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Introduction


I’ve spent years looking after pregnant women and supporting parents as they welcome their new arrivals into the world. Watching as they scramble to care for them in the best possible way, without dropping them, allowing them to vomit on unsuspecting friends or cover too many carpets with bright yellow poo.

As a doctor, you might have thought that after all the hours of studying, night shifts and exams I’d taken, that I’d know it all, but really I felt like a fraud. Deep down I knew that there’d be no substitute for the first-hand experience of becoming a dad myself — and I wasn’t wrong. Within a week of having my daughter, I’d learnt more useful and practical information about how to care for a baby than any textbook, on-call shift or antenatal class could ever have taught me.

The greatest surprise for me was the vast range of different emotions I felt as the process of becoming a parent so quickly unfolded before my eyes. None of the books I’d come across addressed how a dad might feel as he discovered he was having a baby or stood by watching as his child’s head appeared from the entrance of a vagina. Some of these are elating, some terrifying and others just mind-blowing. But with alarmingly increasing rates of post-natal anxiety and depression amongst new dads, I felt these conversations needed to be had.

Understanding the facts gives you some armour, but I hope that by sharing my personal experiences and those of many of my patients, this book will equip you mentally to cope with all that lies ahead as you discover, in your own way, how to be a dad.
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FROM THE DOCTOR

Ever since you burst onto the planet, these two little, or not so little, reservoirs of life have been there. Often in the way, liable to painful injury (and hidden away from your mum at the earliest sight of a pubic hair), these potential life-givers – which, if you’ve listened to health advice, you might have occasionally checked for lumps and bumps – are now at the forefront of your mind. You may have picked up this book because yours have just excelled themselves in their child-making class or simply because you’re wondering about their potential for future success.

After years of ‘getting it on before you get it off’ or enquiring cautiously as to whether your partner has remembered her particular form of contraception that day, now the game plan has changed. If you’re anything like me, the fear of catching chlamydia or another sexually transmitted infection has always paled into insignificance beside the prospect of an unintentional pregnancy. We all know that most infections can be either cured or treated highly effectively, but the thought of becoming a dad is, quite simply, on another level. This is a game-changer that begins the very moment your balls do their life-creating thing for the first time.

Women have libraries of books, blogs, podcasts and magazines that devote billions of pages to the experience of conception, pregnancy and childbirth. By writing this I in no way intended to undermine the huge physical, psychological and hormonal journey that any pregnant woman goes through. However, I hope that this book, written as it is by a doctor who has cast aside the condoms and ridden the rollercoaster to becoming a dad, will go some way towards answering those ‘man questions’ that never quite make it to pubs, locker-rooms, water coolers or any other locations where men might find themselves having meaningful chats. Although let’s face it, getting men to talk about anything personal is almost as difficult as it is to get an egg fertilized by a sperm. Hopefully reading this will give you a head start when it comes to understanding what the hell is going on now that a baby is on the horizon. Think of it as a papery man-hug that can guide you through what is a potentially treacherous world of terminology, hormones, social change, sleep deprivation and finally dirty nappies with tiny feet attached.

Learning the basics

In my fourth year at medical school, after years of studying biochemistry, hearts, lungs, bones and all the organs in between, the syllabus finally turned to obstetrics, the branch of medicine responsible for helping women to grow babies and bring them into the world. I really couldn’t have been less interested in the subject. Granted, this was before the days of One Born Every Minute being on the TV, so just seeing a freshly birthed baby spring through its mother’s legs or being removed from her open abdomen was pretty novel, but the thought of having a child of my own was completely off my radar. In the first week we underwent the most bizarre and by now legendary element of medical training to date – well beyond the realms of dissecting preserved human bodies. We were split into small groups to meet the Gynaecology Teaching Associates, a pair of delightful middle-aged women who taught us, by live demonstration on each other, how to perform a vaginal examination and how to use a speculum (the notorious plastic duck-beak-shaped implement dreaded by women having smear tests) to look through the vagina to see the cervix, the gateway to the womb, or uterus. One by one we joined a queue to practise while the lady in question gave feedback, the content of which is etched on my mind forever: ‘Very good, now just take your thumb off my clitoris’ or, ‘Perfectly done, just try not to catch a pube next time’. Well, how else were we supposed to learn? The cervix is going to feature heavily in this story. You might have felt it if you’ve ever put anything with sensation inside a vagina. It feels a bit like the tip of your nose and looks like a very small doughnut – round with a tiny hole in the middle. Some say it actually just looks like the head of a penis staring at you from the back of the vagina.

Several years later, as a fully qualified junior doctor working in a sexual health clinic, I began my first professional search for a woman’s cervix. As the woman climbed onto the examination couch, she asked if it mattered that she was on her period. It didn’t, so I politely reassured her that there was no need to worry – this was true for her, but not for me. A tiny bit of my inner man cringed. I had a flashback to GCSE biology, and those complicated graphs you might remember showing the hormonal changes of the menstrual cycle. But my real fear was of the period blood itself and stick with me here. As soon as I saw it, my perception changed forever: this was not the stuff of horror films, this blood was a gentle trickle, neatly oozing from the opening of the cervix and flowing into the vagina, a remarkable, natural phenomenon that’s a sign of fertility and of life to come. Just for a moment I felt like David Attenborough, marvelling over the natural world. I briefly contemplated a breathy voice-over but remembered myself, took a quick swab and withdrew the speculum. I had escaped unharmed.

The baby-making

So after years of irrational period ‘man fear’, and the relief that the contraception had yet again done us proud, my attention now turned to a completely opposite aim – baby-making. A world where the sight of vaginal blood is more unwanted than ever before. You may have arrived here after battling through months of ovulation calculators, period apps and militant sex schedules. Perhaps you’ve finally succeeded with some help from a fertility clinic, or have accidentally got somebody pregnant and are now wondering, with shrinking testicles, what might lie ahead.

A few generations back, men provided the sperm, paid for all the baby gear and went straight back to work. Before that, and you’ve seen the period dramas, men just jumped on, did the business until they’d satisfied themselves and moved on. In every way that it’s right relationships have changed and developed since those days, it’s also right that men, indeed dads, should expect to understand and fully participate in the making, growing, birthing and parenting of their children. Obviously, you can uncross your legs, you’re not going to hurt downstairs but being an informed, involved father can improve pregnancy outcomes, as well as childhood behaviour and relationships for years to come. And no, this doesn’t just depend on whether or not you do the washing-up. Modern relationships are, luckily for men and women, farting in the face of stereotype. From stay-at-home dads to same-sex parents, industry-leading mums, to full-time mannies, never has the role of dad been so varied. Whichever one you find yourself contemplating, fatherhood will bring its own huge rewards and challenges.

You may be asking yourself: When is the right time to have a child? How will it affect my life, relationship, job or family? Can I afford it? These are all very sensible questions, which certainly ran through my mind when I finally agreed to let the sperm flow freely in the rampant – you should have seen the schedule – quest for fatherhood. My wife had wanted children since time began and this feeling had certainly intensified since we had married – the best men even mentioned the prospect of children in their speech. But what did I want? I knew I did, one day, want to be a dad, but when? Is now right, I thought? Am I grown up enough? I was recently asked for ID when trying to buy a bottle of Sauvignon in the supermarket. ‘I’m 31’, I replied. ‘But you look so young,’ said the sales assistant, as if this was some sort of compliment – before he refused to accept my NHS ID card, which clearly stated that I was a doctor, as evidence for me meeting the legal drinking age. Medically, we now know that a man’s sperm deteriorates in quality as he ages, which may bring with it an increased risk of conditions such as autism in your child. It’s not exactly the ticking time bomb of female fertility, but worth a thought as research reveals more. In reality though, there probably never is a perfect time. In my situation a quick check of the job status revealed I was likely to be employed for a while, our relationship seemed wonderful and the balls were producing something, but who knew whether it contained anything worthwhile?

I obviously can’t look into the unique situation of every potential dad-to-be in this tome, but whatever your concerns are, rest assured, there is always help and advice available. In my case, I had a fear of passing on the genetic condition albinism (a pigment disorder resulting in white hair and skin and a severe visual impairment) that I live with every day. While it’s not a life-limiting condition, it’s still pretty undesirable. I might have felt differently about it if somebody had told me they were casting people with albinism in The Da Vinci Code or that Harry Potter’s nemesis Draco Malfoy was in fact ridiculously blond, but I knew I’d prefer to pass some of my better qualities on to a child and not curse them with a life of peering at screens and being unable to work out which bus is about to run them over. So, I went to see a geneticist. After a painstaking wait, my inbuilt error was finally identified. A tiny, but significant, faulty gene in my DNA – talk about scrutinizing yourself. I was told that I’d pass the gene to all my offspring (horrible word), but they’d only have albinism if my wife carried the gene too. She’s not albino, we’re not related (as far as we know), so we decided to leave it to chance. Unnervingly though, I realized I’d just bought a lottery ticket, so I must in some way believe in small chances winning through. As I have recently made a TV documentary about the murder and mutilation of people with albinism in East Africa, my perceptions have somewhat changed. Albinism is certainly not ideal, but worse things could happen. I’ll uncover the mysteries of routine genetic screening during pregnancy later in the book.

This brings us neatly back to my balls, or yours for that matter. Exactly half of your genetic make-up is neatly packaged into each tiny sperm. All being well, during ejaculation more than 39 million sperm, suspended in nutrient-rich seminal fluid, leave your penis travelling at over 20mph. The volume varies, but on average 3.7ml (approximately three quarters of a teaspoon) of the little swimmers head out on a challenging, perilous journey that few survive. Fortunately for us men, the chances of surviving the journey ahead are far greater, so ready the balls and let the voyage to fatherhood begin.

FROM THE DAD

Being a doctor allows me to explain all the factual elements of this exciting journey into fatherhood in a way that I hope is both interesting and understandable to someone with no medical training. But the science, procedures and jargon that I’ve picked up throughout my training and career are only a tiny fraction of what I’ve had to learn as I’ve become a dad myself. So, I’ve added a ‘From the Dad’ section to each chapter, providing an insight into how I, and the hundreds of dads that I’ve met, both professionally and personally, think and feel as we embark on one of life’s biggest and greatest challenges. It’s an emotional process so you may as well hear it as it is from guys who’ve been there before. No two men will ever have the same experience and yours will be completely unique, too. If you are at the start of the adventure, however you do or don’t define your gender or sexuality and in whatever capacity you’ve come to be considering fatherhood, I hope this book will go some way towards facilitating and enhancing your experience.


What Women Want


While dads can take many roles along this journey, so far, the one thing we can’t do is grow and carry a baby. But you can be an invaluable source of support for your partner. So, at the end of each chapter there’s a box featuring the top DOs and DON’Ts for dads-to-be from a survey of pregnant women I’ve conducted, telling you in their own words how you can help ease the burden for your partner. It seems only fair!
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