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Son,

This book is dedicated to your grandmother,
because she taught me to love words.

And to you,
for all those other reasons.




To my son:

I want to apologize.

For everything I’m going to do over the next eighteen or so years. For everything I’ll miss. Everything I won’t understand. All the notes about parent-teacher conferences you won’t want to show me.

For all the times I’ll embarrass you. All the camps and field trips I’ll volunteer myself to. All the girlfriends or boyfriends you’ll never want to bring home for dinner.

For doing my mum-was-wrong-and-dad-was-right dance around other people.

For that time when your school invites all the parents to a softball tournament and I take it a bit too seriously. For calling your maths teacher ‘a frikkin’ flathead!’ For trying to high-five your friends.

For buying a minivan.

For wearing shorts.

For being late the first time you’re invited to a real birthday party. For getting angry when there are lines for the rides at the amusement park. For calling the assistant in the skateboard shop ‘man’. For not understanding that you would rather do gymnastics than play football. For all the times I forget to lock the bathroom door – what is seen can’t be unseen.

For the holidays. The cowboy hat. The REAL MEN WEIGH OVER 15 STONE T-shirt. The speech at your school graduation party.

For all the times I get a bit drunk and start telling the joke about the two Irishmen in a boat again. I really, really want to apologize for all those things.

But when you’re the most angry at me, I want you to try to remember that, to me, you’ll always be the tiny one-year-old boy standing naked in the hallway with a toothless grin and a cuddly lion clutched to your chest.

Whenever I’m difficult. Whenever I’m embarrassing. Unreasonable. Unfair. I want you to think back to that day.

That day when you refused to tell me where the hell you’d hidden my damn car keys. And I want you to remember that it was you who started it.

Your Dad
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So. I’m the one who’s your dad. I know you’ve started to understand that now. Up until now, you’ve really just sailed through life and let the rest of us do all the hard work. But as far as I’ve been told, you’re now one and a half, and that’s the age when you can start learning things. Tricks. That kind of stuff. I’m very certain about that, let me tell you right now.

Because I want you to understand that this whole parenthood thing isn’t as easy as it looks. There’s a hell of a lot to keep track of. Nappy bags. Car seats. Nursery rhymes. Extra socks. Poop. Above all, poop. There’s a lot of poop to keep track of. It’s nothing personal. You can ask any parent with small children. That whole first year, jeez, your entire life revolves around poop.

The presence of poop. The absence of poop. The discovery of poop. The aromatic sensation of poop. The waiting for poop. Seriously, I can’t express how much of your life will be spent waiting for poop once you have children.

‘Shall we go? Okay! Has it happened yet? Huh? What did you say? It hasn’t? Damn it. Okayokayokay. Stay calm, no need to panic. What time is it? Should we wait for it? Or do we go now and hope we make it there before it? Let’s risk it! Okay! Not okay? What if it happens on the way? You’re right. Okay. Quiet, so I can think! Okay, but what if we wait here and then nothing happens, then what do we do? Risk it and go anyway? And then if it happens on the way and we’re like, “God. Damn. Sonofa … BIKE! If we’d just left straightaway instead of arguing about it, we would’ve made it there before the poop!!!”’

You get it? That’s what it’s like all the time once you’ve reproduced. Your entire life revolves around the logistics of poop. You start having discussions about it with strangers, all matter-of-factly. The consistency, the colour, the departure schedule. Poop on your fingers. Poop on your clothes. Poop that gets stuck in the cracks between the tiles on the bathroom floor. You start talking about the metaphysical experience of poop. Breaking it down to the academic level. When those Swiss physicists appeared in the media a couple of years ago talking about their groundbreaking research and the discovery of a ‘previously unknown particle’ that could travel faster than the speed of light, and the entire world was wondering what this new particle might consist of, all parents with small children looked at one another in unison and just said: ‘Poop. I bet anything it’s poop.’

And the worst thing isn’t even the poop itself. The worst is the moments of not knowing. When you see those small twitches on your baby’s face and say, ‘Was that …? It looked like she … but maybe she was making a grimace? Maybe she just … farted? Oh God, we have three more hours to go of this airplane ride, please tell me it was just a fart!’ And then you have to wait those five seconds. They’re the longest five seconds in the history of the universe, I can guarantee you that. There are ten thousand eternities and a life-affirming French drama between each of them. And then, finally, as though it were one of those scenes in The Matrix where time itself slows down, the scent reaches your nostrils. And it’s like being hit in the face with a sack of wet concrete. The walk to the airplane bathroom after that, it’s like when the warring slaves marched out to battle the lions in the Colosseum. I swear, when you come back out afterwards you feel like those warriors must have felt when they returned to Rome after beating the barbarians, but on the way in you are known by only one name: Gladiator.

When you’re older, I’ll tell you about the very first poop. The ancient, eternal, original poop. The one all babies poop at some point during the twenty-four hours after birth. It’s completely black. Like evil itself had pooped. No joke.

Changing that nappy was my Vietnam.

And sure, you might be wondering why I’m bringing this up now. But I just want you to know how everything in life hangs together. Poop is part of the world, you see. And right now, when issues around the environment and sustainable development are so important, you need to understand the part that poop plays in the grand scheme of things. The importance poop has had for modern technology.

Because, you know, the world hasn’t always been like this. There was a time before everything was electronics and computers. Can you believe that when I was young, if you watched a film and couldn’t remember an actor’s name, there was no way for you to find out! You had to wait until the next day and then go to the library to look it up. I know. Sick. Or you would have to call a friend to ask, but then get your head around this: if you did that, you might have to hang up after ten rings and say, ‘Nah, he’s not home.’ Not h-o-m-e, can you imagine that?

It was a different time. But then all this technology came along. The Internet and mobile phones and touch screens and all that crap, and it just put a huge amount of pressure on my generation when we became parents, you know? Every other generation of parents could just say they ‘didn’t know’. That’s what our parents do. Drank wine while you were breast-feeding? ‘Didn’t know’. Let us eat cinnamon buns for breakfast? ‘Didn’t know’. Put us in the back seat without a seat belt? Took just a little bit of LSD while you were pregnant? ‘Please, we didn’t k-n-o-w. It was the seventies, you know. LSD wasn’t dangerous back then!’

But my generation knows, OKAY? We know EVERYTHING! So if anything goes sideways with your childhood, I’ll be held responsible. It will never be legally sustainable that I acted ‘in good faith’. I could have googled it. I should have googled it. My God, why didn’t I google it?

Damn it.

We just don’t want to make mistakes. That’s all. We’re an entire generation who grew up and became specialists in one or two things. We have Web shops and tax deductions and consultants and personal trainers and Apple Support. We don’t do trial and error; we call someone who knows. Nature didn’t prepare us for you.

So we google things. We read online forums. We call the NHS advice line because you almost hit your head on the corner of a table, just to ask whether it could cause ‘psychological damage’, because we don’t want to risk you failing trigonometry when you’re sixteen and then thinking, ‘Maybe he suffered post-traumatic stress? Is that why?’ We don’t want to be held responsible for the fact that you were out all night playing with your stupid laser weapons and hoverboards instead of studying.

Because we love you.

That’s all this is about. We want you to be better than us. Because if our kids don’t grow up to be better than us, then what’s the point of all this? We want you to be kinder, smarter, more humble, more generous, and more selfless than we are. We want to give you the very best circumstances we can possibly provide. So we follow sleeping methods and go to seminars and buy ergonomic bathtubs and push car-seat salesmen up against the wall and shout, ‘The safest! I want THE SAFEST, doyouhearme?!’ (Not that I’ve ever done that, of course; you shouldn’t pay so much attention to what your mother says.)

We keep your entire childhood electronically monitored to such a degree that it makes the Big Brother house look like a damn wonder of integrity, and we go to baby swimming lessons and buy breathable, practical clothing in gender-neutral colours and we’re just so insanely, insanely terrified of making a mistake. So indescribably scared of not being good enough. Because we spent so long being the biggest narcissists in world history before we became parents and realized how unimportant we really were.

The realization that you will, from that moment on, draw all your breaths through someone else’s lungs hits you harder when you aren’t prepared.

And all we want is to protect you. To save you from life’s disappointments and shortcomings and unhappy romances. We actually haven’t got a clue what we’re really doing – having kids is in many ways like trying to drive a bulldozer through a china shop. With broken legs. Wearing a back-to-front ski mask. While drunk.

But we’re going to try, damn it. Because we want to be the best parents we ever could be. That’s all.

So we google things. We google everything. And we care about the environment. Because we didn’t inherit the Earth from our parents, we’re borrowing it from our children and all that crap. We believe in that crap! We’re ready to fight for that crap! We have framed posters with sunsets and rocks and really inspirational quotes and crap on them on our living room walls and everything! We buy better cars. We recycle. We install small motion sensors on all our lights so that they automatically go out when there’s no one in the room. And sometimes, we take things a step too far. We do it with the very best of intentions, but sometimes we just want too much. Sometimes, my generation is just so incredibly overambitious, please try to understand that. And that’s when some bloody genius decides to install those motion sensors in the toilet with the baby-changing facilities at the shopping centre. So that the lights go out after we’ve been in there for thirty seconds.

So, here we are. You and I. And the poop. In the dark.

You’re not old enough to have seen gymnasts competing hanging in those wooden ring things in the Olympics, but that’s roughly what it looks like when the lights go out while I’m sitting on the toilet myself and need to try to turn them on again. So you can just imagine the modern interpretation of Swan Lake it takes to be able to turn them back on when you have a nappy as heavy as a dumbbell in one hand and half a pack of moist wipes in the other, standing on one leg to stop your baby from falling off the changing table with one knee.

And it’s right then, at that very moment, that I feel like my generation might have taken the whole environmentally friendly technology thing just a small step too far. That’s just how I feel. Get it?

I think you get it.

I just want you to know that I love you. Once you’re older, you’ll realize that I made an endless line of mistakes during your childhood. I know that. I’ve resigned myself to it. But I just want you to know that I did my very, very best. I left it all on the field. I gave this every ounce of everything I had.

I googled like hell.

But it was really, really, really dark in there. And there was poop … everywhere. Sometimes, you just have to follow your gut. Honestly, you should be happy we even got out of there alive.


If I die, never forget this.


	Jump off the roller coaster.

	Grab the hanging rope, wait until you get to the ship, and then take the keg of rum.

	Grab the flask of oil from the lamp.

	Use the oil with the rope, and the rope with the keg of rum. Go to the big snow monkey and put the keg of rum under the snow monkey’s arm.

	When LeChuck turns up and tries to burn you, use the pepper on him so that he sneezes on the rope. It will catch fire, the keg of rum will explode, and LeChuck will die.



And that is how you complete the final level of Monkey Island 3.

Your mother can roll her eyes all she wants. I am not risking this knowledge dying with my generation.



What you need to know about my expectations of you

YOUR MOTHER: (Reading a book by a Belgian child psychologist) It says something here about him being in a developmental phase right now where his brain focuses on very specific brain functions.

ME: All right …

YOUR MOTHER: And it says that different children focus on different things. Some children roll around, others develop their verbal abilities, some learn to grip things extremely early …

ME: What? You mean different kids get different superpowers?

YOUR MOTHER: (Doesn’t really look like you can put it like that at all) Yeah … sure … I guess you could … put it like that.

Me: So it’s like the Xavier Institute in X-Men?

Your mother: (Sighing) Yes. Sure. Just like that. If you count ‘rolling around’ as a superpower, that is.

Me: (Looking at you, lying asleep on a huge cushion on the floor) Wonder what his superpower is.

YOUR MOTHER: (Looking at you) There’s no denying he’s extremely good at sleeping.

(Silence)

ME: Not exactly a SUPER superpower, is it?

YOUR MOTHER: No.

(Silence)

ME: He’s really just one big disappointment, this kid.

YOUR MOTHER: Hey! You can’t say that!

Me: What? You have to admit that the guy who ‘sleeps well’ would’ve been badly bullied in the X-Men gang.

YOUR MOTHER: (Picking you up. Leaving the room.) I’m going to put him to






The Mathematics of Birth































Note to self
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