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For Ben, Zac and Rachel, without whom my life, and these pages, would be blank.
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Diary of a Two-Year-Old (whose Dad is maybe writing a book)


MONDAY

Daddy seems to be watching me more intently at the moment. Feels like he’s willing me to do something idiotic and when I do, he laughs to himself and writes in a notebook. Weird. Maybe he’s writing a book. I hope Peppa Pig’s in it.

TUESDAY

Had SIX absolute meltdowns today. Two at breakfast, three at lunch and two in the car. Is that seven? Okay, I had SEVEN absolute meltdowns today. Oh and one just before bedtime. So, eight – EIGHT meltdowns. And one in the bath. Crap, that’s nine isn’t it? Or ten if you count when someone stole my crayon in playgroup and I cried so hard I nearly swallowed my own head. Tell you what, let’s call it fifteen to be on the safe side – I had FIFTEEN massive, all-out meltdowns today.

Other than that I was on top form.

WEDNESDAY

Refused to take my nap today – was convinced something amazing was going to happen and didn’t want to miss it. Nothing happened. Got annoyed.

THURSDAY

Went to this amazing theme park today called IKEA and it was brilliant even though all of the Big People looked really miserable the whole time. I don’t understand – why would you CHOOSE to do something that makes you sad? That’d be like me turning the telly off or sharing. I loved it though – tonnes of hazards to trip over, loads of stuff to grab and a big mad trolley with no baby seats so they couldn’t strap me down. I went bananas, running about worse than Daddy that time when he was asleep on the sofa and I jumped on his goolies. At one point there were about a million beds to climb on and I didn’t want to go home but they said we had to so they tried saying they were leaving without me, thinking I’d cave and run towards them, but I was over the bloody moon. That place is well better than our house.

FRIDAY

Spoke to Nana today. Sometimes I can’t believe she lives inside that iPad.

SATURDAY

Did a synchronised nappy leak with my brother today. We’ve been trying to time this for ages but he always goes too early which leaves me squeezing and straining while he wanders off to stink out a different room. Today we made eye contact and counted to three before unleashing total hell and giggling our little heads off. Doubt we’ll ever go back to John Lewis with Mummy again.

SUNDAY

Spilled juice all over Daddy’s laptop. He started flapping like a big hairy bird shouting ‘MY BOOK! OH GOD! MY BOOK!’ so I gave him the Peppa Pig one I was reading to compensate. He didn’t seem interested, which I thought was pretty rude to be honest. I’ll never understand Big People.




Sam Says ‘Hello’

I’m writing this at four o’clock on a Sunday morning. A decade ago, this time of the week would have seen me holding a kebab whilst fabulously drunk after an almighty night out at The Krazyhouse (our local rock club). It’s a similar picture today, if by drunk you mean ‘exhausted’ and by kebab you mean ‘small child’. There’s other similarities with 10 years ago too – I’m barely conscious, slurring my words and there’s a strong chance I’ll end up with puke on my trousers – although these days it’s not from necking vodka Red Bulls but instead because I’m a dad to toddler twins. (If you have kids yourself then this will all make perfect sense. If you don’t have kids then you’re a brave soul for picking up this book and I salute you. These confessions are not for the faint-hearted.)

Becoming a parent is the most beautiful trauma I have ever experienced. It’s also not what I expected. When kids arrive your life becomes full of tiny contradictions. Your home fills up with more love than you thought humanly possible while simultaneously stinking like a tramp’s duffel coat pocket. You gain a renewed sense of purpose and feel unspeakable joy, yet some days you can’t remember either as exhaustion has caused you to leave the house wearing slippers on the wrong feet. The magical times might make everything else worthwhile but it’s hard to recall your baby’s first smile when you’re scraping dried porridge off the kitchen wall with a razor blade.

When my kids were born people told me to ‘enjoy every single moment’. Now, that’s just not realistic when you feel like a malnourished zombie who’d do time for a lie-in. Sleep deprivation makes everything difficult. It’s an all-consuming soup of confusion that descends and takes charge like a dozy supply teacher. I was once so burnt-out I spent five minutes queuing up behind a row of parked cars.

But I didn’t want to forget the good bits, because, in amongst the exploding nappies and the teething trauma and the time my son shut down a swimming pool with his floaters, there was so much magic. So I started writing it down, and this turned into a blog. I called myself ‘The Learner Parent’, because parenting is all about learning, isn’t it? Normally by fucking things up first.

I’ve learned so much since becoming a parent – lessons about myself and my kids, and about which things in life truly have meaning. My training has been slow and sometimes painful, especially the practical elements. I’ve struggled with nappies, bottles and prams, usually getting them down pat just before my kids move on to the next phase, rendering my new-found skills utterly redundant. Who knew that being able to dead-lift a 30lb shitting toddler over an unsteady baby gate while trying to remember the exact order of verses for ‘The Wheels on the Bus’ would be part of my basic training?

I wanted to write this book because I’ve been fortunate to witness, through my blog, the positive impact of funny, honest stories about those days when we fall somewhat short of parenting perfection. They seem to puncture through the loneliness and connect us into one big parent gaggle. And they can encourage us to admit when we’re struggling. Because we all struggle.

I’m lucky to have a lively and vocal following on my Facebook page, and over the years I’ve filed the feedback I get into three categories:

1. Parents thanking me that someone has been so honest about their own failings.

2. New mums and dads who’ve had a tough day but say my latest post has cheered them up.

3. People who tell me that the blog has completely put them off having kids. (Someone even suggested that I should give talks in schools to reduce teenage pregnancy. Ha!)

But enough about me. In fact, let me introduce you to some of the people you’ll meet in this book.

Rachel: The Wife

I love my wife for a million reasons. She’s kind, loving, supportive and patient. She’s the funniest person I’ve ever met and makes me laugh every day, mainly at my own expense. We first met at a stand-up gig I was doing and she’s been heckling me ever since.

Zac and Ben: The Kids

Our identical twin boys. They shared a womb for eight months but now won’t even share a drink. They’re funny, kind and, if the wind’s blowing the wrong way, a bloody nightmare. They have changed my life in immeasurable ways and have most likely taken value off the house with some of the bodily fluids they’ve ejected.

June and Dave AKA Mum and Dad: My Parents

One of my early lessons as a new dad was to realise how ungrateful I had been to my own parents while growing up. I’d like to take this as an opportunity to say a huge sorry to my mum and dad. They did nothing but work tirelessly to give my younger brother and me a good start in life and in return, we acted like a pair of odious little turds. Every time my sons are uncooperative or wiping snot on the furniture I get a tiny bit closer to understanding what my parents went through with us.

For a time, my mum and dad worried they’d never get the chance to be grandparents and I politely remind them of this every time I need them to babysit at the last minute.

Janet: Rachel’s Mum

I’m a stand-up comedian and she’s my mother-in-law so from a comedic point of view this should have been a match made in heaven. Rather selfishly, Janet chose not to fit any of the stereotypical mother-in-law characteristics and instead has been supportive, helpful and a fantastic grandparent to the boys. Where’s the comedy in that?

Now you’ve met all of the main characters, what better place to start than the beginning? I’m going to share with you everything I’ve learned (so far) on this crazy parent journey from my own point of view – a new dad in his 30s with the sense of humour of someone half his age.
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The Trying Game

I always wanted kids, but then again, I’ve always wanted a loft conversion. Both are pretty easy to put off as they’re very expensive and tend to wreck your house. My wife and I had just tied the knot and were basking in the nuptial afterglow on our honeymoon. We’d saved up for years to afford a once-in-a-lifetime trip to Barbados. Five-star hotel, all-inclusive. We had just come down to breakfast and were sitting in the morning sun as the Atlantic Ocean lapped against the golden shore.

I didn’t have a care in the world.

Rachel took her sunglasses off and put them on the table. ‘We should start trying soon.’

‘Yeah, I already know what I want so I’ll grab the waiter next time he walks past,’ I said, innocently looking around for the man who’d shown us to our table.

‘Not the food. We should start, you know, trying.’

Trying?

I glanced down at my sunburnt midriff. I thought I was trying. I’d had a shave that morning and was wearing a brand-new Hawaiian shirt from Matalan. Anyway, we were married now, and there’s a strong argument that after the pre-wedding healthy-eating regime the honeymoon is the exact moment when you can stop trying.

A lady walked past our table carrying a baby. Rachel’s eyes followed them. The penny dropped.

She meant trying. She was talking about kids. Bloody hell, I thought. Already?

The waiter interrupted our family-planning meeting and asked what we were having.

Resisting the urge to shout ‘A BABY APPARENTLY!’ I instead ordered the traditional Barbados breakfast: a full English with all the trimmings.

‘How are you having your eggs, sir?’

It would have been easy to say ‘fertilised’ but I told him to surprise me, in keeping with the theme of the morning.

I don’t know why it was a surprise. We’d talked about this lots of times and we both wanted kids. We’d also just got married, so, according to societal peer pressure, the next logical step was to think about children. But in my head, being newlyweds meant we were entitled to a two-year buffer zone before we even had to think about starting to try. Wasn’t that the rule?

‘Can’t we at least enjoy being married for a while?’ I offered.

I’d used a similar piss-poor excuse the day after our engagement when she came home with a stack of wedding magazines. My mind hadn’t made the very natural connection between asking somebody to marry you and then actually marrying that somebody.

‘You’re 36, I’m 31. Even if we got pregnant this afternoon, you’d still be 40 by the time the baby started school.’

‘This afternoon? I thought we had that boat trip booked?’

‘I’m talking hypothetically. You don’t want to be an old dad.’

She was right, I didn’t. I’ve got nothing against old dads, but then I’ve got nothing against bin men – I just didn’t want to be one. Mick Jagger’s probably still going to be reproducing well into his 90s, but you get the distinct impression he’s not getting up for the night feed or peeling dried sick off his leather trousers on the way to rehearsals.

We couldn’t put this off indefinitely like you do when the kitchen needs re-grouting. We did need to start trying soon.

Bloody hell.

Our breakfast arrived and my eggs were scrambled, just like my head.

We didn’t start trying immediately (there was the boat trip after all). I managed to persuade Rachel to wait an entire month, having made the case that there was a lot of other stuff to get in order first. We were pretty broke after the wedding and the honeymoon, and there was some serious work needed on the house. The kitchen was a mess and the bathroom needed decorating. I’m also very fond of sleep and I quite like money, and despite never having much of either I knew that the arrival of a baby would make my quest to achieve an unlimited supply of both impossible.

Of course, these were just distractions from my real reason to delay everything: I wasn’t quite ready. Both Rachel and I were in our thirties and we had a great relationship. We had reasonably steady incomes and a mortgage. Bar a few credit-card bills and two post graduate loans we were still chipping away at, we didn’t have any massive debts. But it still didn’t feel like the Perfect Time.

As much as I wanted to become a dad ‘someday’, I viewed parenthood with a certain level of suspicion. It looked like lots of fun, but then so was going out for dinner once a week, having absolutely no responsibilities and lying in bed till midday at weekends. I’d seen friends of mine become parents and age alarmingly – almost immediately, practically withering in front of my eyes like old vinyl LPs left out in the sun.

Some years earlier, we’d bumped into an old university friend of mine in the supermarket. Back in the day he’d been the ultimate party boy – always out on the tiles and the last man standing at the bar. Since I’d last seen him he’d had two kids, and as our trolleys converged in the middle of Asda I almost didn’t recognise him.

‘Sam?’

‘Holy shit, IS THAT ALAN?!’ (That’s not his real name – party boys don’t tend to be called Alan.)

I couldn’t believe it. His skin was ghoulishly pale and his once-resplendent bouffant had all but disappeared. He hadn’t aged particularly badly (he looked good for someone who was 40), just very quickly (he was only 26).

The Travolta-strut he once prowled the clubs and bars with had been replaced by a lethargic, confused shuffle as he pushed his screaming baby round the supermarket with all the elegance of someone on their way to an audition for The Walking Dead. Meanwhile, his toddler daughter had gone rogue and was ricocheting down the frozen-food aisle, slamming into freezers and ripping open boxes of waffles while shouting, ‘LOOK AT THE SIZE OF THIS LEGO, DADDY!’

He requested that she stop her systematic destruction of the shop with that ineffective combination of high volume and zero conviction – a commonly used tactic deployed by most parents at some point.

What in the name of intergalactic buggery had happened to Mr Saturday Night?

Quite simply, he’d become a dad. And it appeared that the by-product of fathering two kids was that he’d lost all his standards and most of his hair. I felt fortunate not to have bumped into him outside, as chances are I would’ve mistaken him for a homeless person and tried to pop a 50-pence piece into his take-out Americano cup.

We made casual remarks about meeting up for a drink but I knew it wouldn’t happen. Because that was the other side-effect of parenthood that didn’t seem too enticing: all my friends who’d had kids dramatically disappeared from the social radar, as if they’d been taken down by a nappy-wearing sniper. Sometimes this wasn’t even a bad thing either, as most of them had no conversation to bring to the table post-kids, other than stories about their children, parenting and ‘how hard it all was’.

Yawn.

I NEVER wanted to be like that.

(Ladies and gentlemen, look at me now! A parent blogger who’s also the proud author of this book about PARENTING. It’s clear that the day my kids were born I didn’t JUST become a father, I also became a hypocrite.)

So if you’re anything like me, a pregnancy (whether still in discussion or already in the womb) will get you fretting and fidgeting like a pigeon with PTSD.

I started to worry about everything.

Top fear number 1: Would I be a good dad? Loads of friends had told me they thought I’d make a great dad but the subtext I got from this was: ‘Sam, you’re REALLY immature so your kids will be on the same wavelength.’ I knew it would take more than a love of American wrestling and a keen sense of toilet humour to get me through this.

Top fear number 2: Could we cope financially? Despite regular work for both of us, some months our finances were tighter than Bono’s trousers, so factoring in the purchase of all the baby essentials alongside Rachel’s drop to statutory maternity pay seemed like economic suicide.

And top fear number 3: Was the world a safe enough place to bring more people into? What with climate change, trouble in the Middle East and the growing threat of a Westlife reunion, surely it wasn’t humane to subject anyone to these potential horrors?

I understand now that the Perfect Time to fall pregnant doesn’t actually exist, unless you happen to impregnate your partner whilst simultaneously taking a penny to a winning scratch card.

After all my misgivings and self-doubt, Rachel managed to convince me with a simple and effective counterargument.

‘You know to conceive we’ll have to have loads of sex.’

I hadn’t thought of it like that.


Commence Project Baby

It’s difficult to become a parent without some good old-fashioned sex. Not that our sex was particularly old-fashioned – there was never a Penny Farthing involved – but I can’t really talk about parenthood without explaining how we got there. So dim the lights, stick that old Barry White album on repeat and put down your sandwich, because the next few chapters will contain what my dear old nan always referred to as ‘relations’. Usually in a comically theatrical whisper that was actually louder than her speaking voice.

Don’t worry though, it won’t get too graphic. This isn’t part of the Fifty Shades series. I’m also acutely aware that one day my kids might read this and I’m not keen on them knowing all of the ins and outs, if you’ll pardon the expression. My wife also made the legitimate point that anything written about my sexual prowess would be very short indeed. So here goes.

We didn’t tell anyone we’d begun to try and make a baby. I’ve always found it unsettling when friends announce during dinner that they’ve ‘started trying’, as it basically translates as ‘We are currently shagging lots.’ A surefire way to put you off your pavlova. A friend I bumped into once informed me that he and his missus had recently started ‘trying properly’, which suggested that previously they’d only been trying improperly. To me, that sounded like bottoms had been involved, which wasn’t information I was hungry for in the middle of Debenhams.

Remember how Rachel persuaded me to have a baby with the shameless promise of unlimited sex? Well, it’s amazing how you think that trying for a baby will just be months of red-hot, dirty pumping with your partner. Of course, the moment you start using phrases like ‘red-hot, dirty pumping’ then your partner will quite rightly refuse to come anywhere near you. Other slang terms subsequently banned from my vocabulary included ‘rumpy-pumpy’, ‘slap and tickle’ and ‘rodgering’. (I’ve often wondered why the term ‘rodgering’ is used to describe sexual intercourse. The name Rodger isn’t sexy in the slightest – even Alan is more likely to get the blood pumping. If your name is Rodger or Alan this is probably all quite offensive. I’ll stop now.)

Sex should be something you do because the moment takes you – except on special occasions like anniversaries or birthdays, when it’s normally planned in to the schedule (and is admittedly difficult if the kids have gone to bed and you’re attempting a ‘danger-bonk’ on the bouncy castle). Romantically, it’s two lovers (or three if you’re greedy), losing yourselves in a passionate exchange that brings your minds and souls closer together. If it’s early in the relationship you’ve probably just had a spontaneous quickie on the couch during the ad break for Grand Designs, and you’ll lie in each other’s arms, sweat glistening across half-naked bodies, gazing into your partner’s eyes. Five years on, you’re definitely still open to sex during the ad break, but now it’s only so you don’t miss any of your favourite programme. (And that buzzer noise during Britain’s Got Talent would put you right off your stroke anyway.)

The second you start trying for a baby all spontaneity evaporates like steam from an outdoor piss. You and your partner become a corporation with clear aims, outputs and a mission statement. That just isn’t sexy, no matter which font you choose to type up the minutes in.

My wife assumed the role of project manager, which I presumed made me chief executive. Before I could go all Christian Grey and explain how this had always been a particular fantasy of mine she was quick to point out that she was the boss. So I stuck the kettle on and we began the super-sexy task of diary coordinating. I don’t know about you but nothing gets me more batshit horny than leafing through calendars and checking date clashes.

Phwooaar!

We both had busy schedules so we planned to begin our new project the following Friday night. The mission was a go.

The first lesson I learned about parenthood, way before I became an actual parent, was that there’s something very different about sex with your partner the first time you’re trying to conceive. It feels more grown-up, deliberate even (I know ‘accidental sex’ doesn’t really exist, unless perhaps you’re part of an unfortunate high-speed pile-up at the roller disco). Maybe you spend your Sundays posing as a life model or have recently had your prostate examined, but otherwise, baby-making sex is as serious as you can get without your pants on.

The previously sexy dirty talk changes quite dramatically too.

‘I can’t wait to get you home so I can carefully lay you on the bed for some unprotected, highly efficient, reproductive sexual intercourse.’

‘Will you hold my legs in the air afterwards while I do bicycle kicks?’

‘Course I will, you dirty bitch.’

As a typical man, I made the whole thing all about me. This wasn’t a collaborative process between our reproductive systems – it was basically a job interview for my semen. And with my classic male ego, I was quietly convinced that I could seal the deal the first time out. To use a basketball analogy, the bucket was open and I just had to get to the scoring zone and slam-dunk the ball. Ideally with no dribbling. Then I undertook some light research and was concerned to read that a man’s sexual peak is when he’s just 18. That meant that when my libido was at the peak of its powers – the sexual equivalent of Guns N’ Roses circa 1987 – literally nobody wanted to enjoy its rampant benefits. I was now 36 – nearly 20 years past my best – which meant my penis was more like an old gunslinger with a drink problem and low self-esteem, coming back for one last shoot-out. (Did you listen to Guns N’ Roses’ latest album? Utter tripe.) But, regardless of the sexual landscape, I was up for the challenge.

And then after just one ‘steamy’ session that, in Rachel’s words, she ‘could have timed a boiled egg to’, her period was a day late! My sperm had clearly done the job already and was the testicular equivalent of Michael Jordan.

Nothing but net.

Before I could buy a box of cigars and a baby name book, she came on. Turns out my little swimmers were nothing special after all.


Relax. Don’t Do It. (But Keep Doing It.)

Maybe you’re more clued-up than me, but I thought getting pregnant would be a piece of piss, like booking a holiday: you decide when you want to go, choose how to get there, and before you know it you’re sat around the pool sipping a daiquiri. I blame this on celebrity culture. Down the corner shop every other magazine front cover had another pregnant actress or reality TV star emblazoned across it – some not even pregnant yet, just boldly stating that they were trying. So we figured that if people were that in your face about conceiving, it would be straightforward for us too. Right?

But just for fun, I did a quick Google and it turned out that anything between a few months and a year was the norm. (The NHS website, by the way, helpfully suggests that ‘regular sex’ will help if you are trying to conceive. I expect elsewhere they also suggest ‘drinking water’ for those who are thirsty.)

So in the first couple of months of trying, I wasn’t too bothered about succeeding. I saw no reason to rush to our destination when the commute was so much fun, albeit militant.

Every time my wife declared it ‘leak week’ in our house I silently gave my swimmers a little fist pump – this gave me at least another month to try and become a grown-up, bank an entire month’s sleep and wave goodbye to drinking. Plus, we were having more sex than Russell Brand in a Viagra warehouse, and, despite it all being steered towards conception, it was tonnes of fun.

As project manager, Rachel was keen to discuss our progress or lack thereof from the start, but I was happy to avoid any heavy conversations early on, like a tardy employee dodging their appraisal:

‘Thanks for attending this three-month sex performance review, Mr Avery. I’ve got some questions for you; please be as honest as you can. Let’s start at the beginning: how do you feel you’re getting on in the role so far?’

‘Well, I believe I’ve brought a renewed energy to the role and what I’ve lacked in ability I’ve definitely made up for with enthusiasm.’

‘Okay. Next question: can you highlight an area you feel that you’ve really excelled in?’

‘Last Tuesday in the spare room? I showed that I’m a real team player – you got cramp in your foot and I offered to change position instantly, no questions asked.’

‘Right. Final question: is there anything you feel you could have done better?’

‘Hmm. I suppose I finished a bit early on Friday so I’ll try to make up the time this week instead.’

By the four-month mark, Rachel was starting to panic. We were in Starbucks one busy Saturday afternoon; we’d just bought our drinks and the place was full, so we squeezed into a booth occupied by a little old lady in her 70s. She was wrapped in a striking pink cardigan and beamed a huge smile as she realised she was getting company. I hadn’t even removed my coat when Rachel was off.

‘What if we can’t conceive?’ she yelped. ‘What then?’

I nearly spat my macchiato down the lady’s cardigan.

‘We’ve only been trying for a few months,’ I whispered, hoping Rachel would follow suit. ‘These things take time.’

‘It didn’t take Susan and John long,’ she responded. (Susan and John are some of our smug-married-couple friends.) She was getting even louder. ‘Or the Jacksons. Siobhan got pregnant at her own wedding, before they came back downstairs for the evening do.’

The cardigan lady’s eyes had lit up like fireworks. She was now taking a keen interest in our conversation, and I couldn’t blame her. This was prime-time juicy gossip for the girls back at the bingo, and she had a front-row seat. I smiled at her uncomfortably and quickly turned back to face my slightly flustered wife.

‘Babe. Can we discuss this later?’

‘No, because we’ll be having sex later. I think we should double the dose.’

The elderly lady nodded her head in agreement. What the fuck was going on here?

‘I’m sorry,’ I said to the cardigan lady. ‘We’re trying to start a family and—’

She cut me off by placing her little old hand on top of mine and raising her other to show she was about to make a point. I don’t know what I was expecting but it certainly wasn’t what came out of her mouth. In an incredibly posh Home Counties accent she said, ‘My Bob, God bless him, used to squash his meat and potatoes together down there. We got nowhere. As soon as he bought some bigger pants we had seven babies. Get yourself some bigger pants.’

And with that, she smiled, stood up, squeezed herself out of the booth and disappeared into the rainy afternoon, no doubt to dish out some more procreation tips to unsuspecting strangers. We finished our coffees and then I nipped into Next for some massive boxer shorts.

Not being able to conceive had been an irrational concern of mine in my 20s, but it hadn’t mattered then so I’d brushed it under the same carpet as ‘I wonder if I’ll go bald?’ and ‘Will an Additional Voluntary Contributions pension offer enough financial protection upon retirement?’ But it returned with a vengeance when after five months we still weren’t pregnant. Some months Rachel was several days late, and although we never voiced any excitement to each other, we were both quietly disappointed when it turned out to be a cruel joke from Mother Nature. A bit like when you think you’ve won a toy on one of those grabby hand games, only for the bastard thing to follow its predetermined programming and drop the teddy bear, all but flipping you the finger as it does. Once she was a full week late and we were both convinced that was it. When her period arrived we were gutted. It felt weird to mourn the loss of something that didn’t ever exist in the first place, even if just for a few hours. We went for a walk that afternoon and Rachel admitted that her dormant fears were now being awakened with every pregnancy-free month that passed. I held her hand and told her that everything would be okay, based on nothing but wishful thinking.

I started to get more anxious and quite annoyed at my sperm. With over 40 million of the little buggers involved in each attempt I couldn’t help but feel a little let down. Given the opportunity I would have liked to have given them a piece of my mind, like an angry drill sergeant.

‘You all know why you’re here. ONE JOB you had. The ONLY JOB, in fact, you’ve been put here to perform. And when it comes down to it, when each and every one of you is representing THESE very testicles, NOT ONE of you can be bothered to actually complete your mission. How would you like to end up like previous alumni? Bouncing off solid rubber walls and getting flushed down the toilet? You don’t realise how lucky you are. If this was 20 years ago you’d probably spend your final breaths inside an old sock. So I’m going to tell you one last time, make it count. NOW LET’S GET OUT THERE AND IMPREGNATE!’

Six months passed. Having spent it liberally carpet bombing the target area and hoping to hit the jackpot we decided to try a more tactical approach. It was time to send in the stealth bombers. (I realise this sounds very much as if we borrowed another man’s penis, but we instead opted to employ modern-day science.)

Rachel bought some ovulation sticks that were supposed to suggest the most fruitful times for ‘relations’, and I downloaded an app on my iPhone. This had loads of ‘in-app purchases’ that looked like a rip-off, but thankfully the ovulation sticks were much more cost-effective and just required being whazzed on. (After carefully washing her hands) Rachel read out our predictions for the most effective days to procreate – or ‘leave it in’ as I romantically dubbed it.

As sex moved slowly from pastime towards chore, the act itself did start to lose some of its previous grandeur. Post-sex you shouldn’t feel the same sense of accomplishment as when you’ve mopped the kitchen floor, but often I’d look at my wife and think, Well, that won’t need doing for another few days now.

Our foreplay, previously so loving and passionate, had been slowly downsized to a quick nod of the head while one of us swiftly drew the curtains. One night we had planned to both watch a movie and have a quick fumble and I was a little careless with my language while suggesting a plan of action.

‘If we get that out of the way first, then we can relax and enjoy the film.’

I had just referred to our lovemaking as something to ‘get out of the way’, like we were moving a fridge. Whoops. I waited for Rachel to pull me up on it.

‘Good idea,’ she said, undoing her top and speed-walking up the stairs.

As a man, one of my key goals during intercourse has always been to try to prolong it as much as possible, and I’ll be honest, my results over the years have been quite mixed. I didn’t think this was as important while we were trying, but then I read that the female orgasm may actually increase the chances of insemination. There are two schools of thought around this. One is that the female orgasm helps the woman to fall asleep post-sex, giving the man’s ‘baby gravy’ a smooth passage. In lieu of an orgasm I did consider lecturing Rachel on my top five motorway service stations, confident that would also have the desired effect.

The alternative premise is what scientific circles refer to as the ‘upsuck theory’, where contractions of the uterus help to suck the ‘love potion’ up to its destination, like a procreative Dyson. This quest for the female orgasm led to me asking Rachel to head upstairs and ‘start without me’ a few times. She always laughed. I was never
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