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PREFACE

Whether your kids call you “Dad,” “Pop,” or “Daddy,”—and whether your loving spouse refers to you as “Honey,” “Sweetie,” or “Oh, crap, what did you do now? ”—Dad Rules is an extremely important training text for dads of all experience levels: longtime dads, new dads, and dads-to-be.

OK, so “extremely” is a bit much . . . and maybe “important” is, too. But we do know that Dad Rules will put a smile on the face of any man who has navigated—or is about to navigate—the often curvy, pothole-filled roads of fatherhood. And the responsibility of being behind the wheel on such an unpredictable journey can often be unsettling, especially with a two-year-old in the backseat, happily smearing his ice cream over every inch of available window, and your wife next to you, offering her always helpful advice to “Slow down,” “Turn left at the next . . . aw, you missed it,” and “I knew we should have brought a map.”

But fear not, men, because now you have Dad Rules to act as your GPS! First, we’ll guide you from that life-altering moment when your wife says, “Honey, we need to talk,” but you misunderstand and wonder how in the world she found out about the $1,200 you laid out for new golf clubs. Then we’ll take you through pregnancy and birthing classes (even offering a few excuses for missing a session or two), followed by an entirely plausible story you can tell the emergency room physician to explain how your brand new nine iron found itself lodged in your backside.

The next stop will be the birth center, where we will lead you through the birthing process and try to get you acclimated to just a few of the unflattering names your wife will undoubtedly call you, particularly during the final moments immediately before your precious little one makes an entrance.

But as soon as that beautiful, spectacular little person you helped create peers at you with those dark brown eyes, all of that is forgotten; and as you hold your one-minute-old infant for the very first time, you experience a feeling you’ve never felt before . . . in fact, it’s one you never even imagined.

Congratulations, Dad. And as you take in a deep breath of that unmistakable new baby smell, you vow that you will love this child forever.

And you will. But it will not always be as easy as it is at that moment, because all a newborn does for the first month or so is take food in, then pass it back out; a feat performed with amazing regularity. And how will all this change your life? Well, only two or three years ago, your favorite sentence was, “Who’s in for beer pong?” Now it’s, “Hey, look everybody, my little cutie made poo-poo again!”

Then, before you know it, your little genius will begin making sounds, which will eventually become words, which will eventually become sentences.

Life sentences.

Sentences like, “Why? Because I don’t want to!” will progress to, “The problem with my grades is that my teacher hates me.” Next, you’ll be hearing things like, “Chill, Dad. It’s not like we don’t have car insurance,” and then, the most dreaded words of all, which dads often hear after a child graduates from college: “Aaaahhh, it sure is nice to be back in my old room again.”

So fasten your seat belt, keep your eyes on the road, and enjoy the journey of being a dad. It will be quite a trip.
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ONE

GAME ON!

It’s a beautiful Saturday afternoon. The sun is shining; the birds are chirping; and you? You feel like you might vomit. That’s because you are on your company’s softball team; it’s the bottom of the last inning of your first game of the year, the bases are loaded, and you are at bat. What’s more, there are two outs and your team trails by one run. It all comes down to you. But what’s really got your stomach tumbling is something that you never shared with your teammates: you suck at softball. In high school, you concentrated on more cerebral pursuits. You lettered in diving and served as president of the Computer Club (two terms!).

But of course you didn’t mention any of this when your boss was scrambling for enough players to field a team. In fact, you told him you were quite a baseball player back in the day. If it weren’t for the arm injury, who knows how far you could have gone? You did this for two reasons: One, you are a guy; embellishing your past athletic prowess is in your DNA, just like scratching yourself and forgetting to zip your pants. Two, as one of the company’s newest hires, you figured being on a company team would provide an excellent opportunity to meet people in other departments, to enjoy the camaraderie of being part of a group, and to get some exercise. “To totally humiliate yourself ” was not on your list.

The umpire calls “Strike one!” for everyone to hear. You look over to the bench. Your coach, who is also your boss, wears an incredulous expression that says, “This guy played baseball in high school? At where? Saint Dweeb’s?”

You stare out at the pitcher as you recall your previous two at-bats.

Your first time up, you struck out; but your coach/boss said it was a horrible call, so you felt somewhat exonerated. The second time, you swung mightily and dinked one all the way back to the pitcher, who threw you out at first by about twenty-five feet.

As you dig in for the next pitch, you hear their third baseman yell to the pitcher, “C’mon, Jenny, just put it over. This guy can’t hit!”

“Oh, yeah?” you think to yourself. “Well watch this, fat man!”

As the ball arcs toward you, you prepare to whack one, secretly hoping that you will somehow make contact and carom one off that loud mouth third baseman’s large and expanding forehead. You swing with everything you’ve got, and nearly fall down.

“Strike two!” says the umpire as the ball bounces two feet in front of home plate.

It’s now that you know you’re hosed. Your face feels flush as you realize that you are about to become the laughingstock of the company. You have a vision of yourself getting fired and everyone in the company cheering as you’re booted out the front door, carrying a cardboard box of your paltry belongings. Next, you envision your wife standing on the front porch of the house you two recently bought. She is weeping as a man pounds a BANK REPOssEssION sign on your front lawn, which is brown because your water was shut off six weeks earlier.

As the pitcher starts her windup, you sigh—grateful that your wife wasn’t feeling well enough to be at the game and to witness your demise.

You clear your head just in time to see the pitcher release the ball. As it floats toward you, everything slows down. As strike three approaches, you picture yourself and your wife living in a tent village on the banks of a cement aqueduct that carries the city’s sludge out to sea. Oh, well, you think. You always dreamed of having a place right on the water.

A disheveled, toothless man walks by, and you ask if you can borrow a match to light a can of Sterno. It’s your birthday and your wife wants to heat you up a twoweek-old donut she found in a dumpster behind the police station. But he says, “No way! I ain’t giving squat to the loser who struck out with the bases loaded!”

And then, the ball is almost upon you. You close your eyes and swing. And amazingly, you feel something hit your bat. Then you hear cheers coming from your teammates, and you open your eyes just in time to see the ball lofting toward left field. You drop your bat and run as fast as you can, spurred on by your imaginary toothless neighbor, who’s right on your heels with a flaming tiki torch.

The other team’s chiseled left fielder, who—rumor has it—was once drafted by the Pittsburgh Pirates, races for the ball. “Oh, no!” you think. He actually has a chance to catch it. He dives and extends his arm . . . thunk! The ball lands squarely in his glove. You can’t believe your bad luck. You could’ve been a hero! It could have meant a promotion! A bigger house! That German-made two-seat Roadster you’ve been eyeing! But now, nothing but stale dumpster donuts.

And then, as Mr. All-Star hits the ground, the ball pops loose. Your team goes crazy! One run scores! Two runs score! As your teammates spill from the dugout, you stand on first base, not totally sure of what just happened. You see them rushing to you, and for a split second you fear that you might be in for a public flogging. But you soon figure it out when they hoist you onto their shoulders and carry you around the infield, shouting your name. “Grimsky!” Grimsky!” they chant.

Dang, you wish your wife were here.

Later, after pizza and beer, the check comes; but you’re not allowed to throw in so much as a nickel. “Heroes don’t pay!” your boss says.

You haven’t received this many pats on the back since your junior year of high school, when you figured out how to hack into your chemistry teacher’s computer to give all your friends a sneak peek at the midterm.

You get home around six, bursting to tell your wife every detail of your heroics. But when you walk in, the first thing you see is the dining table set for two. The candles are lit and the lights are low. The evening reeks of romance.

“Oh, no,” you think, as you check today’s date on your iPhone. It’s not your anniversary, her birthday, the date you got engaged, or even the anniversary of your first date together. So what’s the deal?

“Hi, sweetie,” your wife says as she comes out of the kitchen. She is wearing a slinky dress and looks even more spectacular than usual.

“Hi,” you answer tentatively. “Wow,” you say, indicating the table. “What’s up?”

“Oh, nothing,” she says with an impish smile. “I just thought we’d have a nice, quiet dinner at home. You OK with that?”

“You bet,” you say, giving her a big kiss.

“So how was the game?”

You tell her the whole story . . . except the part about your first two at-bats and that the opposing pitcher’s name was Jenny. After you finish, she throws her arms around your shoulders and says, “My hero.” Then she follows that with an amazingly long and tender kiss.

You determine that the night might be full of amazing possibilities, so perhaps a shower is in order.

What a guy.

Later, you two have just finished your salad when your wife says casually, “Sooooo . . . you remember Jim and Nina’s wedding?”

“Remember? Of course; it was only a month ago.”

“Actually, it’s been five weeks,” she says with a smile.

“OK,” you say, studying her for any hint of where this may be going.

“And do you remember what we did after the reception? ”

Of course you remember. Every detail. Who could forget a night like that? “Gee, no,” you say sarcastically. “Exactly what was it we did again?”

She laughs.

“I’ll always remember that night,” you say.

“Oh, I think we both will. . . .” she says, getting out of her chair and sitting on your lap. Then you notice a touch of moisture in her eye as she adds a word to the end of that sentence. It’s a big word; a real big word. “. . . Daddy,” she concludes.

“Daddy?” you repeat in your head. Did your wife just call you “Daddy?”

You look at her and she nods with a huge, beautiful smile on her face.

“You mean. . .?” you stammer.

“Yep,” she says. “Congratulations.” At least that’s what you think she said, because she cried the last word.

You are simultaneously ecstatic and stunned; over the past few months you two have talked about starting a family; you both have good jobs and job security, especially since that left fielder didn’t hold onto the ball. But you didn’t think it would happen so soon. Are you really ready to be a dad? Are you up to the task? After thinking about it for a nanosecond, the answer is a resounding “Yes! ”—which you scream as you lift your wife and spin her about the room. Then, when you remember that she is now a pregnant woman, you gently place her on the sofa and pepper her with questions. “Are you sure? Do you feel all right? Should we turn the guest bedroom into the baby’s room?” And, of course, the old male standby: “Can we still have sex?”

She laughs and begins by saying that she’s suspected it for a week or more, so today she picked up two home pregnancy kits at the pharmacy. Both were positive. But just to be sure, she called her sister, who’s an ob-gyn doctor. They met at her office, and there’s no doubt about it—she is 100 percent pregnant. You laugh, and cry, and cheer, and scream; then you take her in your arms and the two of you make out like it’s 11:55 PM and you’re two teenagers with a midnight curfew.

Later, you each call your parents with the news. Everyone is thrilled.

Later still, you and your wife decide to go to bed a little earlier than usual and continue the celebration.

At midnight, you watch her sleep next to you. You have never been happier. Your mind is going a mile a minute, and there’s no way you can sleep, so you tiptoe out of the bedroom and grab your laptop. Sitting at the kitchen table, you smile when you think of all the wonderful things that lie ahead. Then, when you think about what all those wonderful things will cost, your smile fades and you go online and transfer some money from your savings into a new account you call simply, “Our Baby.”

“What a day!” you think to yourself. In recalling the softball game, you wonder what would have happened if you had you struck out. Would it have had an impact on your job? Probably not. But then again, maybe.

You know you dodged a bullet today, and that next time you might not be so lucky, so you go out into the garage and find the crutches you got when you hurt your knee skiing. If you wrap your ankle just right, and hobble into work Monday morning, it just might do the trick.

“What’s wrong, Grimsky?” your boss will ask, alarmed.

“I screwed up my ankle at the game Saturday,” you say, trying to wince with just the right amount of pain, while still maintaining your image as a “hero.” So you add, “I hurt it in the second inning . . . way before I got my hit.”

“And you kept playing on it? ” your boss says, full of admiration.

“Yessir, I did. Anything for the team. But the bad news is, it’ll keep me out of action for awhile.”

“How long?”

“The rest of the season,” you answer with as much regret as you can fake.

Your boss takes the news hard, but still commends you for your spirit. When you get back to your office, you wonder if you did the right thing.

Of course you did. Like it or not, you’ve got to be more cautious now. After all, you’re going to be a dad.
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TWO

FROM PETER PAN TO PREGNANCY SUIT

OK, so you’re going to be a father. You have engaged in a beautiful, selfless act to help bring a new life into this world. You muse that because of your willingness to part with your obviously brawny sperm, you may have co-created a child who could very well grow up to be a doctor who will find cures for the world’s most devastating diseases. Or a statesman whose intelligence, compassion, and general amiability will allow her to build the bridge to world peace. Or an astral explorer who will find intelligent life on Mars. Or on Venus. Or on Fox News.

And even though your wife is only at the beginning of her pregnancy, you are so excited about your impending fatherhood that you are already mentally rearranging the house and socking away a little extra cash each week for college tuition, even though your little genius will likely be on full scholarship from kindergarten on.

When you look at your wife, you see the most beautiful woman in the world, full and ripe and almost beatific. You are suddenly fascinated by the cycle of birth and the rejuvenation of the species. You get misty-eyed at The Lion King, and yesterday, driving to work, you had to pull over and sob when an oldies station played “Daddy’s Home.”

But the only person you can share your feelings with is your wife, because if you ever mentioned any of these emotions to your single guy friends, you know they would ride you mercilessly.

“Jeez, grow a pair,” you can hear one of them saying.

“Yeah,” says another, handing you his cell phone. “If you want to talk about that crap, call Oprah.”

And then, when the waitress comes for drink orders, they’d get a huge laugh out of ordering beers and Jägermeister shots for themselves and an appletini for you.

You chalk this up to them still being little boys, caught in the Peter Pan syndrome. They’re still irresponsible, delinquent, bachelor playboys—able to drink, smoke cigars, and watch Cops and UFC fights whenever they want. They can buy all the skis and putters they want to.

Whew, you’re glad you’re not like that anymore, right? Right?!

An expectant mom, on the other hand, has a built-in support group and fan club throughout her pregnancy. Before she’s even showing, just listen to the decibel level rise when she tells a group of her friends that she’s pregnant. You haven’t heard grown women scream like that since last time you were in Vegas and Tom Jones tossed a pair of his Fruit of the Looms into the crowd. Her friends will fawn over her and throw her an unending stream of baby showers. And once her pregnancy becomes more obvious, strangers in elevators will smile at her and say she has “a certain glow” about her.

You just stand by and smile proudly, as if to say, “And I’m the guy who made all of this possible.”

But before you nominate yourself for Husband of the Year, you should also remember that you are also the man responsible for blessing your gorgeous wife with nine months of nausea, bloating, and so much extra tonnage that they won’t even allow her on the truck scales alongside the interstate. She will also have you to thank for her dry hair, her swollen feet, and an emotional state that makes her go from high to low, from happy to sad, quicker than you can say “Dr. Phil.”

And because of this emotional rollercoaster that your wife is experiencing, it is wise for you to go along with whatever she says. You need to remember that a pregnant woman has so many things going on in her body that during her pregnancy her emotional wiring can misfire at any time. And when it does, you need to be ready for it. With a smile.

“Honey, I think we should paint the baby’s room mauve with persimmon highlights, don’t you? ” she says in her third month of pregnancy.

“Perfect,” you say. “Except we just painted it yellow two weeks ago.”

“What are you saying? That I made a mistake?”

“No way! Mauve and persimmon it is.”

“Great,” she says. “Can you do it tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow?” you blurt. “I was gonna play golf tomorrow.”

“Golf ?” she roars. “You’d actually go out and hit a ball around when you could be here doing something nice for your child. OK, fine, go! I’ll call my father and ask him to do it.”

“Whoa,” you say. “Weren’t you listening? I said I was gonna play golf. But that was before I knew I’d have the opportunity to do some painting.” Then you wrap your arms around her and give her a big kiss. “Thanks, honey,” you say. “I am so glad we’re pregnant.”

“WE? ” OK, Nancy Boy, hold it right there. This sounds like the same “we” you use when you watch your hometown team on television and get all puffed up at the end of the game, yelling, “We won! We won!” Look, pal, let us shine the harsh light of reality on this. They won. You didn’t do anything except watch from the couch wearing your underpants. You saying, “We’re pregnant!” is like your wife saying, “We’ve got jock itch!”

So make no mistake that when it’s baby time, your wife will be doing all the heavy lifting. And as her pregnancy progresses, you will learn that your role as “equal partner” has been temporarily suspended, and you are now reduced in rank to cheerleader, general factotum, and support team leader. Your wife is now Cher to your Sonny, Cleopatra to your Marc Antony, Madonna to your cabana boy.

And if you have even the slightest doubt about this, you will come to your senses when your wife enthusiastically enrolls the two of you in birthing class or lessons in Lamaze, natural childbirth, low-impact water birthing, or “Magic Midwifery.” Or, as many old-school husbands (not you, of course) refer to it: “That stupid thing I have to go to on Tuesday nights.” We know that some guys can’t get rid of the nagging feeling that these classes are nothing but a plot by militant feminists to rub our noses in the steaming pile of trouble we’ve caused by forcing our unnatural lust on innocent, virginal women. We probably inherited this attitude from past generations . . . like maybe from our own dads.

“Hey, Jimmy,” your father says to you over the phone. “Listen, I have a couple of tickets for the hockey game Tuesday night. How ’bout you and I . . .”

“Shoot, Dad, I’d love to. But I’m busy Tuesday.”

“You can’t move it? I thought we’d head out early; have dinner at Marco’s Meat Palace.”

“Sounds great, Dad, but it’s something I just can’t get out of.”

“Something for work, eh?”

“No. Tuesday night is our first birthing class.”

There is a moment of silence, and then you hear your dad pounding his phone’s receiver onto his kitchen counter. This is one of his favorite bits, and you’ve seen him perform it hundreds of times over the years. As you wait for the banging to stop, you know exactly what his next words will be: “I’m sorry, but my phone must be broken. What the hell’d you say?”

“Birthing class, Dad. Marsha and I are going for the next six weeks.”
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