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				Introduction

				I was a cartoonist. I made my own hours. My wife had a more traditional job without the flexibility. From a purely practical standpoint, it made sense that I be the one to stay home with the kids: I was home already. I gave it no more thought than I have just given it. Which is still more than I had given it in my life up to then.

				Then the baby came. And there was no time to think about anything. There was only doing. Then my wife went back to work. And I was the only one doing it. The Primary Care Giver. 

				Got that? Primary. This is my full-time job. ’Round the clock. ’Round the calendar. So if you see me on the street with my kids (as if you would see me any other way), don’t ask me, “Giving mom the day off?” I’m not filling in for my wife. I’m nobody’s substitute. I’m the guy in charge, and I’m doing this my way. The guy way. Don’t call me Mr. Mom. 

				Say hello to Captain Dad!
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				CHAPTER 1

				The Words All Women Have
 Been Waiting to Hear

				I became a parent at the tender age of forty-five. And I wasn’t simply living in my parents’ basement up until that time. I had had a career. Several, in fact. I had been an aerospace engineer, an advertising copywriter, a voice actor, and a cartoonist. And I overlaid those with countless moonlighting quasi-careers in multiple disciplines. I had directed radio commercials, produced live shows, and been a nuisance in statewide political campaigns. On the side I even renovated an old, beat-up house with my own hands, swinging a hammer from the hour I woke to the minute I collapsed, for months on end.

				Bottom line: Hard work didn’t intimidate me. Twelve-hour days, six days a week was not a deal breaker. Crushing deadlines, ultracompetitive backbiting, and unpredictable last-minute changes were par for the course. It was a life on the brink, but I was an unrepentant workaholic, and stress was a comfortable old friend.

				So. Becoming a stay-at-home dad? Why, that should be a walk in the park, and I didn’t mean just literally. Raising a kid? Child’s play! Of course, this was before I knew what that phrase really meant.

				Today, having been at it around the clock and calendar for more than eight years, I have to concur with what women have been saying for centuries.
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				Being a stay-at-home parent is the toughest job there is. For a woman or a man.

				There. It’s been said. By a man. So it has to be true. Cut out this page, ladies. Frame it. Buy copies for your mothers and grandmothers. You have been vindicated. Men were wrong for pooh-poohing and nodding their patronizing assent simply to end the conversation. Wrong, wrong, wrong. Dead wrong.

				But now a man has admitted it. In print. I’ll even say it again in my deepest, manliest baritone, on behalf of every human male, using those three little words every spouse longs to hear.

				You were right.

				I am sorry you had to wait so long for that. The trouble is, there just aren’t that many of us who understand how hard this job truly is.

				But that doesn’t mean that men don’t suspect how hard it is.

				Scientific surveys have found that nearly one out of two married men says he would love to do this. And I don’t mean that the scientific surveyors asked two guys and one of them nearly said yes. I mean nearly 50 percent of the literally several guys who got cornered by this question said yes. I think their verbatim answer was, “Yes, dear.”

				So, how many guys actually follow through on that? According to the 2010 census, only around 158,000 American men stay home full-time to watch the kids for at least one year. Or one in 163 dads.

				One in 2 says he’d do it; but only 1 in 163 actually does it. What does that tell you?

				Exactly! It tells you that, in any sex-related situation, men lie.

				Take me, for example. I said, “I work at home, I make my own hours.” What I really meant was, “I had been searching for twenty-five years before I met you. I’ll do anything not to face another twenty-five years of rejection!”

				Instead, now I face twenty-five years of giving my two daughters my every ounce of sweat, attention, love, determination, patience, worry, guidance, trust, insight, worry, hope, passion, worry, and worry. All so they can grow up, finish school, and leave me for lives of their own.

				Surely, letting them go will be the hardest part. But I figure that what I am doing now—The Hardest Job in the World—is preparation for that. It should leave me too exhausted to hold onto them for a minute longer.
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				CHAPTER 2 

				Now What?

				You just got home from the hospital with the baby. You’re awash in excitement and cute little blankets and pithy insights like, “Your life is going to change completely.” But while you’re tired from trying to sleep on that ridiculous foldout in your wife’s hospital room, you’re not yet bone tired from three consecutive weeks of the sleepless nights to come. And let’s not forget the excitement of seeing the meconium give way to poop you can actually wipe off your baby’s butt with something less toxic than kerosene. Most of all, however, you have your wife with you. Your wife whom you once loved a whole heck of a lot, but now love in mind-boggling new ways as she nestles your newborn against her breast. You don’t even feel jealous about the boob competition. Talk about love!

				But.

				Now what? What happens next?

				Life. Life is what happens next. It is messy and unpredictable, but that’s the last thing you want or need to hear right now. You need something concrete to hang onto. So here is some concrete guidance on the concrete stuff you do and do not need.

				New Baby Things You Can Live Without

				
						
A million baby how-to books. Find one that answers the most pressing questions you have at the moment and stick with that one. If there is a “best” answer, then you’ll find the same answer in all the other books. If not, you’ll find different answers everywhere, and you won’t be in a mental condition to comprehend that all that means is that there is no best answer. And this will only make you start to worry. So why not be happily deluded that you have the best answer right there in your favorite new baby manual—as long as it is not this book. I can’t handle that responsibility.
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So damned many receiving blankets. Theoretically they can be used for swaddling the newborn. Except, in practice, they can’t. They aren’t long enough. The only blanket that really works well for that is the one the baby is wrapped in when she comes home from the store. I mean hospital. And you can’t put a nonswaddling blanket in the crib for months and months. So the rest of the blankets will simply end up cluttering your house, waiting to be repurposed as imaginary boats and forts and other obstructions to the walkways of your home.

						
Silver spoons. What could possibly be a better way to welcome a baby to the world than with a silver spoon or baby rattle from Tiffany’s? I mean, at least for someone who has no clue that to be “born with a silver spoon” is never said nicely about anyone.

						
Anything dry-clean only. I mean, honestly! Who would ever think to give dry-clean-only anything for the baby or anyone who may come in contact with the baby? What’s next, silk burp rags?

						
Anything white. See above.

						
Socks. Unless you actually enjoy having more to pick up around the house. Or unless you intend to hold them on with duct tape, in which case perhaps this whole parenting thing isn’t the thing for you.
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				New Baby Things You Can’t Live Without

				
						
Diapers. Seriously, if you want to be the big winner of the unofficial Best Baby Shower Gift Competition, buy somebody a case or two of diapers. The mother-to-be will look at you like you are crazy—until the baby comes. Then you will be her hero for life. Meanwhile, all the other moms and dads at the shower will be kicking themselves for not thinking of it first.

						
A diaper bin that honestly, truly seals in the smell. That should be obvious, but do shop around with this in mind. Also, you may want to keep a stash of plastic bags—bread bags, shopping bags, those roll-and-rip bags from the produce section—near those play areas that are far from the diaper bin. They can serve as temporary diaper storage and shave miles off your pedometer. Ordinarily I’d say that all that extra exercise is good for you, but in the first year of a new baby, you need to conserve every electronvolt of energy you can.
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Burp rags. Remember the old-fashioned cloth diapers? These days they are used mainly to throw over your shoulder when you’re holding the baby. Because babies spit up. A lot. For no apparent reason except that today was the day you ignored my previous advice and chose to wear a dry-clean-only sweater.

						
Big red ball. Or blue or purple or whatever color. You don’t need to go out and get one; you already have one. It’s that thing you bought to sit on to improve your posture or to lean backward over to do sit-ups—but ended up stuffing in a closet instead. Well, now is the time to free up some storage space and pull it out again, because your newborn will have a “witching hour” each day, where nothing calms her except being bounced. It is an “hour” that can last several. I don’t care if you already have thighs of spring steel and can do a million squats, sleep deprivation will rob you of your normal prowess, and you will be worn-out in a hurry if you don’t have a big ball to sit on and bounce until your baby is reliably asleep. And then maybe you can steal a few winks yourself.

						Advil.

						
Tummy time mat. When we were kids, our parents laid us on our tummies all the time. That’s why we all died in infancy. But we did develop strong neck muscles. Today kids have floppy necks because they spend all day and night safely on their backs and never get a chance to learn to hold their heads up. Except during tummy time. That’s when you lay your baby on his belly for ten minutes to listen to him scream at the outrage of it all—“Don’t you know this could kill me!” (Okay, he says it in baby talk, but you get the message loud and clear. Especially loud.) It helps if you have a mat to lay him on that is not only comfortable, colorful, and entertaining, but also protects your rug from the inevitable spit-up. Or you could just use one of those million blankets you have.

						
Car seat carrier. You already have to prove you have a car seat before they will even let you take your baby out of the hospital. But you will quickly find that the car seat is a handy all-around carrying case for your baby. A car seat carrier is basically a stroller base with wheels. You simply set the infant car seat on top of it, snap it in, and—voila—you have an instant stroller without having to transfer the wriggly bundle from one set of straps to another.

						
Camera. I hate to be so retro but, really, you want something better than your phone for those early moments.

						
Snappy T-shirts and feety pajamas. These are all your child will live in for her first few months. The T-shirts snap open and closed, so you don’t have to pull them over the baby’s soft, floppy head. And the jammies have snaps on the inseam for easy diaper changes. Absolutely essential.

						
Sleep sack. This is a sleeping bag with shoulder straps. At first, babies can’t have a blanket in the crib because of smothering hazards, and later their wriggly bodies can’t keep one on for more than two minutes. I wish they made them for kids older than two.

						
Ball and chain. Er, I mean baby monitor.

						
Pocket knife. Just a little baby-size Swiss Army knife will do. At first you will use the blade to open boxes and cut other packaging and the teeny scissors to cut tags off of everything and snip through the million bands and bindings that stabilize toys in their packaging to prevent the toys from shifting during shipping or a near-nuclear blast. Later, however, you will find it useful for things like slicing and peeling apples (which you could do with the edge of a credit card, but it’s a little messier) and snipping straws so they don’t poke your kids in the eye when they’re learning to drink. And a gazillion other uses. Why more moms don’t carry pocket knives is utterly beyond me.
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				Now that you have all of your equipment, you are ready to begin parenting. The first thing you should do, if you are indeed just beginning, is to put this book down and SLEEP! Seriously, don’t miss an opportunity to steal a few alpha waves. Not much skilled parenting is necessary in those first few months anyway, which is fortunate, because new parents typically don’t have much skill yet. Face it, if it took an expert, the species would have died out eons ago.
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					Captain Dad Tot Tip: 

					Save on shredding!
 Just throw all your old

						tax returns, credit card

						bills, and other personal

						papers away in the diaper

						bin. Then, if somebody

						does steal your identity,
 you’ll feel like they
 earned it.

				

				In the beginning, parenting is mostly feeding, wiping, and trying to figure out the baby’s rhythms. And trying to teach the baby to sleep. Parents try all kinds of things, like driving around the neighborhood for hours because the baby only sleeps in the car. We simply let ours sleep in the car seat—which itself was nestled in an heirloom cradle.

				Others walk the baby in a stroller for hours. One of my girls would only nap in a sling, bundled up against me like a pea in a pod, sucking on my finger for a pacifier. I could have gone on a crime spree back then, as long as I only touched things with the finger whose prints had been sucked smooth. When she got older, she’d only nap in the battery-powered swing.

				Whatever works. That’s what you need to find and focus on. Especially once your wife’s maternity leave is over and your solo career begins.

				Right now your baby’s sole job in life is to grow. And bond. Okay, two jobs. Yours is to facilitate those. Keep it in your head as that simple, and you’ll do alright. Sure, it becomes technically more difficult if you have more than one child, but the principle holds.

				So I really don’t want to make this Getting Started thing seem more complicated than it is. Perhaps it would help to give it some historical perspective.
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				Some Historical Perspective

				Throughout history, and prehistory for that matter, the top priority of a parent has been, very simply, to keep the children alive. This has meant, variously over time, protecting her from fanged predators, armed marauders, and trans fats.

				But there are some days—like when the baby woke you at 4:00 a.m. because she couldn’t breathe through her stuffy-head-cold boogers, and your older daughter, who didn’t want to go to sleep last night (“Ever!” she declared), didn’t pass out until after 10:00 p.m., then leapt out of bed at the first excuse, such as that 4:00 a.m. incident with the baby screaming, and you’re on your own because your wife is away on business, and you’ve almost made it to lunch, but your overtired elder child is melting down while defiantly maintaining that lack of sleep has nothing to do with it, and the baby is squirming out of your arms as you are trying to carry her over a safety gate, but you’re too tired to lift your leg high enough, and it doesn’t help that your jeans are binding because they are riding low because you didn’t have time to put on a belt this morning, and you not only fall and shatter the gate, sending bite-size chards of sharp plastic flying about the room, but you also rip open a gash in your leg as you fall, but you can’t react because you’re thinking only of trying to get your body under the baby so she doesn’t split her head open, making matters even worse, and now you have to try to calm down two wailing children before you can attempt to restore the gate and find the chards before the danger-sniffing baby turns them into a morning nosh, when all you really want to do is crawl to the bathroom to wash out the wound that feels like the Devil just took an orange zester to your shinbone, and there are still officially two hours before nap time and did I mention that you got no sleep last night, and your wife’s flight won’t be in until after the kids’ bedtime, and your toddler is on a protest strike, refusing to sleep or even behave until she sees Mommy again—when keeping your children alive means simply protecting them from you.

				You have to keep it together, not snap and hurl yourself into the teeth of the saber-toothed tiger outside the cave—or inside your head—even when you’ve had no sleep and the world is coming down around you.

				If you succeed in that one thing, keeping your offspring and yourself alive until your wife gets home, do not diminish your achievement. Indeed you have every reason to be proud. You have earned your title. And a beer, I’d say.

				Well done, Captain Dad.
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				Jargon

				Every year or two, some jamoke crunches the numbers on how much a stay-at-home parent’s work would be worth in the professional world, as if being a stay-at-home parent is like any other job. Well, first of all, it’s not, because there is no amount you could pay me to do this work if these were not my own kids. But, that aside, if anybody truly wants this job to have the same credibility as any other, there is one thing sorely missing: jargon.

				Every line of work has its own inside lingo. Every other line of work, that is. Part of my mission here is to change that. Toward that end, below is a starter list of terms, most of which we use around our house. Feel free to add your own and share them with other parents. Then we’ll all be able to talk like pros.

				Waterboarding: The last-resort technique for washing a refusenik child’s hair in the kitchen sink by holding her over the counter and using the sprayer.

				Mold farm: Any bathtub toy, such as a rubber duck, that has a squirter hole in it. This only allows water to be sucked inside and stay there until the black mold forms in sheets along the inner walls, making you wonder why the toy looks an oddly darker color—until you see the black bits floating in the tub, causing a queasy interruption in the bath while you drain, wash, refill the tub, and throw away the toy.

				Fermenter: A diaper bin, where soiled diapers sit and grow in pungency until the bin is either filled or too foul to go another minute without emptying.

				Anti-poo goo: Hand sanitizer.

				
					
						[image: 02i-001c.tif]
					

				

				
					“Hey, look what these can do.”

				

				Purple juice: Children’s liquid acetaminophen, grape flavor.

				Kidapult: A form of infant bouncy seat.

				Superfriends: Comfort creatures; the stuffed animals that your kids absolutely cannot live without, the ones covered in dirt and drool and teeth marks and all other signs of a child’s love.

				Bungos: Someone’s bottom, when you drum on it.

				Germ bank: Stuffed animal, especially a superfriend.

				Read-a-thon: With a stack of books and a cozy couch, it’s a blissful way to wile away an hour or two in relative calm.

				Diversity garden: What I call my lawn now that I have no time to take proper care of it.

				Belly stampede: A hilarious bedtime stall tactic involving kids stripped to undies or a diaper and stampeding down the hall shouting, “Belly Stampeeeeeeeeeede!”

				Hug party: What happens when you try to steal a moment’s physical affection from your spouse, but the kids are jealous of the attention.

				Booger sucker: An easier term to remember than aspirator.

				Butt bubbles: A percussive wind from the south.

				Petri dish: Any playgroup where dozens of kids slobber on all the toys. Also known as a germ swap meet.
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				CHAPTER 3 

				If God Had Intended Men to
 Carry a Child . . . She Would
 Have Given Us Hips 

				In the last chapter we talked about the equipment you will need for the job of raising a child full-time. Except I didn’t cover everything. There is one other piece of equipment that is absolutely essential to your success. And guys don’t have it. I know it’s beastly of me to come right out and say this, but the natural fact is indisputable, even though there is a feminist faction who would prefer it to remain unsaid. But here it is: Women are better equipped to raise children than men are. I mean physically. Equipment-wise. And I’m not talking about boobs. The equipment I speak of is lower.
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				I’m talking about hips. Men don’t have them. Which is a debilitating disadvantage when draped all day with small children. Hips are Nature’s Perch for infants and toddlers. An ever so functional ledge upon which babies the world over fit as naturally as cats on windowsills. I’m not sure if the Intelligent Design advocates have yet to glom onto this detail as proof of divine intent, but it does make you wonder why, if God had intended men to raise children, She didn’t see fit to give us hips.

				You see, schlepping a kid with no hips to rest her on is a real pain. I’ve got to do it exclusively with my manly arms. I know that men are vaunted to have superior upper-body strength, but those muscles evolved for throwing spears and opening jelly jars. Not holding wiggly lumps of baby. My Captain Dad colleagues and I may be leading Nature in a new direction, whereby men will evolve superior Baby Hoisting Power in the future, but right now we’re twenty thousand years ahead of our time. And we are feeling the strain of it.

				Look, it’s not that I’m simply a wimp. As modern male specimens go, I may not be ripped, cut, or otherwise lacerated (if I am using the proper meathead terminology), but neither am I a total blob fish. I have above-average muscle mass and definition. For a middle-aged blob fish, at least. And let me tell you what holding a baby in the vicinity of my nonhip got me: months of excruciating pain.

				It started with a twinge in my shoulder. Well, not a twinge. More of a sharp, “Holy Expletive!” sort of feeling. I would have scheduled a doctor’s appointment, but that sort of luxury is for people who don’t have around-the-clock child care responsibilities. Besides, we all know the scenario. 

				Me: “Doc, it hurts when I go like that.” 

				Doc: “Then don’t go like that.”

				So I tried not to “go like that.” Then one night (my monthly night out, except when I can’t make it because my wife is working very late) when I was sitting in a bar with the guys (we call it a writers’ group, and my wife is kind enough not to challenge that charade), a sheet of paper slipped off the table. I instinctively tried to snag it out of the air like President Obama famously did with that fly in an interview. Except I did it with my bad arm.

				“Gaaah!!” I said, for the whole bar to hear.	

				Everyone thought I’d been shot—the scream, the doubling over, the inability to speak for several minutes afterward. Only the absence of blood prevented someone from calling 911. Eventually I assured my colleagues with a series of grunts approximating speech that I had not, in fact, been shot. I was sure of this myself, because being shot wouldn’t have hurt so much. One of the guys asked if I had seen a doctor.
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					“Let’s see, where should Jerry hurt today?”

				

				


				My wife had been suggesting a doctor for months, but I had been shrugging it off with my good shoulder. When I got home that night and related the incident, she did her best to suppress the I-told-you-so look, which I thought was sensitive on her part. She generously carved time out of her schedule when she could stay home with the baby to allow me the chance to see a doctor, which was also sensitive. Then she truly pegged the sensitivitometer. She hooked me up with a big-shot specialist in sports medicine. Not geriatric care. Not rheumatology. But sports medicine. That’s like saying, “You’re not a frail old blob fish. You’re a virile young stallion.” Yes, I thought, a virile young stallion. Who just happened to get his keister whipped by a twenty-pound baby girl.

				The sports doctor quickly sized up the problem and laid out two possible cures. One, he could cut me open and fix the problem surgically, which would require about two years’ recovery time. Or, two, he could send me to physical therapy, which would require only—pay close attention now—about two years’ recovery time.1

				Having a good head for math, I rapidly calculated that recovery time would not be the deciding factor.

				But time itself is always a factor. So I asked about the scheduling of surgery versus physical therapy. It turned out that I could schedule the physical therapist for early in the morning, before my daughter (we had just one then) woke up and my wife went to work. Surgery, on the other hand, would have to be scheduled during normal working hours.

				Thus began my next round of considerations: Did I want months of agonizingly early mornings . . . or should I try to schedule something during the day? It was a tough call—until the doctor mentioned one last little tidbit. Surgery would also require months of follow-up physical therapy. The exact same amount of time as without surgery, in fact. Which makes you wonder why the heck he brought up surgery in the first place. Did he figure I was in the market for a macho scar, or did he simply have his eye on a Mediterranean villa and was a few tens of thousands short on his down payment? It’s hard to say.

				Ultimately the cool scar was not sufficient enticement to endure the scheduling hassle. So off I trundled to the lair of the physical therapists.

				I had never been to physical therapy before, so I didn’t know what I was in for. Oh, sure, I knew there would be exercises and maybe even a big ball to bounce on, but I didn’t really know anything about it. Had I had the foresight to check Wikipedia first, I might have learned that physical therapy developed as a by-product of the Spanish Inquisition. A windfall for the Church, really. Like a legitimate business that grows out of a front for the Mob. Anyway, some mid-level Inquisitor happened to notice one day, after releasing a victim from the rack, that the victim’s posture had improved. He dutifully passed the insight up the chain of command to his abbot, who tucked it away as an alternative fund-raising idea in case that new “bingo” thing didn’t work out.
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