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			THE ULTIMATE STAY-AT-HOME DAD

			Shannon Carpenter has been a stay-at-home dad since 2008. He is also a humor writer trained through the famous Second City. Whether writing social satire or parenting essays, he is always able to find your funny bone and leave you with a lasting impression. He has done public readings on local NPR affiliate KCUR and teaching through the National At-Home Dad Network, and the Dad 2.0 national conference, which named him one of the funniest dads of 2019. He has also given interviews about his experiences to Forbes, The Wall Street Journal, and The New York Times, as well as his local NBC and FOX stations. Redbook magazine named him one of America’s “Adventure Dads.” Finally, BuzzFeed recognized him as one of the funniest women of the week in 2020, which was weird because he is not a woman. However, he is very funny.

		

	
		
			
			
				
				[image: Book Title, The Ultimate Stay-at-Home Dad: Your Essential Manual for Being an Awesome Full-Time Father, Author, Shannon Carpenter, Imprint, Penguin Life]
			

		

	
		
			
			PENGUIN BOOKS

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2021 by Shannon Carpenter

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			A Penguin Life Book

			library of congress cataloging-in-publication data

			Names: Carpenter, Shannon (Humorist), author.

			Title: The ultimate stay-at-home dad: your essential manual for being an awesome full-time father / Shannon Carpenter.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2020057464 (print) | LCCN 2020057465 (ebook) | ISBN 9780143135647 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9780525507321 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Stay-at-home fathers. | Fatherhood—Humor. | Parenting—Humor.

			Classification: LCC HQ756.6 .C37 2021 (print) | LCC HQ756.6 (ebook) | DDC 306.874/2—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020057464

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020057465

			Cover design: Gregg Kulick

			Cover illustration: Malte Mueller / Getty Images

			Designed by Cassandra Garruzzo, adapted for ebook by Shayan Saalabi

			pid_prh_5.8.0_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
			For Vivi, Wyatt, Ollie, Luke, Rory, Cait, Ella, Sam, Audra, Asher, Eli, Abby, Adam, Luke, Lydia, and Anna.

			Let’s go on another adventure.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Embracing Fatherhood

			Congratulations on your promotion to an at-home dad! Your new job pays nothing, starts at midnight, and there are no sick days. You’ll love it.

			What comes to mind when you hear the term stay-at-home dad? Let me help you out. It’s either a lazy dude or Mr. Mom, and neither are pleasant.

			The first one is a guy who hasn’t bathed in a year and wears a brown sweater that has holes around the neckline. There are kids somewhere in a dirty and destroyed house. Dinner is never on the table at six, the wife works three jobs to support his ass, and occasionally he will tear himself away from World of Warcraft to ask for beer money.

			If that’s not the one, then your mind goes to the 1983 movie Mr. Mom, starring Michael Keaton. I have a soft spot for that movie because my own wife is in advertising, and it’s funny as hell. I get it. But the term Mr. Mom oozes with this vision of a dad without a manly bone in his body. It implies that his masculinity has been stripped and his balls have been replaced by fallopian tubes. He’s no longer a guy because he has decided to take on the role of raising children. In short, the term supposes that he can’t be Dad because he is now Mom.

			I’ve been an at-home dad for twelve years, and I can safely tell you all of that is complete and total bullshit.

			That’s not who we are. That’s not even close.

			
				WORDS OF WISDOM

				The cliché in the world is that an at-home dad is lazy and worthless. At least, that is the mental picture that dads wrestle with because of the looks and reactions we get when we respond to “What do you do for a living?” But as dads, we do not have to accept this preconceived notion because it is not true. We are worth every penny to our family. I used to answer “What do you do for a living?” with hesitation, but I’m now confident in my role and in our decision as a family for me to be an at-home dad.

				Brock Lusch, father of two

			

			At-home dads are salesmen, IT specialists, and marketing managers. We are doctors and lawyers, mechanics and electricians. Some have college degrees, and some don’t. We are blue collar and white collar, big house and small house, bearded with tattoos and clean shaven. Some ride motorcycles; others ride imaginary unicorns, to their daughters’ delight. Some drink whiskey and beer, and some abstain with a vitaminwater.

			We can chop wood with huge axes and run a sewing machine to make special pillows for our newborn sons. Some of us are loud and outgoing, and others are shy and withdrawn. We are aggressive and passive, sure of ourselves and not.

			We are every guy you’ve ever met.

			As you read this book, you’ll start seeing how diverse stay-at-home dads really are. We come from every walk of life, every religion, every race, every orientation. There are fathers of twins and triplets, fathers of trans children, fathers of special needs kids. Some are newer guys with a year’s worth of experience, and some have been doing this for decades. This is now your community and we are here to help, to give you a sense of the importance of what you do, and to teach you everything we know about being an at-home dad. There are dads with wives, dads with husbands, and dads with partners. In this book, you will see yourself.

			In these pages, I’ll focus on the one unifying factor that brings us all together. We are Dad. Are we Mr. Mom? Only if we can start calling Mom Mrs. Dad. See how well that shit plays out. Stay-at-home dads are a community bigger than you could possibly know, but closer than you ever thought.

			There are over two million of us in the US alone, and that is using a very strict definition. Those dads who have part-time jobs aren’t “officially” at-home dads, which the rest of us say is bullshit. Driving for a rideshare company on the weekend does not exclude you from the club.

			We are the dads who don’t see Mom as a problem, the kid as an obstacle, and fatherhood as an unfortunate side effect of sex. Being Dad isn’t something that someone else can do. It’s what we do. We are the primary caregivers of our children. Period.

			Those are the men you are joining. Millions. Say it with me: millions. The hero from the Disney movie The Incredibles 2, Mr. Incredible? At-home dad. The movie star Cary Grant did a stint in the parenting trenches. Rick Moranis? At-home dad. That’s right, Dark Helmet himself is an at-home dad. May his greatness live forever.

			Now we can begin to understand how to answer the question “What do you do for a living?”

			“What Do You Do for a Living?” What to Say When Your Job Description Is Just “Everything.”

			I am an excellent storyteller.

			“I’m a stunt car driver out in LA,” I said to the very nice lady at my wife’s high school reunion. “Well, I guess you can call it Hollywood, but it sounds so pretentious. Know what I mean?”

			“Are you really?” she asked, obviously impressed. She twirled the champagne in her glass.

			“Oh, yeah,” I said. “That’s why I shave my head bald. Hair is a fire hazard, ya know. That fire-retardant hair cream doesn’t work as well as you would think.”

			None of it is true, of course. That line about shaving my head might have been too much. It was good, though.

			“So, what movies have I seen you in?” she asked.

			“Well, let’s see . . . ,” I began. Then I was called on my bullshit.

			“Good God, he’s not a stunt car driver.” Everyone, meet my wife, Erin. She routinely calls me on my crap but also enjoys my stories. She’s very conflicted.

			“Oh,” my wife’s old school chum said as she stopped swirling her champagne. “So, what do you do for a living then?”

			Fuck. There it was, the question that many of us at-home dads dread at the beginning. At the time, I wasn’t comfortable answering it, thus the awesome story about being a stunt car driver. Although there is truth to be gleaned from that story. Have you ever driven down a dirt road while having cereal thrown at your head by a toddler with a god complex? I’ve done that while also answering Jeopardy!-like questions about why the sky is blue and whether cows really fart.

			So, in a very technical sense, I am a stunt car driver. I am also a cook, cleaner, behavioral specialist, chief diaper changer, toddler wrangler, baby vomit hazmat team, human play gym, and belly-flop champion, thank you very much.

			“I stay home with the kids,” I said to the champagne-sipping lady. In my head, eyes around the ballroom started to glare. I wasn’t terribly worried—all the people my wife went to high school with are very small. I could probably take a good ten to twenty of them at once.

			False bravado is pretty much how I get through any uncomfortable situation, by the way.

			“You’re unemployed?” she asked.

			Double fuck.

			This is the problem in the beginning when you tell people you quit your job to raise your family. They quickly assume that I’m unemployed. People tend to go immediately to the cliché, the myth in popular culture of the stay-at-home dad. It all stems from our very acronym. SAHD = sad. There was a touch of sympathy in her voice that seemed to say, “You poor dear. Are you looking for work? It can be tough out there.” She sipped champagne once again, her social status now confirmed and the unemployed liar exposed.

			“No, I’m not unemployed,” I said. “My job is to take care of two kids. That’s what I do.”

			“And he does a wonderful job,” my wife said. She reacted differently to the question than I did. Erin was proud. “With two kids under three, we wanted to have someone home with them. He’s amazing.” She grabbed my arm and gave it a squeeze. “He’s way better at it than I am.” Boom. That’s her mic drop, and her friend looked confused for a minute. Maybe the champagne had gone bad.

			She’s also right. I am way better at being at home with the kids. I have three kids at home with me now, Vivi, Wyatt, and Oliver. They rock because I rock. Probably. I’m sure my wife had something to do with it. But admitting what I did for a living, to truly own it, didn’t come naturally to me. My wife could answer the question way better than I could.

			As I look back now, it’s really hard to see myself as I once was. In my very crowded head, this first story stops with me ripping off my shirt and flexing. In that version of the story, my biceps are mountains and I have a full head of hair. I ride a valiant steed as I confront my wife’s friends. I am Don Quixote fighting imaginary monsters. When I’m honest with myself, when I let the illusion fail, I arrive at the truth.

			I was embarrassed.

			At that point in time, I knew no other dads who stayed home with the kids. They all worked. Although I felt confident at home, out in the world I couldn’t answer that question without a joke, and I had to deflect the truth. I felt exposed. I was afraid to discover that those imaginary monsters were only windmills after all and that I was a fool.

			Twelve years later, I look back and realize that I was a fool, just not for the reason I thought then. It took me a while to learn what I needed to learn. So what do I know now that I didn’t realize so many years earlier?

			
				Because Dad Says So . . .

				I have changed many diapers and let’s just say I’ve seen things that will haunt me for the rest of my days. With parenting, you are going to get a lot wrong. Not a single parent out there really knows what they are doing. I will leave you with a bit of wisdom found where all wisdom is found, in a pop song: “Birds don’t just fly. They fall down and get up.” —Shakira

				Bryan Alkire, father of two

			
			You have to own that shit. You’re not asking for permission. You need to jump into the at-home dad role without remorse or apology. Your identity is not tied to a paycheck. It is rooted in the firm belief that what you do is best for your family. That is what I have learned. You are a Viking badass sailing to unknown shores in a minivan, and you do it with all of us cheering you on and waiting to hear your victory stories.

			
				From the Dads Group

				Oh yeah, we’re all here ready to sing your praises and help you out. Everyone, meet Mick, Larry, Jake, and Mike. There’s usually an initiation with cool handshakes, and then Mick drones on for about forty-five minutes with a prepared speech, but we can skip all that this time around. Welcome to your first dads group. This is how the guys answered the question “What do you do for a living?” when I asked them.

				Mick: I’m an at-home dad. That’s what I do. People get too wrapped up in this question. I could sit here and list out every task I do, but what’s the point? What other people think of me doesn’t matter.

				Larry: I do everything that needs to be done. [Larry is a man of few words. It’s fantastic that he’s in this book.]

				Jake: I mostly remind Shannon to keep his zipper up. It’s like he forgot about it when he became an at-home dad. Oh, and take care of the kids. I do that a lot as well.

				Mike: Come down here after Shannon’s funny little stories, and I’ll tell you where he messed up, and how I would have done it better. When asked what you do, answer the question honestly and get straight to the point—don’t beat around the bush: I’m an at-home dad.

			
			All of us started out in the same place you are right now. We’ve all had to redefine ourselves. It wasn’t always easy. And sometimes, it won’t be for you.

			Now do you know how to answer the question “What do you do for a living?” Do you know how to say what you do with confidence? Can you redefine yourself in your own head so that you can answer the question? It may not happen overnight, but you’ll get there. You’ll see the answer as surely as I did.

			What do I do for a living?

			I’m a motherfucking dad.

			Take Care of Yourself First

			All right, you badass, let’s get to it. It’s time to ignore everyone else and focus on you. I know it doesn’t make sense. But as you are probably now finding out, it’s a huge problem for the new at-home parent.

			Being an at-home-parent means that you’re pulled in every direction at the same time. Everyone wants something different, something now, and a lot of those somethings are not in your power to give. Some days it even feels like inanimate house chores are screaming at you. Maybe the house in Amityville Horror wasn’t so bad; at least it shut its own windows and monitored the thermostat.

			Through all of that, with every demand from every direction that is hitting you in the face, you’ve forgotten to take care of yourself.

			None of this works without you. You need to come first.

			
				Because Dad Says So . . .

				To be the best parent you can be, you must take care of yourself first. Work on getting healthy physically, mentally, and emotionally, and you will become a better parent. YOU are part of the job as well, and many at-home dads forget that.

				Al Watts, father of four

			
			All of us dads struggle with this. Hell, this is a universal parent problem. That’s why the sweatpants business is still booming. It’s the trap that we all fall into at one time or another. Being an at-home dad is a 24-7 job. There is no sick leave or company-approved vacation days, and you’re going to get hit in the balls. Do this long enough and you’ll start to fantasize about the hour-long traffic jam that you once took for granted. An hour by yourself with just your radio, and you don’t even give a shit about how the wheels on the bus go round and round.

			Let’s focus on the tips for taking care of you first.

			Basic Hygiene

			Look, this needs to be said even though you’re thinking, No shit, I need to take a shower. Try that same thought after a week straight with no support and when the cartoon mascots are starting to talk to you.

			
				DAD HACK

				Look at joining a local community center or gym. Many have very cheap childcare for an hour. You can take your sweet time with a shower after your workout. It’s nice to have time to yourself.

			
			I’ve seen too many dads not spending enough time on their hygiene. It starts to affect your mental health. Trust me, I’ve been there. I know that even taking a shower when you have little ones can be a nightmare. I’m going to tell you my secret, and then we will be bros and we can awkwardly hug.

			Get rid of the shower curtain.

			Yup, that’s what I did in the beginning. My first thirty days of being an at-home dad began with Erin leaving for a month. On day one, she boarded a plane, and I was home with a newborn and a nineteen-month-old. I had grand plans! There was going to be math, and classical music, and I was going to get Mr. Universe buff.

			That fantasy lasted four days. That’s how long it took to break me in the beginning. Four lousy days. I was up all night feeding Wyatt, my newborn, reheated breast milk. If he even heard the shower come on, he flipped out. He didn’t care what time it was or how long he had been asleep. I would turn the nozzle and he would begin to scream.

			I couldn’t step into the shower during the day without either one of them absolutely losing their shit. So, I stumbled on my fix. I ditched the shower curtain so my six-week-old son, Wyatt, could still see me. My almost-two-year-old daughter played in the splash zone with the thousand Barbies that I gave her. That’s how I did it. That’s how I got my daily shower until I joined a gym that offered hour-long day care for a buck a kid.

			Other dads have different solutions from what I did. Some wake up at five and get their shower in. Others wait until everyone is asleep, but I found that I needed the sleep as much as the kids did, especially when my wife was away on a business trip. Then there is the advice to “do it during nap time.” This is solid advice, but parents are told to do everything at nap time. “Mow the lawn, then take a shower, clean the house, pay the bills, have the car washed, do your grocery shopping, and work on your Middle East peace plan during nap time.” Seriously, how long is other parents’ nap time? If you’re solo, I stand by my no-shower-curtain rule when they are young.

			Whatever you choose, make yourself a priority.

			The Workout

			Now that you are showered, it’s time to get to your actual physical health. That means exercise, which I will freely admit that I am horrible about. Luckily, I know guys who are great.

			Working out doesn’t have to be complicated, and if you pay attention in your neighborhood, you’ll see the moms power walking with their strollers. A mile walk a day gets you out of the house and into the sunshine. And remember that you are Dad, which gives you certain superpowers.

			I hiked a lot with my kids. I’m lucky enough to be in a part of the country that has extensive trails.

			
				DAD HACK

				Look into hiking apps. There are plenty of great ones out there that will tell you everything you need to know about the trail, from elevation to the type of ground cover. And I would also recommend Star Walk, which shows the constellations on evening hikes. Amaze your toddler with pretty pictures while secretly teaching them.

			
			Is that trail appropriate for a stroller? I dream of the stroller that comes with big truck mudding tires. If you are taking this route, ditch the stroller altogether and get a child-carrier backpack. If you have two children like I did then, throw the older kiddo on your shoulders, the younger one in the carrier, and hit the trail. However, make sure you try the backpack on IN THE STORE. My first one had a bar that dug into my lower back, which got worse when fifteen pounds of baby was added to the mix.

			I know that fitting in any kind of workout or physical activity can be difficult. Believe me, I’ve lived it. Hell, I still live it. It’s important because this is a marathon, not a sprint. You need to be able to do the same things that you are doing now in ten years. When everything seems to be falling apart, it’s easier to just grab the doughnut and crash on the couch. Make time for your physical health, even if it’s just a quick routine in the morning.

			
				Because Dad Says So . . .

				The important thing is to move regularly and remain active.

				Perform these in a circuit of five rounds, resting sixty seconds between rounds:

				
					20 push-ups

					10 single-leg squat touchdowns (each leg)

					20 mountain climbers

					10 split squats (each leg)

					30 seconds of high-knee run

				

				To begin to get rid of the beer gut, start moving every day so that it becomes a habit. It can be as simple as taking a walk after you eat lunch or doing sit-ups, pushups, and squats when you wake up in the morning.

				Michael Ashford, father of two

			
			Time without Family

			One of the hardest parts of self-care, while you are at home with the kids, is getting any time for yourself. Some days it feels damn near impossible.

			Get some low-cost hobbies and spend time with them. I do woodworking (we’ll talk about incorporating your kids into this later). Others that I’ve seen are beer brewing (of course), gardening, lawn care (because we dads love telling people to get off our lawn), photography, and writing (a bit obvious for me). Whatever interest you have, set time aside for it every week and get your significant other on board. This is how you stave off burnout.

			You must learn to separate the “you” from the “parent.” This isn’t even my own advice. This is what my therapist told me. Hell yes, I’ve gone to counseling just to check up on my own mental health. Shit gets complicated. There are ups and downs, and when you combine that with your own inadequacies and a winter-long snowstorm, things can look bleak. So, there you go—I’ve been to therapy several times over the last twelve years, and I’m a badass with a very healthy ego. My point is that you can be manly as fuck and still ask for mental health help. It’s what made me a badass. The ego part is all me, though.

			You have several “hats,” as my therapist said. You need to wear all of them throughout the day. Sometimes that’s the “dad” hat, in which I’m 100 percent focused on my kids. Other times, I have to put on the “Shannon” hat and it’s all about me.

			My wife and I have a rule in place that has worked very well over the years. Every day I get thirty minutes of “me” time, when I just walk away for a bit. This is outside of working out or going to a movie. This is when I can step away from the family and do whatever I want. The only rule is that it has to be something totally focused on me. So, no lawn mowing or bill paying or whatever. Sometimes I just go for a solo walk and enjoy myself. This is harder to do during the winter months, but I still take that time.

			I also go to dads night out once a month. Basically, a bunch of dads and I go out for a cheap evening at a bar or a movie. This is my chance to wear my “Shannon” hat. I even make a conscious mental click when I do it because that helps with the guilt.

			Yes, there’s usually guilt. Or there is for some at-home dads. I’ll admit I never felt guilty, because my wife is a parent, and why in the hell would I feel guilty about stepping out of her way so she can have quality time with the kids without my interference? But I know other dads (and moms) carry that guilt. Acknowledge it, accept it, and then ignore it.

			Finally, now that you are starting to look after yourself and your own health, find a parenting group. These are groups that welcome any gender and are usually more accepting of the at-home dad than a mothers group. I will get into joining a dads group in a later chapter, but if you don’t have one in your area, a parenting group can really help. You can find them at community centers and churches or on meetup apps. There are Tinder-like apps now built just for dads to make friends with one another. Though when you explain that to your partner, I wouldn’t include the Tinder comparison if you want to stay married. That’s solid advice.

			
				From the Dads Group

				Mick: I run early in the morning or late at night. Either way, when the kids are asleep, I try to take advantage of it. You have to take every opportunity that you can for yourself, and sometimes that means being a little tired. Is it always easy? Of course not.

				Larry: You have to do things for yourself and you have to do it without any guilt. Whether that is a workout, a walk, yard work, or listening to music. Whatever you enjoy, do it alone or with a friend. The important thing is to do it for you, without the kids, even if it is as simple as sitting on the porch for five to ten minutes. Carve out time every single day.

				Jake: I’ve always needed to have something for me. If I don’t have that, I get angry and resentful toward whatever is preventing that. The hobby could be woodworking, video games, or even just digging deep and learning something. But I need that me time. (It’s an introvert thing, Shannon wouldn’t understand.)

				Mike: The decision for you to stay home with the kids starts and ends with you and your partner. You need to sit down and have a conversation with her and look to find time where she can take the kids and give you some time off. Because as you know, an at-home dad has no breaks. You both need to be on the same page about this. Set a regular schedule so you have something to look forward to during the week.

			
			Get Your Gear. Not Mom’s Gear. Your Gear.

			The Uniform

			There is a reason that so many fathers wear cargo shorts. Not only are we dads, we are also pack mules, and your children are amazing prospectors. They go panning through the river of life looking for those golden memories but mostly pull out snot. That snot is going to end up in your pocket one way or another.

			You will accumulate crap like you are some sort of hoarder. And if a wife comes along on any adventure, then you need someplace to put her shit, too. As I am constantly reminded, most women’s wear does not have pockets. A nice set of men’s cargo pants offers you quadruple the storage you would normally need to make up for the shortcomings of women’s fashion.

			Last night I pulled out a cell phone, my wife’s portable battery charger, two dryer sheets, a marble, just one M&M, three used tissues, a bolt, a small bottle of hand sanitizer, a little bit of sawdust, and Frodo’s One Ring of Power. Embrace the cargo shorts. Think of them as your new uniform.

			If you can, find shorts or pants made of sweat-wicking fabric. These are specially made to cool the tools down below. Your balls. I’m talking about your balls. Chafing isn’t fun, and you’re going to be running around enough that things are going to get moist. Now everything is gross.

			The Adventure Bag

			A diaper bag is something that is designed with a stereotypical mom in mind. It’s a shade of green or yellow, which matches the baby vomit on your nonstainproof shirt. It’s made of leather, or faux leather, and smells like flowers. It’s got a nice little pocket where you can keep your makeup. The zipper is hidden by an extra piece of fabric because for some reason zippers need to be hidden? Honestly, I have no idea. This is a diaper bag.

			You are not going to carry a diaper bag. You are going to carry an adventure bag. You are not concerned about exposed zippers, and you don’t need a place to keep makeup. Think of yourself as more Indiana Jones and less Nanny McPhee.

			There are two basic types: the backpack and the shoulder satchel. Now, no disrespect to Dr. Jones, but I have never been a fan of the shoulder bag. It looks pretty cool when you are running from the Nazis, but there are some drawbacks.

			To keep it secure, you need to loop the strap over your neck. When your toddler pulls on the adventure bag, the strap pushes right up against the carotid artery. Maybe you’re into that; I don’t judge. I’m just saying that passing out is not for me.

			Second, the bag moves around too much, and I get nervous when heavy things are swinging at nut level. By now you know that you’re probably going to get hit in the balls a lot. There is no reason to make it easier for your attackers. Having a wrecking ball swaying from your neck is just a bad idea.

			For my adventure bag, I prefer to go with a backpack. It’s easy to secure away from your nether regions and has plenty of exposed zippers. There is a whole industry of “fathers’ gear” that has sprung up over the last several years, and they are easy enough to find. They have names like Sniper Dad Gear Camouflage Warrior’s Bag. They all come in camo for some reason?

			If that is something you want, then go for it. There are some really good bags. Or you can just go get a quality backpack.

			Here’s what you need to look for no matter what you choose:

			
					
					Tough double stitching. You’re active and your adventure bag is going to take a beating. Get something durable.

				

					
					A small front pocket that is quickly accessible. This is where you will store your wipes and your snakebite kit if you have one. I go to weird places. The point is, wipes are your number-one need when you go out. This is something that the higher-end bags do very well, and that makes them worth it.

				

					
					An insulated pocket. I’m going to leave the debate of formula versus breast milk to other people. I deal in reality. You need a pocket to keep bottle contents fresh no matter your choice.

				

					
					A webbed section inside the bag where you keep only your diaper-changing supplies. Don’t move them around; keep everything wrapped up together. I enjoy the webbed inner pocket because I can always quickly see what I’m missing.

				

					
					Anything but leather.

				

					
					Velcro. It’s easier and quicker to use than a zipper. The more Velcro, the better.

				

			

			The BabyBjörn / Front Baby Carrier

			These are great when you need both hands free. There are really just two types (although there are a thousand variations). The first type is a giant cloth wrap that looks like a curtain. Although I can appreciate the knowledge of Boy Scout knots you undoubtedly have, it’s just not for me. It takes too long to get into.

			
				DAD HACK

				Don’t share baby carriers with your wife. If she wants one, she needs to get her own. I know, it sounds territorial. But you’re going to have to readjust the straps every time she uses it, and that’s a huge pain in the ass when you have a screaming kid.

			
			I always feel like the kid is just “kinda” in there, and how am I going to perform a tuck-and-roll with this thing? Instead, I prefer the front baby carrier, so my kid looks like Master Blaster from Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome. Find something with easy straps that allow for one-handed attachment and detachment. They always feel more secure to me. Do make sure it has a zippered or Velcro pocket to keep wipes for easy access. This is basically your dad saddle, you donkey. Look for many of the same things in the baby carrier as you do in the adventure bag.

			Strollers

			There is an endless debate about strollers. Even the price range is all over the place. Fifty bucks or a thousand, your call. Here are some things to keep in mind:

			
					
					Look for durability. When I picked out my stroller, I wanted to know that the ride was smooth and I could turn it with one hand. So make sure there are good ball bearings in the wheels. In the store, push it away from you. If it goes straight, you’re off to a good start.

				

					
					Adjustable height is an absolute must. It’s a massive pain in the back if your five-foot-four wife found one that is a good size for her. This is your Batmobile, and you should treat it as such. Make sure that the cup holders fit your size of drinks, that there’s a nice handy handle compartment for more wipes, and that it has a sturdy webbed bottom. This makes it easy to store your gear when your back needs a break. I used my wife’s nail polish to paint flames on mine. Totally worth it.

				

					
					Make sure it has single-handed breakdown. The best ones can collapse and lock with a twist of your wrist and are light enough that you can load it into the car without killing yourself. When you pick out your stroller, do some curls with it. It’s something to think about because you will never have both hands free. Ever.

				

					
					Form follows function. Bigger tires if you are planning on doing a lot of off-road stroller hiking. I did a ton of this, and it shows on my stroller. The thing is wrecked and beautiful. Jogging strollers for the runners, midsize strollers for the stores, a beast for the adventures. Sit-and-stand strollers work wonderfully for those with a baby and a toddler.

				

			

			Thermos or Insulated Cup

			You’re going to need coffee. Get a cup that has a secure lid, can be closed off, and keeps things hot for a LONG time. Find one that fits in your adventure bag or your stroller. I’ll admit, I don’t like coffee. But I love hot chocolate that I can pretend is coffee. I fit in with the other dads, who turned out to be coffee snobs. I’m looking at you, Jake.

			Car Gear

			This is often overlooked but is equally as important as everything else mentioned. A rear-facing mirror that reflects your baby’s face is great. Is the baby almost asleep? Do I need to keep driving around? Also, invest in a pocketed car organizer that hangs off the back of your seat. Use this to keep extra supplies and an emergency pacifier. I know that not everyone uses the pacifier. I also know that those people break when they’re on a five-hour car trip and a pacifier would save their sanity. Finally, get a special small car bag containing the extra essentials that may be needed. There are days when you walk out of the house and you thought you had an extra onesie only to discover that it was really your oil rag from the garage.

			Soft-Sided Cooler

			This is something that my dads group uses a ton. I go through these things so quickly just from overuse. We do a lot of picnics at the park, and sometimes we keep our worms in there when I take the kids fishing. Rule of thumb: get something that’s big enough for a six-pack but still fits in the bottom of the stroller. Soft sides save your legs, but having a hard plastic interior will make it easier to clean and prevent leakage. We will get to building a budget later, but the picnic lunch that can be had no matter where you are saves a ton of money. I’ve had whole days full of museums and lunches without spending a dime. This is one of the reasons why.

			

			•   •   •

			Now you are all Ramboed up. It’s time to head out into the world or the Communists win.

			
				Because Dad Says So . . .

				Swaddlers are specially designed sleeping blankets that wrap around the baby. It is something that helps the baby self-soothe in order to be able to fall asleep, which makes life a lot easier on Dad!

				Robb Tavill, father of two

			
			
				From the Dads Group

				Mick: If you’re going with the jogging stroller, get one that has a lockable front wheel. You want that front wheel locked in place because if you don’t, it will get so bumpy a baby is going to go flying. But it can double as a normal stroller for daily adventures once the wheel is unlocked. This is a lot more versatile and will save you some money.

				Larry: With a cooler, the longer the ice lasts, the better. Some say the ice lasts, but they lie. Get something soft-sided, leakproof, and with a comfortable strap. Check around with your friends and online, whatever, but do your research. Velcro pockets are nice, as well as a small hand port to grab what you need without opening the entire lid.

				Jake: The best gear is different for everyone, but when you do find something important to you, don’t be afraid to buy the nice version of it. Yes, it costs more, but you use it every day and you use it hard. Spending more really does get you a better product sometimes.

				Mike: Dude, not every outing requires a complete kit of crap to haul around. A couple of diapers in your cargo pants, wipes in the back pocket, and a few extra things here and there and you can get out the door in under five minutes.

			
			Head Out into the World. Welcome to the Land of Oz, Where You’re Not Sure of the Rules, There Is No Path to Follow, and Some Crazy Lady Keeps Yelling at You.

			Ninety percent of your interactions with other parents are going to be all peaches and cream. It’s going to be normal with people just trying to be people. It’s just like playing a nice game of Chutes and Ladders. Everything is sweet and smells like candy canes at Christmas.

			But then halfway through you realize it isn’t Chutes and Ladders at all. It’s Risk, and some jerk has built up on Australia and you’re about to get steamrolled.

			That’s the problem with being a guy in the at-home parenting world. Sometimes you don’t even understand what game you are playing.

			Here’s what you need to know.

			
				DAD HACK

				Clip a couple of mountaineer carabiners to your bag. They are handy as hell and easy to work with one hand. It’s where I keep an extra stuffed toy if I need it. Just clip it through the tag and you are ready for any meltdown. And if the situation presents itself, you can climb Mount Everest.

			
			Pack Like You Mean It

			I’ll admit that, in the beginning, I didn’t really know what to pack in my adventure bag. I had

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
				Because Dad Says So . . .

				
				
			
			
			The Moms

			
			
			The Good Witch Glinda Mom

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
					
					
				

			

			The Whatever Mom

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			How to approach:

			
					
					
				

			

			The Mary Poppins Mom

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			How to approach:

			
					
					
				

			

			The Instagram Mom

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			How to approach:

			
					
					
				

			

			The Yeller Mom

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			How to approach:

			
					
					
				

			

			The Wolf-Pack Mom

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			How to approach:

			
					
					
				

			

			The “How Dare You!” Mom

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			How to approach:

			
					
					
				

			

			
			
			
				Because Dad Says So . . .

				
				
			
			“Are You Babysitting?”

			
			
			
			The Only Dad There

			
			
			The Door-to-Door Salesman

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				From the Dads Group
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