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To Mae and Eve. And to all the mamas, papas, grannies, grandads, aunties, uncles and the mates who hold the baby while you have a wee. Here’s to working on life.
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Introduction

Mother Pukka.

Parenting, eh. It’s a word that deeply concerned me until I was about twenty-eight. It was associated with grim, bulging nappies in public toilets and Mars-bar-smattered kids flicking bogeys at your hungover head. It didn’t look like a happy place. Those parents didn’t look like happy people – not like the faux ones in John Lewis picture frames.

I took my contraceptive pill with military scheduling.

Then I met a boy who wasn’t a bell-end and wanted his seed in a way that I believe only David Attenborough can fully explain: ‘Here we have the primitive female on the procreational turn …’

That seed turned into Mae – part boombox, part wonderful human – and we went from happy to nappy place. The full show: eye-twitching sleepless nights, leaking mammaries, living off your kid’s cold, discarded fish fingers (tramp canapés as a mate refers to them). But while Sellotaping my life together post-splashdown, I remember thinking it’s not a complete horror show.

Sure it leaves your fun bags resembling a spaniel’s ears and your mind a little mangled. But those moments when you catch a gurning toothless smile; or when you get a little hand-squeeze in response to your own; or when you manage to have a wee – complete with closed door, without a toddler gawping at you – those are the bits that make you think, ‘Yeah, we’re working on life here, people.’

It’s a tale of two halves: one minute you’re sauntering with your stroller, kid asleep, weekly shop tucked under the buggy, owning life. The next you’re trying to manhandle a planking toddler into a buggy as an entire bus stop of blue-rinsed ladies quietly judge. It’s at this point that a rogue grape usually rolls from your protruding bag into a gutter – the final embellishment on that shitty parental cake.

Mother Fucker! There it is. An expletive is uttered in a very British way (so no one can hear), and I’m left looking like I’ve escaped from an institution. So remember, the next time you see a mother angrily grumbling in the rain and trying to ‘parent’, you’ll understand the truth behind her mutterings.

However, my own mum hates swearing, so when I decided to set out on a mission to blather about the good, bad and ugly of parenting online it was ‘Mother Pukka’ that made the cut. The aim was to bring all those offspring-avoiders into the nook and help parents (and parents-to-be) understand that we’re all doing better than we think. With brutally honest anecdotes, the purpose of Mother Pukka is to share what it really takes to build and raise a human.

It is based on a ratio of laughing more than you cry. It is a pixelated hug for the mother who is postnatally depressed, feeding a mewling infant at 3 a.m. only to hear a bunch of youths coming back from a night on the tiles as a stark reminder of another far-off world. It is hopefully a ‘me too’ place when parents find themselves standing in Tesco with a shrieking child, a pineapple and one solitary tear edging down their face, unsure of how to proceed with this spiky, exotic fruit.

The ambition of Mother Pukka is to offer some light relief from that stain-embellished, madly brilliant parental storm. My feeling is that however you choose to parent – eco-warrior or plastic-purchaser, gym-bunny or gin-bunny, hipster dad or hip-replacement dad – the common denominator is humour. If we can laugh through the madness as we keep those small humans alive, then we truly are winning.

This book is an extension of Mother Pukka, a bosomy, welcoming place for people who happen to be parents, or for people who are about to become parents, and our motto is: ‘parenting the shit out of life’. Because, for every turdy nappy you sadly deposit into a gag-reflex-inducing bin, there’s a moment that’s less shit around the corner. A moment when your life project says, ‘Mama has a spiky hoo-ha’ in the tinned goods aisle of your local supermarket and you realise that you’re laughing more than you’re crying.

Here’s to parenting the shit out of life.

Papa Pukka.

There are no parenting books that tell you what to do when your child starts to squawk and thrash about like a pterodactyl in a tumble dryer. There’s no manual that clarifies whether it’s okay secretly to eat your nipper’s last fruit pastille, or advises on the best response to accidentally being peed on while pretending to be a pony. These are things you learn as you go along, because every parent is winging it.

Every mama and papa becomes a multi-talented improviser who can shift from surrealist clown to concerned guardian in the time it takes to fall off a swing. This is not a guidebook or a philosophy. It is not designed to guilt you into signing up to a parenting style. It’s a list of things that happened, some of which might also happen to you. (Apart from the bit about having a beagle that ingests heroin. That’s unlikely to happen to anyone else.)

I used to have big dreams; now I have big bags under my eyes. Where once I dreamt of writing a great, British novel, scoring a World-Cup-final hat-trick or becoming the country’s finest-ever Prime Minister, now I dream of uninterrupted sleep and a day when no one in my house cries. I used to enjoy hangovers because they allowed me to lie in and plan elaborate breakfasts. Now I am hungover every day, regardless of whether or not I’ve drunk the night before.

I have voluntarily imposed these minor agonies on myself because I was vain enough to think that the world needed more of me, and decided to have a child. That child – our strident, loving, funny, caring, selfish, generous, curious, fragile, bold and brave four-year-old daughter – has changed my life in all the ways you might expect, and in many others that came as a complete surprise. One of the most significant was realising that I lived with something called a ‘vlogger’.

Anna began Mother Pukka for Mae. She had built a career as a journalist over ten years, but when the money and hours proved incompatible with parenting – about which, more later – she took a job as senior copywriter for L’Oreal Group. It paid more, but the hours were still long. With me doing the childcare drop-off in the morning, Anna could make pick-up by 5.59 p.m., giving her an hour with Mae each evening. Then L’Oreal’s office moved and her daily commute went from ninety minutes to two and half hours, meaning she would only see Mae sleeping and at weekends. Something had to give, and Mother Pukka was born.

Two years into our parenting experiment, she began spending every spare moment with her nose to her mobile: blogging, vlogging, Instagramming and pouring her time in to Mother Pukka. It was an explosion of curiosity, creativity and rage about the unnecessary impossibilities of modern parenting. While I was griping about childcare costs and the lack of flexible employment, she was speaking up for like-minded parents by organising dancing flash-mobs in Trafalgar Square. While I grizzled about the preachy nature of most parenting guides and an industry aimed at guilt-tripping, Anna had quit her job to hold forth from a very colourful digital soapbox, standing up to say: ‘It’s okay guys, we’re all working on life.’

This is simply a way of saying: parenting is tough, and the expectations on this generation of parents are making it tougher than it needs to be. There are some little boxes throughout this book that offer practical tips, but mostly parenting is more intuitive than you might think. Things go wrong, everyone mucks up, but when the time comes, you’ll work it out. Just be patient, be kind and show your kids interesting things. Make them eat some vegetables and brush most of their teeth. Don’t let them be twats to others. And when it gets tricky, speak to a few trusted friends. If you’ve picked up this book, then you’ve probably just made or are brewing (or are considering brewing) an actual human, which is about the most amazing thing anyone can do. The next two decades will be tough, but don’t worry: you’ve got this.

Here’s to parenting the shit out of life.


DISCLAIMER

Like most parents, we’re making it up as we go along. Our main sources of advice are ‘friends who look like they’re holding it together’, the internet and fleeting instincts. This book is meant to make you laugh a bit and is not a substitute for professional advice. 
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