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Preface – What happened?

I’m 45 and I’ve got three
children aged six, four and two, and there’s rarely a day goes by
when I don’t find myself asking ‘WHAT THE F*** WAS I THINKING?’

There’s no doubt about it: being
a parent of young children is a right pain and changes your
personality without you even noticing. This was brought home to me
recently, when, thanks to my mother-in-law volunteering to babysit
overnight, my wife and I spent the night in a hotel to celebrate
our wedding anniversary.

After a few hours of the kind of
sex neither of us had experienced in years, we looked at each other
and said “Hello, who are you?” Even a few hours away from the
children had taken us right back to the life we had before they
came along: living in an apartment in the inner city, going out all
the time, partying, and having sex five or six times a week (yes,
just imagine).

That life had been a distant
memory ever since our first daughter came along. Actually, before
that, ever since my wife and I got back from our honeymoon and we
discovered that she was pregnant.

After spending years in mortal
fear of getting anyone pregnant, that’s a moment men secretly dread
isn’t it?

Her: “Darling, I’ve got
something to tell you.”

You (opening beer): “Oh yes?
What’s that?”

Her: “I’m pregnant.”

Two words, but they’re like a
thousand gongs being hit at once. Don’t muck about though, you must
come up with the appropriate response immediately.

“Wow, that’s … fantastic babe.
Come here!”

Meanwhile, your guts are
churning and you’re thinking, “Oh God, I’m really in the shit
now.”

Well that was my experience
anyway, and I was married and expecting it. I soon got used to the
idea though, and now look at me, although my wife knows that if she
wants to put the wind up me, all she has to say is “Honey, I’ve got
something to tell you …”

Some people might say that this
book is unrelentingly negative about the whole experience of having
children. I disagree. If you’re reading this book, this question is
possibly academic for you by now, but it seems to be a hot topic
among people these days, and it’s worth asking yourself why you’re
having kids.

From the perspective of the
twenty- or thirty-something man-about-town who’s footloose and
fancy-free and can do whatever he wants whenever he wants, having
children is akin to volunteering to live in a prison cell with a
bunch of amoral sociopaths who’ll suck you dry, treat you with
contempt when they realise you don’t know everything after all, and
abandon you to your fate when you’re too old to wipe your own
bum.

If, on the other hand, you’re
discovering that all your mates are getting married and buying
houses and having children, sooner or later it’ll be just you down
at the pub with a bunch of blokes ten years your junior, who have
awful music taste and hang around with girls in impossibly short
skirts who think of you as “the creepy old guy who’s always eyeing
my boobs.” For reasons unknown, men reach a certain age and decide
that it’s probably time they got hitched and did the whole family
thing, so they often marry the next girl who comes along.

So, for those of you out there
who are contemplating, or are finding yourselves forced to
contemplate, the concept of being allowed to roger only one (yes,
one) woman for the rest of your life, as well as being surrounded
by small imitations of yourself that make all your own flaws really
obvious to you and everyone else, this little book attempts to give
you a few tips I picked up as I bumbled down the path of
fatherhood, barking my shins along the way.

Like all parenting advice books,
it’s subject to fashion, so it needs to be taken with a grain of
salt. This year the experts are telling women to breastfeed on a
rigid schedule, the next they’ll be saying do it on demand, or
don’t do it at all. Experts will strenuously argue the merits of
whatever the current trend is, but a lot of this stuff is
subjective, and it can be hard work for you and your partner
deciding what is the right approach for you. I don’t claim to be an
expert in child-rearing. I wrote this book because I noticed that
there were lots of books for women about pregnancy, childbirth,
childrearing, etc, etc, but sweet-FA for the men. What’s more, the
ones that were out there seemed to talk about practical things like
how to change nappies and what happens in the womb in the third
trimester. No-one seemed very interested in what changes in your
life as a man. Given that becoming a father is a pretty common
experience this seemed odd to me.

I can’t say I looked that hard
mind you, there might be hundreds of books for men out there, but
hey, I’m a man: apparently we don’t ask for directions.

I’d also like to note that this
book refers only to heterosexual couples, purely because they’re
the majority of parents. All the discussions in this book can be
taken to apply to same-sex couples as well, and if you’re in a
same-sex relationship and contemplating or already experiencing
parenthood, I offer you my respect (for what it’s worth) and wish
you the best of luck, I imagine it’s a much tougher parenting
gig.

 



Chapter 1 – Sorting stuff out

It might seem obvious, but
becoming a parent really is a life-changing experience, in that it
changes your day-to-day existence fundamentally and permanently.
Once you’ve had children your relationship with your partner
becomes the single most important thing in your life (if it wasn’t
already). A lot of this book is about how to keep your relationship
healthy when it’s put under the many pressures of child-rearing.
Whether you’re married or not makes little difference, because once
you have children you’ll be sharing the parenting duties with their
mother for the rest of your life, unmarried, married, separated,
divorced, re-married, whatever, so it’s important to go into it
with your eyes wide open.

Once you’ve gotten over the
shock/horror/joy/elation of being told you’re going to be a father,
you’ve still got a few months to get your act together and sort out
some of the basics of what your new life as parents will be like.
There are a few things you and your partner need to agree on, and
surprisingly enough, what the two of you talk about before she
gives birth goes a long way to determining what happens after the
little bloody bundle comes out screaming from between her legs (you
don’t have think about that yet, don’t dwell on the image).

Agreeing on things

It’s important to be on the same
page once you do something as stupid as committing yourself to
life-long responsibilities with someone by having children with
them. This means talking about your relationship (well, at least
once anyway), which is a great opportunity to take your partner out
to dinner to discuss your future together as parents. So what
exactly do you talk about?

The Catholics have a thing
called ‘marriage school’, which is a weekend that couples who are
planning to get married are supposed to attend. Sound ludicrous to
you? Spending a weekend with your partner at a religious camp,
being instructed by priests who’ve never had a relationship with a
member of the opposite sex about how to have a successful lifetime
of marriage.

Not being a Catholic, I’ve never
been to one of these weekends (thank you Lord), but I can see the
point of it, because apparently they force you and your wife to
confront the sorts of issues that will come up once you’re married,
especially once you have children. Issues such as your attitude to
money, religion, schools, where you want to live, who’ll work,
childcare, how many children you want or can afford, how much sex
you think is enough and which position is your favourite (okay,
maybe they don’t ask that last one).

Now, would you rather be forced
to deal with this stuff in a group situation with a bunch of other
couples and a priest on a religious camp, or over a series of
romantic dinners with your partner over a bottle of wine?

Tough call that. Let’s take a
quick look at the issues.

Who said anything about
money?

It’s said that “when poverty
comes in the door, love flies out the window” and this is never
more true than when you have children who depend on you. The man
who can’t feed his children is in his own personal hell and will do
anything to escape.

Money is the fuel that keeps a
family moving. It’s bad enough being broke on your own, but with
kids it doesn’t bear thinking about, and the quickest way to go
broke is by spending more than you earn. This all comes down to
your attitudes to money.

Some people prefer to spend
money as soon as they earn it: buy stuff they don’t need on credit
cards with interest-free, no down-payment terms; gamble on the
pokies or the horses or on the net; spend it on drugs or booze, or
travel or food. I did these things for years (except for the
interest-free, no down-payment stuff—waaay too dangerous). There’s
no shortage of things to spend your money on, and there are plenty
of people trying to take your money off you with clever marketing
ploys and sly fees.

So what sort of spender are you?
And what sort of spender is your partner? Have you ever tried
saving money and watching the cash pile up in a bank account? If
you both have the attitude that money’s there to be spent, then
you’ll probably have trouble saving for things like a house. If one
of you enjoys saving more than the other, then you’re going to have
a fight sooner or later over that (“Bloody hell, I saved $3,000 and
you blew it on a plasma screen TV?”).

Even if you both enjoy saving
money, it’s worth talking about this before it becomes an issue.
This way you both know what to expect.

God help me, I’m an atheist

Having spent nine years in the
choir and brass band of an Anglican school, I’ve had to spend many
hours in church. Despite this, or maybe because of it, I’m now an
atheist who knows the Bible stories fairly well and can sing most
of the tunes in the hymn book.

Whatever religion or
non-religion you are may not make much difference to your
relationship, but when you have children, sooner or later it’s
likely to become an issue. If you’re Christian, do you have them
christened and if so in which church? If you’re of different
religions, which one do you raise your children in? Do you bother
with religion at all?

Even if this means little or
nothing to you, there’s a fair chance it will be important to one
or more of your parents. Before you can say “Holy Pentateuch of the
Cosmogony, Batman” you can find yourself embroiled in a major
religious war, with both sides bringing down heavy artillery.

So, this is something it might
be sensible to discuss in advance. A lot of people get their kids
baptised or inducted into whatever religion they’re associated with
shortly after they’re born. This gets it out of the way and might
well be a good idea, because while you can put it off for a few
years, when the question of schooling comes up it’s likely to cause
some issues unless you’re both die-hard advocates for the public
school system. My answer to the dilemma was to avoid getting the
children baptised at all. Genius! This worked fine until the first
one had to go to school. Then we discovered that—in Australia at
least—most of the non-public education system is tied to the
churches and you have few options. The best school by a
country-mile in our neighbourhood was a Catholic school, and to get
in, our children had to be baptised as Catholics.
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