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To Mae and Eve. And to all the mamas, papas, grannies, grandads, aunties, uncles and the mates who hold the baby while you have a wee. Here’s to working on life.
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Introduction

Mother Pukka.

Parenting, eh. It’s a word that deeply concerned me until I was about twenty-eight. It was associated with grim, bulging nappies in public toilets and Mars-bar-smattered kids flicking bogeys at your hungover head. It didn’t look like a happy place. Those parents didn’t look like happy people – not like the faux ones in John Lewis picture frames.

I took my contraceptive pill with military scheduling.

Then I met a boy who wasn’t a bell-end and wanted his seed in a way that I believe only David Attenborough can fully explain: ‘Here we have the primitive female on the procreational turn …’

That seed turned into Mae – part boombox, part wonderful human – and we went from happy to nappy place. The full show: eye-twitching sleepless nights, leaking mammaries, living off your kid’s cold, discarded fish fingers (tramp canapés as a mate refers to them). But while Sellotaping my life together post-splashdown, I remember thinking it’s not a complete horror show.

Sure it leaves your fun bags resembling a spaniel’s ears and your mind a little mangled. But those moments when you catch a gurning toothless smile; or when you get a little hand-squeeze in response to your own; or when you manage to have a wee – complete with closed door, without a toddler gawping at you – those are the bits that make you think, ‘Yeah, we’re working on life here, people.’

It’s a tale of two halves: one minute you’re sauntering with your stroller, kid asleep, weekly shop tucked under the buggy, owning life. The next you’re trying to manhandle a planking toddler into a buggy as an entire bus stop of blue-rinsed ladies quietly judge. It’s at this point that a rogue grape usually rolls from your protruding bag into a gutter – the final embellishment on that shitty parental cake.

Mother Fucker! There it is. An expletive is uttered in a very British way (so no one can hear), and I’m left looking like I’ve escaped from an institution. So remember, the next time you see a mother angrily grumbling in the rain and trying to ‘parent’, you’ll understand the truth behind her mutterings.

However, my own mum hates swearing, so when I decided to set out on a mission to blather about the good, bad and ugly of parenting online it was ‘Mother Pukka’ that made the cut. The aim was to bring all those offspring-avoiders into the nook and help parents (and parents-to-be) understand that we’re all doing better than we think. With brutally honest anecdotes, the purpose of Mother Pukka is to share what it really takes to build and raise a human.

It is based on a ratio of laughing more than you cry. It is a pixelated hug for the mother who is postnatally depressed, feeding a mewling infant at 3 a.m. only to hear a bunch of youths coming back from a night on the tiles as a stark reminder of another far-off world. It is hopefully a ‘me too’ place when parents find themselves standing in Tesco with a shrieking child, a pineapple and one solitary tear edging down their face, unsure of how to proceed with this spiky, exotic fruit.

The ambition of Mother Pukka is to offer some light relief from that stain-embellished, madly brilliant parental storm. My feeling is that however you choose to parent – eco-warrior or plastic-purchaser, gym-bunny or gin-bunny, hipster dad or hip-replacement dad – the common denominator is humour. If we can laugh through the madness as we keep those small humans alive, then we truly are winning.

This book is an extension of Mother Pukka, a bosomy, welcoming place for people who happen to be parents, or for people who are about to become parents, and our motto is: ‘parenting the shit out of life’. Because, for every turdy nappy you sadly deposit into a gag-reflex-inducing bin, there’s a moment that’s less shit around the corner. A moment when your life project says, ‘Mama has a spiky hoo-ha’ in the tinned goods aisle of your local supermarket and you realise that you’re laughing more than you’re crying.

Here’s to parenting the shit out of life.

Papa Pukka.

There are no parenting books that tell you what to do when your child starts to squawk and thrash about like a pterodactyl in a tumble dryer. There’s no manual that clarifies whether it’s okay secretly to eat your nipper’s last fruit pastille, or advises on the best response to accidentally being peed on while pretending to be a pony. These are things you learn as you go along, because every parent is winging it.

Every mama and papa becomes a multi-talented improviser who can shift from surrealist clown to concerned guardian in the time it takes to fall off a swing. This is not a guidebook or a philosophy. It is not designed to guilt you into signing up to a parenting style. It’s a list of things that happened, some of which might also happen to you. (Apart from the bit about having a beagle that ingests heroin. That’s unlikely to happen to anyone else.)

I used to have big dreams; now I have big bags under my eyes. Where once I dreamt of writing a great, British novel, scoring a World-Cup-final hat-trick or becoming the country’s finest-ever Prime Minister, now I dream of uninterrupted sleep and a day when no one in my house cries. I used to enjoy hangovers because they allowed me to lie in and plan elaborate breakfasts. Now I am hungover every day, regardless of whether or not I’ve drunk the night before.

I have voluntarily imposed these minor agonies on myself because I was vain enough to think that the world needed more of me, and decided to have a child. That child – our strident, loving, funny, caring, selfish, generous, curious, fragile, bold and brave four-year-old daughter – has changed my life in all the ways you might expect, and in many others that came as a complete surprise. One of the most significant was realising that I lived with something called a ‘vlogger’.

Anna began Mother Pukka for Mae. She had built a career as a journalist over ten years, but when the money and hours proved incompatible with parenting – about which, more later – she took a job as senior copywriter for L’Oreal Group. It paid more, but the hours were still long. With me doing the childcare drop-off in the morning, Anna could make pick-up by 5.59 p.m., giving her an hour with Mae each evening. Then L’Oreal’s office moved and her daily commute went from ninety minutes to two and half hours, meaning she would only see Mae sleeping and at weekends. Something had to give, and Mother Pukka was born.

Two years into our parenting experiment, she began spending every spare moment with her nose to her mobile: blogging, vlogging, Instagramming and pouring her time in to Mother Pukka. It was an explosion of curiosity, creativity and rage about the unnecessary impossibilities of modern parenting. While I was griping about childcare costs and the lack of flexible employment, she was speaking up for like-minded parents by organising dancing flash-mobs in Trafalgar Square. While I grizzled about the preachy nature of most parenting guides and an industry aimed at guilt-tripping, Anna had quit her job to hold forth from a very colourful digital soapbox, standing up to say: ‘It’s okay guys, we’re all working on life.’

This is simply a way of saying: parenting is tough, and the expectations on this generation of parents are making it tougher than it needs to be. There are some little boxes throughout this book that offer practical tips, but mostly parenting is more intuitive than you might think. Things go wrong, everyone mucks up, but when the time comes, you’ll work it out. Just be patient, be kind and show your kids interesting things. Make them eat some vegetables and brush most of their teeth. Don’t let them be twats to others. And when it gets tricky, speak to a few trusted friends. If you’ve picked up this book, then you’ve probably just made or are brewing (or are considering brewing) an actual human, which is about the most amazing thing anyone can do. The next two decades will be tough, but don’t worry: you’ve got this.

Here’s to parenting the shit out of life.


DISCLAIMER

Like most parents, we’re making it up as we go along. Our main sources of advice are ‘friends who look like they’re holding it together’, the internet and fleeting instincts. This book is meant to make you laugh a bit and is not a substitute for professional advice. 
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The years BC*

*before child

Mother Pukka.

Lying is a strong word.

‘I’m just not sure I want to get married or have babies,’ I coolly lilted on a post-bender comedown, while watching the twenty-third episode of The Sopranos. I remember feeling vaguely cool: I was in my boyfriend’s ‘travelling’ T-shirt – he’d worn it on a cardboard-cut-out gap year around the world, which AMAZED me – and I had a ‘creative’ Moleskine notebook full of lists that said things like, ‘Call Grandma’. I also had a nose-piercing, the symbol of the anti-family. I was ‘breezy’.

We ordered a pizza (stuffed crust). We ate it in bed – post-bonk pizza crumbs in the bed are the pinnacle of twenties success – and the very thought of anyone, or anything, mewling its way into that fun-pit was a little south of acceptable. My boyfriend, Matt, thought he’d cashed in a twenty-first-century fembot, complete with an above-average blowie technique. The years stretched ahead of us as a veritable Disneyland of fun and carefree frolics, embellished with a steady flow of hangover-easing Gregg’s sausage rolls.

Now, a little bit more about The Breezy Friendly Girl (The BFG). She owns a casually beaten – read: manufactured to look that way – faux-leather biker jacket and drinks black filter coffee despite knowing it tastes like bitter soil infused with Campari. In her mind she likes Scandi stuff while hiding grot reads such as Now and the occasional well-thumbed Mills & Boon in her bag. In her mind she’s a chubbier version of girl-next-door Holly Willoughboobie with a dash of class A’s for good measure. She eats Monster Munch but imagines she lives off puréed kale, and she doesn’t succumb to snotty-nosed emotional breakdowns. She travels to Prague for, like, cultural reasons but always ends up absinthed to the eyeballs in some Euro trash gaff.

The reality of The BFG is that she was working as a junior reporter on Practical Caravan Magazine – as the tow-bar expert – having been cruelly rejected by Saatchi & Saatchi. (They rejected me on a graduate pitch where I put forward my dog-walking business, named Doggy Style. Their loss.)

I aspired to have perfectly manicured nails at every waking moment but was often looking down at Biro-stained stubs. I would never have my Oyster card ready at the Tube barrier, to the overwhelming irk of The People of London, and was quietly delighted by terrible advertising puns like ‘gimme, gimme, gimme a naan after midnight’. I was someone who cultivated a world of sodden receipts at the bottom of my bag – from bars, restaurants and all manner of confectionery extravagances – but would never delve too deep for fear of what lies beneath.

But The BFG is not always as she seems and Mother Nature is – as we know from the maternal hamsters that snack on their young – a wily mistress. She giveth and taketh without a care for the baffled male life-forms in her path: one minute you’re rocking out in a mosh pit, the next you’re Googling ovulation cycles. Over those three years I’d spent with Matt, I’d hidden any desire for marriage and babies with breeziness. A faux breeziness is a terrifying thing. It’s all coat-hanger smiles and overwhelming smugness about ‘how happy we are just the two of us; we’re different; we don’t need those bulging, sodden nappies in our lives; and let’s just spend the money on a snazzy coffee machine’.

But then the mates start getting hitched. You get asked to be a bridesmaid and you see some other bristly-faced man stand up and tell the world how ace his lobster is. Then another comes along – this time your best friend – and you live every minute of that wedding (almost to the detriment of your friendship; but all harmony is restored five years later), and you see the possibilities. What was once a turgid occasion becomes ‘just a big party for all your mates’. What’s so wrong with that?

Your breeziness starts to edge into disgruntled waters as you get moist in the eye over insurance adverts depicting two hamsters looking after each other ‘in sickness and in health’. They just seem to care so much; what’s a little marital branding when the rodent-love is that deep? Perhaps then you realise it’s time to unleash the marital cattle prod.

The BFG has been swept away by a gust of wind. She’s scarpered into the hills with bulging Pinterest boards in her wake. She doesn’t even like a stuffed crust any more. What a brave new world. Babies? How cool would that be? A small version of yourself running around; what’s not to love? What’s the big deal? It’s just a party for god’s sakes! Chill your boots: I want it all and I want it now.

Cue Douglas the flatulent beagle. I felt at this confusing juncture, we needed an excitable canine in our lives. Matt thought it would buy him some time before the marriage and babies, but I saw it as a parental training exercise. Douglas came home with us and he was our first foray into keeping something alive and wiping up shit that wasn’t ours. Douglas is a hound with a backstory: he was from a rescue centre and had been found living on the streets of Antwerp (we lived in Amsterdam at the time) – he was obese, so he had clearly been successful in his endeavours. It was survival of the fattest and he had a hunger like no other.

Within three hours of getting him home from the rescue centre, it was clear we had made a catastrophic mistake. This was no pooch who would snuggle up at your feet in some gastropub as you casually read the Sunday papers. We invited mates round for dinner that weekend and as we opened the door to let them in, Douglas had mounted the table and face-planted a bowl of Wotsits. He raised his head with an orange, crumb moustache as our open-minded friends quietly judged our ability to dog-parent. The dog was ON the dining table. He was adventurous. Then there was the terrifying event post-Amsterdam’s Gay Pride where people were abandoning condoms on the street willy-nilly – I still can’t talk about what I had to wrestle from his salivating jaw.

So there we were, living above a retailer called ‘The Happy Sex Shop’ in Amsterdam’s red-light district. The window downstairs often had DVDs of someone who looked worryingly like my Aunty Julie, doing implausible things with legumes. I’ll never forget the series: ‘My First Cucumber’ then ‘My First Aubergine’ and finally ‘My First Marrow’ … a horticultural masterpiece. And then one evening, a baffled-as-a-badger-in-the-headlights Matt observed me crumple in front of the dishwasher – with the smell of congealed ketchup in the air – and warble ‘Why won’t you marry meeeeee?’ through snot bubbles and black tears. (Mascara is not a merry match for the saddened.)

How that gargantuan U-turn came about is unclear even to me. I suppose, to the outside world, the three years previous to it could resemble the movements of a black widow spider. Lurking with marital intent behind that little trapdoor, waiting for the moment to pounce and demand a fucking massive rock and all the pastel-hued (irrelevant but essential) wedding trimmings. The truth is I’m just more socially organised than Matt and we both had the same feelings, simply a different timescale.

But ultimately I wanted him. I wanted him for ever, and then – to the genuine confusion of Douglas the beagle, who had been watching our exchange, wide-eyed from a corner – Matt halted my torrent of distressed emotion with the words: ‘I fucking love you; of course I want to marry you. I was just going to do it in Greece on a hilltop next month.’

Greece would have been much nicer than next to the dishwasher. What a prune. But there we were, engaged, standing above The Happy Sex Shop with only a bemused, relentlessly farting beagle to share the giddy news with.

‘Cup of tea?’

‘Yeah, okay.’

The poor man was in too deep to pull a swift U-ey. I’d called my mum and she had a venue nailed down by nightfall; the woman takes to a challenge like no other. There was talk of us getting married in six months. Matt nervously laughed: ‘Okay, let’s just rip the plaster off!’

My engagement ring was swiftly bought for £3.50 from a ring dispenser outside a prostitute’s window – the rings were meant to be bought by punters for their favourite ladies of the night. The tagline merrily said: ‘Do a nice thing, buy her a ring!’ It seemed befitting.

Looking back, I’d never communicated the shift of marital neediness to Matt. He was still in those heady days where the only focus was on his own happy ending. I’d drop hints: ‘Ah, it’s so cool that James and Alice are getting married – they’re such a great couple … married after just two years, amazing!’ I’d give whimsical, longing looks at him during wedding speeches, even if what was being said was emotional guff. There would be a hand-squeeze here, a deep staring into his confused, often-vacant eyes there. Nothing explicit, just hints that seemed transparent, clear and obvious.

I wanted him to shit or get off the pot and felt that three years of my finest relationship work (with knockers at their perky peak) was enough to push the reluctant Scot over the threshold. He’d had my best years and he was going to seal this with a snog at the altar.

I am doing myself a little disservice here; I’m not some poisonous arachnid or screaming banshee with a procreational clock thudding away in the background. I just harboured a deep love for the man who still to this day puts his socks bundled up into the washing machine so that they come out sodden knots of cloth. I love him, through sickness and in health – despite the sock balls.

It was around this point that he affectionately started calling me ‘Cum Pot’, which I didn’t flinch at. I just thought the contract we were entering into was so clear. It was only a few years later that I remarked how funny it was he called me that and he said: ‘The fruit, a kumquat; I was referring to you as a lovely little tropical fruit.’

After the proposal I was delighted to be able to launch my Pinterest work fully. If Matt was ever concerned about my state of mind, he didn’t show it – he’s a trooper and a really nice man. A flood of peonies, porcelain puppies and other shit we didn’t need was unleashed into the domestic arena. Full wed-min had commenced. He once showed a flicker of interest in our choice of table favours – until he realised we weren’t talking about crisp ‘flavours’ (he wanted Prawn Cocktail if it was a genuine discussion). We lost him in the abundance of unnecessary off-white paraphernalia.

The wedding was a little teaser of what was to come: Project Procreation. On our wedding night I was determined to get some action out of my lobster and seal the deal on our newfound, marital happiness. In reality, I awoke in full Agent Provocateur finery (purchased the day before, rather awkwardly, with my dad at the Bicester Village outlet), with a Lindt chocolate ball in my belly button.

The inclusion of chocolate had seemed overwhelmingly sexual at the time. I had rampant visions of him nibbling that little confection before humping our way into the next morning. But I had passed out, and when I woke I’d forgotten all about the molten treat and thought I’d crapped myself. Devastation doesn’t cover it; no bride wants to wake up to accidental defecation. I like to think that moment solidified us as a couple – forget consummating the marriage, try navigating a bed-shitting incident without any finger-pointing. He’s my rock – but we will never eat another Lindt ball so long as we both shall live.

The honeymoon wasn’t to be the holidaying pinnacle of our lives. A few days into our Vietnamese meander, I read a Facebook post about one of my best mates, which read: ‘RIP babes, so sorry to hear this.’

I frantically trawled the internet, emailing friends, messaging people in a blind panic to see what that rogue ‘RIP’ was doing there. I couldn’t see straight and was striding about the compound we were staying in, flitting between ‘no one would write that, it’s a joke’ to ‘what the fuck, what the fuck, what the fuck’.

But the devastating truth surfaced that one of my best friends, Toni, had killed herself two days after our wedding. My friend Dave said everyone tried to keep it from us, so we wouldn’t hear while away on honeymoon. I was broken, numb, dreaming of her in fleeting, elusive moments of sleep, wondering how I had been consumed with a glorified party and not seen the signs of someone in the deepest, darkest of waters.

Matt and I limped around Vietnam, unable to engage with the buzz of happiness that consumed those around us. We flew home for the funeral. Our new lives had begun and the irrelevance of favour-choices had never seemed more stark. For the first time in our lives we were truly standing side by side – man and woman, husband and wife, two people fumbling through life together – and we didn’t need any of the trimmings to assure ourselves or anyone else of that. I fucking missed my friend and Matt Sellotaped me back together one small piece at a time over the months that followed.

It was around that heartbreakingly confusing time that the swimmers started running free. Mates had started kicking things off in the baby arena before us and the first few baby showers had begun easing into a diary that was formerly the reserve of nights getting mashed up in places called The Purple Turtle.

There wasn’t even a discussion, just an accidental moment that turned into a series of them. Everything else in my life had seemed controllable – GCSEs, A-levels, work, even marriage – and then suddenly you’re playing Russian roulette with your ovaries centre stage.

We didn’t get pregnant for a few months and in that time I started wondering if all the womb-altering contraceptive pills I’d been mainlining over the past decade really were necessary. Getting knocked up is actually quite hard – despite what MTV’s enthralling 16 and Pregnant series indicates.

Matt found the fact he was trying to get a girl knocked up amusing; I was not amused. I wanted a mewling life-form, I wanted our bits to work and I was going to make them work. Looking back, I had gone to the dark side and was quietly starting to get a little sad every time I clapped eyes on a Pampers ad or saw a scan from someone-I-don’t-know-but-accepted-their-request-on-Facebook.

My mate George summed it up: ‘Just bonk with intent and see what happens.’ She now has three children and I believe her advice is solid for anyone embarking on that spunk-fuelled journey. So we carried on shagging to the point where it became a baby-focused fumble and grunt. Every month that unfurled, I’d have fresh hope that we’d hit our target and would soon have a small human who we were responsible for keeping alive. Every month I’d feel that damp signal of disappointment in my undercrackers.

Matt was still revelling in spunking without a condom and actually seeing if the swimmers work. I realised it was going to be an administrative and emotional horror show if we had a kid – I needed to train Matt up and that’s where Douglas the flatulent beagle stepped up to the plate.

In those months of bonking with intent, I handed the beagle over to Matt. It wasn’t a clear handover; I just stopped doing things for Douglas in the hope Matt would pick up the reins/lead and see that dogging is hard. He stepped up; he scooped shit off the streets, bathed that little critter and pulled an entire foil-swathed hotdog out of his rectum after a rogue scoffing.

Just as well. I edged out of the bathroom on a grey, insignificant Monday night, clutching the stick of procreational doom/glory. It said three to four weeks pregnant. Matt’s response: ‘We need to buy a cot.’

The black tears flooded once more. We were ready.

Papa Pukka.

Is your current life pleasant?

Do you generally eat when hungry and sleep when tired?

Are you regularly assaulted, both physically and emotionally?

If the answers run ‘kind of’, ‘yes’, ‘no’, then you’re probably in a peaceful state known as childlessness. Congratulations: you are wise and frivolous and free.

But if you’re planning on ending that state and delving into a life of parenting, there are some things you should know, which I have summarised in graphic form:

[image: Image Missing]

This is the Post-Breeding Pleasure Well (PBPW). It’s the development of an idea that was first introduced to me by a former boss who had three children – none of whom have committed major crimes.

The theory of PBPW is simple. Before breeding, our pleasures and woes come as gentle peaks and troughs, and you can mostly introduce the peaks whenever you want. If you like to read, you can spend an evening with your face in a book. If you like to drink, you can spend an evening with your face in a bucket of cider. You may even choose to exercise ‘for fun’, rather than just to stop yourself from becoming an un-bonkable bag of flab.

The troughs are a little harder to control. But if you have a bad day at work, the chances are – unless you’re a heart surgeon or in charge of a large consignment of explosives – most of your troubles can be cured with beer or sleep or cake. That bad day will feel important at the time, but really it’s pretty inconsequential. In the words of renowned anthropologist Louis C.K., when it comes to the childless, ‘you can die and it doesn’t matter’.

But once you’ve added a tiny version of yourself to humanity, things will change. You will still have bad days at work, but they might begin and end with scooping faecal matter while being kicked in the face. When you miss a train, you don’t just wait for the next one, you seethe with guilt about your doe-eyed little urchin being the last to leave day-care (and rage over the extra £1-a-minute late-pickup charge it’ll cost you to absorb this guilt). You do all these things with too little sleep. You continue, you adapt, you stumble on.

This is the bottom of the dashed line on the Post-Breeding Pleasure Well: it is deep and wide and it goes on. There are no fun times in the well. No nice snacks. No relaxing Sunday afternoons spent idly farting in front of a televised sporting event. Those lanes of pleasure are closed to you. Fancy a chocolate treat? Best eat it while hiding in the loo so your toddler doesn’t get jealous. In desperate need of eight hours’ uninterrupted sleep? Pray for an understanding partner and access to a Premier Inn.

But the PBPW is a well because it has high walls – and these sharp, sudden peaks are joys that can be experienced but not explained. They arrive as a spontaneous cuddle, a first unprompted ‘I love you’, or seeing the wonder in your child’s eyes when he or she first sees a real-life duck. Witnessing that moment – the wild ululations, the flapping arms, the drunken-penguin waddle towards something new – grasps you by the belly. It is a quiet peak of unexpected pleasure, like getting a surprise snog from your playground crush. But then your spawn falls flat on its face, bursts into tears, and kicks you in the groin as you try to pick it up. Welcome back to the well: do try and bring snacks next time.

But like an agricultural golfer who manages a single perfect drive in every 120-shot round, or the hapless baker who creates an immaculate soufflé on their eighth attempt, it’s those rare peaks that keep you coming back for more. (That and your legal and moral responsibilities: the Child Support Agency is relentless.)

So good luck, champ. The peaks are high and fleeting and the troughs are low and lengthy, much like I imagine them to be with heroin. In fact, parenting and smack addiction have many parallels: they are both financially ruinous, will damage your relationships and leave you with dark, sunken eyes.

But those highs are really very high.

•

In its most recent figures, the UK’s Centre for Economics and Business Research put the average cost of raising a child in Britain up to the age of eighteen as £229,251. In the US, a similar report was conducted by the Department of Agriculture, presumably because children are livestock. It came up with a figure of $245,340 for raising a kid in the US. Neither of these figures includes supporting a child through university or chipping in while they try to earn enough to rent somewhere when they first enter the workforce. If your plan is to go for two children, that’s around £500,000 before little Timmy and Tina are off the payroll.

Here are some other things that cost £500,000:


	A five-bedroom chateau in Dordogne.


	A fifty-two-foot, two-berth Sunseeker yacht (nearly new).


	A personal chauffeur (with car), for a decade.


	A Claridge’s champagne breakfast every day for the next nineteen years.




None of these things will ever pee on your shirt.

With those basic economics in mind, why do people keep having babies? My own motives were largely selfish:

1. VANITY

Parenting is an exercise in vanity more extravagant than commissioning a portrait or having a bronze cast of yourself erected in the back garden. It is an assumption that there is something so great about you that the world needs more of it. Aged thirty-six, I realised I was not going to become an international sportsman (though
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