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AUTHOR’S NOTE 1



If you are an expectant father standing in a bookstore deciding whether or not to buy this book, quickly thumb through it and read what’s in the boxes with a double asterisk and an exclamation point, **!, starting with the one about the car seat on here.


Then if you decide not to buy the book, put it back, go buy your wife some flowers, take them to her, and ask her for a date. Later on, if you feel a little apprehensive about a new baby on the way, come back to the bookstore and buy this book. Also, you might consider the following—to do as often as you can:




• Put toothpaste on your wife’s toothbrush.


• Rub her shoulders for a minute or two.


• Make up the bed (assuming you don’t).


• Make her a cup of coffee or tea, and breakfast.


• Rub her feet.





AUTHOR’S NOTE 2


Mothers and mothers-to-be, the cash register is up toward the front, I think.


Back to you fathers and fathers-to-be. It’s all mysteriously complicated—fatherhood. I’m hoping to give you practical advice (in the main). When I was much younger, I was the father of one child, and now I’m an older father of three small children—and my first child is now an adult. I will speak from experience, observation, and my imagination.
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INTRODUCTION



I have a daughter, Catherine, aged thirty. I have a nine-year-old son, Nathaniel, a seven-year-old son, Ridley, and a six-year-old daughter, Truma. I’m sixty-eight. The age gap between the younger kids and me is not something I think about much, because I feel, physically, about like I did when I was forty—or at least I think I do. I think I…


I just forgot what we were talking about—age?


I do think about age, and as I write, if I have something to say to older dads (a growing population), I’ll insert a short section labeled *C.O.D.—which means it’s intended for the Considerably Older Dad. For example:




*C.O.D.




If you read tales from the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen (your kids will probably love them), you’ll be able to identify words in these stories that are not within the experience of younger fathers. Words like hearth, anvil, harness, scythe, plough, and stockings.








If you are a good person, you will probably be a good father. Try not to worry too much. If you don’t feel apprehensive just before your first child arrives, you are abnormal. Though catastrophe doesn’t come as often in childbirth as it did a few generations ago, we naturally fear it.


Then once our children are born, if we don’t significantly interrupt the flow of childhood through them—that is, if we don’t interrupt nourishment (physical and emotional) and play—and if the tone of our fathering is positive and we talk to our kids a lot, we’ll probably do well.


A working definition of fathering might be this: fathering is the act of guiding a child to behave in ways that lead to the child’s becoming a secure child in full, thus increasing his or her chances of being happy and fruitful as a young adult. This childhood season (spring), lived well, increases chances of a fruitful young adulthood (summer) and so on through fall and winter, each preparing for the next stage.


The early worldview of a child, the experience of seeing the world afresh, can be intoxicating for both child and father. When one of my aunts died about a year ago, this “new seeing” was demonstrated—if a bit morbidly.


Just before the funeral started, I entered the back of the church with our three little ones and my wife, Kristina. A cousin walked up and said, “The casket is still open if you want to view her.” I looked at my children standing at my feet and staring up at me in bewilderment. They weren’t familiar with what they’d just heard. What I next said to the kids, in large part because my mother took me to open-casket funerals about as often as she took me to the grocery store (a lot), was “Come on. Let’s go.”


At the casket, the kids lined up with their chins almost on the creamy-white silk lining. I stood behind them. Ridley, aged six, turned, looked up at me, and whispered, “Is she dead?”


I nodded yes.


My five-year-old, Truma, turned and whispered something to me.


I leaned in closer. “What?”


“Was she always dead?”


From a child’s perspective, reasonable questions.


From an adult’s perspective, odd questions.


Being a father can “unreason” your worldview, or at least make it very flexible, and that can create all sorts of fun and insights. It’s sad that children’s open-eyed wonder and sense of play begin to fade as they approach adolescence. One grand function of fathering is to keep the fading to a minimum.


By sometimes being playful and silly with my kids, I may help them hang on to some of the best parts of childhood, and thus reduce my chances of impeding that flow of healthy life through them.


I want this book to give you some good ideas, to take away some apprehension about that first year or so with your child, and to help you look forward to fatherhood. So I’ll cover several important aspects of dealing with babies, toddlers, and little children in the first few parts of this book before jumping to “the long view” in a later section.


I will not usually break things down by months and stages (0–6 months, 6–18 months, etc.). In general, children know more than you think, and if you are wondering whether or not they are ready for a certain game, food, or task, try it and find out. If you’re wondering about it, they’re probably ready. My older daughter, Catherine, was ready to eat mashed potatoes before she could talk, and Nathaniel, my older son, was eating barbecued ribs very early on.


I will sometimes assume as I write that you have more than one child—but only one is sufficient for what we’re about. That reminds me of the elderly woman living in a mountain hollow. She walked with a cousin into town at Christmas one year, observed a nativity scene, turned to her cousin, and said, “She had only the one, didn’t she?”


If you were an only child, you remember the ups and downs of that. I was an only child, and I remember wishing I had a brother or sister. If you had a sibling or two, my guess is that you sometimes wished you were an only child.


As for more than one child, I’m reminded of the grandma who, at a family reunion, walked through a living room, past a couch with six or eight baby dolls lined up on it, and on into the kitchen. She said to a couple of women, “Whose children are them in there? They wouldn’t even speak.”


And, oh yes, there was the older nurse and the younger nurse with me in the emergency room one time. I’d brought in my five-year-old son, who’d stuck one of my hearing-aid batteries into his ear, way down into the canal, barely visible. It was finally removed with a little suction apparatus (and my hospital bill thus included a significant charge for “surgery”). But before the battery was removed, the younger nurse and I were discussing children. We laughed and talked for a while. The older nurse remained quiet, over in a corner, doing something.


The younger nurse said, “My aunt has five children.”


Pause.


The older nurse looked over her shoulder and spoke: “I had two. If I’d had five, I’d a cut my throat.”


The personal stories above are about women. It’s not easy to find written stories about only babies and fathers. In America (and much of the rest of the world), the duty of child care has been cast to mere women—for all kinds of reasons.


Because we men have been physically stronger, and more arrogant, we’ve influenced much of the cool stuff of the world, like basing the definition of courage on what we do on battlefields rather than on the patience, or endurance, or tolerance necessary for a sometimes painful daily grind that includes small children. Manly courage sometimes pales when placed beside the womanly courage that is demonstrated in all sorts of places around the globe, day after day. Many women are alone as they care for children, without the readily available camaraderie or supplies that usually come to soldiers. Many of them die in the “line of duty.”


As a consequence of the mother-baby, father-baby setup, many books and websites are dedicated to just Mom stuff. Dr. Mom; Mother’s Duties; Mother-Child Interactions; Your Baby and Your Breast; Breastfeeding with Ease (keep reading); Letting the Left Breast Know What the Right Breast Is Doing; Breast to Mouth (no, not that); Lymphatic Drainage and Your Cat; When One Is Bigger; Breastfeeding in the One-celled Organism; Breastfeeding in Church, Synagogue, Mosque, or Food Lion; When the Breast Won’t Speak; and finally, yourareolaandyou.com.


[image: image]


With this book, I aim to work toward evening things up.


Our fathering instincts, especially our ideas about “discipline,” depend somewhat on the parenting we got as children.


I want to talk a little about my parents so you see where I’m coming from:


My mother usually stayed on top of her only child’s activities, except when I was playing or hunting in the woods (with my own shotgun at age twelve, as was the custom in my place and time). (I don’t suggest this.) She’d monitor me through a window when I was near the house.


She started taking piano lessons when I did at age seven; she was forty-seven.


She smothered me in some ways and pushed me out into the world in other ways. She took me on visits to nursing homes, jails (to see an uncle, and others), and she took me to see the electric chair when I was six. She was the dominant parent. She shaped me. And she (and my father) spanked, though not often. No, not each other. Me.


For a while, as an adult, I didn’t like some of what I remembered of my mother’s parenting style. That was when I was beginning to try to be an intellectual. Now I think of her in positive ways almost every day. She was a good woman.


Though my father was relatively passive, I remember him in positive ways, too. He was gentle and kind—but a bit afraid of the world somehow. He was able to add long lists of numbers in his head as part of his job as a life-insurance salesman. Cautious. Very loyal to, and caring of, his blood family. He enthusiastically introduced me to quail hunting and baseball.


That I remember how they lived better than what they said to me is of course a cliché you read in parenting books—and is an important part of my message in this book. I also want to suggest that after they are gone, you will think often about your parents and what you learned from them directly and indirectly. If you did not grow up with your parents, you probably had parenting models you will come to think of often, negatively or positively.


While I was a child, my parents did not ask for my perspective about things, did not instruct me and then listen to my perspective without apparent judgment. That part was left to Uncle Bob, and in my twenties, to my cousin Barbara. If—for my younger children—I can be Uncle Bob; cousin Barbara; my daughter Catherine; my wife, Kristina; my mama and daddy, I think I’ll do okay.


All eyes may now seem to be on your wife and her tummy, and nobody’s throwing you any baby showers. Nobody’s even thinking about you, it perhaps seems.


I’m thinking about you, although I’m not a professional parentologist.


When I started to write this book, my aim was not to tell you what to do, but to just describe some things I’ve been through. I wanted to be more descriptive than prescriptive. I’ve been both, and I hope you take from these pages only what might be useful and forgive the rest.


And if you are out of work in these hard times, you may have major concerns beyond the scope of this narrative. But I hope to convey that in spite of your hardships, your willingness to listen to and respect your children is an everlasting, priceless gift to the world.













PART ONE



GETTING READY
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Preliminaries



CAR SEAT




**!


Install the car seat ahead of time.





A few weeks before the baby is born, go ahead and install the car seat. This could take six to eight hours. For safe installation, certain hooks are located out of sight down in the seat crack where you’d slide your hand if you were looking for something lost. If your car doesn’t have these hooks, you are required by law to buy a different car.


One of your cousins or a brother or a sister-in-law will eventually inspect the installation of the seat and will get very upset because it’s too loose or somehow not hooked up right, and they will call the authorities. This relative will be a vegetarian.


Another idea is to get a neighbor father who now has a baby to install your car seat under a bartering system. In exchange, consider offering to remodel his kitchen.


Children cannot sit in the front passenger seat of an automobile until age twenty-four. Else the front-seat air bag will kill them. If the front air bag happens not to kill them, then the side air bag will try to.


Correction: after they are eighteen they can sit in the front seat if they face backwards.


If you decide to get your car seat installed at a fire station, a firefighter will give you a fire lecture. He will show you how to grab your baby and roll on it if it catches fire. A nurse will be on hand to tell you how to resuscitate a smothered baby. After the lecture, you are required to buy chain ladders to hang from each window of your house—first floor included. (The proceeds will go to the local Police Benevolent Association, and if you write down the wrong phone number, they’ll stop trying to call you.)


IN-LAWS


If they are dead, your in-laws will probably not interfere with your fathering. But they may. Family norms tend to stay around for several generations—things like whether or not presents inside Christmas stockings are wrapped, whether or not shoes should be worn in the house. Whether or not Baby can stay up late at night, or watch television only one hour a day. In other words, even if your in-laws have passed on or live in Nova Scotia, they may still whisper into your wife’s ear.


If your in-laws are alive and are reasonable people, you’re probably okay. But if they seem occasionally unreasonable, then consider this: when talking to either of them, probably the mother-in-law, about real and potential baby problems, rely on the pronoun I, not the pronoun you. In other words, say something like “I don’t think I want her to have that Popsicle while she’s screaming,” rather than “If you give her that Popsicle, I will kill you.” This is something you’ll have to practice beforehand—by yourself. Just look in the mirror and say things like:


“I can change the diaper.”


“I’d like to hold her for a few minutes.”


“I’d rather try it this way.”


“Thank you, but I’m thinking that maybe I should…”


The words uncomfortable and unable might also be helpful. For example: “I’ll be uncomfortable if she gets that Popsicle while she’s screaming.” Or “I’ll be unable to agree that she go with you and Pee-Pa to Las Vegas. I’m really sorry.” Don’t say: “The hell you say.”


If your spouse and her parents share many baby-raising ideas that you strongly disagree with, then I suggest you read my next book—due in about eighteen months. It will be called Day to Day in the Dark Recesses of a Cave.


YOUR WIFE


If your wife is pregnant, I’m glad you’re reading this.


If your wife is not pregnant and the two of you are considering having a baby but don’t get along well, and you’re not too thick to see that, do what you will about counseling or divorce, but seriously consider not bringing another human being into your relationship until the two of you are feeling okay about each other. A bad relationship can mess up a child. Now, all of this puts me—as your fatherhood guide—on a slippery slope. Just about any generalization about parenting has exceptions, and you and your wife might be at each other’s throats (sometimes clichés work well) but still end up with a happy, healthy child who grows into a happy, healthy adult. The variables relating to parenting are often too muddled to figure, and therein lies a problem with many parentologists who instruct with picky detail and high-mindedness.


Regardless of your relationship with your wife, this book is meant to help you—and thus, the two of you—get ready for a baby. While it’s true that your wife may not be enthusiastic about motherhood, I’m suggesting that regardless of her enthusiasm you begin your preparation by telling yourself something like this:


“If necessary, I will appear to be confident in holding and talking to and caring for our baby until true confidence arrives—even if for whatever reason (including the “fathering” I got as a child) such behavior doesn’t feel quite natural. And when the baby gets a little older, I will be silly with her, even if I’ve never been silly in my life. And I will ask her lots of questions and listen attentively to the answers, and I will try to provide reasonable limits to some of the more egregious elements of her behavior dating from prehistoric times, like a tendency to scream, bite, and hit.”


Your wife probably will have planned well for the first few months of the baby’s life. If your mother-in-law is around, she may also have planned well for the first few months of the baby’s life, including stuff your wife missed. But there’s a slim chance that your wife is in a daze, hasn’t planned much, and in fact, may even seem in shock. Either way, you need to get a notebook and pen or a screen, and sit down with her and work out a few things. If she’s a stay-at-home mom, you might say something like “Okay, I’ll be able to help with cooking at these times during the first six weeks, with shopping for food through three months,” etc. If you both work outside the home, or you’re a stay-at-home dad, the language will be different, but it’s still important to plan together. If a hurricane were on the horizon, you’d plan together. No, you’re not going to get a hurricane—but at times you may find meaningful comparisons.


Let your wife know you’re going to protect her from visitors she might not want to see. This may not seem important now, but it will later. When you see an unwelcome car drive up, you will walk out, meet the visitor, and say, “Mama and Baby would love to see you, but they’re just getting to sleep. They really need sleep. I’m sure you understand.” Something like that. Caleb, my cousin, on the birth of his and his wife Cindy’s second child, put up a sign at the entrance to their driveway alongside their Beware of Dog sign. It read, Keep Out—This Means You. You’ll be hearing more about Caleb and Cindy and their kids.


NONTRADITIONAL ARRANGEMENTS


There were probably no marriage vows in cave-people days. A norm (an unwritten rule for appropriate behavior, a definition we’ll spend time on later) back then may well have been to kill your lover’s lover. Later we invented marriage vows, and some murders have been avoided since then. And once we invented cars and they began running into each other, stop signs and then traffic lights came to be. We usually have legitimate needs that laws haven’t yet recognized or are blocking.


In this book I’ll be using the terms fathering, mothering, etc. I’m writing with specific cultural norms in mind:




1. You are about to be a father (again, maybe).


2. Your wife is a female and she is, or is about to be, the mother.





If you are in an arrangement different from this norm—for example, if you and/or your mate are gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, etc., along with being much like everybody else in tens of thousands of other ways—then I hope you’ll be okay with my use of the traditional terms. You are at the forefront of a revolution that will see widespread changes in how the families are understood. New roles are allowing fresh insights into how families, old and new, can work toward good outcomes.


Because research on nontraditional family arrangements may be misleading or behind, I suggest this website: Father Involvement Research Alliance: fira.ca.


PETS
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If you have a pet that you can never part with until the pet passes away, skip this section.


If you don’t like your pet, and have no child attached to it, explain to your wife that the time needed for baby care makes pet care difficult. Then get rid of the pet in a humane and safe fashion.


If you are considering buying a pet and your wife just got pregnant, reconsider. Buy a stuffed animal instead. One that doesn’t talk. In case you didn’t know (though how could you miss it?), many stuffed animals talk these days. What they say is usually stupid or at best inane. If someone gives you one to give your child, consider taking out the battery and somehow disabling the battery compartment with a destructive instrument before your child sees it.


On the other hand, a talking stuffed toy may not bother you, and if that’s a fact then you may have been one in an earlier life.


LETTERS TO BABY


Imagine—if you never got one—a letter written to you by your father before you were born (or soon after). I’ll sprinkle throughout this book some that I wrote to my children from time to time.






Dear Little One,


This morning your pregnant mom and I walked on the beach, and like we’ve been doing lately, we found something for you. Today it was a starfish. Several times lately we’ve picked up shells for you. We’ve been thinking about different names for you, but we haven’t come up with anything yet. About four days ago, your mother got so excited she called me from her cell phone (they are pretty new) and said, “I couldn’t wait to tell you. I felt the baby move!”


Love,


Daddy












Nathaniel,


Last night I am sitting in the bathroom grading a paper while you (almost four) and Ridley (almost two) take your baths. There are about thirty plastic toys in the tub with you. The water is clear. Ridley says, “Uk-oh.” I look and somebody has pooped in the tub. So I get you and Ridley out of the tub and commence to clean up the tub so I can put you back in and give you a fresh bath. I start in on the tub and toys and you say, “Papadaddy.” I look. Ridley is peeing on the rug. I place him at the commode. He stops peeing. I go back to my cleaning. You say, “Papadaddy.” I turn. Ridley is peeing on the sink cabinet.


Sometimes things are more fun for children than parents.


Love,


Daddy
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