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INTRODUCTION
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THE BIG TOP

Being a parent is like going to the circus.

Being a parent is like joining the circus.

Being a parent is like becoming the ringmaster of the circus. It sweeps into town, bringing with it much fanfare and excitement—and ready or not, you are in charge.
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There will be loud noises. Somebody will cry. A lot. There will be animals. Some you will train and love and eventually they will get flushed down the toilet or buried in the backyard. Some will be taken to the vet, never to return. There will be acrobats. Sometimes your tiny performers will jump off the couch and bust their forehead and need a couple of stitches. Sometimes they will go flying off backward from a moving swing and land in a heap. You will hold your breath. Your knuckles will be white. You’ll panic and you will run to them—only for this daredevil to jump up and smile. You will applaud. You will have bearded ladies. (The beards will be bubbles and they will be in the tub but it is still a freak show.) There will be sticky foods and tummy aches and somebody will throw up.

There will be odd smells—some wonderful (the popcorn; the little fried doughnuts; the sweet, indescribable smell of sweaty hair after a midday nap, so familiar and so foreign and so perfect that applying any adjectives is a fool’s errand) and others awful (potty training—no need to elaborate).

Somebody will cry. A lot.

There will be endless lines to wait in. Lines at the rides, lines at the restrooms. There will be lines at the pediatrician’s office. There will be music so loud and colors so bright and exhaustion so bone-crushing and you’ll know everything in your circus would run so much more smoothly if everyone could just get a little more sleep. They won’t.

There will be clowns. They will be strange and their faces will be covered with paint and no matter what doctor-preferred product you use, the paint just won’t come off. You will drive a clown car. You will wonder how it will be humanly possible to fit the car seats and the diaper bags and the juice boxes and the people and the pets into one vehicle. Somehow you will.

Sometimes it will be scary. The dog is old and cranky and your tiny lion tamer just might get bit. There will be fevers and colic and bee stings that swell up and it will be three in the morning and you will be wondering, Where are all the grown-ups? Then you will remember that the grown-up is you. YOU are the ringmaster and you don’t even have the tall silk hat.

Somebody will cry. A lot.

Sometimes it will be joyous. You will laugh so hard you shake. You will stare wide-eyed as magic tricks are performed right in front of you. They say your name for the first time. They take their first steps. They write your name the first time. They learn to run. Toward you, they run. They know you will catch them. Eventually they will run to others.

It will be expensive. No matter how much cash you have, it is never enough. It’s not enough for the T-shirts and the braces, the refreshments and the math tutors. It’s not enough for the poorly made stuffed animals that they have to have and soon forget. It’s not enough for picture day and piano lessons and cotton candy and college.

Much like the circus, being a parent seems to be going out of style. I don’t mean the celebrity “bump watch,” fancy baby shower kind of parents. I am talking about the good oldfashioned, hands in the dirt, covered in spit kind of parents. We are all so busy with our lives and our BlackBerrys and our hybrid cars and our organic diets and our jobs, our jobs, our jobs.

We have to slow down at least a little. I know I do.

Pretty soon the circus packs up and leaves town. Sure, we’ll have pictures. And they will come and visit at Thanksgiving. But mostly you will have the quiet. You will hear the music and laughter in the distance on some faraway backyard, but for you the circus has moved on and there’s just one big empty space where the Ferris wheel and the high chair used to be. How could all of those endless years have flown by in an eyelash’s flutter? Why was I in such a hurry? Where did it all go? This “Greatest Show on Earth”? Why did I ever complain? I liked being the ringmaster and I never really cared much for hats anyway.

I just saw my son’s cobweb-covered car seat in the garage, put away for another day, another child.

I cried. A lot. I’m going back. I miss the circus.

Let me explain.
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ESCALATING LOVE

My father was a quiet, aloof man. The combination of these two characteristics always gave me the feeling that he simply didn’t like me. In retrospect, I was absolutely bat-shit as a child. My dad’s aloofness was surely nothing more than a defense mechanism to keep from having me taken away to a boarding school in Switzerland. If my father paid any more attention to me than he already did, he would have had to have his ears removed. I know that my father loves me deeply and unconditionally. When I was a kid, he just didn’t say it a lot. Not many dads do. Like many, if not most fathers of his generation, my dad was not an “I love you” type of guy. He would say it back to me occasionally if I said it first but the whole process made him uncomfortable. As a child, I hated him for this. As an adult, I realize now that he was a product of the way his father had treated him, and the way my grandfather was treated by his father.

If you go far enough back in your family’s history and look high enough up into your family tree, I feel that most of us fathers today would discover the same thing. Love escalates. The longer you look back at the relationships between fathers and their children, the less amount of outward love you can see expressed. How much time do you think your great-great-grandfather spent telling his kids he loved them? My theory is he gave a little bit more than he received as a child and that’s it. I imagine that the Great Depression probably stripped them of their pride and tenderness and they rarely, if ever, locked eyes with their child, held them by the hand, and said “I love you so much!” The world has obviously changed quite a bit and plenty of time could be spent debating whether it is for better or worse. Some would say that times were so much simpler back then. Maybe. But I truly believe that we are entering the most wonderful era of life in our nation’s history.

My theory of “escalating love” gives me great hope when I look at the world around me. Regardless of what terrible things are reported in the papers or on the news at night, I know that like many fathers of this generation, I am an “I love you” type of guy. The friends I have are also quick to tell their children they love them. I see it at the malls and in the park, too.

When I was growing up, there were never any fathers at the park. If someone’s father was at the park, it usually meant someone was in trouble. Not anymore, my friend. Dads go to parks these days and while we are at the parks we play and we play hard. We love hard. We are the first generation of “I love you” dads. Our children will be the first generation to grow up en masse in this environment and the love we share with our children today will escalate upward to their children and so on. Pretty neat, huh?

[image: image]

My son, Jackson, was born on September 27, 2002. Like me, he was born at four-thirty in the afternoon. Like me, he was also two and a half months premature. Jackie wasn’t supposed to be born until December 15, 2002. You can call it cosmic, you can call it coincidence. I call it misery. There is nothing like spending a month in the neonatal intensive care unit at your local hospital. I was much sicker as a newborn than Jackie was. I had many different lung ailments and I’ve had regular bouts with bronchitis and pneumonia my entire life. Jackie had no illnesses; he just arrived very early. Also unlike me, he arrived via C-section. I was in the delivery room to witness the birth. I was a vaginal birth and what they call breech, which means feet first. I hadn’t been a textbook breech birth because I was actually born butt first. My head and toes were touching inside my mother’s birth canal and I had to be gingerly pulled out by my ass. Not only was I myself early, but I also set the tone for my childhood early. The first memory anyone has of me is my asshole. I always knew how to make an entrance.

A C-section is a bizarre thing to witness. I have never seen a vaginal birth, so I have nothing to compare it to, but the entire thing seemed pretty anticlimactic. It was a bit like pulling a sea bass out of the ocean. The doctor made a neat incision across the belly and after some rooting around, Jackie breached the skin line. He looked like an Olympic swimmer. His right arm and head came out simultaneously as if he were taking a breath during the freestyle relay.

When the doctor pulled him from the womb and held him aloft, it wasn’t a sight for the weak of stomach. My boy was covered in blood and a film of white custard. If you are a father then you will believe me that it was the single most beautiful thing I ever saw in my life. It was life! God made man and I made my child. The room faded away around me. I was stunned by the sight of him. He looked like everyone I had ever known. He looked like my father. He looked like his parents and our parents and all the cousins we ever had. For months I had wondered what my child would look like. I spent days musing over whether he would have blond hair or brown or red. I wondered what his facial structure would be. Would he have a button nose? How big a chin would he have? As I watched television during the pregnancy, my mind would wander after particular faces appeared. Would he look like that guy? How about him? What about that guy’s red hair but this guy’s cheekbones? I rolled every composite imaginable around in my head, anticipating his birth. When he was born, I would finally be able to put a face to the name. The moment Jackie arrived, I thought, Of course that’s what he looks like. I have spoken with other fathers about this, and it seems to be a common thought. My son looked like himself. The first and only boy of his kind. There is a tender and almost ethereal moment when, after looking at your newborn child, you realize he actually looks familiar. Everything I am describing to you took place in a matter of three, maybe four seconds. It seemed like I stood staring at my son with everyone else frozen around us for hours and hours. I will remember and cherish the memory of that moment for the rest of my life, so in the end I guess it lasted much longer than hours and hours.

I was pulled from my reverie when it dawned on me that out of all the sounds I was hearing, my newborn child’s cry was not one of them. I heard the doctor quietly instructing another doctor and some nurses as to what to do next and where to do it. I heard many voices and the hum of the machines in the delivery room. I heard my own heart beat in my head. The omission of his cries, however, was deafening. Waiting to be sure your child is breathing is a long, torturous affair. The tension was magnified exponentially by the fact that Jackson was born ten weeks earlier than he was scheduled to arrive. But eventually, finally, I heard the most beautiful sound I had heard up to that point in my life. I heard a loud and long wail coming from my boy. I exhaled and almost fainted at the same time. The OB-GYN made a cute joke by counting Jackie’s fingers and toes out loud. He started with his tiny tree frog–looking fingers: “. . . eight, nine, ten.” He then held my child aloft and counted the smallest toes imaginable: “. . . seven, eight, nine, ten.” Then “Looks good from here!” With that proclamation he carried Jackie over to a small table to my left to weigh him and measure him. Obviously, having arrived as early as he did, he was small. He was seventeen and a half inches and weighed in at a less-than-massive three pounds. It didn’t matter to me if he was one inch and one pound. He was finally here. And he was perfect.

After clearing the infant’s throat and checking a few vital signs, the doctor handed me a pair of scissors and said simply, “Ready?” I was about to cut my son’s umbilical cord and no one had ever prepared me or explained how to do it. As I took his former lifeline in my hands, I wondered just how badly I could screw this up: For all intents and purposes I believed I was about to shape his belly button for the rest of his life. What if I cut it too close to the skin and he gets horrible pains as he gains weight? What if I cut too little and my poor kid has to walk around for the rest of his life with a four-inch flap of skin dangling from his belly like a little tail? I am proud to say that I cut perfectly, and Jackie’s belly button will render you helpless to not give him a raspberry on his stomach if you see it. (Until he gets older, and then I’ll have to call the cops.)

After the cord was cut and his body was cleaned and measured, my child was simply taken away. Not much was said by way of explanation. I knew that due to his prematurity he would not be coming home from the hospital for a while but nothing prepared me for the vacuum I felt in my heart as people with masks and slip-on booties over their shoes simply and matter-of-factly took him from the room. Where were they taking him? When would I see him again? Would I see him again? I would, but his new environment wouldn’t be as pleasant as I would have liked.

If you have never set foot in a neonatal intensive care unit, consider yourself very, very fortunate. Because of the seriousness and dreadfulness of Jackson’s surroundings, I became completely numb as to what was happening around me. Each day and night, as I pulled my truck into the hospital’s parking garage, I would systematically desensitize myself to everything in life that wasn’t his sweet heartbeat. I no longer saw people’s faces or clothing. I managed to not hear anything other than the soft “bing bong” of my son’s monitors and I absolutely never, ever looked into the first two bays of babies, who were there because of the overwhelmingly sad fact that they were most likely never coming home. I couldn’t allow myself any stimuli whatsoever. I rationalized that if I allowed myself to see what was going wrong with other infants, I would be allowing myself to look over the edge of a cliff called doubt. As far as I was concerned, Jackie was the only thing in that hospital. Looking back, I am not sure how I didn’t walk into walls or bump into passersby. Once, I was sitting at Jackson’s incubator and a nurse was giving various instructions on how to care for the baby without interfering with all of his tubes. This was a monumental moment because it meant that he was healthy enough to be lifted out of his incubator and be held outside of it for a half hour or so at a time. I listened so closely and so intensely. I knew the importance of this moment and wanted to be sure to take the most precious care while handling my child. After about twenty minutes, Jackie and I were alone. I lifted him gingerly from his glass house and secured his blankets to make sure he stayed warm and gathered him into my arms. He looked utterly and perfectly serene as we did the parent-child dance for the first time. A few moments later, a doctor poked his head in and asked me about the nurse who had just walked out of the room moments before. He asked if the nurse did certain tests or administered something or other. I froze. Nurse? What nurse? What is a nurse? All I know is baby, this baby. The unfazed doctor explained that the nurse that just left did a routine check and he now wanted to have a look at Jackie’s chart. I looked around the curtain and saw two nurses standing five feet from me. One was thin and white; the other was obese and black. I hadn’t the slightest idea as to which of these two nurses was standing in front of me no more than thirty seconds ago. The doctor thought I was being a wiseass and I tried to explain my position. “You don’t understand,” I pleaded. “I am not here.” I was physically at the hospital but mentally I was long, long gone. I went to that hospital to see one heart beat on one monitor and that was it. No nurses lived, no doctors or patients existed, just my child—the most beautiful boy in the world. If I allowed myself to be aware of what and who was around me, I would have been crippled with terror. If I saw the babies under the bright lights or the sobbing parents or the hushed consultations between doctors and dads, I would have been allowing myself to realize the countless number of things that could at any moment go terribly wrong. I didn’t wish to know why babies wore tiny sunglasses and sat under blinding sunlamps. I couldn’t have my brain process why incubators that were occupied yesterday were empty today.

I know today, by looking back into my subconscious, what was happening inside the walls of the NICU that autumn. At the time, however, I held strongly a belief that I hold strongly to this day: You cannot have fear and faith at the same time. The ultimate test of faith for me at that time was waiting day after day for a doctor to give my son his walking papers. Until that day came, I put all my eggs in the faith basket. Everything was fine and would continue to be fine because it was fine. Period. I didn’t trust myself to let any visual doubt or questions enter into my head. I highly recommend this approach to any parents who finds themselves in a NICU waiting for their child to come home. Everything is fine and will continue to be fine because it is fine. Say it to yourself over and over until you go mad and then come back again. It will be fine. I assure you. Eventually, Jackson slept peacefully ten feet from me in his bedroom. The worries of whether his feeding tube was straight were quickly replaced by worries of whether he would wake up with a diaper full of poop and then whether he would choke on a piece of new food that I didn’t cut small enough and now whether he will fall off the monkey bars during recess and break his leg. These new worries are nothing short of divine.

Oddly, Jackson’s cries became a very soothing sound while he was in the NICU. It meant he was alive and pissed off about something. I would tell my parents this discovery, and trying to be funny or forbearing they would be quick to quip, “Oh yeah? You just wait until you get him home!” I was proudly and eagerly waiting.
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As parents we try as hard as humanly possible to give our children whatever it is we didn’t have. We overextend ourselves to be sure our kids are saturated in whatever it is we feel we were lacking. At the end of the day we all learn pretty much the same lesson: Our parents did the best they could with what they had. I know there are obvious exceptions but for the most part I believe this is true. As sure as you are reading this, I am certain that Jackson, despite my best efforts, will find something in my parenting to complain about. This is incredible to imagine because I think I am doing a near perfect job. Seriously, Jackie has a huge set of balls if he complains. Most of the mistakes I have made happened before he was two years old and I have rewritten history and convinced him that they never happened. My son knows I have never spanked him. My child is confident that he is completely safe with me and I never, ever pulled out of the driveway without fastening his seat belt. I never slept through his crying. I never let him cry alone in a room for an hour straight. I never walked outside to get the mail, leaving my boy to crawl around the house unsupervised. I never put him in the overhead storage bin on a flight from LAX to San Jose. (Well, I never forgot him there.) I never did these things and neither did you. That’s our story and we’ll stick to it until our children have children.

[image: image]

Having a child is like being born again. All the colors in the world are brighter. Everything is significant. Nothing is too small to notice or enjoy. You begin to find pleasure in the tiniest details. You obsess over how soft your baby’s blanket is. You will wonder how long anchors and nautical themes have been on baby boys’ pajamas. These are all things you never could have noticed before a baby moved into your house. Our entire lives, we have woken up in the morning and thought about what we will do with ourselves. When baby comes home from the hospital, you don’t even make it through the night. You wake up to pee at three in the morning and you start planning out great things to do with your baby when the sun comes up. Oddly, it never dawns on us that our child will remember none of it. How many people do you know who can tell you about a great trip to the museum they had as a baby? None! We plan entire days around the entertainment of a freaking baby! Do we even know if the baby has a good time? They’ve never told us. We’ve never gotten a chubby thumbs-up. None of us have had our three-year-old son thank us for the trip to the Spaghetti Factory when he was three months old. And yet we keep filling our days with things to pleasure our babies. We even take our babies on vacation with us. That is really the absolute dumbest thing we do. My wife, Nik, and I are guilty of this. Jackie had been to Hawaii three times before he turned six. He has no real memory of it. The kayak rides, the snorkeling, the little kid surfboard lessons, Santa Claus surfing onto the beach and handing out candy to everyone are all things he has no memory of happening. Then why the hell was it such a great idea at the time? I even took Jackie with Nik and me to meet soldiers at Pearl Harbor on the Fourth of July. We rode together on the captain’s barge. The seamen saluted our boy when he got on and off the barge. We saw fireworks and went to a luau. When I ask him about it now, he straight-faces me. He wants to remember it all. When I explain it to him it sounds incredible. Sadly, he has no idea what I am talking about. He is seven. In two years, Jackie’s memory has been wiped clean of everything we have done for him. The flowers placed around his neck at the airport and the hula dancers have been replaced by Pokémon and SpongeBob dialogue.

Here is my first word of advice in this book. Don’t do anything expensive with your kids until they are at least eight. You will save thousands of dollars, too! Don’t take the baby with you to Manhattan. The baby won’t miss it and you will pad your bank account with an extra five grand for the week. Go on that cruise, just you and your wife alone. You won’t have to pay for at-sea day care and you will have a lot more sex. Even when our children enjoy a vacation or a big activity, they always seem to enjoy the wrong parts of it. Nik and I were somehow lucky enough to become friends with the curator of the Los Angeles Zoo. With this friendship came an awesome perk. We could go to the zoo pretty much whenever we wanted and have someone drive us around on a golf cart and let us feed the animals. One morning, we all went to the zoo and walked into the giraffe exhibit and hand-fed them long strips of leaves. We even got to feed the baby giraffe a bottle of milk. Jackie stretched his arms up as far as they would go and the baby giraffe hung his head down low to suckle at the nipple Jackie was holding four feet off the ground.

To this day, if you ask Jackie if he has ever been to the zoo, he will tell you that he has been to the zoo and at the zoo they have toilets that flush by themselves. That’s what my son remembers about hand-feeding giraffes. That when he took a piss, the toilet flushed itself.

Some of the trash cans at the zoo have faces painted on them, so that the trash goes in the “animal”’s mouth. Minutes after feeding a Sumatran rhino heads of lettuce by hand, my son yelled out, “Daddy, look! I’m feeding the trash can!” The kid just gave lettuce to a rhino and here he was stuffing a paper bag into a trash can. He was laughing maniacally like he could not believe that any boy on earth could be as lucky as he, because he was feeding a trash can. I thought that maybe he was “special.” He’s not. He is quite normal. He was acting like all kids act. Unpredictably.

When we have children, we too begin to act unpredictably. We find ourselves doing things we never thought we would do. Like take walks. We start talking to the neighbors. We start taking life a little more slowly. When we walk with our babies, we don’t have a destination. We just walk. When we pass people on the street we say hello and make a little pleasant small talk. We notice if a breeze is blowing. We smell the star jasmine and we notice when the temperature changes five degrees.

One day, I was walking Jackie around the block in his stroller (which of course he doesn’t remember). As we came up a small stretch of hill on my street, I noticed my neighbor had the most enormous red roses growing on her lawn. I wheeled the stroller up to the roses and bent one down toward Jackie’s face so he could smell it. He took a good healthy whiff and then I filled my face with the incredible aroma. Over my shoulder I noticed the sound of a piano. My neighbor was inside her house playing. I had never really spoken with this neighbor and I never knew that she played an instrument. At this particular moment, my neighbor was playing a marvelous piece. Her windows were screened for the summer and the sound spilled out into the warm air. I stood there stunned at the beautiful music surrounding me. I watched Jackie reach up for another hit off the rose and I started to cry. I cried a lot. I was completely overwhelmed by the sound, the smell, and the sight of my afternoon. These are all things that I would have overlooked had I not been with my child. I wiped my eyes and got my act together and pushed the stroller home. Once inside my house I wrote my neighbor an anonymous note, thanking her for her gift of music and roses that day.

What kind of a homo has this baby turned me into? Suddenly I am crying in public, literally stopping to smell the roses, and writing thank-you notes? Wow, this kid put a whammy on me. It would prove to be the greatest and most frustrating whammy in the world.

The most amazing things happen when you have kids. Conversely, the strangest and most aggravating things happen when you have kids. Your sleep goes right out the window. You stop hanging out with all of your friends. You stop swearing and drinking and partying (hopefully). For years people have used the expression “the old ball and chain” to refer to wives. I think wives have gotten a bad rap. At least with a wife you can attempt to use logic and explain why it is important for you to go to a concert or a Dodgers game. You cannot rationalize your whereabouts to a baby. They are the real ball and chains. If you have a baby, chances are you aren’t going to whatever it is you were just invited to. If you do decide to go, you will be so weighed down by baby gear and backpacks with milk in them that you will feel like a complete jackass the second you get there. You will also realize that being home with your baby and watching reruns of Law & Order is about as much fun as all the old stuff you used to do anyway.

I tell my son I love him many times each day. When my son says it to me first, it stops me dead in my tracks and I swoon. What a privilege it is to be a father. A child tells me he loves me every day! You and I have the capacity—the duty, really—to give our children everything we feel we didn’t get enough of growing up. So let me say to you: If you’re a father, congratulations. You have just been let in on the most precious secret and the most joyous thing this world has to offer.

I promise you the rest of this book will be much funnier. I just had to first unite those of us out there who find parenting a bit overwhelming. And isn’t that every parent? Think of this book as an AA meeting for parents. We all realize we are powerless over our children and the hours they keep. We realize we need a power greater than us to restore our sanity. We will take a fearless inventory of ourselves. We will say we are sorry a lot. My name is Jay and I am a parent.
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PREPARING FOR BABY

Webster’s Dictionary defines prepare as “to put in proper condition or readiness.”

Readiness? I didn’t even know that readiness was a word. But who am I to argue with Webster? What I can say with complete confidence, though, is that saying that you can be “ready” for a baby is like saying that you can be “ready” for a natural disaster. We know that things are going to get shaken up, we know we’ll be out of our element and there are supplies to be had. But really, how the hell does one “prepare” for his life to be turned completely upside down?

I wasn’t ready for my son to be born three months premature. To be honest, I wasn’t ready for him at all. I was a lout. I was a loudmouthed know-it-all who always had to have things go my way. The thought of me being in charge of another human being’s welfare was laughable. Well, it would have been laughable if it didn’t happen to me at four-thirty in the afternoon that fall day. What had once been laughable became instantly terrifying. I had no idea how to be a father. I had no idea how to do laundry or how to mix formula or how to install a car seat. I was clueless about how to change a diaper. I didn’t know how to soothe a grown-up, let alone a baby. I couldn’t even find the remote. Parenthood is probably best described by the old expression “If you want God to laugh, make plans.” I quickly learned that when it comes to parenthood there should be a change in that expression: “If you want God to laugh, have expectations.”

I’m not sure what I expected when I became a father but I do know that every day for the next seven years, my expectations and hopes would be blown out of the water daily. I am sure that if you are a parent and reading this, you are solemnly nodding your head in agreement. Having kids is like Murphy’s law taking place every day inside your heart. If you want your son to be an athlete, he will become a total spaz. If you want your daughter to be a beauty queen, she will be cross-eyed. If your wish is for your daughter to go out into the world and get a great education, she will be as dumb as a bag of hair. Parents make big plans and God laughs. Every day. You go to sleep at night and think up a big plan to take your daughter to the beach. You can hardly sleep because of how excited you are that you thought of something so cool for your kid. You reflect back on all the times you wish your parents had taken you to the beach, and you lie in the dark and silently gloat that you are going to be a better parent than your parents ever were. Then you wake up in the morning and tell your daughter the big, huge, wonderful beach news and she looks you in the eye and says, “I don’t want to go to the beach.” You stand there stunned while holding towels and wearing white shit on your nose. You think, Who the fuck doesn’t want to go to the beach? Your child doesn’t want to go to the beach because you planned a day at the beach. Welcome aboard.

[image: image]

So we’ve established that the moment Jackie was released from the womb, I realized—in a moment of simultaneous bliss and sheer terror—that I could never be mentally prepared for the event. But let’s call a spade a spade (where did that expression come from anyway?): my lack of “readiness” for my child began months before his birth . . . when I realized that I had to literally and physically prepare for his arrival. For the slow audience and the cheap seats, this means that I had to blow my entire life savings to buy a bunch of things that I’d never even heard of before but now “needed.”

One of the first things that I “needed” to do was “baby-proof” the house. This is a smart idea for all parents—not only morons like me who buy bachelor pads with lots of stairs and decks and then decide to raise a child in them. I actually had a baby-proofing company come to my home to give me an estimate. The man who showed up told me that I should move. Cute.

The baby-proofing company either saw me coming or I lived in the world’s most dangerous house. Aside from the stuff I could think of on my own, like putting a shield in front of the fireplace and locks on the cabinets, these guys bled me dry. When they were finished putting gates in front of the stairs and latches on closet doors they handed me a bill for 823 dollars! I said, “I asked you to baby-proof my house, not put up new fucking siding!”

The man calmly walked me out onto one of my decks and said, “You have four decks. All of them are pretty large. You needed three hundred and forty square feet of Plexiglas.”

Now, believe me when I tell you I don’t want my kid to fall from a deck, but 340 square feet of Plexiglas? Let me put that in perspective for you. That is precisely 110 feet more Plexiglas than Joan Rivers has in her face. My house looks like the whale tank at Sea World now. I wondered if I could just as easily have soldered all the doors to the patio and decks and saved myself a couple of hundred bucks. I obviously couldn’t do that, though, and my home now has the most beautiful and expansive collection of Plexiglas panels imaginable. One afternoon, after a particularly violent storm had passed, I walked out onto one of my decks and saw that three of the panels had been blown out and disappeared. Not wanting to be bludgeoned again by the baby-proofing company, I looked out between the rungs of the railing on the deck and down at the land below. I thought to myself, It’s only a couple hundred feet. There is plenty of grass and shrubbery down there, and don’t babies bounce? To their credit, the baby-proofers came back to my house and replaced the missing Plexiglas panels for “free.” When the highway robbers reemerged in my home, the guy handed me a tiny container and said, “I’m doing the Plexiglas for free because last time we were here I forgot to give you this and I could lose my job because of it.”

“Oh, that’s great. What is it?” I asked.

“It’s called ipecac. One drop and anyone will immediately vomit.”

Wow. Was this guy nuts? You don’t give a comic a vial of instant puke! I immediately searched my brain for the perfect victim. Who had crossed me and how would I distract them away from their Diet Pepsi long enough to spike it with some good old-fashioned ipecac? Maybe I could invite one of my enemies over to bury the hatchet? The bottle of ipecac still sits in the cupboard in my kitchen and I lie in wait for someone to come over and piss me off.
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