brought you a little something" and hand the hostess a bunch of flowers tied with ribbon. For the host, you have brought a bottle of red wine that costs more than £10 but less than 20 – neither insultingly cheap nor vulgarly expensive. 

c) Run a judgmental finger over the piano in the hall and then check it for dust. 

d) Go in search of the family dog. You're planning a weekend for him that he won't forget in a hurry. 

2. ONCE YOU HAVE BEEN SHOWN TO YOUR ROOM AND YOU HAVE UNPACKED, DO YOU: 

a) Pointedly ask the value of various pieces of antique furniture, tapestries and Old Master paintings, with a distracted look in your eye as if you are making mental notes. 

b) Admire the view before asking if there is anything you can do to help. Make yourself useful, washing up the dishes or weeding the flower bed – "not that it needs weeding!" 

c) Stomp around the house as if you own the place and draw attention to yourself in a vulgar way. 

d) Traumatise the family dog. 

3. IN THE MORNINGS, DO YOU: 

a) Laze around in bed smoking until 11.30, at which point you come downstairs in your pyjamas, scratching and yawning, and then demand that your hostess make you "a full English, fried bread, bacon, the lot", while you go and watch the Jeremy Kyle Show on ITV+1. 

b) Jump out of bed at seven, in keeping with the "house norms". You make yourself a herbal tea before going for an early morning jog, offering to take the family dog with you so that "the little rascal can let off some steam". 

c) Ring a friend in Australia using your host's phone, and then loudly discuss your intention to get married in a castle because your future in-laws are clearly "rolling in it". 

d) Load your air rifle, open the bedroom window and take a shot at the family dog as he lies sleeping peacefully in the garden. You then laugh as he runs around yelping and whimpering. 

4. WHEN PRESENTED WITH A TOMATO, CHEESE AND MUSHROOM OMELETTE, DO YOU: 
a) Take additional helpings without being invited, and then push back your chair and declare that you are "stuffed". 

b) Avoid mentioning that you are allergic to eggs. Instead, you smile and finish your plate before excusing yourself and throwing up in the bathroom, as quietly as you can. 

c) Hold your nose as you say: "I hate cheese, I hate tomato and I really, really hate egg. I want ice-cream." You then do your hilarious impersonation of Meg Ryan in the restaurant scene in When Harry Met Sally. 

d) Openly feed your omelette to the dog, scraping it off the plate on to the floor while staring malevolently at your host. 

5. WHEN YOU RETIRE WITH THE LADIES, AND THE GENTLEMEN REMAIN AT THE TABLE DRINKING PORT, DO YOU: 
a) Crack a few inappropriate "ladette" jokes and then ask the hostess to "pull my finger, go on pull it…" 

b) Make polite conversation about the imminent collapse of the euro, the creeping privatisation of criminal law, and the accusations of plagiarism that are surrounding the Left-wing journalist Johann Hari. 

c) Ignore everyone else while you text your friends. 

d) Deliberately step on the dog's tail as it lies sleeping in front of the fire. 

6. AFTER THE WEEKEND IS OVER, DO YOU: 

a) Betray your hostess by forwarding her email to all your friends. 

b) Send a card thanking your hosts for their hospitality. 

c) Book a castle for your wedding and tell them to send the bill to your mother-in-law. 

d) Tell the farmer whose land borders your future mother-in-law's house that you saw a dog fitting the description of your in-law's dog worrying his sheep. 

HOW DO YOU RATE AS A SON- OR DAUGHTER-IN-LAW? 
Mostly a) Are you sure you want to go through with this marriage? Really? Might it not be better to have a cooling off period, then decide? 

Mostly b) You are a model son- or daughter-in-law. Any family would be proud to welcome you as one of their own. 

Mostly c) You are staggeringly uncouth, rude and graceless. You should really think about enrolling at a finishing school. 

Mostly d) What is it with you and dogs? 

QUESTIONS FOR FUTURE MOTHERS-IN-LAW 

1. WHEN YOU GREET YOUR FUTURE DAUGHTER-IN-LAW AT THE DOOR, DO YOU: 

a) Announce that the lavatory, "or as you would call it, the toilet", is upstairs, third door on the left. 

b) Ask how her journey was and put the kettle on. 

c) Give her a frosty smile as she hands over some flowers, then hold them at arm's length as if she has just handed you a dead rat. 

d) Release the hounds. 

2. ONCE YOU HAVE SHOWN YOUR GUEST TO HIS OR HER ROOM, DO YOU: 
a) Wait until they have gone downstairs before rifling through their washbag in search of condoms, as well as the drugs with which you think they might be trying to corrupt your precious darling. 

b) Give them a tour of the house, sharing with them the story about "the haunted bedroom in which Mary, Queen of Scots is said to have slept". 

c) "Accidentally" lock them in the attic. 

d) Conduct a Pavlovian experiment in which you repeatedly show your dog a picture of your future son- or daughter-in-law, while electrocuting it with a cattle prod to make it angry. 

3. AT MEALTIMES, DO YOU: 
a) Stare coldly at your future daughter-in-law for several awkward, knife-scraping-on-plate minutes, before saying: "I understand your parents are poor." 

b) Inquire whether your guest has any food allergies or diabetic requirements that you should be aware of, and then prepare dishes that accommodate them. 

c) Point out that the fingerbowl is not for drinking from, that when using cutlery she should work from the outside in, and that "in this house, we call that a napkin". 

d) Encourage your dog to frot against your guest's leg. 

4. AFTER DINNER, DO YOU: 

a) Suggest charades and when it comes to your future daughter-in-law's turn whisper into her ear: "Tis Pity She's a Whore". 

b) Suggest "the family" gather around the piano for a sing-song "and by family I, of course, mean you as well, dear". 

c) Say: "Tell me, what do the working classes do when they have finished dinner, or as you would say, 'tea'?" 

d) Smile and say: "I couldn't help noticing you admiring our golden labrador. Did you have dogs at home when you were growing up? I imagine your parents would have had a rottweiler. Or a whippet." 

5. AFTER THE WEEKEND, DO YOU: 
a) Go around the house checking the silver is still there. 

b) Stand in the doorway and wave goodbye with a warm smile on your face. 

c) Fire off a furious email in which you give a detailed critique of your guest's ill-manners. 

d) Take your dog to the vet for counselling. 

HOW DO YOU RATE AS A MOTHER-IN-LAW? 

Mostly a) You are like Bertie Wooster's Aunt Agatha, you eat broken bottles and wear barbed wire next to the skin. There is nothing you enjoy more than the discomfort of others, especially if they hold their knife as though it were a pen. 

Mostly b) You are the perfect host. You put your guests at ease and leave them feeling happy and refreshed after a weekend break in the country. If you write to someone, you do it by letter rather than email. 

Mostly c) You are the mother-in-law from hell. You have horns and a tail, and when you laugh children start crying. 

Mostly d) The day hunting with hounds was banned, you were so angry you bludgeoned the gardener to death. Fortunately, you were able to find a replacement for him quite quickly. 
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