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  ‘Before I got married I had six theories about bringing up children; now I have six children and no theories.’




  John Wilmot, second Earl of Rochester (1647–1680)




  ‘Fathers should be neither seen nor heard. That is the only proper basis for family life.’




  Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), An Ideal Husband




  ‘Daddy, my daddy.’




  Roberta Waterbury (Jenny Agutter) in The Railway Children, 1970
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  Prologue




  It is probably unwise to risk alienating your target audience in the first sentence of a book, but let me at least pose the question: could it be that, on the whole, the moment

  of conception is the first and last time in the parenting process that a father takes more of the strain than the mother?




  After all, it is the mother, in the overwhelming majority of households, and whether or not she goes out to work, who will do most of the feeding, ministering, nourishing and nurturing until her

  fledgling flies the nest. And in the earliest stages of parenthood, it is the mother who carries her offspring for around nine months, often succumbing to all kinds of physical discomforts and

  indignities, such as indigestion and swollen ankles, before enduring the excruciating pain of childbirth, which itself usually heralds a further set of discomforts and indignities, such as cracked

  nipples and piles.




  The main physical burden on the father, during all this, is that he doesn’t get as much sleep or as much sex as he would like, although in fairness, he also suffers some mental turmoil.

  For instance, when his partner follows her health visitor’s advice to insert cabbage leaves into her bra to relieve painful mastitis during the weeks and months of breastfeeding, the father

  has to judge whether a coleslaw joke will make her laugh or turn her violent. It’s a challenging time for both parties.




  Of course, new dads get stuck in more than they used to. Times have changed since the expectant father sat in the King’s Head or the Queen’s Arms waiting to hear whether the missus

  had given him a son or a daughter. I was born in October 1961, and it would have been at least as surprising then to hear that a father-to-be had been present at the birth, perhaps even stepping up

  to cut the umbilical cord, as it would be now to learn that he’d been in his local, on his fourth pint of lager and second bag of crisps, waiting for a telephone call from the hospital to

  determine when he could start wetting the baby’s head with another round of drinks and handing out the cigars. Nevertheless, ours is the easy bit, not only by comparison with what the mother

  goes through, but also compared with the Herculean efforts our spermatozoa make to set the whole show on the road.




  This is what I mean by the father taking more of the strain at the moment of conception. I’m not talking about the actual coital act, which, depending on what position you favour, can be

  at least as tiring for the female. No, I mean the astounding subsequent journey of the successful sperm, and actually I’m mixing up my mythological heroes, for the sperm is not so much the

  Hercules as the Odysseus of the human body.




  When a man ejaculates, typically producing, at an average velocity of 28 mph, enough semen to fill a teaspoon (in the admittedly unlikely event of anyone wanting to), that small amount of semen

  contains up to 300 million sperm. Yet of these, fewer than 100,000 make it through the cervix, and only the strongest 200 or so then manage to navigate the fallopian tubes. In The Odyssey,

  Homer’s epic poem about the eventful journey home from the long Trojan War of the mythical King of Ithaca named Odysseus, our hero and his men are thwarted by terrible storms, a tribe of

  cannibals, an angry giant, a malevolent goddess, a six-headed monster, a fierce whirlpool, a catastrophic shipwreck and an oversexed sea nymph. After all these tribulations, only Odysseus himself

  remains. And yet, when considered alongside the obstacles confronted by the sperm on its arduous and dangerous journey, his was a gentle saunter to the corner shop.




  Conception, not The Odyssey, is the ultimate story of the survival of the fittest. If sexual congress is to result in pregnancy, the ovum or egg must be fertilised by one of the 300

  million sperm that set off on their formidable journey, with all of them worrying – at least as Woody Allen saw it, in his 1972 film Everything You Always Wanted to Know about

  Sex, But Were Afraid to Ask – that they are being despatched on their epic voyage in the cause of masturbation rather than procreation.




  In the case of the latter, even when a few hardy sperm get there, fertilisation remains less than straightforward. Several of them might break through the ovum’s outer membrane. But only

  one of them will penetrate its innermost part. It is at this point, finally, and surely with whatever might be a sperm’s equivalent of an exhausted but triumphant cry of ‘You

  beauty!’, that fertilisation occurs. From the ovum and the sperm a new cell called a zygote is formed, and it develops a thick wall to keep out any other sperm. Another tired but heartfelt

  spermy cry goes up: hands off my family. The mighty adventure of fatherhood has begun.




  In this book, I follow that adventure for the all-important first twenty years or so, which embraces my own experience of fatherhood so far. On the basis that the responsibilities of fatherhood

  begin with conception rather than birth, the opening chapter ponders our role before we have a baby to coo over; the book then meandering more or less chronologically through those next two

  decades. However, in the concluding chapter I step away from my own experience and briefly ponder fatherhood as it is yet, for me, to be.




  As well as exploring my own life as a father of three, a daughter and two sons, I also borrow extensively from the experiences of others: friends, family and perfect strangers, one of whom is

  former Prime Minister Gordon Brown, who outside 10 Downing Street following the general election of May 2010, just before being whisked off to Buckingham Palace to offer the Queen his resignation,

  rather movingly said, ‘As I leave the second-most important job I could ever hold, I cherish even more the first, as a husband and a father.’




  It was agonisingly characteristic of the accident-prone Brown that the most pitch-perfect speech he ever gave as Prime Minister should have been at the moment of his departure. I will always

  think of him fondly for the dignity of that resignation speech, and for his evidently sincere declaration in front of the world’s media that fatherhood is the most important job that even an

  important man does. Is it, though? If you’re a bomb disposal expert, or a brain surgeon, or a commercial airline pilot, or a teacher, or a bus driver or for that matter a prime minister, are

  your fatherly skills really more important than those that make you competent in your day job? Or is the line about fatherhood being more important than anything actually just a glib platitude,

  likely to win applause and even jerk a few tears but as devoid of real meaning as the flimsy sentiments on the insides of greeting cards?




  It is certainly true that politicians are masters of the glib platitude, and that male parliamentarians these days rarely miss an opportunity to remind the electorate that they are fathers first

  and cunning politicos second.




  In his memoirs, Gordon Brown’s successor as Chancellor of the Exchequer, Alistair Darling, recorded that at the height of the banking crisis he was about to hotfoot it to the Treasury when

  he got a text from his daughter, Anna, who was travelling in South America with her friend, Catriona. ‘It opened with the perennially hair-raising line “Hey dad, no worries but . .

  .”’ wrote Darling, adding that the pair were stranded on the Bolivian border; that Catriona’s passport, money and credit cards had been stolen; and that they were wondering

  whether it was OK to slip the border guard the bribe he’d demanded to let them into Peru. ‘No it wasn’t; but I was thousands of miles away,’ Darling recalled, following up

  with the zinger: ‘Just because you’re Chancellor doesn’t mean you’re not still a father.’




  Well, no, it doesn’t, and it’s not really a fact that has ever needed emphasising, yet Darling seemed uncommonly pleased with his ability to multi-task, to be a chancellor and a dad

  at the same time. In a jaunty diary column in The Spectator, in November 2009, he described a text message he’d received from his daughter during her gap-year travels. It was the

  same daughter, possibly even the same gap year, but a different message. This time she was ‘far, far away from any major city. And far, I had thought, from being in a position to comment on

  the Budget. She simply asked: “Hey dad . . . is it true you’ve wrecked the economy?”’




  Now, I wouldn’t dream of suggesting that Darling made these things up, or even that he was exploiting young Anna’s texting habits to demonstrate his jokey, self-deprecating human

  side to folk more interested in his questionable hold on the nation’s purse strings; that and the frankly alarming contrast between his snowy-white hair and his jet-black, hairy-slug

  eyebrows. But could it be that, if only subliminally, he was offering his jolly good relationship with his daughter as redemption for being just a bit crap at balancing the books?




  All of which brings us back to Gordon Brown’s assertion that fatherhood is the most important job any man ever does. It is easily enough undermined, for if for instance an air traffic

  controller were making some almighty cock-up bringing planes in to land at Heathrow, which of us would find consolation in the sight of a ‘Best Daddy in the World’ mug on his desk? But

  then there are daytime jobs and lifetime jobs, and indeed there was Steve Jobs, the late co-founder of the Apple corporation, who was quoted shortly after his death in October 2011 as having said

  in his final, cancer-ravaged days that fatherhood was 10,000 times better than anything else he’d done in his life.




  The many people who mourned Jobs as a visionary genius who had changed the world probably applauded this as a dying man’s sentimental and wholly understandable parting shot, while not for

  a second believing it themselves. How could fatherhood have been the greatest achievement, by 10,000 times, of the man who brought us the iBook, the iPod, the iPad, the iPhone? And yet, how could

  anyone possibly contradict him? Either way, I don’t suppose there was ever the slightest chance of Jobs declaring on his deathbed that his entrepreneurial triumphs had been 10,000 times more

  rewarding than fatherhood. He was singing, as he prepared for his own, more visceral exit, from the same hymn sheet as Gordon Brown. And on the whole, I’m in tune with Gordon too. Good

  fathers seem likely to have been raised by, and in due course to raise, good fathers, and that’s manifestly a cycle from which the whole of humanity can benefit, even more than we benefit

  from the iPhone.




  But this book isn’t really about being a good father. Even though it includes breezy snippets of advice, it is not a how-to manual. It is perhaps closer to being a how-not-to manual.

  However much I agree with those noble sentiments of Gordon Brown’s, I’m even more inclined to endorse a remark made by the second Earl of Rochester more than three hundred years ago.

  ‘Before I got married I had six theories about bringing up children,’ he said. ‘Now I have six children and no theories.’




  Quite. There’s nothing like the actual experience of parenting to explode all the theories, to rip apart all the textbooks. But this book, I hope, will at least provide some insight into

  the strange and yet common, the unique yet universal, condition of fatherhood. And perhaps it will also offer a few crumbs of comfort. After all, if you have a teething baby or an eighteen-year-old

  stop-out giving you sleepless nights, or a recalcitrant toddler driving you demented, or a cheeky eight-year-old giving you lip, or a sullen teenager ignoring you, and if she or he is equally

  capable of filling you with boundless love, joy and pride, then welcome to the club.
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  The Thin Blue Line




  Becoming a father doesn’t necessarily make you less of a child.




  One Saturday morning in the late autumn of 1992 I experienced what novelists call a cocktail of emotions, after a thin, rather faint but unequivocal blue line on a Boots

  pregnancy testing kit had confirmed what my girlfriend Jane already suspected: that we were going to become parents.




  The overwhelming flavour of the cocktail was ambivalence. It was undoubtedly nerve-wracking to think that I was about to embark on an adventure from which there would be no turning back, that a

  new phase of my life was beginning, that after a lifetime of more or less pleasing myself I was at last on the verge of signing up to proper adulthood.




  On the other hand, I’d always yearned to be a father at some stage in my life, I’d found a woman I loved, and I was thirty years old, which seemed a good age for it. Moreover, I had

  a steady if not especially well-remunerated job as the features editor of a local newspaper, while Jane was earning better money as a BBC radio producer, and we had already decided that we were

  going to get married. It had never been an objective to have kids out of wedlock, in the old-fashioned phrase, but knowing that we might not conceive for a while we had made the bold decision to

  dispense with contraception. All the same, I had looked forward to at least a year of regular, unsheathed sex before hitting the jackpot.




  Actually, hitting the jackpot is a singularly inappropriate metaphor for conceiving a child, a development which also marks the beginning of the end of a chap’s freedom to do what he likes

  with his own money. In February 2010 it was reported that the average cost of parenthood during the course of a child’s first twenty-one years, starting with the smart Maclaren pushchair and

  ending with the horrible hike in car insurance, had for the first time broken through the £200,000 barrier.




  To be callously precise, it had reached £201,809, of which the overall cost of childcare was calculated to be £54,696, food £17,490 and clothing £14,035. Education was

  reckoned to set the parents back £52,881, and that’s not assuming posh private schools, but state primaries and secondaries, with all those years’ worth of uniforms, sports kits,

  after-school clubs, school runs, school trips, packed lunches and so on. If Jane had called me into the bathroom that morning to scrutinise not a little stick with a blue line on it but a

  forward-dated demand for £605,427, the estimated cost of raising not one but three of the little cherubs, I suppose I might have run out of our small flat and continued running, like Forrest

  Gump.




  Anyway, there it was, the stark message from Boots the chemists that I wasn’t, after all, going to get a year or maybe even two years of energetically attempting to conceive. I had always

  enjoyed the story Jane told me about her newly married female Latin teacher, at Kirk Balk comprehensive in Hoyland, South Yorkshire, who one day in 1975 had solemnly announced to her class that she

  would be leaving school to ‘try for a baby’. Why it should have been necessary for this woman to give up work remains a mystery. Just how many times a day did she intend to have

  intercourse? Perhaps, as a Latin teacher, she was cheerfully planning one never-ending session of coitus non-interruptus. Or, more likely, she was worried that the stress of trying to interest Kirk

  Balk’s third-formers in gerunds, ablative absolutes and the works of Pliny the Elder – a battle always destined to fail, from what I gather – might not be physiologically

  conducive to conception. That I can understand.




  Whatever, I don’t know how long it took the Latin teacher and her husband to conceive, but it took us about a week.




  Why did we do it? Were we giving in to a biological impulse, or a selfish one? Is procreation the ultimate act of egocentricity, or of selflessness? Or, paradoxically, a bit of both? Either way,

  I quite like the idea that it is also a way for us to see things through a new set of eyes, just as the spectacle of life, metaphorically and often literally, is beginning to get a tad blurred. By

  the time many of us reach the procreating years, we have become slightly cynical about the world. It’s good to introduce a fresh, impressionable take on matters, which is what J. B. Priestley

  was getting at more than seventy years ago, when he reflected on the pleasure of delighting a child with what had once delighted him. ‘I would rather see one of my children’s faces

  kindle at the sight of the quay at Calais,’ he wrote, ‘than be offered the chance of exploring by myself the palaces of Peking.’




  But seeing things through your children’s eyes can be a hazardous business. Once, when my eldest child, Eleanor, was about three, I was sitting on a train somewhere between London and

  Manchester. As we passed a field full of livestock, I jabbed a forefinger at the window and cried out ‘Sheep!’ It took about two seconds, during which the man in the seat opposite

  peered over his Financial Times at me with an expression registering a mixture of amusement, contempt and downright fear, before I remembered that little Eleanor was at home with her

  mummy, and recognised in my neighbour’s look the suspicion that he was sharing a carriage with a potentially dangerous simpleton.




  Something similar happened to a friend of a friend, who was at the same stage of fatherhood when, in an important meeting over lunch, and to his own absolute horror as well as that of his

  business acquaintance across the table, he realised that he had unconsciously leant over and started cutting up the other fellow’s food.




  I would guess that many fathers of babies and toddlers have experienced similar embarrassments. Mothers too. I know a woman who once, at the exit of a London Underground station, and quite

  without thinking, wiped a rogue bogey off the lip of a stranger from whom she was asking directions. But men are more often prey to this embarrassment because it is more often they who, in the

  early stages of parenthood, must plunge back into the adult outside world.




  I know for sure, because I’ve seen it with my own eyes, that I’m not the only man to have stood at a bus stop on my way to work, exhausted after a largely sleepless night, and still

  swaying gently from side to side trying to rock a phantom baby off to sleep. It’s the same phenomenon as the sailor who takes his sea legs onto dry land after a long voyage, and if you hang

  around at enough bus stops or on enough train platforms in areas where there are plenty of young families – in my own case back in the mid-1990s, in Crouch End in north London – I

  guarantee you’ll see it for yourself.




  But I am getting well ahead of myself. Having stared at the pregnancy testing kit in the same kind of dazed stupefaction with which I imagine lottery winners look at their lucky tickets,

  wondering for a few moments whether it’s some kind of optical illusion, or maybe a cruel practical joke, and then trying to process the bewildering prospect of life never being the same

  again, we sat down and began to absorb the extensive ramifications of what we’d done. For a start there were our respective parents to tell, which in Jane’s case would be a pleasure,

  since her mother had already confessed to being a teeny bit disappointed when we’d called for silence at a family gathering and announced our intention to get married. She later admitted that

  she’d thought, and hoped, we were going to announce a bun in the oven.




  Actually, she didn’t put it quite like that. Jane’s mum has lived all her life in South Yorkshire, and therefore has an innate suspicion of the coy euphemism, so she would never have

  said ‘bun in the oven’. Nor would she have aired the hope that Jane might have enrolled in ‘the pudding club’, or have started ‘eating for two’, or be

  ‘expecting the pitter-patter of tiny feet’ or found herself ‘in the family way’. I doubt whether any other country has quite so many polite terms for the condition of being

  pregnant, but in Britain there is a long-standing tradition of circumnavigating the direct reference, doubtless to spare the blushes of sherry-sipping maiden aunts, who understand, even if

  they’d rather not, that pregnancy is still, even in these days of syringes, test tubes and Petri dishes, almost always a consequence of sexual intercourse. Buns and puddings and eating for

  two do not seem even the slightest bit related to the penis and the vagina.




  Telling my own mother was going to be slightly trickier. More than a decade older than Jane’s mother, she belonged to the generation who felt that marriage vows should come before

  maternity wear. So for that matter did Jane’s 91-year-old grandma, the small and round yet formidable miner’s widow Nellie; but she, sitting in the corner armchair in which she spent

  her every waking hour (and which was mechanically sprung to help her get up, but was at first set too powerfully, firing her across the room like a cannonball), had taken the news with a cheerful,

  ‘Ah well, worse things ’appen at sea.’ I didn’t expect my mother to be quite so philosophical. It seemed to me that she might take the view that, actually, the fate of the

  Titanic and the cruellest excesses of Somali pirates notwithstanding, worse things don’t happen at sea. And so it was that the first challenge of my new life as a dad was how to tell

  my mum.




  It was a challenge I flunked. As Jane remembers it, I made the mistake of starting the announcement with ‘I’m afraid that . . .’, and my mother duly responded with a terse

  ‘Oh dear.’ If it’s true that when you become a parent you become less of a child, the metamorphosis clearly hadn’t quite begun. I was scarcely less anxious about conveying

  the news that I was soon to be a father than I had been about telling my mother that I had broken an antique vase during a cushion fight with my friend Jem when I was ten years old. That said, I

  can’t honestly believe I did say that I was ‘afraid that . . .’ Even if I did, once we were respectably wed, by which time Jane had been a fully paid-up member of the pudding club

  for three months and whose bump was accommodated on our wedding day in the Derbyshire town of Bakewell by an empire line wedding dress, my mum had entirely forgotten the stigma and was properly

  looking forward to the pitter-patter of her first grandchild’s tiny feet.




  By then, we had seen those tiny feet, or at least some blurred white blobs we were told were feet, on the photograph handed to us at St Mary’s Hospital, Paddington, following Jane’s

  twenty-week ultrasound scan. The ultrasound photo is one of the earliest catalysts in the father-to-be’s transformation into one big gooey bag of sentimentality, a condition that in my own

  case still makes me a sucker for the bit in The Sound of Music when Fraulein Maria finally manages to wear down Captain Von Trapp’s authoritarian approach to fatherhood, and he

  starts crooning in front of his children. Before embarking on the adventure of fatherhood myself, I had watched The Sound of Music plenty of times – there was simply no avoiding it

  back in the days of only three TV channels, especially at Christmas – without being remotely moved by that scene. Yet suddenly it seemed to connect directly to my tear ducts.




  Maybe that’s just me. I know The Sound of Music isn’t everybody’s cup of over-sweetened tea. It wasn’t even Christopher Plummer’s, who played the

  aforementioned Captain Von Trapp and rudely called it The Sound of Mucus. Similarly, the ultrasound picture doesn’t have a dramatic effect on all men, either. Some look at it and see

  not their unborn son or daughter but a Martian on a radar screen. These men understand the absurdity of whipping out of their wallets a photograph that might be a foetus in their partner’s

  womb, but might equally be a still from Alien 3.




  However, they are surely in a minority. The ultrasound photo, after all, is the first baby picture a father gets to show to his friends. ‘Look, there are its little arms,’ he will

  say, tenderly, standing at the bar of his local pub and passing on the information received that afternoon from the ultrasound nurse. ‘And we think that might be a willy, but we’re not

  sure.’ For some reason, expectant mothers are usually less soppy about ultrasound pictures, maybe because they are the ones whose bellies have been smeared with cold gel, and they recognise

  it more as a medical practicality, and less as an exercise in family portraiture.




  This is not the only way in which men and women diverge as they await childbirth; indeed the divergence can be dismayingly wide. According to my friend Avril, a health visitor in the Welsh

  Marches, in homes where there is already a level of domestic violence a marked increase often occurs during the months of pregnancy, a consequence of the man feeling neglected.




  Needless to add, this book is not targeted at the kind of man who might thump his pregnant partner because she won’t oblige him in bed, or wants to lie down instead of making him a cuppa,

  yet it is surely true that even in loving, supportive relationships during pregnancy, rarely do both parties have quite the same hopes, dreams, fears, anxieties, ups and downs. Rarely, too, do they

  have an equivalent understanding of the miracle unfolding inside the woman’s body. As a general rule, the bloke is a little sketchy on the detail, not entirely sure about the differences

  between the uterus, the cervix, the placenta, and all those other internal bits and pieces with Latin names, and their role in delivering his firstborn.




  Compared with his father or grandfather, though, he is practically a professor of gynaecology. Ante-natal care and instruction began in earnest in Britain in the years after the First World War,

  but husbands were resolutely excluded from the process, which I have no doubt was absolutely fine by them. In the 1980s that began to change, oddly enough at about the same time that the study of

  gynaecology became less of a male fiefdom. Only a few years earlier, the American anthropologist Margaret Mead had waspishly observed that men had long since taken over obstetrics and had even gone

  and invented a tool, the vaginal speculum, that allowed them to look inside women. ‘You could call this progress,’ she wrote, ‘except that when women tried to look inside

  themselves, this was called practising medicine without a license.’




  As more women rose to top gynaecological jobs in hospitals, so did more men start going to ante-natal classes. But there were still plenty who didn’t. My good friend Ian – now

  married to Avril, the health visitor – was an expectant father in the mid-1980s, in rural north Herefordshire, but laughs now at what his expectations were of parenthood. ‘I was

  completely naive,’ he recalls. ‘I thought I’d have a couple of sleepless nights and might not get to the pub quite as often. I really didn’t see how fatherhood was going to

  change my life.’




  Ian’s then-wife attended classes at the local hospital while he stayed at home, or more likely went to the pub. He could have done with US patent 4531919, otherwise known as the Empathy

  Belly, or in Britain, the Empathy Belt. This is a strap-on garment designed to stimulate more than twenty symptoms or effects of pregnancy, including mild foetal kicking, backache and pressure on

  the bladder, intensifying the desire to urinate. But in Herefordshire in the mid-1980s, as elsewhere in the UK, there were very few men even aware of the Empathy Belt, let alone prepared to wear

  one. All we needed to intensify the desire to urinate was another couple of pints.




  Still, if the Empathy Belt represents one end of the spectrum, or perhaps in this instance the speculum, and Ian circa 1985 the other, then by the 1990s an unprecedented number of men

  were occupying a new middle ground roughly half-way between expertise and cluelessness, getting more involved in pregnancy and childbirth than any previous generation of fathers-to-be, by

  accompanying their wives and girlfriends to classes organised either at the local hospital or health centre by the National Health Service, or by support groups and parenting charities, of which

  the biggest and most vigorous was the National Childbirth Trust. It was the NCT’s ante-natal classes for which Jane and I signed up, in the spring of 1993.




  The NCT started life in 1957 as the Natural Childbirth Association, inspired by the theories of an obstetrician called Grantly Dick-Read, and if there’s not a joke there somewhere

  I’d be very surprised. There was, by contrast, no joking at all at the classes we went to in a leafy northwest London suburb, attended by five couples who were very nice but also exceedingly

  earnest, and us. And actually we were pretty earnest about it all too, even though we kept reminding ourselves that women had been giving birth for centuries, millennia even, without breathing

  exercises and birth plans involving scented candles and Van Morrison tracks, not to mention beanbags and mugs of peppermint tea in a large semi-detached house in Brondesbury Park every Wednesday

  evening.




  The NCT, certainly in north London, was and doubtless still is an overwhelmingly middle-class phenomenon. In our case, the large, semi-detached house belonged to a woman – I’ll call

  her Jasmine – who was no older than the rest of us but happened to have given birth sooner, and had then trained as an NCT instructor. She seemed a bit joyless, but then the NCT isn’t

  about joy. At one session, she asked us what we were all most looking forward to when we got home from hospital with our newborn baby. We were sitting in a semi-circle, and Jane was the nearest to

  her, so she had to answer first. ‘I’ll put the baby down and pour myself a really big, strong gin and tonic,’ she said.




  She wasn’t kidding, either. For months her intake of booze had been limited to the odd glass of wine, and a stiff G & T, with ice and lemon, was a proper heartfelt ambition. Jasmine

  gave a tight, disapproving smile. ‘You should keep off alcohol if you’re breastfeeding,’ she said, and moved on to the next person, who insisted – I swear this is true

  – that her first act on arriving home would be to sit down at the piano with her baby and play some Chopin. There was a general murmur of approbation, while Jane felt like an unreconstructed

  lush and I snorted inwardly.




  Nevertheless, our NCT classes undoubtedly plugged some of the gaps in our understanding of what we had in store, and Jasmine, in a stab at light-heartedness that was unprecedented and certainly

  never repeated, furnished me with my all-time favourite fact about the physiological differences between men and women, jauntily informing us that if a man’s bladder were powered by a muscle

  as strong as the uterus, he would be able to pee across the Thames. The weaker sex? I don’t think so.




  Not only is this my favourite fact gleaned from ante-natal classes, it is also the only one I remember. Everything else is just a distant blur. I dimly recall something about Braxton Hicks, but

  not enough to distinguish it from Duckworth-Lewis, or Keegan-Toshack, or even Fisher Price. With her graphic imagery illustrating uterine power, my opinion of Jasmine rocketed. Her opinion of me,

  by contrast, plummeted when I skipped the session on breastfeeding, partly because it seemed to me that the finer points of getting a baby suckling successfully was very much the mother’s

  department, and partly because on the same Wednesday evening there was a big football match on the telly. England were playing Holland in a World Cup qualifier at Wembley: hapless manager Graham

  Taylor and his obsequious assistant Phil Neal were the only tits preoccupying me that night.




  In the two decades since, I’ve been given very little reason to believe that breastfeeding is a topic that men should embrace. In fact in 2003 I got into trouble embracing it, having

  related what I thought was a funny story in my column in the Independent. We had recently thrown a house-warming party, and hired a professional caterer to provide some of the food. I went

  to her house to pick it up, and as I was loading vats of her delicious coronation chicken into the back of my Volvo, she happened to mention that her version of the dish invented by Constance Spry

  to mark the Queen’s coronation in 1953 had been eaten by, of all people, the Queen.




  It turned out that she had a regular gig catering a carriage-racing weekend in Cumbria, sometimes attended by the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh. And a couple of years earlier, she told me, she

  had been obliged to take her baby son along, as he was still on breast milk. Having laid out a splendid buffet, she had retired to her Subaru to feed her son, but had trouble getting him to take

  her milk. He bawled. And while he was bawling and she was trying to manoeuvre her nipple into his mouth, she failed to notice an elderly woman in a headscarf walking purposefully towards the car.

  The woman stuck her head solicitously through the window.




  ‘Everything all right?’ said a clipped voice.




  The caterer gave a start. ‘Your Majesty,’ she said. ‘I’m, erm, just trying to get him to latch on.’




  ‘Oh, I know,’ said the Queen. ‘It can be awfully difficult.’




  In the paper I pondered this, cheekily wondering which one one had had problems with. And that was that, except that in a shop in our local town I was angrily harangued by a friend of the

  caterer’s, a man who felt that I should never have committed the story to print. Whether she objected herself, I never found out. She hadn’t asked me not to, and it seemed to me like a

  rather charming tale. But what had irked this guy the most, it transpired, was the use of the N-word: nipple. There is, of course, an N-word that rightly causes offence these days, but

  ‘nipple’ isn’t it. It’s no wonder that breastfeeding in public remains a contentious business in Britain, when grown men can get flustered even by a reference to it in a

  newspaper.




  Anyway, at that Wednesday’s ante-natal gathering, while England’s footballers were shipping goals at Wembley, Jane cheerfully gave the class both my reasons for not being there.

  Jasmine made no attempt to hide her disapproval, and I didn’t worm my way back into her good books until a few months later when I was half of a double-act, the Little to Jane’s Large,

  or maybe she’d prefer the Wise to her Morecambe, with our own childbirth story to tell. It was a straightforward birth without pain relief, the kind of birth the NCT love.
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  It’s A Little Baby, Rodney




  Be assertive with your preferred name, otherwise the baby might be named by the midwife.




  Eleanor was born at St Mary’s Hospital in west London, shortly after midnight on Saturday 19 June 1993. We had arrived shortly before midnight, having been instructed not

  to go in until Jane’s labour contractions were three minutes apart. It was a frantically busy night on the St Mary’s maternity ward, so busy that one woman ended up giving birth on a

  trolley in a corridor. Happily for us, it wasn’t Jane. But her bed might have been even more makeshift than a hospital trolley. Had Eleanor arrived in the world just half an hour sooner, she

  would have met her instantly besotted parents on the back seat of a green Morris Marina underneath the Marylebone flyover.




  Jane had been in labour since mid-morning, and by 10 p.m., according to the kitchen clock, the contractions were coming every four minutes. Then, suddenly, they increased not from four minutes

  to three minutes apart, but to every two minutes. We were cutting it alarmingly fine.




  I phoned our friends Doug and Rosie, contemporaries of mine from St Andrews University, who lived a mile away, and asked as collectedly as I could if they might drive us to the hospital. They

  arrived in their elderly Marina not quite like Starsky and Hutch of blessed memory, but half-mounting the pavement all the same, and off we accelerated through the mercifully quiet London streets,

  with the slight hitch that Doug at the wheel wasn’t certain of the way to St Mary’s, and nor was Rosie, and nor, less excusably, was I. So Jane, half-sitting and half-lying on the back

  seat, found herself, in the ninety seconds or so between violent contractions, navigating us round roundabouts and telling us all to calm down.




  A small detour seems as timely here as it would not have seemed on that dramatic summer’s evening. A generation earlier, on a December night in 1959, Jane’s mother Anne had also

  given birth to her first child, Jane’s older sister Jackie. It was two days before Christmas, more than a week before the baby was due, when Anne first felt a spasm while crossing the road in

  Barnsley. She was twenty-two, her husband Bob twenty-seven, and neither of them had so much as read a pamphlet about parenthood, still less been to ante-natal gatherings to learn how he might

  administer some soothing perineal massage.




  It was two years since the formation of the NCT, but Grantly Dick-Read’s theories about natural childbirth hadn’t quite permeated the pit villages and towns of South Yorkshire. Nor

  did the National Health Service, itself still in its adolescence, offer much beyond a few exercise classes. Bob, who as it turned out would take to fatherhood like a miner to an old tin bath full

  of piping hot water, knew even less than his young wife about what was happening to her body, beyond the obvious fact that there was a baby about to emerge from it. He certainly hadn’t been

  made aware that if only his bladder had been powered by a muscle as strong as the uterus he would have been able to pee across the Thames, which incidentally was a river he had seen for the first

  time on his three-day honeymoon to London eighteen months earlier.




  Bob had been married for just over a year when he told his mother and older sister Jose that Anne was expecting their first child. More than half a century later he still vividly remembered the

  exchange. ‘I went round to their house and told them. Then two of our Jose’s friends came in and it wasn’t mentioned again. I walked out so deflated. My mother thought it was too

  soon, you see. And when Jackie and then Jane arrived, she never once came to babysit for us. “Tha’s made tha bed, tha can lig on it,” she said.’




  This was the same Nellie who later happily philosophised that worst things ’appen at sea, on being informed that her granddaughter, Jane, was pregnant before being wed. The same Nellie,

  indeed, to whom in 2011 Jane dedicated her first novel, Netherwood, remembering a nurturing matriarch whose cooking had fed the soul as well as the body, and in that respect the model for

  Netherwood’s doughty heroine, Eve Williams. The years had mellowed Nellie by the time Jane sat at her table. But the message to Bob as he prepared for fatherhood was

  strikingly different from the message I would subsequently get from him, Anne and my mum: you’re on your own, son.




  It is sobering in other ways to compare Bob’s experience in the late 1950s with mine in the early 1990s. They had no indoor toilet, no bathroom and no telephone in their little terraced

  house in Hoyland Common near Barnsley, and certainly no car, so when Anne felt that initial spasm on the pedestrian crossing she walked to her Auntie Dinah’s house for a bath, and then she

  and Bob traipsed half a mile to the bus stop and caught the bus home. It was packed with Christmas shoppers and they both spent the entire journey standing up, Anne wincing with every bump and

  jolt. That she was obviously in the late stages of pregnancy cut no ice with the people on the crowded bus; so much as we in Britain like to tut at the policy of racial segregation that prevailed

  on buses in parts of the southern United States at the same time, it’s worth reminding ourselves that nobody on the Barnsley to Rotherham bus two days before Christmas in 1959 saw fit to

  offer their seat to a young woman in labour. The notion among those of a certain age that bad manners are a modern phenomenon, that young people today lack the civility that in their own youth

  they’d had drilled into them, is perhaps misplaced.




  When they got home, Bob walked to the nearest phone box to call Beckett Hospital in Barnsley for advice. An ambulance was promptly despatched and off they both went to the hospital, but as soon

  as Anne had been made comfortable on the maternity ward Bob was told to leave. He caught the bus home, and then called to see how Anne was getting on. It hadn’t occurred to him that he might

  already be a father, but a nurse conveyed the unexpected news that she’d not long since given birth, to a healthy baby girl, and Bob emerged from the phone box in a state of bewildered

  happiness just as his Uncle Wilf and Auntie Doris – who were deemed the posh part of the family, on account of owning their own car – were driving past. They slowed down to acknowledge

  him, and thus were the first people he told that he’d become a father.




  ‘It’s a little girl with platinum blonde hair,’ he said, excitedly.




  ‘It’ll go dark,’ responded Uncle Wilf, matter-of-factly, and that was that.




  Sentimentality has never been abundant in South Yorkshire, and yet the first people I told that I’d become a father were Anne and Bob, who already had two grandchildren courtesy of Jackie

  and her husband Tony, but were utterly and tearfully thrilled to have a third. There were tears, indeed, at both ends of the phone. If my first challenge as a prospective dad had been to tell my

  mum, my inaugural challenge as a new dad was to convey the news of my first child’s arrival in a reasonably self-possessed, dry-eyed state. That too was a challenge I flunked, as plenty of

  men quite understandably do. Ian, the friend of mine who was so naive in his expectations of fatherhood, tells me that half an hour after his first son Steven had been born in Hereford County

  Hospital, he calmly dialled his mother’s number only to find, on hearing her voice, that he couldn’t talk. Literally couldn’t utter a word, so intense was his blubbing.




  I wasn’t as lachrymose as that, and by the time I’d made my third phone call – the first to Anne and Bob, the second to my mother and stepfather, and the third to Doug and

  Rosie, who knew how close we’d come to ditching our chosen names and selecting Morris for a boy and Marina for a girl – I was almost calm. After seeing Jane and Eleanor safely to the

  maternity ward I was then asked to leave, and remember flagging down a cab outside the hospital, and telling the driver that I’d just become a father.




  ‘Congratulations, guvnor,’ he said.




  The fare was £3.20, and all I had was a £10 note. I handed it over and he hesitated, transparently hoping that, suffused with joy, I might invite him to keep all the change. I

  didn’t.




  ‘Erm, can you give me a fiver back,’ I said. It was only right to let him share some of my elation, but five quid’s worth seemed sufficient. I was on cloud nine, but not quite

  in cloud cuckoo land.




  All the same, it is a curious, dazed kind of elation that engulfs a man shortly after the birth of his first child. Having spent twenty years of my career as a TV critic, I can tell you that the

  late, greatly lamented John Sullivan captured it beautifully in the episode of Only Fools and Horses in which Tessa Peake-Jones as Raquel gives birth, and David Jason’s Del emerges,

  crying in disbelief, into the hospital corridor, where his brother Rodney and Uncle Albert are waiting.




  ‘What is it, Del?’ asks Rodney.




  ‘It’s a little baby, Rodney,’ says Del.




  ‘Is it a boy or a girl?’




  Del hesitates. ‘Oh, hang on . . .’ he says, and rushes back to the bedside to find out.




  Like all the greatest comedy writers, Sullivan knew how to squeeze laughs from poignancy and pathos, in a cleverer way than is credited even by some avowed Fools and Horses enthusiasts.

  On a message board discussing the best moments in the show’s illustrious history, one fan remembers Rodney saying, ‘What about the sex?’ and Del replying, ‘Give it time,

  Rodders, she’s only just given birth!’ But that was the fan’s line, not Sullivan’s, who didn’t need any clunky wit to generate the comedy; all he needed was the moving

  spectacle of Del so intoxicated at becoming a father that with all the emotion of it he had entirely forgotten to find out the baby’s gender.
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