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To my girls - Clemmie, Anya, Marnie, Ottilie and Delilah. Without you my life would be empty, and so would this book.





Contents

Introduction

1 The age-old tale of boy meets girl

2 Advice to my pre-child self

3 From man-child to man with child

4 Family life

5 Welcome to your new social lives

6 A day in my life

7 Solo parenting - I dad it my way

8 Home sweet home

9 Is human cloning possible yet?

10 Dad jobs

11 Oh, the places you'll go

12 Family logistics

13 Fatherly failings

14 Who's the daddy?

Acknowledgements





Introduction
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Me with my girl gang, completely outnumbered and outgunned in every way. Who knew that all my male-chromosome-carrying sperm would go on strike during my procreation years? Ten years ago I was worrying about being a father to one child, now I’m literally knee-deep in them – but I wouldn’t change a thing.





Introduction

I’ll be honest: when I first found out I was going to be a dad, I was bricking it. What made it worse was that none of my friends had embarked on the good ship fatherhood yet, so I was to be the first one pushed out to sea in a tiny boat with no sail or rudder and forced to explore the choppy featureless ocean that lay before me, otherwise known as parenting.

I was handed books by my wife that she’d highlighted sections in, but after thumbing through them, I became numb. It was like reading a textbook in a science class in school, just not as fun as there weren’t any Bunsen burners to mess around with. These books were drier than a packet of crackers and soon they were collecting dust in a cupboard along with the sports kit I hung on to but no longer used and the mountains of USB cables and chargers for electronic items I’d accumulated over the years but no longer owned.

Therefore I thought it would be a good idea to make use of my free time (for those of you who are parents, you know that’s a joke as there isn’t any) and write a book that doesn’t preach to you or explain how you should do things, but instead gives you an insight into the real life of an outnumbered parent who’s just kind of made it up as he’s gone along – otherwise known as ‘winging it’.

For those of you that follow me on Instagram, you’ll know I’m not into sugar-coating life, as frankly it doesn’t do anyone any good. If anything, it leaves you feeling like the kid who was crap at sports and always got picked last – or even worse, asked to help the teacher put out cones for everyone else to run around: a bit of a failure. What I do like to do is find the humour in the mundane things that parents all over the world deal with on a day-to-day basis and hopefully make people feel less like they’re failing and OK with the fact that we don’t get it right every time. After all, despite what you see around you or online, the reality is that there is no such thing as the perfect parent and even if there was, you wouldn’t want to be that person as everyone else would hate you in a quiet and civilised manner – probably by talking about you over wine at a dinner party that everyone else had been invited to apart from you.

This book doesn’t pretend to be a self-help guide. If it was, it would be a terrible one. It doesn’t pretend to give you the answers to all your parenting queries, as frankly I’m still learning myself – after all, I’m not pretending to be a professor of child studies or a baby whisperer. Parenting is one of the steepest learning curves you’ll ever climb and although it doesn’t require oxygen tanks, crampons and your face freezing off, scaling Everest may sometimes seem like the easy peak to ascend in comparison. It does plateau out a bit eventually once you get into a rhythm, but from what I can tell, you never quite reach the top.

What this book is instead is a glimpse into the real life of a working parent who’s had his hand in the game for a while. It’s a life where we struggle with family admin on a daily basis, where shoes become the reason we can’t leave the house in a timely fashion, where nappies are kicked behind doors to be forgotten and rediscovered a day later when we try to figure out what’s died, and where the joy of hearing our child’s first words is promptly replaced with despair when we realise they now know how to say ‘No’ and use it at every opportunity until we consider having our ears surgically grafted shut.

It’s where our previously pristine houses, once laid out like a Livingetc double-page spread, get destroyed in a matter of minutes and turned into an episode of that programme where they employ industrial cleaners to dig people out of their own detritus.

It’s where forgetting nappies, or milk, or that rag that our offspring suck can spell potential Armageddon and results in purchasing new ones, which will be rejected out of hand.

Simply put, it’s what parenting really looks like from a dad’s perspective.

Now, there’s a small chance that after trawling through this, you may think, ‘Why on earth do we have kids? It seems like a never-ending job that you don’t get paid for.’ Well, the answer is simple:

Firstly, if we didn’t continue to procreate, we’d all go the way of the dinosaurs – our skeletons would probably be displayed in an alien’s natural history museum with a plaque that read: ‘Humans: Stupid earth species that died out because its members couldn’t deal with their whinging offspring any more’.

Secondly, because having children in your life is amazing. Because being a parent is amazing (most of the time) and because I can’t imagine my life without my kids in it.

Don’t get me wrong – it’s a daily battle that will have you questioning your own sanity sometimes. And yes, children have been genetically designed to test you in every way possible, but that’s part of the challenge and without them, I certainly wouldn’t be the person I am today – I’d be just another guy in the street (albeit with a lot more disposable income). Add my girls into the equation, and I’m so much more. I’m a poorly trained chef, a comedian (until they stop finding me funny and just find me embarrassing, which is starting to occur more frequently with every passing year), a DIY specialist, a puppeteer and an unlicensed doctor (I put on a mean plaster and can dish out Calpol like a professional). I’m a children’s entertainer, a master Lego builder, a singer, a dancer, a reluctant make-up model, a hairdresser, the benchmark that any future boyfriends should be measured against; but most importantly I’m their daddy and I couldn’t be prouder to have that job title on my CV.

So with all that said, strap yourself in and enjoy the meandering journey into my world as a heavily outnumbered father, starting from the moment I met my wife Clemmie as a fresh-faced twenty-two-year-old who had no intention of becoming a parent until I was at least thirty-two (there was way too much partying to be done to think about that!), right through to where I find myself now. I’m a thirty-five-year-old man with a rapidly greying beard, I have four daughters (Anya, ten; Marnie, seven; and identical twins Ottilie and Delilah who are two) and I’m the sole male in a house of six. I definitely didn’t see that coming . . .
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The age-old tale of boy meets girl,

boy and girl find out they're pregnant, ten years later boy and girl end up with four daughters and a mortgage
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This photo was taken pre-children, circa 2005. Look at us – blissfully unaware of the child-shaped bomb that was about to land on us. This was a time before decent camera phones – remember those days when you had to take a compact camera on a night out? And when ‘compact’ actually meant it was bigger than your own head, weighed more than an elephant and blinded everyone in the club with the flash? Good times.





The age-old tale of boy meets girl

Every journey to parenthood has a story behind it – after all, for the vast majority of people, it’s not a case of simply meeting a partner and then suddenly having a baby right away. There’s a bit more to it than that, so here’s my tale of how I started out on the road to being a reluctant – initially at least – father.

When I first found out that my then girlfriend, Clemmie (now my wife), was pregnant with the first of what would eventually be our four daughters, I lost it. I had turned twenty-four and she was twenty-two – we’d been together for the grand total of eighteen months. I’ve had considerably longer relationships with my underpants.

I’d met Clemmie a year and a half earlier in a notorious Bristol nightclub called the Lizard Lounge – if you don’t know it, then you know a place just like it: a legendary student haunt where vodka and Red Bull was served in jugs with a straw, where the music was cheesier than a trip to Cheddar Gorge, the floor felt like you were walking on fly paper and the pungent aroma of vomit and fried food immediately hit you as you got booted out at 2 a.m. and headed to the best-named kebab van in the world, ‘Jason’s Dona-van’.

Having spotted Clemmie on the side of the dance floor with no shoes on, I necked my remaining glucose-saturated libation and stumbled over. Even by my standards, my opening lines were a bit odd.



Me: ‘Hi, can I ask why you don’t have any shoes on?’

Clemmie: ‘Because my feet hurt from these bloody shoes.’



This was my chance to shine and show my understanding of women and women’s issues.



Me: ‘You know what you need? You need some Scholl Party Feet insoles . . .’



Silence followed and a blank look fell across Clemmie’s face. Fuck. As per usual, I’d fucked it up within the first ten seconds of speaking to a girl and she now thought I was either an orthotics salesman or that I had some kind of twisted foot fetish. Why the hell was I talking about Scholl Party Feet anyway? Was that the best I could conjure up in my semi-coherent state?

Luckily for me she saw the funny side and with the remaining £7 from my rapidly shrinking student loan, I bought us yet more energy-enriched drinks in the vain hope that it might buy me a bit more time with her before I inevitably got tapped on the shoulder by her model-like boyfriend whose looks would make me reconsider my own sexuality and politely told to piss off. After establishing that the beautiful man in the corner running his hands through his locks was in fact ‘just a friend’, I relaxed and before I knew it we were dancing and kissing – well, what you could just about pass off as dancing and kissing. It was more like gyrating completely out of sync both with the music and each other and licking each other’s faces. (FYI, people kissing in nightclubs lose all awareness of what they look like. I guess you just get lost in the moment and don’t think about it, but trust me, no one looks good.)

Perhaps she was on the rebound? Perhaps she was just really drunk? Whatever her reason, she was kissing me and I liked it.

As the lights came up and ‘High Ho Silver Lining’ rattled across the speakers for the fourth time, Clemmie and I exchanged numbers. Halfway through typing my all-important digits into her Samsung flip phone, I told her in semi-coherent speech that I had to go as my friends and I were leaving to go to a house party.

‘Can me and my friends come?’ said a hopeful Clemmie.

‘Oh, this is awkward, but I’m not sure you can come actually – this is supposed to be a boys’ night. Sorry. Call me!’

The next morning I woke to a hangover (something that later in life would be referred to as a ‘special adult headache’) that felt like it would need surgery to remove, and a text from the girl from the night before. As I read the message I couldn’t help thinking about how pretty she was and what a gorgeous name she had. I practised saying Clemmie and Simon over and over in my head – it sounded right. All my happy thoughts then quickly dissipated as I actually read the mistyped content of the text:



Hi, can U send me a pic MsG of urslf as I can’t remember what you luk like, thx.

Oh bloody brilliant . . . I think I’m in love with the crazy girl with the aching feet after being in her infectious, magnetic company for less than two hours and she can’t remember if I’ve got two heads or one. It was like a crap version of Tinder, just ten years early.

I got up, stumbled to the bathroom, washed and took five or six photos to select which one to send on the low-res shit camera phone that made everything look like you were staring at the image through Vaseline. It’d been a while since I’d received the message so I needed to send something soonish – I was playing it cool, but not so cool that I’d be put in the Perspex veg drawer in the fridge with all the other cucumbers. The picture I opted for was a topless shot, since I’d just got out of the shower with my hair done. I think back to this and cringe so badly that I want to go back in time and kick my own arse. ‘Why did you send that picture?’ you may ask. Well, because I was twenty-three, I worked out and had boundless confidence in myself as well as my abilities. I had also recently shaved my chest. Put another way, I was an overconfident, cocksure prick.

Despite this potentially disastrous choice of photo, we agreed to go for a drink. I got dressed in the standard-issue attire of students at the time: a Trucker hat, ripped jeans, Converse trainers, bleach-tipped hair and a T-shirt with some kind of clever rude reworking of a well-known brand logo and picked Clemmie up in my beige Peugeot 205, which had been dubbed ‘Spew’ by my friends. We drank coffee and spoke for what seemed like minutes, but was in fact hours until it was dark outside. Eventually we left and I drove her home. Although we’d talked at each other solidly for half a day, suddenly the car fell silent; it was only later on in our relationship that I discovered why. We’d both wanted to kiss each other at the end of our first proper date, but I was nervous she wouldn’t kiss me back and she didn’t want to make the first move either.

I pulled up to her house and watched her go inside, cursing my inability to take action, and slunk off with my tail between my legs.

We then had no contact for two days. Two freaking days! Ice ages could have come and gone in that time! I didn’t want to seem overly keen but not hearing from her was killing me slowly inside. Finally we spoke and arranged another date, and what made it even sweeter was that it was Clemmie who called me! I took her to Wagamama, we drank way too much wine and ended up in a cocktail bar where I slurred the words ‘so I guess you’re my girlfriend now’. That was that, done deal. Fifteen minutes later we were in a cab back to her place with the taxi driver struggling to keep his eyes on the road.

A year later, we both finished university and decided to move in together. We found a tiny one-bedroom flat in Clifton Village in Bristol that we stuffed to the rafters with our semi-broken IKEA student furniture and our now-combined CD collection (we’ve only recently got rid of the duplicates we had between us). The flat was damp and it had a back door that opened directly onto the fire escape of the adjoining pub, but we were happy and feeling quite grown up at the start of our combined independent adult lives.

Three months in and all was going swimmingly. I’d found a job as a recruitment consultant, which taught me two things: one, how to do cold calling and two, that I didn’t like cold calling or being a recruitment consultant. Clemmie, on the other hand, was putting her degree in midwifery to good use and working at Southmead Hospital. We did the things that couples do and we were content, but that was about to change.

I’d just got home from another enthralling day of recruitment consultancy (if you don’t know what you want to do as a job – as I didn’t at the age of twenty-four, fresh out of university – it seems you can always get one finding jobs for other people that do know what they want to do). I walked in and Clemmie looked at me with a face that told me all was not right with the world. We sat down and as the two words ‘I’m pregnant’ slipped from between her lips and into my ears, everything in our future changed irreversibly. My immediate thoughts were:



	•	Did she actually just say she was pregnant or have I just misheard her tell me she’s ‘peg-legged’?


	•	Why is my heart trying to burst through my rib cage?


	•	I can see my legs, but I can’t fucking feel them any more. What’s that all about?




After not talking for a while and allowing my brain a moment to catch up with the events that had unfolded, I started to process the implications of the bomb that had just been dropped onto my life (at this point I really wasn’t thinking about Clemmie at all; I was blinded by my own selfish thoughts about how this would affect me and my future).

I hadn’t even started my career yet – was I going to be forced to go out and do a job I never wanted to do just to make ends meet? My parents – what about my parents?! This was definitely not in their plans for me at this premature age and after they’d invested in my education and upbringing, I was sure I was going to be disowned. I lay on the floor for a long time, not speaking. My legs were numb. My thoughts turned to how we could make this problem go away but then I saw Clemmie and realised she was as shit-scared as me. This wasn’t in her plan either. Over the coming weeks we ummed and ahhed over what we should do and finally decided that despite all the reasons why we shouldn’t be parents so young, we both could and should do this. We loved each other and it would have happened at some point anyway and though it would be hard work, this could be good for us. OK, we’d have to put some things on hold and life may not be exactly what we’d planned for the next couple of years, but we wanted to make it work.

The biggest thing for me was telling my parents. Clemmie was now ten weeks and it was starting to get to the point where she would be showing and couldn’t blame it on a particularly big lunch, so one weekend, we drove over to my parents’ house for Sunday roast. We sat, we talked, we drank and we talked some more, all the while knowing full well that we had an information grenade with no pin in it that I was about to lob in my parents’ direction. The only problem was that I couldn’t do it. The words wouldn’t physically come out of me as telling them would make it very real and there was no way of taking it back. Frankly I was scared of their reaction.

Like the cowardly creature I was, I made my excuses and Clemmie and I left, but as we headed back to the damp little hole we called home, it dawned on me that I had to tell them now. I dropped Clemmie off and I returned to my parents’ house with some flimsy excuse about needing to get some sports kit.

Finally I sat them both down, trembling. This wasn’t like the time I told them I’d set fire to the garden when I was ten or when I was caught drinking at school, or when I opened my Christmas presents two weeks early and exchanged the gifts I didn’t want for my brother’s. This was big.

‘Mum, Dad, I’ve got something to tell you . . .’

Time froze as I watched my parents’ minds run through what it could be. Has he been fired? Has he lied about going to uni for the last four years and in actual fact just pissed our money against the wall? Is he going to prison for being a drug dealer?

‘Clemmie is ten weeks pregnant and we’re having the baby.’

The air in the room was very still. Everything had gone quiet. Very quiet indeed. I could see my mum slowly glance in my dad’s direction but he was already on the move. He stood up, came over to me and to my great relief, shook my hand and gave me the most reassuring hug I’ve ever had in my life. ‘That’s brilliant news, Simon, congratulations!’

Suddenly all those fears of my parents feeling disappointment in their son for not being more careful and not living up to their expectations disappeared. I felt like this huge cruise liner of a secret was suddenly taken off my shoulders and that I was supported by those who loved me. Thirty weeks later, Anya burst onto the scene and changed the trajectory of our lives in every way you can possibly conceive of. From being unprepared soon-to-be first-time parents we were thrust into the leading roles our very own Broadway show entitled Actually Being Parents. We hadn’t been given a script or been to rehearsals, nor did we have understudies, but like true professionals we were pushed on stage in front of the audience comprised of family and friends and winged it as best we could until we started to grasp what we were supposed to do. The show hasn’t stopped since.

Marnie showed up another three years later. This time it was all different. We were established parents, and by established I mean we had a child already and through supporting each other in the hard times and celebrating the good, we’d managed to stumble our way through the sleepless nights, the weaning, the rapid evolution from lying to crawling to climbing to walking, the development of speech, the endless arguments about whose turn it was to do the nappies, the washing of shit-stained clothes, the nursery pick-up and drop-off routine, the trips to A&E for what seemed like life-threatening diseases but turned out to just be colds and the endless tidying that comes with having a child. We’d come out the other side relatively unscathed and still liking each other, so it seemed only natural to ruin the nice little life we had going for ourselves and go right back to the start of the whole process again, but this time with a toddler in the midst of it all who required more attention than a D-lister on I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here!

Since Marnie was actually planned, this time around, when I got the news that Clemmie was pregnant, I came over all Buzz Aldrin-like – i.e. over the moon.

Marnie came into the world two weeks early due to some complications that Clemmie had during pregnancy but both mother and baby were safe and sound, so as we bounded in through the door, we couldn’t wait to show off the newest member of our family to an expectant Anya who was waiting for us at home with Clemmie’s mum.

It was at that point I learnt that bringing a baby home when you already have children can be difficult. The child that was once the shining beacon of proof that you can procreate is no longer a one-off miracle. They are now an older brother or sister which can be hard for some to swallow, especially when they didn’t apply for the job or have any say in the matter.

When we brought Marnie home, Anya was initially fascinated with her. But like the shiny new toy you wanted for your birthday as a kid that you’d pestered your parents for literally months for, the novelty wore off relatively quickly and within two weeks Anya declared that we should ‘take her back to the train station where we got her and send her away’. Tough luck, Anya: she’s staying and you’ll just have to get used to it.

Finally, to complete the story of how we got to where we are today, we had the twins, Ottilie and Delilah, in January 2016. I’m not going to lie. I took a fair amount of convincing that we should have a third child. Both Clemmie and I had come from families of three children and we both agreed that we’d want to have three children, but when we actually got around to it, I wasn’t so sure any more. We were both grey-faced and tired. Our house was full of dolls, our little litter of women had left us as flat as a pint of cola that had been left out for a week and as much as I loved my girls, I just couldn’t quite imagine having another one to add to the pile. Also, I just knew it would be another girl – not that that’s a reason not to have a baby, of course, but if I’m honest with myself, I would have loved to have a little boy. I just knew that I’m genetically predisposed to making girls and already being outnumbered three to one, I wasn’t sure I could handle any more pink in my life.

Several months of discussions followed and finally I couldn’t remember why I was resisting any more. I loved having children around me and the reasons for not having another had become so vague in my addled mind that I couldn’t actually remember them. So I was going to have girls surrounding me for the rest of my life, so what?! There were worse things that could happen to me and from what everyone told me, girls look after their fathers and will always side with them. I told myself that I could even put together a three-piece follow-up group to the Jackson 5 and I could be their manager – the Hooper 3 had a nice ring to it.

Two months later Clemmie was peeing on pregnancy sticks like there was a worldwide shortage of them and she had found the last stash, and lo and behold, she was pregnant. She had some initial bleeding which had us a bit worried so she went to get a check-up while she was at work at the hospital.

I spent the day at work, one eye on my computer screen moving numbers from one spreadsheet to the next, the other on my phone, willing it to buzz.

Finally it happened. Clemmie had had a scan and she had good news. She was fine and there was a healthy little person growing inside her. But there was more. Behind the healthy little person was a shadow, a shadow that might or might not be another healthy little person. Never had my emotions gone so quickly from a cruising-at-38,000-feet-high to a crashing-into-the-runway-nose-first low. How could this be? Twins?! At this stage it was too early to tell, so we had another two weeks of waiting to find out if it was indeed just a shadow effect from the scan or whether another human was lurking in the wings to make a surprise entrance from stage right. That evening when I got home we put the girls to bed and crumpled onto the sofa. Both of us were shell-shocked and neither of us knew what to say to each other. We both cried.

Those two weeks passed and once again I found myself with one eye on my computer, this time not doing any work at all, the other on my phone. Clemmie then texted me the two words that would change our whole world once again – ‘It’s twins’ – followed by two emojis of babies’ faces.

Like the passing of a solar eclipse, baby number one had moved over to reveal not the sun (or a son), but yet another daughter who had been hiding in the shadows.

Seven months later, Clemmie and I were the proud parents of four girls, all of whom look like they have 95 per cent of my genetic make-up (much to Clemmie’s annoyance), and that’s how we got to where we are today – me and five women in a house that is constantly filled with noise, has glitter ingrained in the carpet and more pink stuffed animals than a colour-blind taxidermy specialist, but I wouldn’t change a thing because these people are my life.

In summary, I’m husband to one amazing woman and a father to four amazing girls, which is never something I saw in my future fifteen years ago, but these people have made me who I am today and I owe them everything. I did react very differently, though, each time I was told that we were going to have a baby – or in the most recent case, babies.

Daughter number one – a surprise

Reaction: Oh. My. God. Why the hell is this happening?! I’m going to sue the condom company for this.

Daughter number two – planned

Reaction: Oh. My. God. This is brilliant – I can’t wait to tell everyone that Anya’s going to have a little sister!

Daughters number 3 and 4 – planned and a surprise

Reaction: I bloody knew this would happen if we went for a third. It took Clemmie ages to talk me into this, and now we’re completely screwed. I mean, how do you even cope with twins?

Of course I wouldn’t change any of it, except for perhaps having a mute button grafted onto them at birth, but we can’t have everything we want now, can we?
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Advice to my pre-child self
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My years of erecting wobbly flat-pack furniture in my student flat finally paid dividends when it came to assembling a cot for the first time. It was only midway through my second G&T that I realised I’d built the sodding thing around me like a scaled-down Alcatraz. Did I read the instructions properly? Did I hell. Ten years on and I now have an Allen-key collection that would rival an IKEA distribution centre.





Advice to my pre-child self

Of course before all of my girls showed up, destroying the concepts of silence and privacy in the process, I was just a guy having his first child with the woman he loved and I was scared. Even with everyone cheering us on from the sidelines, I initially struggled with the fact I was destined to become a father before my twenty-fifth birthday. I felt like a walking Molotov cocktail – one part scared shitless to equal parts excited that we were going to be parents, happy it was all going well and sad as the course of our lives had now changed irreversibly. Turns out that these are all very common feelings to experience 100 times a day, but no one told me!

As a man, pregnancy was something that I was responsible for but it wasn’t actually physically happening to me, so I felt a little left out. As the weeks of pregnancy progressed and things started to get real, small pieces of ‘worry shrapnel’ from the baby bomb became lodged in my brain, conjuring up questions that ate away at my grey matter, which resulted in prolonged staring at the bedroom ceiling when I should have been sleeping.

Since the dawn of time, men have been perfecting the ‘emotionless state’ – the ability to hide our feelings deep down inside, only for a therapist to dredge them back up in a dark twisted mess later in life and make us cry like babies. Dads-to-be are no different and the thought of confronting our feelings, let alone talking about them with other people, can be enough to send us running for the hills. I’m not saying that we’re all emotionally repressed robots with tin cans for hearts, but sharing our true feelings about something when it risks revealing us to be anything other than rock solid and confident can be difficult. That’s beginning to change as we learn it isn’t a sign of weakness, and is actually a form of strength, but we should all get down to the mind gym and work on it a bit more.

Of course, back in 2007, I hadn’t quite grasped this concept yet and was still stuck trying to be the confident young man everyone thought I was. My brain (that for some unknown reason seemed to be rooted firmly in the 1950s) kept telling me that it was the man’s job to worry about the tangible things – logistics, finances, etc – and that I shouldn’t burden Clemmie with any of my anxieties as she had enough to deal with. If I buried my head in the sand, surely my worries would just disappear – it had worked for men for thousands of years so surely it would work for me. I just resigned myself to developing a permanent eye twitch and using the phrase ‘that’s fine’ a lot.

So with my concerns hidden from view, we were on our way with daughter number one. Outwardly I projected an air of pride and happiness at delivering the news that, despite excessive drinking when younger and getting kicked in the balls at the age of fourteen by a friend at a football match, my manhood worked and I’d somehow managed to get my swimmers to locate an egg and fertilise it. I smiled and said the right things to the right people, but internally I felt like the contents of a NutriBullet that had been whacked on blitz.

Should I one day discover how to unravel the mysteries of time travel, I’d go back, equipped with my ten years of parenting experience, and give my pre-child self a good talking-to. Here’s how that conversation might go:


Question: Am I actually ready to be a parent? (I’ve never lived down the moment I dropped my sister from the top bunk when I was six. I genuinely thought I’d killed her and insisted that my parents kill me to make up for it. I’ve been scared of bunk beds ever since.)


Answer: Right now you’re not, but you will be when the time comes. Nothing can really prepare you for the real deal. It’s like watching a twenty-minute snowboarding video on YouTube – you don’t even finish the video and yet you expect to be able to do backflips and immediately give up your oh-so-boring day job to live in the mountains and fly helicopters around with your other long-haired snowboarder mates. No amount of reading or videos prepares you for fatherhood either. Parenting is very much a hands-on learning experience: on-the-job training that starts when your baby comes into the world and, much like a rolling phone contract that you’ve forgotten you signed up to, apparently doesn’t have an end date. Yes, some people are more paternal in nature, but no one is born knowing all the answers and able to handle every situation without breaking into a sweat. As long as you’re prepared to do your best, to share the load and put the work in, that’s all that anyone can ask of you.

I wasn’t ready with our first daughter. I was twenty-four and more preoccupied with seeing my friends and watching crap on TV than getting my head around the fact we were having a baby or the impact that might have on our lives. In fact I think Anya was the first baby I’d held since holding my sister when she was born, and that was twenty years previous. Consequently, in all our photos from the day I became a dad for the first time, I looked like a rabbit caught in the headlights.

The point I’m trying to make in a roundabout way is that as long as you’re mentally ready, the rest will come with practice, so don’t be too hard on yourself. The best way I know of getting your brain to prepare and to recognise things are going to change is by talking about them honestly and openly. As someone once said, ‘A problem aired is a problem shared’, so if you don’t feel ready, talk to Clemmie or someone you know who’s been through it before.


Question: How much is this bundle of joy going to cost? I had all the finances working like a well-oiled machine: direct debits, standing orders – all as predictable as an atomic clock month in, month out, with money left over to have a bit of fun with. I was anxious that having a baby was going to cost a lot and mess this up. Child ISAs, nappies, buggies, a fully equipped nursery – this baby wasn’t even bigger than a tangerine yet and already it was mentally costing me a fortune.


Answer: Well, to be honest, this is really a ‘How long is a piece of string?’ kind of deal. Yes, you’re going to be buying stuff that you wouldn’t have had before, but it doesn’t mean you have to spend the GDP of a small European nation in order for your offspring to be comfortable.

When we had our first daughter, we were young and hadn’t really started our careers, so money was tighter than an extra-small wetsuit on a guy who’s pushing 300 lb. We lived in our overdraft so we had to get creative.

When it comes to buying things, Clemmie and I have very defined roles. She’s the creative director who will look for things that are aesthetically pleasing, I, on the other hand, play the role of financial manager and rein in the budget so that we don’t have to end up eating cold beans for four months. Let’s act out a little scene . . .

Clemmie wants to buy something – it could be anything really, but for the sake of argument, we’ll say it’s a new kitchen table. She’ll go to the expensive design magazines and pick out the table she wants. Clemmie will make the case for this table being the only one we can possibly have. During this sales pitch, I’ll hold my breath and grimace as we approach the reveal of the financial damage this beautiful slab of wood and metal is going to inflict. I’ll choke on my tea as the price is disclosed, and then spend the next two weeks on the internet trying to find something exactly the same, just without the branding, for a fraction of the price. This is exactly what happened when we were buying stuff in preparation for our first little one. Anya grew out of the early months baby clothes in the space of two months and I was concerned because, being the first of our friends to enter into the world of family life, we weren’t able to borrow anything. However, as luck would have it, both Clemmie and my parents are













	•	Putting shoes on for a person who could no longer see their feet.


	•	Providing back-rubs on tap.


	•	Holding hair back when Clemmie succumbed to morning sickness.
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