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Without access to a home computer for a few weeks, I was run out of the internet café by teenage boys – who were probably high on something – whooping loudly and hollering to one another as they played video games online. The library, just across the park, was usually a bastion of tranquility and they generously offered free use of a rank of six PCs to members for up to two hours a day.

As I entered the front door, a young mother arrived with her brood in tow: two children of about five and three years. I graciously let them go first - it’s what we do where I come from - and though I dispute the idea that young parents should have right of way just because, I have long recognized it is far easier just to let them do what the hell they want.  

They will anyway. That’s what the ‘Baby on Board’ stickers are for after all isn’t it? We’re not fooled. 

The computers were full, so I loitered in the magazine section for a few minutes and returned. By that time three of the PCs were free and the young mother was just taking her seat at one of them. Or perhaps they had suddenly become free because the young mother was taking her seat at one of them. She then set up the toddlers with playing blocks right behind the PCs ensuring it would be impossible to get any quiet work done. I understood that despite the availability of the kids’ play area, the mother, wanting to work on the computers, would also like to keep her children in check. Such is the life they have after the choice they made. 

I however had chosen to work quietly in a quiet space and desiring such peace in a baby-obsessed community was probably hoping for a bit much. The fault was clearly mine and I sulkily left the library, realizing I would get no work done that afternoon. The fault, of course being that I just can’t stand small children.

This takes some getting used to for most people who hear it for the first time.  Many are simply offended by the concept – though it seems to be perfectly alright not to like dogs or cats or, from often the same doting parents who see themselves remarkably free of prejudice, Asian drivers.  No, I am far more put off by running, slobbering, spilling, squealing, bawling, chirruping, shouting, crying, even laughing children. Victorian discipline held children should be seen and not heard.  I prefer neither.

At over forty I can comfortably announce I do not want children. I can be sure of it. If it were twenty years ago the wise aunt could roll her eyes and say, ‘You’ll change your mind one day, dear.’ I have not. Moreover I have crafted a life and world around myself that is mostly devoid of the company of youngsters and I feel I am missing out on exactly nothing. Worse, I’d be missing out my world if I went ahead and had kids. 

My sister doesn’t want a dog in the house. Her view seems to be more socially acceptable. Most people want children.  A good deal who don’t will end up having them anyway. Most of them will likely come to be fulfilled and happy parents. Good for them. Not me. I don’t expect it would make me particularly happy.

I could perhaps under certain circumstances have children one day, but it is not on my bucket list, but most certainly a poor second, third or hundredth alternative to all the things I would like to do in life without a brood in tow. I do not want children.  Only reluctantly will I ever concede to fathering any. And then, like the punishment smug parents think should be meted out to those they consider too airy, irresponsible, immature or unrealistic to want children, I will suck it up and do my best, despite the massive inconvenience to my own goals. Hardly a glowing reference for parenthood, but you’ll get your wish and my life will suck more. You will probably gloat with obvious schadenfreude about how my life is so much ‘richer’ with children. Yuck.

What is the life for people like us?  For men, some criticism; for women, considerably more. In the following pages I will take a look at what it means to be mature, usually single and childfree by choice, in a world and society that looks down on such preferences.  

This book is about what makes me want to remain childless, what it is like to be childfree by choice and how we navigate the expectations of our friends and families while finding fulfillment in a childless life – and hopefully avoid your kids in the process. It is not a book about parenting – with exception of the exhortation not to let your brats run wild in public; contraception or sex-education; it is not about reproductive rights, the abortion debate or the unfortunate case of people who want children, but cannot conceive. 

It is not a sociological treatise or study, though occasional references will be made. It does not seek to balance ‘both sides’ of the argument – that much effort is hardly called for. It is most certainly not an apology for choosing to be childfree – I’ve seen enough of that and you won’t get one from me. It’s for those who have the courage to hear our side of the story for a change without preaching and lecturing on the joys of parenthood, or clucking tongues and disapproving. Think you can stomach it?
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1 - The Cult of Children
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Let’s start by clearing the air. I don’t like your kids. I don’t like any kids. When people hear this they assume they can win us over, that their little angel is a cut above the rest and besides, even parents don’t always like other peoples’ kids, because they can be annoying even to those who love their own kids right? So you think well, that might be true for children in general, but surely not yours.

Sorry, I don’t like your kids. I don’t like them much at all. I don't like them crying and I don’t particularly want to hear them laughing either. I don’t like them playing, the sound of their voices talking; I don’t like to see them running in libraries or supermarket aisles; staggering about erratically in public places, arms flailing and eyes lolling; I don’t like to see them fast asleep and drooling in a pushchair. I do not like your children. I cross the street when I see you coming with them. I grit my teeth and wait for you to pass. I change the aisle in the supermarket or my seat in the coffee shop. Your children repel me. 

It is not a reflection on your effort or skills at parenting. I have met many wonderful, well-raised children who are a credit to their parents. I still don't like their company, but they don’t annoy me quite as much as your little shit. I might compliment you on what a fine son or daughter you have, but it doesn't mean I want to hang out with them. Or you and them. Or just you, if you think I want to even hear about your children.

I don’t care how they’re doing in school, at sport or in the local choir. If I ask out of courtesy a nonchalant ‘fine’ will suffice. There’s no need to go into details because I don’t really want to imagine your child doing stuff for that long. Whatever you do don’t volunteer information or raise the topic when we’re talking about other things. Your child is not what interests me about you.

Now, why are you so offended by that? Is it because people like me are different from you? I don’t see the problem. Is it because you expect the world to accommodate you and your kids? You can’t be that naïve. Is it because you secretly regret having them? Oh, but I thought children were such a joy. That’s it, isn’t it? You resent me because I don’t have to march to the beat of some pint-sized dictator’s drumbeat.

Okay so now I have thoroughly pissed you off – playing to the image you probably already have in your heads about those who don’t want children, let’s get real, shall we? This book might not change your mind if you’re against those who choose a childfree life anyway – though why you think you’ve a right to be against my choice is beyond me. No, this book is for people on both sides who seek a little understanding. Till then you won’t get any from me.
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We’re all told how wonderful babies are, what a ‘miracle’ they are – as if any mammal cannot perform the ‘feat’ of natural reproduction. The media bombards us with diaper commercials and baby care products with attractive sounding names like ‘Bottom Butter’ (think on that a moment). TV commercials, billboards, magazines all extol the peace and adoration of motherhood, with smiling, sparkling children and youthful, satisfied parents who don’t look in the least bit tired.

They even use kids to advertise other products, from home insurance to used cars. One set of commercials for a major insurer in New Zealand asks a bunch of children what they’d do if a penguin stole their bike or if aliens burned down their house. I don’t need an eight year old to tell me what insurance products to buy: a penguin is not going to steal your bike, you little bastard, in fact it won’t come anywhere near your bike. Aliens will not burn down your house because they don’t exist. Now do your damn homework and wash up for dinner. Now they even have surveys where they ask kids what they think of current events: a quick Google search of ‘children asked...’ yields a page of titles such as, Children asked what gender they are, who God is, what they think of abortion, to explain gay marriage and what love means. I do not care what charming little answers they come up with because their opinions are irrelevant. Their entire response is irrelevant, ‘cute’ facial expressions and all. They do not have fully matured minds yet. Next you’ll be giving them the vote.

This media fascination with whiny sprogs extends of course to motherhood.  Much glamorized and lauded, it is true mothers are long overdue for some recognition in a world that is still largely dominated by the perceived achievements of men. 

Yes they put in long hours and it is by no means an ‘easy’ job. But let’s not get carried away either. It is not ‘the hardest job in the world’ as the rate of industrial accidents, stress and suicide and work-related deaths are much lower than other professions and statistics show men suffer disproportionately from these. Ladies, don’t argue: statistics also show women are better drivers, okay? You win on that one. Facts are facts and your feelings don’t come into it.

But ‘hard’ might be relative here. I still get that motherhood isn’t easy, I couldn’t do it, and I appreciate my mother for all her efforts, especially as I wasn’t always the easiest child. In fact, I admire parents in general for their efforts, if only the same way I admire them the way I’d admire a surgeon or a firefighter or a combat soldier: I wouldn’t actually want to do the job myself.

But please, if it’s truly that hard, why not take a pass? As comedian Bill Burr put it, any job you can do in your pyjamas can’t be that difficult. Up to a quarter of women now are foregoing motherhood, but it’s not my recommendation that everyone do so. The fact is you want children, you love them and so you put up with the hard work and inconvenience. If that’s your goal it’s worth the sacrifice. I get it. But it is not the same as getting up every day and going to a job you hate, with a mean boss, unforgiving customers and bullying colleagues, just to make ends meet. We cannot choose to forego that part of life if we want to eat. It’s not the same as risking your life going into burning buildings, dealing with street criminals, working high-rise construction sites or digging up coal mines. 

It is the very definition of the cliché, a labor of love: It’s your dream to have a child and you’re putting in the work. Others want to be successful singers, actors, entrepreneurs and no matter how hard they work, they may never succeed and many die unfulfilled. For all your hard work, you at least got your wish. I can’t think of a lot of other endeavors where eighty percent of people could work and plan for something and pretty much be guaranteed they’ll get it. The failure rate for small businesses is about a third in the first two years and half in the first five. The failure rate for special forces applicants is around 90%. Lottery winners? Only one in a few million. That’s a lot of lifelong dreams going down the toilet whereas apart from an unlucky few, parenthood is fairly guaranteed for almost anyone who’s ready for it, and a lot who aren’t.

So why then the cult of parenthood? It’s part of selling babies of course. The women’s magazines at the supermarket checkout extol the pleasures of motherhood with celebrity headlines like ‘Beyonce’s Baby Bliss’ and ‘Liv’s Little Joy’. They could be a little more honest about the sleepless nights and constant noise, but then that’s not part of the message. Like any cult you only find out the negative aspects once you’ve been in a while. Big business wants to sell more diapers, more baby food and more magazines to daytime talk-show watchers, so they have to keep us convinced kids are important. And like all cults they thrive on a degree of exclusion: those who don’t want in must have some dire moral failing that disqualifies them anyway.
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I found myself at lunch with a female relative some time ago.  As is inevitable with these occasions, the subject eventually turned to children and why I don’t have any at forty years of age. Of course she was not so undiplomatic as to phrase it that way. The question comes in the more benign guise of, ‘So are you planning to have kids someday?’

Of course I said I wasn’t.

The response was, ‘You can’t put it off forever.’

I told her I was not ‘putting it off’ because I had no plans for children at all.

This is where, in their minds, the negotiation begins.

‘What if your partner wants one?’

I didn’t have a partner at the time, but the pitbulls don’t let go that easily.

‘What if you meet someone and she wants one?’

I said, I’d find one who doesn’t, or do without. In fact I’m actually looking forward to my bright future without children. I can see myself at the age of fifty or sixty living alone and none the worse for it.

Then come some of the more desperate pleas: ‘You don’t know till you try.’
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