

[image: Cover Image]





[image: image]

[image: image]




Copyright © 2019 Matt Coyne

The right of Matt Coyne to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by that company in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in EBook in 2019

by WILDFIRE

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

Every effort has been made to fulfil requirements with regard to reproducing copyright material. The author and publisher will be glad to rectify any omissions at the earliest opportunity.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 9781472245045

All images courtesy of Matt Coyne

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


For Charlie and Lyns


Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

About the Author

Praise

Acknowledgements

By Matt Coyne and available from Wildfire

Preface

Introduction

1. What is a Toddler?

2. The Basics – Walking and Talking

3. The Terrible Twos

4. The Resistance

5. The Church of Soft Play

6. The Call of the Potty

7. Days Out

8. Days In

9. What is a Dad?

10. Lessons


Praise for Dummy

‘Very, very funny’ Phillip Schofield, This Morning

‘One of the best descriptions of fatherhood I have ever read’ Ashton Kutcher

‘Hilarious but accurate account of finding your feet as a parent’ Daily Mail

‘Brutally honest rant on the reality of parenthood has taken the internet by storm’ Sunday Telegraph

‘It is a mix of hilariously funny, sweary, brutally honest, and actually, beneath it all, really quite lovely’ Metro

‘A hero for dads everywhere’ Daily Mirror


By Matt Coyne and available from Wildfire

Dummy: The Comedy and Chaos of Real-Life Parenting

Man vs. Toddler: The Trials and Triumphs of Toddlerdom



Preface

As a parent, perhaps the biggest adjustment you will ever have to make is this:

To a baby you are omnipotent, you are all-giving, all-powerful, all-knowing, all-benevolent.

YOU. ARE. GOD.

To a toddler . . . you’re staff.




Introduction

So, the first book did really well. Which is great. But it’s probably best not to get too carried away. Yes, it was a bestseller but so is heroin, the first Color Me Badd album and Vagisil.

The really good thing about that book being successful, though, is that I got asked to write another one . . . and so here we are.

Of course, everyone knows that sequels are usually shit. For every Godfather Part II there is a Speed 2: Cruise Control or a Piranha 3DD. So with this in mind, I would encourage you not to see this book as a sequel but as a continuation. Part two of an epic and ongoing heroic saga, if you will, rather like Lord of the Rings but with fewer wizards and no one getting fucked up by an orc.

Dummy covered the first year of Charlie’s life and my first year as a parent. And whilst doing promotion for that book I would occasionally be approached by parents of older children. Often cutting quite a haunted figure, they would explain that they had read Dummy and, whilst they enjoyed it, they believed the book to be fundamentally flawed. They explained that parenting a newborn is actually the easy bit and that I was a fool to think that the first year was in any way the hardest or the most chaotic. After all, we still had the toddler years to come.

We’d laugh and chat for a while and the conversation would move on. But then when the time came for us to part, they would fall quiet, take me by the arms, fix me with a hard stare and with mystery and dark menace they would utter three simple words:

Just.

You.

Wait.

They would then throw an arm of their cloak across their face, throw a smoke bomb at their own feet and disappear backwards into the fog.

[image: image]

‘Mm. That’s weird,’ I thought.

It goes without saying that I never took these warnings seriously and not just because I’m an idiot. Experienced parents are like the Princess Cassandra of Greek mythology. Cassandra had the ‘breath of Apollo on her’ and was cursed to be able to see into the future but never be believed about what she saw. It’s the same with the parents who go before us. We choose to ignore them and their hard-won experience and opt to live in blissful denial of what is to come. New mums and dads are nothing if not ostriches.

So disbelieve these Cassandras I did. And not just that, I scoffed. After all, ‘How the fuck could looking after a toddler be harder than looking after a baby?’ I reasoned. Toddlers sleep, don’t they? Some of them even feed themselves. Often they can walk, so you don’t have to carry them around everywhere like a fucking pet log. The really good ones don’t shit their pants and even dress themselves. Apparently, some of them even talk. ‘It’ll be nice to have a new, younger person’s perspective around the house,’ I imagined.

Yes, it all sounded rather civilised.

Except it isn’t.

In reality, looking after a toddler is about as civilised as living in a bin and surviving by drinking your own piss. It turns out that toddlers are, in fact, destroyers of civilised life.

From the Romans to the Aztecs, the greatest of civilisations have been brought to their knees by sudden change and your personal civilisation is no different. From hygiene to time-keeping, all the trappings of an ordered life are brought crashing to ignominy by sharing your life with a small child.

And it is the suddenness with which your baby becomes a toddler that catches you off guard. It seems instantaneous. It is as though one day you wake up and that simple, calm, placid, burbling bundle of dependence has gone and in its place someone has left a box on your doorstep. You take that box into your living room, unwrap it with care and excitement only to find that inside is a short, drunk arsehole . . . who now lives with you.

The comparison between a toddler and that mate you had at college who was a complete dick when they were drunk is a fair one.

Both are destructive, rude, crazy and prone to peaks and troughs of wild emotion. They are quick to anger and slow to back down from a scrap. They think themselves invincible, invulnerable to danger, whether it’s from road traffic or falls from a height. They both slur their few words, fall over all the time and don’t always have exemplary bowel control. They pass out in random places. They have rubbish coordination. No impulse control. And little sense of shame. They hurt themselves all the time. They remove their trousers for no good reason. Their decision-making skills are shit. And when the mood takes them . . . they really, really want to fight you.

In truth, you could drop the average toddler into a kebab house in Newcastle at closing-time on a Saturday night and they would fit right in. The only thing that would give them away would be their height and their Gruffalo jimjams.

The main problem with a toddler being just like a terrible pisshead, is that the parent is forced to fulfil the role of ‘sober friend’. Which is, of course, the most thankless task in the world. You must pick them up when they fall over, make sure they eat and replace their drink when they drop it (again). Keep them safe when they want to climb scaffolding or take their clothes off in inappropriate places. You must stop them from starting a fight in the soft play (because another kid has nicked a particular plastic ball), defusing the situation by stepping between the two hotheads with a: ‘Leave it, Keith, he’s not worth it, mate.’ You must take them home when they don’t want to go home and, whether they like it or not, get them to bed, safe and sound.

In essence, it is your job to get your kid through the wild city-centre of childhood and into the taxi of adulthood in one piece, without them being hurt or causing significant criminal damage.

So toddlers are like drunks and a parent is the designated driver. But here is where the comparison falls apart. This is not just one Friday night, this is our daily existence. From common assault to lewd behaviour, toddlers can commit seven arrestable offences before breakfast. Their destructive impulses and lack of respect and shame is not fuelled by drink but by the essence of what and who they are. And dealing with that every day can feel relentless and tough.

But there is another side to our drunk arsehole mate . . . is there not? And it is here where we find the toddler too.

They can make you laugh until your jaw and stomach hurt. They can be crazy in a way that makes you marvel at the imagination. They don’t dance like no one is watching, they dance like everyone is watching and they just don’t give a fuck. They sing too. Not even words, sometimes not even a tune, but they sing anyway, just for the sake of singing.

They stumble. They fall. They repeat. Because, so what?

They tell tall tales and are not just open to new experiences, they demand them. Yes they fight, but that’s because they are capable of a passion that as adults we seldom muster and they feel that way about almost everything. They embrace foolishness and wear it like a happy, bright coat. But they can also be kind and sensitive and desperate to let you know how much you mean to them.

And in this mess and in this madness, they do something that is at the heart of what it means to be human.

They create stories.

Oh, one other thing.

If you are the parent of a newborn, a pre-toddler, reading this with scepticism; if you are in those first few months of parenthood and finding it impossible to imagine how it gets more insane, more chaotic, more life-changing; if you are, like I was, naively looking to the future as though this parenting stuff must surely get easier . . . I have only one thing to say:

Just.

You.

Wait.
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1

What is a Toddler?


I was chatting to someone the other day and alongside her was her little boy, fast asleep in his pushchair. I asked how old he was and she answered ‘eighteen months’ and then began to wonder out loud if that meant he was now a toddler or whether he was still a baby.

I looked at the woman. I noticed that her shoes were on the correct feet and her fingernails weren’t bitten down to the knuckles. I noticed that her hair didn’t have sugar puffs or gob in it. She seemed sane, lucid and had the calm air of a person who was finding parenting to be something that came easily, naturally and as its own reward.

I pointed to her little boy.

‘That there is a baby.’



What is a Toddler?

The lifecycle of a child is one of nature’s great wonders and the transition from baby to toddler is a remarkable thing. Comparable in many ways to that of the caterpillar and the butterfly.

The caterpillar, just like the human baby, is a simple creature; unsophisticated and driven by instinct. But then suddenly it is transformed into something else. A thing unrecognisable, capable of much more than its previous incarnation. Interesting, busy, complex, capable of tapping your heart with its beauty. Able to fly.

The newborn is just such a miracle waiting to happen. Like that caterpillar, a baby is the simplest of things. A creature driven only by instinct, until one day that infant child undergoes a metamorphosis and transforms into something else, something more: a slightly taller child that walks, talks, smashes the place up and shits in a small plastic bucket in the middle of your living room.

A toddler.

But what is a toddler? At what point does a baby become a toddler? And why can they be such dicks about everything? These might seem like simple questions. But they are not questions to be taken lightly. There is great responsibility that comes with writing a book on parenting. It’s important that you approach these things with diligence, that your research is extensive and fact-checked, that the whole thing is approached with intellectual rigour.

[*fires up Google*]

So, after a solid sixteen minutes of research on the internet (only half of which was spent watching this video of a guy playing the 20th Century Fox theme tune on an arse-flute: www.youtube.com/watch?v=QZ96KL2p-YM), here’s what I discovered:

1. It’s possible to play a flute using just your arsehole

2. Not everyone agrees about what a toddler actually is

It should be simple. The word ‘toddler’ comes from the verb ‘to toddle’, which means to walk, ‘but to be quite shit at it’. Okay, that seems straightforward enough: a baby, then, becomes a toddler when they start walking, when they stop humping the floor and start strolling about the gaff, winking and giving you the finger guns. Well, not exactly.

We stumble, once more, into the ever-recurring problem with professional parenting opinion: experts disagree about even this. Whilst some argue that a baby becomes a toddler as soon as they stand up and take a step, others contend that it is when they reach the age of two or begin to talk. Still others insist it is when they begin to display emotion, express likes and dislikes, or start losing their shit and headbutting you in the teeth because their socks aren’t their favourite shade of ‘lellow’.

Whatever the case, it seems defining a toddler is not that straightforward and knowing exactly when your baby has become one is unclear. So, how do you know if your caterpillar has become a butterfly? How do you know if you are now the owner of an actual fully-fledged toddler?

Well, here are five clear indicators:

Indicators that your baby is now a toddler No. 1: You start to give their age in years

A good way to tell if your baby has become a toddler is the way you respond to questions about how old they are.

Parents of babies give the age of their little one in weeks and months, like they are a cheese or they’re doing a stretch in prison. But there comes a time when you can no longer be arsed to keep track of how long they’ve been on the planet with quite such accuracy. And so parents of toddlers, without really noticing they’re doing it, start ageing their children in years (or, if you’re mad keen, half-years). This is one of the differences between babies and toddlers that is to be welcomed and embraced as soon as possible.

Compare these two examples:



	Example 1:

	Example 2:




	‘How old is he?’

‘Well . . . he was twenty-seven months, three weeks and four days last Tuesday.’

	‘How old is he?’

‘Two, Janet. He’s two.’





As you can see, example 2 is far easier to work out and remember than example 1. And making your life as simple as you can should be a toddler-parent’s guiding principle. (The last thing you need is old ladies stopping you in the post office and throwing maths questions at you.)

There are other reasons why it makes sense to move to this simpler ageing system. For a start – and I can’t stress this enough – no one cares. It’s true. No one cares how old your kid is. Certainly not with that kind of precision anyway. Asking the age of your little one is a polite question not a genuine enquiry. It’s like when someone asks ‘How are you?’ they mean generally speaking. They don’t want to hear about your persistent thrush, or that you’re fine but your brother Malcolm has got an appointment at the hospital to go and have the ‘camera up’.

The response ‘He/she is two’ is fine.

Also, if your kid is older than two and you’re still giving their age in months and weeks, stop it. You sound like fucking Rain Man. And beyond the age of two, knowing the exact amount of time elapsed since your child was born makes the rest of us look bad.

Besides all this, at some point you have to stop with the ‘weeks and months thing’ anyway, otherwise:


‘Hey, Barbara, your eldest has just gone off to college, hasn’t he, how old is he now?’

‘Oh, he’s 234 months, 4 weeks and 3 days. But, it seems like only yesterday that he was 39 months and 17 weeks.’

‘Okeydokey, Barbara. Anyway, nice to see you. Give my best to Malcolm. I’m going to have to get on because you’re boring my tits off.’



So there you go. If you’re a normal parent and you notice that you have stopped giving your child’s age like you’re a supercomputer calculating pi, then congratulations, that’s a pretty good first sign that they have achieved toddlerhood.

Indicators that your baby is now a toddler No. 2: Your house is barely standing

There’s this comet that passes Earth every now and again called 109P. It’s better known as the Swift–Tuttle comet. Scientists keep an eye on it because it is a planet-destroyer and each time it passes it has a 0.0002 per cent chance of striking Earth. It’s twenty-seven miles across, larger than the one that killed the dinosaurs. Even a near miss would cause untold destruction as a dust cloud would cover the Earth. Animals would die off, plants wouldn’t grow and civilisation would be decimated, as in the devastation every corner of the Earth would be left utterly uninhabitable for humans.

And I’m confident that if this were to happen, the only area of the planet that would not look any different is our living room. A space that still hasn’t recovered from the events of two weeks ago when Charlie’s nannan gave him a full tube of smarties, a can of coke and a foam sword.

Take a look at your house right now. If you’re at home and reading these pages, glance up. Does it look like the show home you envisioned when you moved in? Does it look like it should be gracing the pages of a lifestyle magazine? Is it a sophisticated, minimalist, tidy and ordered sanctuary?

Or does it appear to be a disgrace. Like a herd of wildebeest have been gangbanging in a field of landmines?

If this sounds more like what you see when you look up from these words, then the chances are you now share your living space with a toddler. Obviously, a house with a baby in it has its own mini-brand of anarchy and disorder. But if babies are a hand grenade, a toddler is a warhead. Their destructive force is biblical by comparison.

Like most parents, we’d kind of got used to the mess and clutter that comes with having a newborn. A baby needs lots of stuff. Also, the attention they demand means that you don’t have time to carry out the day-to-day upkeep that the average home needs, and so standards lower to cheerful slum conditions. But, the thing about babies is that they don’t actively smash the place up just for a laugh. It’s one of a baby’s finest qualities, they just don’t have the inclination, motivation or upper-body strength to fuck shit up like toddlers do. I love that about babies.

Babies create mess without intent. But for toddlers it is their purpose. It is their calling. They have guiding principles about mess, an unwritten constitution, a manifesto of sorts: it is their life’s work to destroy. To make any living space look like a city under siege. They are rioters, looters, anarchists and vandals, and your attempts to police their behaviour are pathetic because . . . ‘fuck da po-lice’.

It is as though they are only comfortable in a space that looks recently burgled. And so they fashion chaos like an interior designer who has had a psychotic break. They crayon vague cocks on the walls and paint the TV with Sudocrem and Nutella. And do not tell me this is not deliberate. This is a picture of Charlie’s chalkboard.

[image: image]

(Seriously . . . what is wrong with this kid? The chalkboard is right there. You can’t miss it. It’s shaped like a bloody dinosaur. It’s Right. Fucking. There.)

When they are not expressing their artistic freedom, toddlers are expressing their artistic temperament. When the mood takes them, they can wreck a room in a matter of minutes. Emptying drawers, cupboards, bookshelves, recycling bins, laundry baskets and anything else they can find to deconstruct. Spilling the contents of their multiple toy boxes until every inch of the floor has disappeared and you are up to your ankles in plasticky crap. And they season this destruction with a sprinkling of forgotten drawings, half-eaten biscuits, discarded clothes, leaking sippee cups and mashed-up banana. Until your home doesn’t look just untidy, it looks as though a giant bastard has picked it up, turned it upside down, shaken it and then gone striding over the horizon giving you the giant finger.

Toddlers are relentless in this pursuit of disorder. While you’re putting jigsaws away, they’re emptying a tonne of Stickle Bricks on to the floor, while you’re straightening an armchair they’re making a den out of a settee. Hoover the carpet, put the vacuum cleaner away, and you will no doubt return to the unmistakeable crunch of Rice Krispies being mashed under tiny feet.

So, tidying up whilst they are awake and playing is an exercise in futility. It’s like trying to paint a fence whilst a horse pisses against it, there is just no point. Obviously, it is best to wait until your child is asleep, occupied elsewhere or out with your partner at the park. But the fight for a tidy house is one that can never be won. And there is nothing more soul-mangling than finally getting a room tidy, only for a toddler to wake up or return home and wander into that room as though it is nothing more than a blank canvas for their destructive artistry.

Know this: if you have ever spent hours tidying a room only for a child to enter, pick up a box of Lego, or a game with 740,000 component pieces, and cold-dead stare into your eyes as they dump the whole thing on the floor . . . You will know, in that very instant, that you are in the presence of evil. A demon in tiny human form sent from the very arsehole-end of Hell to lay waste to your sanity.

You also know that no matter how many times you tell your child to pick their mess up, no matter how many times you sing-song the words ‘come on, tidy-up time now’, no matter how many times you insist that on this occasion you will not do it for them, under any circumstances – you are a liar. You will do it for them. This is not because you are weak but because you are out of your depth. You are attempting to do battle with nature. For your child, ‘tidy-up time’ is an assault on who they are.

It’s not just that they don’t care about the mess, they revel in it. They embrace the chaos, they enjoy the chaos, they live for the chaos and they stride through it like Lt Colonel Kilgore in Apocalypse Now just loving the smell of napalm in the morning.

Take solace in the fact that you are not alone. Yes, there are the usual celebrity magazine shoots and the Insta-bullshitters who swear by ‘storage solutions’ and look like they live in Ikea. But these homes are rare. There are not many that survive being taken apart by the presence of children like a house of cards in a busy tornado. From what I understand, most households with kids in residence resemble battlefields pretty much all the time.

Ours certainly does.

A letter from this morning’s frontline:


2nd February, 2018

As I write this I am staring at the field of battle. ‘Tis a scorched earth. The chaos has raged since 5am but the enemy has fallen silent . . . for now. (After falling asleep watching Despicable Me 3.) But what was once a living room is now a torn landscape, littered with the remains of plastic dinosaurs, Duplo bricks, chunky jigsaw pieces and a horrifyingly dismembered Lego Olaf. Rice cakes and Pom-Bear crisps crack under foot like the bones of the fallen. And the sofa is a forgotten fort, a single broken breadstick pokes out of the ruins like an abandoned bayonet . . . or a forgotten pole for a flag that was lost in its surrender.



And don’t get me started on the state of the fucking car.

Indicators that your baby is now a toddler No. 3: You can’t remember the last time you had a shit without an audience

Aaaah. It’s so adorable when your little one wants to be with you all the time, isn’t it? No. No it isn’t. Especially when you can’t just go and have a shit without having a three-foot-tall observer standing in front of you and asking you repeatedly ‘what ya doing?’ whilst running a small toy tractor across your knees.

There are two things that every human being feels uncomfortable doing whilst being watched. One is obviously eating either a banana or a Cadbury’s Creme Egg. But the other is being observed whilst going to the bathroom. It is a measure of a civilised society that our toilet habits remain private, and yet a lack of privacy becomes part of your daily life as the parent of a toddler.

For the most part, babies are barnacles. When they are awake they are attached to you like an extra limb. But toddlers let go. They are alive with the idea of independence. They detach themselves from you and go off and do their own thing, explore their own interests. Don’t get me wrong, they don’t sod off down town or anything, but they will happily play independently for a while, or watch TV on their own for a bit. A toddler is just less limpet-like than a baby. Apart from when it comes to the simple act of you going to the toilet, when, it seems, they can’t stand to be away from your side.

I have yet to find an answer to this intrusive problem. The easiest solution is to not let your toddler into the bathroom. Lock the door. Simple. But that is really no solution at all. Because, as annoying as it can be, going to the toilet with this audience is marginally better than trying to go as your child sits on the other side of the bathroom door, kicking and screaming howls of abandonment like you have just dumped them in a box at the side of the A42. (Or much, much worse trying to go when they stop howling. Nothing chills a parent’s blood quite like a child in another room who has suddenly gone a bit quiet.)

Another solution is to try and sneak off to the toilet without them noticing. Which is a virtual impossibility. Animals have all kinds of extra-sensory abilities. Some can feel vibrations in the air, others can detect the smallest changes in the electromagnetic energy of their surroundings. These skills allow them to sense everything from the coming of the tides to the approaching rain. And toddlers develop their own almost telepathic abilities for when an adult has nipped to the bog.

A parent can be as quiet as they like – as they attempt to sneak away for that five minutes of bathroom alone time – but few have the required stealth to succeed. Wherever your child is in the house they will stop whatever they are doing, tilt their head to one side, sniff the air, know exactly where to find you, and be in attendance before your pants hit the tiled floor.

It seems that this strange ability is a vital one for all toddlers to master. Because, for some reason, they think that a parent going to the toilet is an event they must attend, something not to be missed. In that moment, it is the greatest show on Earth.

I genuinely do not know what toddlers think a parent is doing in that small room which demands this interest. I do not know what they believe they are missing as they shriek outside the door, or kick the living shit out of it like narcs who can hear you flushing bags of smack.

In fact, if there are any toddlers reading this, I have a message:


IMPORTANT MESSAGE . . . FOR ALL TODDLERS . . . FROM ALL PARENTS . . . EVERYWHERE:

When we go to the toilet and close the door behind us, you are not missing anything. We are not splitting the atom in there, we are not turning lead into fucking gold. We are Just. Having. A. Shit. So please, you are our greatest achievement, our testament to humanity. We love you with the glare and heat of a thousand suns but . . . fuck off for five minutes eh?



Indicators that your baby is now a toddler No. 4: You are poor

People always say that there is nothing that can really prepare you for being a parent and that’s probably true. But there is a simple and fun way to recreate the economic impact of having kids: simply empty your bank account. Take all that cash, place it in a wheelie bin and then set the whole thing on fire whilst dancing round the flames quietly weeping.

Children are expensive. And maybe never more so than when they are toddlers. Just take a look at this scientific chart that I just made up:

[image: image]

So another great way to tell that your baby has become a toddler is that you are now poor. Tramp poor. Hovering near the discount fridge in Tesco, waiting for the young man to put an orange ‘30% off’ sticker on a chicken, poor. Broke.

According to the latest research it costs approximately a quarter of a million pounds to get a child from birth to adulthood. That’s £250,000 to get a human being from out of a person and all the way to university. Oh, and if they want to go to university you can bundle another £40,000 on top of that. To put that in perspective that’s the same as a supercar or the average-priced house (or if you live in London, a small wooden crate with a bucket and a pillow in it).

And whilst babies might be expensive, make no mistake, by comparison toddlers are a wood chipper for your finances. They are industrial machines that chew through everything you earn with efficiency. Until one day letters from the bank are as welcome as newspaper-wrapped, flaming dog shit on the doorstep. And credit-card statements become the most uncomfortable viewing since The Farm, a 2004 Channel 5 reality TV show in which, lest we forget, someone wanked off a pig.

So a newborn might be a drain on the bank balance but when they become a toddler that drain becomes a sinkhole. They are suddenly needy for all this crap they never really required before, extravagances like childcare and proper shoes. And a lot of this stuff is unexpectedly expensive because it lasts all of two minutes.

In fact, shoes are a really good example. Babies don’t really need them, toddlers do. And the cost of shoes alone is enough to make your wallet self-harm. Twenty quid might seem reasonable for a pair, but not if by the time they’ve tried them on and you’ve taken them to the till your kid has gone up a size. Shoes can fit perfectly, but a week later your child is bursting out of them like they are the Hulk and someone’s just called them a ‘green prick’.

As little kids my parents bought us shoes that were too big for us and it was always with the assurance that we would ‘grow into them’. I now understand why. Yes, I started my first day of school looking like I’d mugged a clown. Yes, I made a flapping noise when I walked. And yes, the other kids called me ‘Bingo’ and asked me where I’d parked my tiny car and whether I was going to entertain them by pouring custard down my trousers. But I now get it. Shoes are expensive, and if you can make them last more than a month it makes sense.

It’s not just the financial demands of a toddler’s feet that are alarming. It’s their entire wardrobe of trousers, jumpers, coats, gloves and hats that they continue to outgrow with the alarming speed that they did as a baby. Now, though, they are not just outgrowing this stuff, they are also testing it to destruction in mud and in puddles, on rocks and in trees and leaving random items behind on park benches and soft-play coat hooks. (I’ve been in soft-play centres as they close for the day and the piles of clothes that toddlers leave behind make it look like the entire place has been raptured.)

What about food? No longer are they tiny birds surviving on very little. No longer will formula or breast milk suffice. Now they consume three square meals a day, plus snacks. Or, in reality, snacks and three square plates of food that your child looks at for ten minutes, like you’ve served up chimp shit, and then you scrape into the bin.

Ninety per cent of food is wasted. Seventy per cent of activities and trips are rendered pointless because of a meltdown or because your toddler has fallen asleep just as you’ve arrived. We blow hundreds of pounds on toys that remain entertaining for about as long as Honey G. (If you’re wondering who Honey G is, that’s kind of my point.) And this is all before you start to factor in the cost of preschool childcare. The invoices for which have you wondering whether it’s best to pay by cheque, bank transfer or kidney.

Of course, added to all this is the real financial game changer: unlike babies, toddlers ‘want’ things. Actually, that’s not quite true . . . they want everything. They want toys they see, ice creams they see, CBeebies magazines with a plastic tiara stuck to the front of it. They see it, they want it. They want sweeties. They want chocolate. They want the Earth on a fucking stick . . . No, not that stick, the other stick! And it is simple supply and demand. They demand it and you supply it and, for them, money is no object.

In fact, now I come to think of it, £250,000 is starting to sound like an underestimate. I’ve put at least half that in the Thomas the Tank Engine coin-operated ride-on outside my local Co-op. We can’t call in to get a pint of milk without that money-grabbing shit-house shouting ‘all aboard’ as we walk past and Charlie consequently demanding ‘pennies’.

I am not someone who is in any way frugal or tight-fisted, but Thomas doesn’t cost ‘pennies’. Thomas costs a pound. For that pound he goes twelve inches forwards, and then he goes twelve inches backwards for a grand total of sixty seconds. That’s it. I worked it out, and it’s the equivalent of sixty quid an hour. No wonder Thomas is grinning. Pro rata this smiley twat earns five times more than me and he barely has to fucking move.

But I put the money in. For two reasons. Charlie likes it and I prefer him when he’s cheerful. And if I don’t, I’ll be dragging him inconsolable around the supermarket by one arm for the next fifteen minutes. Overacting his devastation, like he’s Brad Pitt and he’s just discovered Gwyneth Paltrow’s head in a box.

Perhaps this is at the root of why the parents of toddlers are poor. Aside from all the other expenses that come with parenting, a large part of our budget goes on blackmail. On buying our children’s compliance and purchasing stuff to bribe them with.

There’s no shame in this. I’m aware that every time I put a pound into this ride-on train that I am conceding ground, but so what? ‘Giving in’ may seem weak, but in that moment a pound seems like a reasonable price to pay to avoid the hassle. And in handing over a hundred pennies we can usually then enjoy a relatively calm wander around the shop and leave happy and content.

Until we pass Thomas on the way out.

‘All aboard!’

For fuck’s sake.

It’s no wonder we’re broke.

Die, Thomas, die.

Indicators that your baby is now a toddler No. 5: You look fucked

Whilst on a fur-trapping expedition, a fella called Hugh Glass was attacked and mauled by a grizzly bear. He was somehow able to kill the giant bear but then he passed out. His group left him, thinking he would never survive the wounds or the 200-mile journey to the nearest town. Glass regained consciousness only to find himself abandoned, without weapons or equipment. He was disorientated, lost and on the verge of death. He was suffering from a broken leg, the cuts on his back were exposing bare ribs, and all his wounds were infected.

So, he cleaned his wounds with maggots, fought off hungry wolves, made a makeshift boat and six weeks later made it back to civilisation, crawling a large portion of the way.

Now, obviously I’m not comparing what Hugh Glass endured to the experience of being a parent of a small child. Of course I’m not . . . I mean, who the fuck’s got time to make a boat?

But, whatever Hugh looked like when he finally stumbled out of that forest and back into civilisation is pretty much what I look like right now. I look fucked. And there’s a pretty good chance you do too. Because it is as we enter the toddler years that the effects of being a parent start to really take their toll on your appearance.

From the moment your little one is born it feels like the ageing process is accelerated. As though the second they arrive you celebrate by drinking from the wrong Grail. As a new parent, at first you are tired, then you are exhausted. But then as your baby is transformed into a toddler you enter what I like to call the ‘Hugh Glass’ stage of parenting.

It’s not just in the mirror that you observe these changes in your appearance. I first noticed the changes in mine when gauging the reactions of friends who I hadn’t seen for a while. Obviously, friends are too polite to mention that you look like a wreck. (Unless your friends are complete dicks, like my mate Glyn who I bumped into yesterday and who told me that I looked like ‘stacked shit’.) But before we had Charlie, people would genuinely comment about how young I looked for my age. Now those comments have dried up and more recently when I bump into old friends the reaction is a fleeting facial expression. An expression seen more usually on the face of a lady in a horror film, when she opens up a walk-in freezer and a corpse falls out.

It’s not hard to understand these effects. At the toddler stage, the lack of sleep we experience as the parent of a baby is compounded by the lack of five minutes to relax, sit down and do something fun like breathe in and out. The obsession with your child’s health comes at the expense of your own and the closest thing you get to a nutritious meal is a grab bag of Frazzles and a Yop. The undeniable stress of a newborn is replaced by new stresses both large and small. Large ones: such as keeping them out of danger and alive (despite the fact that they are on an hour-by-hour mission to kill themselves). And relentless smaller stresses: like when you are in a rush and your kid demands to fuck with your day for no reason at all. Hugh Glass’s survival was credited to his astonishing will to live. But I guarantee his will to live would not have survived the twenty-five minutes I spent this morning, standing in our doorway, as Charlie insisted he could zip up his own coat.

[image: image]

Here is a picture of me before having Charlie in 2015. The other was taken this morning. If you look closely at the photograph on the right, you can spot some of the telltale effects of being a parent.

To make matters worse, throughout this entire time you still have the cold. I wrote about the parenting ‘perma-cold’ in the last book. And as a parent to a toddler it continues to cling to you like a second child. There has never been a moment since Charlie was born that me and/or Lyns haven’t been nursing a fun low-level illness. Whether in the hacking cough stage or the sore-throat, dripping-nose stage, the cold virus moved into our house when Charlie was born, put its feet up on the settee and hasn’t pissed off since. This is one of the other reasons that when you look in the mirror you expect to see the Grim Reaper behind one shoulder giving you the thumbs up.

There is no great mystery to this but I read a news article a few months ago about a parenting institute in the US that had commissioned research into why parents of young children are so susceptible to colds and flu. The research was to take three months at a cost of 45,000 dollars.

As far as I know they have yet to release their findings. But if any of the researchers are reading this, I can save you the best part of 50,000 dollars and tell you in five seconds for a tenner.

• Ongoing sleep deprivation

• Stress

• Terrible diet

• And being in the permanent company of an unhygienic, snot-drenched, tiny creature repeatedly coughing and sneezing into your fucking eyeballs every forty seconds

You’re welcome, I’ll send an invoice.

So, whether it’s caused by stress, low-level illness, diet or the fact that children are energy vampires feasting on your life force until little remains but dust and bones . . . congratulations, your death-like appearance can be an indicator that you are now the owner of a toddler.

So, after all that, what is a toddler?

Okay, your
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