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      Introdution

      
      DO YOU EVER FANTASISE about moving to the country or a beach and downsizing? If so I know how you feel. I’ve spent the last two decades slogging
         my guts out in a variety of different jobs, for the most part in a decidedly rainy, urbanised country.
      

      
      Like most of the population, when I started I had no assets to fall back on or family influence to gain leverage in any particular
         field for a smooth entry into the workplace. More importantly, I had no money beyond that which I could earn each week. London
         can be a pretty unforgiving place for a young man with no connections or qualifications beyond being able to read the Bible
         in Greek and a valid driver’s licence.
      

      
      The early signs after I finished my education and moved to the city to seek my fortune weren’t particularly encouraging. But
         I didn’t have a family to look after and sleeping in a mate’s car while working on the railway didn’t seem all that bad at
         the time.
      

      
      As the years passed, I eventually secured a foothold on the bottom rung of a career ladder that seemed to suit my particular
         talents – the world of marketing beckoned. My progress up the greasy pole was satisfactory and I soon found myself above the
         poverty line. Indeed, after a few years I even qualified for the dizzy heights of middle management.
      

      
      My personal responsibilities – four kids and counting – grew, along with my earning power, the former nicely cancelling out
         the potential benefits of the latter. I began to work harder and harder to stay afloat. I changed jobs, companies – even countries
         – to further my career. As the years went by, though, I began to be aware of an increasingly persistent voice in my head.
         What’s it all for, Nige? Your life is slipping away. You need to change your priorities and spend proper time with your family. The voice wouldn’t go away, indeed it just got louder as time passed. Of course for a long time I didn’t change my lifestyle
         or take time off, but that didn’t stop me spending the last ten years having escapist daydreams about kicking it all in.
      

      
      Then, in 2003, I found myself downsized and living in Sydney. The reality didn’t quite match the dream. According to a recent
         headline in the Financial Times, ‘poor is the new rich and dropping out is the dream’. Bollocks. Poor is poor and dropping out can be a nightmare.
      

      
      I haven’t got a catchy slogan that sums up what I learned from my year off. I do know, however, that men aren’t from Mars and fat isn’t a feminist issue. Men are from Earth and fat
         is fat. I don’t claim to have usable wisdom for anyone else. All I can say is that I lived the dream of dropping out for a
         year and this is how it was for me.
      

      
   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Paper pants

      
      SANTA DIDN’T COME to Bronte last year. The community nurse came instead. My four kids weren’t exactly thrilled with this swap – but then again,
         neither was I. Having over a kilogram of seaweed gauze repeatedly packed into a freshly cut arse wound does tend to take the
         edge off one’s festive mood. Particularly when your company is about to be merged out of existence and you are stuck halfway
         around the world, 15,000 or so miles away from family and home back in England.
      

      
      But worse things have happened at sea, as my Dad always says. How worse things happening at sea is supposed to help, I’ve
         bugger-all notion, but it’s the sort of useless counsel you seem to get when your life’s in the shitter and people are trying to be kind. I was just going to have to put some of the advice I’d gleaned from the covers of those self-help books
         you see in airports into practice to help me deal with the problem.
      

      
      The problem had reared its head precisely a week before. A visit to the local GP with what I thought was a boil on my arse
         resulted in me being told to put a green gown on back to front and sign a lot of forms absolving anyone from blame if I were
         to die. An anal fistula is the correct medical term for my early Christmas present – Henry V died of one aged 36 – and a fistulectomy
         is the operation. (The post-operation packing process itself hasn’t got an official medical term, as they couldn’t translate
         ‘motherfuckingawfulsustainedpainandmisery’ into Latin.) Twelve hours later I woke up after such an operation in Sydney’s Prince
         of Wales Hospital to groggily tell my wife, Kate, ‘That wasn’t so bad.’
      

      
      ‘The surgery is the easy bit. It’s the packing that’s the killer,’ the doctor rather too cheerfully corrected me. Leaving
         aside the fact that at that point I didn’t know what ‘packing’ was, all I could think was, ‘How bad can that be?’ As it turns
         out, badder than bad. Not just tear-jerkingly, painfully bad but soul-destroyingly, humiliatingly bad. The first nurse who
         performed this task on me was delightful, empathetic and skilled. She barely batted an eyelid as I screamed like a woman in
         the final stages of labour.
      

      
      ‘There. All done, Mr Marsh,’ she said.

      
      ‘Oh, thanks so much and sorry for all the noise. At least the worst is over now. I don’t think I could face ever having to
         do that again.’ It was then that she gently explained that someone would have to do it every day for at least six weeks.
      

      
      ‘Every day?’ I groaned.

      
      ‘Every day,’ she confirmed.
      

      
      ‘Christmas Day?’

      
      ‘Christmas Day.’

      
      ‘New Year’s Day?’

      
      ‘New Year’s Day.’

      
      Hence me adopting the role of Scrooge, not Santa, and effectively destroying any festive spirit. I soon forgot the airport
         self-help books and settled into a marriage-wrecking combination of self-pity, anger and helplessness. ‘Daddy’s cranky,’ was
         how Alex, my gorgeous eight-year-old, put it to all our rejected Christmas well-wishers.
      

      
      Matters weren’t helped by the fact that it was a different nurse who came to perform the packing almost every day. Having
         a succession of complete strangers (two male) come into your bedroom, move your nuts to one side and fiddle with your arsehole
         every day takes its toll on your dignity. On Boxing Day, in a bid to arrest my slide into total despair, I announced to my
         rightly cynical wife that I wouldn’t remain bedridden by this minor mishap. ‘We’re all going to the beach,’ I barked. However,
         my new-found lust for life was short-lived.
      

      
      ‘Kate, I’ve lost it,’ I snapped, as I gingerly stepped onto the sand.

      
      ‘Lost what?’ my wife good-naturedly replied.

      
      ‘My pad. The chuffing panty pad has gone.’ Somewhere on the walk between our house and the beach, the panty pad I had to wear
         over my wound had fallen out of my paper hospital pants.
      

      
      A radical reappraisal was clearly needed.

      
   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Brainfrog

      
      AS LUCK WOULD have it, the timing was perfect for a reappraisal. A few weeks prior to my arse problems I had received a phone call telling
         me that our worldwide holding company was to merge with another. No biggie, I thought, it happens all the time. Then my boss
         went on to explain that one of the end results of this process was that the firm I was running in Australia would have to
         close – or, more accurately, I would have to close it. Given my partners and I had just spent a year of our lives building
         it into something of a success, this was less than welcome news. It would inevitably mean many colleagues – none of whom had
         done anything wrong – would lose their jobs. We had become a very close-knit, ferociously loyal team and this prospect made
         me enormously sad – as well as guilty. I don’t care what they teach you at business school; I view the primary role of any CEO
         as providing meaningful employment, not taking it away. Any tosser can cut costs, it’s building something valuable (in all
         the senses of that word) that’s the real challenge.
      

      
      As a desperate measure I wrote to the new ultimate boss in Paris, offering to buy the local company from him. To cut a long
         story short, the answer was ‘non’. In a cynical business such as advertising it is easy to mock when a group of people claim to believe in a common goal beyond
         naked self-interest but that is precisely what we had at D’Arcy Australia. The company was more than an economic trading unit
         of an international firm: it was family. Unfortunately, it really did look like the family was coming to an end. And as the
         head of that family I was ashamed of my failure. I was also exhausted and out of balance. Attempting to look after one family
         had led me to grievously neglect the other.
      

      
      The one upside of having to lie on your stomach for a fortnight is it gives you time to think. The more I thought about it,
         the more I wanted a change. I’d recently read a book called Manhood, by a chap called Steven Biddulph, that argued every man should be forced to take his fortieth year off. His theory was that
         the vast majority of men don’t have a life – they pretend to have one. In reality they are lonely, emotionally timid, and
         miserably, compulsively competitive. One of the main reasons they never get out of this tragic state is that they are enslaved
         by soulless jobs and careers that lead them to put their lives on hold until retirement. Of course, when this arrives it is
         too late. While they work they are too busy to think and therefore they have empty lives where they never develop a rich and
         sustaining inner life. As Biddulph himself puts it, ‘Our marriages fail, our kids hate us, we die of stress and on the way we destroy the world.’ I wasn’t sure if it
         was the effects of the medication I was on, but his year-off notion struck a real chord. Besides, while I wasn’t being forced
         – I could have looked for a new job – circumstances were rather suited to a pause for reflection and a change of direction.
      

      
      For a while now I had had the nagging feeling that all my glories were former glories. As my riches had increased, my ‘interest
         factor’ had decreased. As a young man I used to have a vibrant social life both inside and outside of work. I don’t want to
         pretend I was a culture vulture but it would be fair to say I had the skill of burning the candle at both ends down to a fine
         art. Every night was like its own miniature weekend. Live music, stand-up comedy, nightclubs or just plain boozing was the
         standard fare Monday to Friday. Come the real weekends it got more adventurous as sport, trips away and two-day parties got
         thrown into the mix. Irrespective of how immature and irresponsible I was, the one thing my life wasn’t was one-dimensional.
         Now I only seemed to work, prepare for work, complain about work or go to sleep – and dream about work.
      

      
      Also, more worryingly, my ‘nice factor’ was diminishing. I was sure all parents shouted at their kids but I was less certain
         they shouted at them quite as often as I did. I’d become a bit player in my family – leaving in the morning before they got
         up and arriving home after they were in bed (but early enough, unfortunately, to catch Kate and bore the tits off her with
         yet more dull stories of my work travails). And I was concerned that my four-year-old, Harry, had started to exhibit some
         bizarre character traits. We only noticed these when one of his pictures came back from kindy signed ‘Batbounce’. Kate and
         I thought little of this until the next artwork came back with ‘Brainfrog’ written neatly in the corner.
      

      
      Kate was equally nonplussed by this behaviour, so I decided to take matters into my own hands. I arranged to pick Harry up
         from his kindy. Rather embarrassingly, this involved getting directions from Kate as it was a task I’d never performed before.
         Having eventually found the correct street, I parked the car, signed myself in at the kindy door as the ‘pick-up parent’ and
         went in search of the person in charge. Pick-up time is mayhem and not the best time to be a worried parent demanding reassurance
         and attention, but Harry’s teacher couldn’t have been nicer when I located her.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me, I’m Harry’s dad. He brought back some pictures with strange names on them last week and I wondered what the purpose
         of this practice is,’ I asked his teacher.
      

      
      ‘Oh no, Mr Marsh, it is not a school practice,’ she replied. ‘It’s just that for the last few months Harry has come into kindy
         each morning and announced his name is not Harry, told us his new name – Spiderpotter, Winnie Ranger, Brain-frog, things like
         that – and then refused to answer to any other name.’
      

      
      ‘Did you say a few months?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Yes, we assumed you were playing along with it at home.’

      
      I tortured myself all week long with increasingly awful scenarios of what this behaviour might actually mean. Maybe it was
         reflective of deep-seated personality problems that I had given the young mite by being a crap dad? Had my impatience and
         shouting led him to invent an imaginary set of personalities who enabled him to escape into a nicer world? It was all but
         impossible to stop this self-flagellating mind chatter – until, of course, the weekend, which I spent shouting at him and his brother and sisters as usual.
      

      
      Whether or not Harry’s name games had anything to do with me, it was clear I had lost perspective. Work had become far too
         dominant a factor in my life and I was becoming that person I always swore I never would be – an office rat who lived to work,
         not worked to live. In this case, the problem was compounded by the fact that the work was out of sync with my personal values
         and motivations. So not only was I spending too little time with my family, but the rare time I was with them was being ruined
         by my grumpy, conflicted and jaded demeanour.
      

      
      Advertising is one of those professions that from the outside can often be seen as terribly glamorous. The truth rarely –
         if ever – lives up to the myth. The industry has long since had its heyday. Advertising agencies no longer pay well or offer
         an attractive working life full of long lunches and end-of-year bonuses. If you run an agency you not only have to deal on
         a daily basis with a long list of ever more demanding clients, but you also have to convince an often exhausted and underpaid
         workforce to work unreasonable hours for precious little reward. Ten or so 14-hour days in a row, a key client defection and
         a couple of unwanted resignations, topped off nicely by a call from your boss complaining about the firm’s lack of double-digit
         growth, can make you a very irritable and dull boy indeed.
      

      
      Trouble was, the nastier I became, the nicer my family were. It would have been some comfort if I had a shrew for a wife and
         revolting, unlikable children, but the reverse was the case. Kate and I had been married for ten years, during which time
         she had been nothing but supportive and understanding. Along the way she had sacrificed her career and given me four of the most gorgeous children that ever walked the earth. Alex, Harry,
         and Grace and Eve, our three-year-old twins, created a tidal wave of loving welcome every time I came home after work. The
         moment they heard my key in the door they would leap up from whatever they were doing (to Kate’s understandable irritation
         if it was dinnertime) and hurtle down the corridor towards the front door, all shouting, ‘Daddy! Daddy! Daddy’s home!’ As
         they progressed down the hall they would become one interweaved child with eight arms and eight legs. More often than not,
         they would bang headlong into the door before I had opened it, their combined force making it impossible for me to push it
         open. Kate would have to peel them away to enable me to squeeze in and receive the breathless daily offering of drawings,
         paintings and sports results.
      

      
      A luckier man has never existed, yet increasingly I was responding to this unquestioning barrage of love with a grunt, or
         worse, a curt flash of anger. On some occasions, having driven home from work I was so spent that I found myself staying in
         the car listening to the radio rather than going inside. In my more rational moments I would berate myself for this behaviour
         and sink despairingly into a sea of self-loathing, but mainly I just unthinkingly trampled all over the feelings of those
         who meant the most to me. And then I had been informed of the forthcoming closure of my firm.
      

      
      In early December I had taken a long flight to New York to meet Hank, the big cheese of our international company. I had been
         prepared for the meeting for a number of weeks, ever since it had been announced that all our firm’s offices around the world
         were going to be merged. In these situations, the first person to get the chop is the bloke who runs the firm that is going to be merged – in this case, me – so I was expecting the worst. I’d travelled straight from JFK airport to the skyscraper
         that housed our corporate headquarterrs. The offices were impressive – all marble and glass. I was ushered to the thirty-third
         floor and into the ante-room outside Hank’s office.
      

      
      For a man who ran a large global corporation, Hank was pleasantly informal and open.

      
      ‘Hi, Nigel, good to see you. How was your flight? Can I get Dani to get you a coffee? Water?’ he’d asked when I was summoned
         into his enormous corner office with stunning views over Central Park.
      

      
      In return I’d asked him how he was and he’d spoken candidly about his year. How difficult it had been. How everyone was out
         to get him. How disappointing the situation was. Hold on, I’d thought. Aren’t you the bloke who has just personally trousered
         $85 million as a result of the merger deal? Kate and I could handle a disappointment like that. I bit my tongue and said nothing.
      

      
      He went on.

      
      And on.

      
      And on.

      
      It was 55 minutes into the meeting and he hadn’t mentioned Australia, let alone me. We were still on how much travelling he
         had to do, how hurtful the press were being about his personal earnings from the deal, and how tough it was dealing with the
         investor community.
      

      
      I started to doubt if he knew who I was. Perhaps he was playing for time, hoping someone would remind him. I thought I’d help
         him out.
      

      
      ‘Must have been awful for you, I can only imagine,’ I said. ‘Sounds like you’ve weathered the storm remarkably well though, Hank. We could do with some of your know-how in Australia,’ I added, pointedly.
      

      
      ‘Ah, Australia,’ he replied, visibly perking up. ‘Do you still have that harbour?’

      
      ‘Harbour?’

      
      ‘Yes, harbour. Sydney Harbour.’

      
      ‘Yes, we still have it,’ I replied. Is it the jet lag or are we actually talking complete and utter bollocks, I found myself
         wondering. I’ve flown 14,000 miles to be made redundant and after an hour all we are doing is a slightly retarded geographical
         trip down memory lane.
      

      
      I decided to raise the issue myself.

      
      ‘With the proposed merger, I was wondering what counsel you would give me personally,’ I asked.

      
      ‘My advice to you is to get a seat on the bus – any seat, any bus – just get one and sit on it,’ he replied, with surprising
         and forceful conviction. I couldn’t help thinking of that scene in The Graduate when Dustin Hoffman is ushered outside at a party to receive some deadly serious career advice, only to be told the single
         word ‘plastics’.
      

      
      Hank went on to explain laboriously that it was an analogy (no shit, Sherlock) and that in any merger the prime purpose for
         someone like me was to secure a job at all costs, irrespective of role or location. He didn’t mention personal hopes or aspirations.
         Corporate vision didn’t get a look-in either. Remain in employment or else was the simple message. He was eager and seemed
         genuine in his desire to help towards this end. The meeting ended with him recommending a couple of people he thought I should
         see who had positions they would like to talk to me about. It seemed picky to point out that both the roles in question were
         based in the Northern Hemisphere and I had only twelve months earlier moved my entire family to the Southern Hemisphere. Instead, I thanked
         him for his time and promised that I would give serious thought to his advice.
      

      
      Which is exactly what I did. The meeting might have been slightly bizarre but it definitely helped me decide what to do. Hank’s
         viewpoint wasn’t unusual and, from a certain perspective, his advice was completely correct. However, from another perspective
         it’s bloody stupid to get on a bus if you don’t like where it’s going. Not only did I not want to fuck up my own life, I wanted
         to set the right example for my kids. At the risk of stretching the metaphor to death, I wanted them to know that sometimes
         it might be better to slow down and walk places instead of being on a bus driven by someone else. You get to choose the route
         and you could end up learning more. If it all goes wrong, you can always get on another bus.
      

      
      I couldn’t help thinking it was time to take the plunge and take a break from the corporate world. You are a long time dead
         and I’d always doubted that sitting in an office was the sum of all the world has to offer. Besides, I’d never regretted any
         previous risk I had taken, be it doing stand-up comedy, moving to Australia, studying Theology, or going for baby number three,
         which turned out to be twins. In fact, far from being the ‘silly’ bits of my life, these risks had invariably been the things
         that made me feel alive and supplied me with the memories I most cherished. Perhaps a year off the hamster wheel was precisely
         what I, and my family, needed.
      

      
      The more I thought about it, the more attractive the option appeared. An article in the newspaper gave me added encouragement.
         It quoted a statistic from a recent survey stating that 88 per cent of Australians are dissatisfied with their work and are looking for a more meaningful and balanced life. Perhaps I wasn’t so unusual after all. I began to fantasise
         in an entirely unrealistic way about all the things I would do if I didn’t have to go to the chuffing office. Apparently most
         people overestimate what they can do in a year and underestimate what they can do in ten. I don’t know about the ten-year
         bit, but I can testify to suffering from chronic self-delusion in the twelve-months part.
      

      
      My list started with the usual weight-loss and fitness goals. After a couple of beers I’d added learning to speak Russian
         and drawing regularly. A couple more and I was educating the kids at home and running for mayor. By the time I had finished
         the sixpack I’d moved on to world peace and a cure for cancer. I only realised I was in la-la land when ‘winning Wimbledon
         for Britain’ appeared on the list. After all, there are some things that are never going to happen.
      

      
   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      Lamb or swordfish

      
      SELF-CENTRED THOUGH I may be, I realised that dropping out wasn’t a decision I should take lightly – or alone. I clearly needed a proper discussion
         with Kate before doing anything rash. I took the momentous step of booking a restaurant for dinner for the night after my
         return. I say momentous because although dinner out in a nice restaurant with Kate is one of the greatest pleasures of my
         life, it is also one of the most frustrating activities I have ever experienced. Throughout our marriage I have come to dread
         the never-changing opening scenario involved when Kate and I eat out together. It’s not that Kate isn’t good company – she
         is. It’s not that we don’t like the same places – we do. It is simply that she makes the ordering process  mind-numbingly, soul-crushingly painful. In fact, she’s made it an art form.
      

      
      The conversation always starts in the same way. This night was clearly going to be no exception.

      
      ‘Have you chosen?’ she asked, after we’d studied the menus for a couple of minutes.

      
      ‘Yep,’ I replied.

      
      ‘What are you having?’

      
      ‘Think I’ll go with the swordfish tonight.’

      
      ‘Are you sure?’ she probed.

      
      Oh my God, here we go.

      
      ‘Yep,’ I replied.

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Christ, I don’t know. I just fancy it.’

      
      Kate beckoned the waiter over.

      
      ‘What do you recommend?’ she asked him.

      
      ‘It’s all good, madam.’

      
      Oh shit, the worst answer. We’re in for the full reduce-me-to-tears version tonight, I thought as Kate replied, ‘Yes, but
         what would you have?’
      

      
      ‘Er … I usually have the lamb or the swordfish, madam.’

      
      ‘Is the lamb nice?’

      
      ‘Nice?’

      
      ‘Yes, nice. Is it good? Do you think I would like it? I’m not sure I’m in the mood for anything heavy.’

      
      ‘Then I think the swordfish would be perfect for you, madam.’

      
      You think you’re clever, mate, but you’re out of your depth, I thought. No one gets away that easily.

      
      ‘No, I can’t have the swordfish. Because that would mean we’re both having it.’

      
      ‘That’s all right, sweetheart, I don’t mind,’ I said.
      

      
      ‘But that’s no fun – both having the same thing.’

      
      ‘Actually, I’ve changed my mind. I’ll have the lamb,’ I said to the waiter, who looked strangely like he wanted to hug me.

      
      ‘No. You’re just saying that. You stick with the fish. I’ll have something else,’ Kate said.

      
      I was losing the will to live and we were now no nearer a decision than we had been five minutes before.

      
      ‘What are they having?’ Kate enquired, pointing to the next table.

      
      ‘That’s the soup of the day, madam – a very nice light starter,’ the waiter replied.

      
      ‘Could I have it as a main?’ Kate asked.

      
      Much more of this and you’ll be wearing it as a hat, I thought. I could go on – she did – but I’ll spare you. Needless to
         say, I lost my temper, we had an argument, I forced her into a decision, she sulked and we sat in silence, broken in the traditional
         way by Kate when our meals arrived.
      

      
      ‘Yours looks good. I wish I’d ordered the swordfish,’ she said.

      
      That’s not to say we didn’t have the chat we intended to. In fact it was easier talking about what to do with the rest of
         our lives than it was ordering the sodding food.
      

      
      ‘I think I want to take a year off,’ I started.

      
      ‘You mean they haven’t offered you a job you want?’ she replied.

      
      ‘Fair comment. I’m not excited by anything they’ve offered. But I think it’s more than that. I want a life change.’

      
      ‘To do what?’

      
      ‘Don’t know. Nothing. Not put a tie on. Get to know my kids properly. Be a real part of the family. Find a positive outlet
         other than a traditional career.’
      

      
      ‘But how would we earn money?’ Kate asked.
      

      
      ‘We wouldn’t,’ I replied.

      
      ‘Then how would we live?’

      
      ‘Off the redundancy payment.’ Kate raised her eyebrows quizzically and lit a cigarette before getting to the heart of the
         matter.
      

      
      ‘How long would that last?’ she asked.

      
      ‘If we were sensible, it could last for a year,’ I replied.

      
      ‘What type of sensible?’ Kate asked.

      
      ‘Well, we’d have to move to a smaller house. And sell the Subaru. And the nanny would have to go. Apart from that, not much
         would have to change.’
      

      
      ‘And what would happen at the end of the year?’ Damn, exactly the question I’d been hoping she wouldn’t ask.

      
      ‘Honestly?’ I replied.

      
      ‘Honestly.’

      
      ‘We’d be fucked. All our savings would be gone. I’d be a forgotten, 40-year-old advertising executive who hadn’t worked for
         a year. Unemployable.’
      

      
      ‘So I get twice the husband, half the income, and at the end of the year we’ll both have to work in Woolworths?’

      
      ‘Basically.’

      
      Kate thought for a minute. ‘If we do this, will you be less of an arsehole?’

      
      ‘That’s the reason I’d be doing it. I can’t promise, but I’ll try.’

      
      Kate reached over and took a bite of my swordfish. She chewed thoughtfully, then smiled at me.

      
      ‘Well, I’m up for it if you think it will make you happy.’

      
      If only she was this decisive when choosing a main course.

      
   
      
      Chapter 4

      
      Little lunch

      
      AFTER I RETURNED from fistula leave, I still had a month to go of my old job in which to finally make up my mind about the future. Merging
         a company isn’t exactly a barrel of laughs but it was extremely important to me to do it as well as I could, right up until
         the very end. Not just out of professional pride, but because as CEO in many cases my actions would mean the difference between
         someone else losing or keeping their job. Just because I was more than likely going to kick it all in, didn’t mean others
         had the desire or, more importantly, the means not to work. Everyone whom I had worked with so far in Australia had been incredibly
         fair to me and I wanted to pay them back by getting as many of them as possible jobs in the new firm or at least looking after
         them as generously as I could.
      

      
      Having said that, winding up a company is a different day-to-day existence from driving a company, so I had more time on my
         hands. Kate and I were determined that we would use that time to extend my working knowledge of the new life I was thinking
         of signing up for. Our reasoning was that when it came to the crunch I would be better able to make the final decision to
         leave the workplace if I had tasted a few of the delights in store for me on the other side. We set upon 31 January as the
         date when we would finally commit either way.
      

      
      We started the experiment gently with an easy assignment. I was to take the morning off and do the school run. Not for all
         the kids, but just for the boys. This would involve taking Alex to school and Harry to kindy. I was terrified of performing
         this task but wanted to prove to myself that I could do it – after all it was a new, improved, ‘balanced’ life I was thinking
         of embarking on. Kate was taking the bus with the girls to something called Kindi Gym and I’d be driving the boys. I set the
         alarm early. The more time, the better, I thought, as even I knew there is nothing like a deadline and children to get the
         shouting going. But despite my lack of experience, the kids’ truculence and my hangover from dinner, after an hour’s feverish
         activity I was immensely proud to have both the little buggers in the car. Admittedly Alex was wearing Harry’s top and Harry
         had his sister’s shoes on, but they were in the car and, more importantly, Alex had a packed lunch made for him entirely by
         his dad.
      

      
      It had taken over an hour of tears, shouting and whining to get the right combination of peanut butter, banana, apple juice
         and crisps sorted out but it was 8.45, the car was running and I had a full 15 minutes to get Alex to school and then another
         15 to drive on with Harry to kindy. The traffic, however, was a nightmare. It seemed to take forever as we inched towards the school. Finding a park was just as bad. My already
         high anxiety levels began to soar. I was still determined we wouldn’t be late if at all possible. By then I was liberally
         cursing under my breath and strangling the steering wheel with a white-knuckled grip. I simply couldn’t see anywhere to park
         the car. In desperation I pulled up illegally right outside the school gates. Three minutes to go. We’d make it if we hurried.
      

      
      ‘Open the door, Alex, open the door, Alex, OPEN THE DOOR. Oh for Christ’s sake, I’ll do it,’ I slid the side door open and
         watched as Alex’s school bag fell out of the car on to the pavement and his favourite Clovelly Rugby Club drink bottle dropped
         out of its top pocket and, in slow motion, rolled into the drain and was washed out of sight.
      

      
      ‘Don’t cry, sweetheart – Harry open the door – I’ll get you another one, Alex. Harry, open the door – come on, Alex, the bell’s
         about to go. Oh for Christ’s sake, Harry, I’ll do it.’
      

      
      I ran around to the other side of the car, only to have my progress violently halted by the edge of the ‘Don’t Park Here,
         School Children Crossing’ sign embedding itself in my left eyebrow.
      

      
      ‘Jesus fucking Christ,’ I screamed, immediately dropping to my knees. A local mum tutted loudly at my language in front of
         my – and her – kids. Another more sympathetic mum came over to say, ‘You’re bleeding, dear. Are you all right?’ As she helped
         me to my feet, she politely asked why Alex had a packed lunch when it was canteen day.
      

      
      ‘Canteen day?’ I replied weakly. ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘It’s the day once a week when parents bring in money for the school canteen and no packed lunches are allowed.’

      
      ‘Where’s the canteen?’ I asked.
      

      
      ‘Over there, but you better hurry, orders close at nine o’clock.’

      
      I didn’t feel well enough to shout at anyone, so I simply dragged my sons to the counter. Amazingly, the $3.30 I had in small
         change – I hadn’t brought any notes – just covered my hurried order for one lunch. Little lunch, however, was a different
         matter, pushing my budget and my temper over the edge.
      

      
      ‘What’s little lunch?’ I asked the canteen lady.

      
      ‘It’s the favourite part of the day for most kids,’ she replied. ‘It’s when the important bonding happens. All the kids gather
         outside on the basketball court at 10.20 and have a snack. The ritual swapping of sweets, Tazos and the like is quite fascinating.
         Most kids would rather go to school with no trousers on than have no little lunch.’ This last unhelpful bit of information
         was said with a pitying glance at Alex.
      

      
      Five minutes before, I’d never heard of little lunch, let alone known what it was, yet now it was single-handedly ruining
         my entire life. I felt bad enough for making Alex move schools and countries at the tender age of six, and yet here I was
         making it impossible for him to fit in because I didn’t know the first thing about how his school worked.
      

      
      I presented my by now miserable little-lunchless son to his class teacher with a muttered, ‘Sorry he’s late’, before driving
         Harry to kindy while clutching a canteen napkin to my still bleeding eye. We didn’t say a word on the journey – so much for
         quality time with my kids. I’d had visions of a relaxed breakfast, joking together in the car and then larking about in the
         playground. Instead I had spent the entire time stomping around underneath my own personal storm cloud. I felt guilty, stressed and inadequate. I dropped Harry off at kindy and then
         took the opportunity to stroll down the hill to the local beach café for a soothing morning coffee.
      

      
      I sat in the window seat and tried to relax myself by looking at the view of the waves gently rolling onto Bronte beach. It
         was a pleasant spot and, sure enough, five minutes later I was starting to feel a little better. I ordered a second coffee
         and had just sat down again when our next door neighbour, who also had a child at the kindy, walked past the window, noticed
         me and came in to say hello.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Nigel, what are you doing here?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I’m having the morning off work. I’ve just dropped Harry off at kindy,’ I replied.

      
      ‘Oh, isn’t he cute. I simply love the way he stands at the Goodbye Window.’

      
      ‘The Goodbye Window?’

      
      ‘Yes, the way he stands on his school bag so he can reach the sill to kiss his mum – or obviously today his dad – goodbye
         before he’ll agree to join the others.’
      

      
      My heart lurched. I excused myself from the conversation and ran as fast as I could back up the hill to the kindy.

      
      ‘Where’s the Goodbye Window?’ I panted to a mum who was just leaving.

      
      ‘Over there. It’s the one with the blond boy leaning on the sill,’ she said, pointing towards my younger son.

      
      As I approached the window I could see there were tears rolling down Harry’s cheeks.

      
      ‘Daddy, I waited. Where were you?’ he asked in a trembling, bewildered voice.

      
      I can’t actually find the words to describe how I felt. I hated myself and loved him with equal passion. How could I be such a useless pillock? I only had to do the school run, something
         Kate managed every day, and I’d completely ballsed it up. I imagined Harry being interviewed in prison in later life, telling
         a tutting Oprah Winfrey, ‘I decided to turn to violent crime after my father left me weeping in front of my classmates so
         he could get himself a coffee …’
      

      
      This is so hard, I thought as I drove home. Little lunch, Goodbye Windows, what other unknown obstacles were out there waiting
         to trip me up? I parked outside the house and trudged inside. Kate was sitting in the garden sipping a takeaway latte, looking
         radiant and relaxed.
      

      
      ‘Hi, sweetheart, how were the lads?’

      
      ‘Fine,’ I lied.

      
      ‘Excellent. Well, now you’ve done it once, I thought next time you’d like to do it properly and take the girls as well as
         the boys.’
      

      
      I couldn’t help wondering if the bus still had some seats left on it.

      
   
      
      Chapter 5

      
      Kindi Gym

      
      A WEEK AFTER MY disastrous trip with the boys, I took another morning off work to try the school run again. Given my previous experiences
         I approached this event with some trepidation. Luckily Kate relented on the four-kids-at-once challenge and instead gave me
         the girls’ Kindi Gym trip to do.
      

      
      Grace and Eve are identical twins. We hadn’t planned on having four kids but in retrospect I feel blessed that we were given
         this particular parenting experience. Half the time they looked like one child with four big trusting eyes and one enormous
         mop of blonde hair. Until a year before they had actually slept in the same bed with their faces pressed together like two
         interlocked jigsaw pieces. Both Kate and I still sometimes mistook one for the other and other people did all the time. Harry identified them simply by pointing and saying ‘That one hit me’ or ‘The one with the hat on needs the loo.’ Grace
         has a small mole on the side of her neck and became so used to having people look for it to establish who was who, that now
         if anyone said, ‘What’s your name?’, she automatically lifted up her hair and pointed to her mole. This was understandably
         disconcerting when she wasn’t actually with Eve and the person asking didn’t know she had a twin. On one slightly worrying
         occasion, a kindly old lady in the local park asked Eve her name. Eve shocked Kate by replying, ‘I’m Graceandeve.’
      

      
      The twins were best friends in a way that made my heart melt, walking around holding hands, hugging each other if one was
         upset and needed comforting. On top of how they looked, they also sounded cute. Their accents were a unique blend of English,
         Australian, South African, German, Scottish and Canadian – the nationalities of all the nannies we had been lucky to have
         over the years.
      

      
      Although they looked and sounded the same, Grace and Eve had certain distinguishing character traits, food being one of them.
         Eve could take it or leave it, while Grace had yet to make the link between hunger and food. She simply thought if it was
         put in front of you you ate it. Whenever Eve offered her plate to Kate, saying, ‘Ninished, Mummy,’ Grace would invariably
         say, ‘I’ll have it, Eve.’ After one of their friend’s birthday parties, I had had to go to Grace in the middle of the night
         as she was crying in her sleep.
      

      
      ‘Wake up, sweetheart, Daddy’s here. You’re fine, you were having a bad dream,’ I said, rubbing her back.

      
      Grace put both her arms around my neck and sobbed, ‘I want lots of cake!’ before drifting back off to sleep.

      
      Loving and affectionate, they had the most delightful natures. One of my happiest memories is when I had finished their bedtime stories one night. Looking and sounding serious,
         they looked at me and then said in unison, ‘Daddy, we want to tell you a secret.’
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