My Time with Reuben

Introduction

I write this with the intention of opening a little window in a precious time I am having with my Son at the moment. My amazing wife has headed back into the workplace and I am now on full time Daddy Day-care, until I find another job. This won’t be too long we hope, but whilst this time does last I am trying to make the most of it. I guess the best way to judge that is whether or not this little diary I keep is interesting or not. I hope it manages to be ok. One reason I am pretty confident about this being interesting is that the real star of the piece will be my boy Reuben, born on the 15th of September 2014. He’s been pretty interesting since day one to be honest and there is always a story for him, even on that first day he was actually born too big to fit in the standard NHS cots you get given. He was just smashing against the sides and we were walking around the hospital looking like Anna had just popped out a toddler. Well she hadn’t popped out a toddler but she had popped out the most wonderful little chap who I hope you all get to understand a little more now.

Descriptions
To really be able to picture this story well I think you need the correct image of Reuben in your head, and also of me to. So let’s start with Reuben. Without doubt his stand out feature is his glorious blonde hair, it’s the colour you associate with surfers in California and it is curly to so that adds to the adorable factor. It is not neat curls though, its messy curls, the kind that look like he’s just woke up form a heavy night and not bothered brushing his hair. He’s got quite a stocky shape for a toddler, as in he has some decent shoulders on him. His arms and legs are also pretty well toned, particularly his legs. He would actually be the image of an athlete if it wasn’t for the fact he has a belly that kind of looks like he has swallowed a globe, whole. Reuben is usually dressed in bright colours as we like showing him off and nearly always has a co-ordinated outfit. He is usually seen with his favourite toy Mr Owl under his right arm, luckily the lad doesn’t suffer from BO yet so Mr Owl doesn’t mind too much. 

To describe myself I’ll use a term my best man used to my wedding “Matt Damon, after a stroke”

Playgroup

Daddy day-care is an interesting concept to ponder, as you look around history and society and you instantly feel the odds are against you. You want to go buy some new supplies, what’s the best shop for that? Mothercare. Who personifies the life giving and nurturing aspects of nature, Mother nature not Daddy Nature. What’s the major website for chat about babies, Mumsnet. Let’s not forget also it is the Mother who hoiks the little bundle around for 9 months before popping him out, in what from my vantage point looked like the most unnatural & painful way possible. 

I watched a giraffe give birth on one of Attenborough’s Sunday night shows not so long ago, she basically just popped the little thing out in bout 5 minutes, like she was just passing some trapped wind. I think us humans must be missing a trick as it took my wife something like 8 hours from waters breaking to popping our 9lb nipper out. What’s the major difference… Giraffes do it standing, Anna’s pretty tall like a Giraffe too so I might recommend she stands next time to get it over with quicker.

Everything points towards Mummy Day-care being the way it should be done, and I do believe that is the way it should be done. But me and my little boy Reuben were about to break the trend and take on the challenge of Daddy Day-care. 

I genuinely write that as a ‘we’ and not a ‘me’ as over the first 19 months of Reuben’s life, he has made it pretty clear to me that we are actually mates, rather than anything more loving or nurturing.

From about 7 months old whenever I would arrive home from work, we would get a ball out of his toy box for us to play with. As soon as he was walking at 12 months old this escalated into about 4 balls. By 16 months he would have 4 footballs out, 3 tennis balls and 15 golf balls out. Walking across our living room was similar to an obstacle course from Takeshi Castle sometimes.

It was pretty clear that Reuben viewed me as a playmate. Whenever anything went wrong, such as I decided to chop him down with a miss-timed slide tackle, he’d run to Mummy for a cuddle. Don’t worry I didn’t really chop him down, I’d just think about it whenever he booted the ball in the goal past me.

But yes by 19 months old we are firmly ‘best mates’ I call him my best mate at least 40 times a day and and we high 5 each other whenever one of us is impressed with something. Well let’s be honest he’s never impressed with me, so it tends to be more I high five him when he does something really smart, such as figuring out how to undo the top of the bubble bath and pour it all over the carpet, maybe that’s not a high 5 moments actually.

So in the middle of April 2016 we started out on our little journey together. The first real piece of Daddy Day-care was when I took him to our local toddler group. To be honest I say I took him, it was more like he took me. You approach our Toddler group across what seems to be like a huge field. It’s at least a driver and a 6 iron (I tend to measure all distances through golf swings). Yet as soon as we hit the field little Reuben was like “get me out of this pushchair I am legging it to playgroup”.

I couldn’t get him out of the pushchair quick enough and as soon as I put him on the ground he was off. For 19 months old he has a right turn of speed, he’d covered about 15 yards before I’d even manged to pivot. 

Luckily I’d brought my special distracting item with me, the football. Put a football near Reuben and you’re guaranteed one outcome, his world becomes focused on one thing. Booting the football. So after I placed a pass with the finesse of David Beckham in front of the lad, he stopped running off and started kicking the ball about.

This enabled me to focus on the vehicle, aka pushchair. So there I was pushing an empty pushchair across a field whilst my nipper was playing football. I’ll talk more about my views on the vehicle later, but at this time you can probably tell I was of the viewpoint that it was a waste of time.

The ball enabled us to slow the pace of progress towards playgroup so that we would arrive for the 930am start time. I’m pretty obsessed about being on time for things, which isn’t great for your health when you have a nipper. You can be so prepared to leave on time only to turn around at the last moment and see them straining in the face passing a butt nugget. What’s a butt nugget? It’s how I describe a poop of a toddler, they are about the size of a chicken nugget, but unlike the lovely ones served in McDonalds, they come straight out of the butt. They do tend to be nice and warm when fresh though, which you will find out, when picking one up off your carpet that you no longer care about because it has more stains on it than a 15 year olds boy who is going through puberty discovering babestation bedsheets.

Anyways we arrived at toddler group. First challenge – getting in. The EU is currently up for debate here in the UK. One thing the EU likes is conformity. The single currency being an example, free movement of EU civilians, they pushed for all major phone suppliers to have one type of power supply. Well EU, I’ve got something else for you to add to your list. Stair Gates.

We enter the door and there is a Lindam stair gate in the way. Reuben, having just dribbled a football across the Driver and a 6 iron field has his adrenaline levels up, he starts shaking this stair gate like King Kong on the Statue of Liberty. A part of me thinks this thing is just going to topple down and the fact I have no clue how to open it won’t be a problem. Regrettably the staff at this playgroup are highly competent at putting these things up and it’s not shifting anywhere, it’s just making a lot of noise, which will inevitably bring unwanted attention towards me soon.

So I go to tackle it, I mean I’ve got plenty of experience with our stair gates at home, surly this one can’t be that different. Seriously though this was hard, this was like the Maserati of stair gates. It had two buttons, you just push them in right and then open? No. Maybe you push them in and then give it a little lift? No. Maybe you push them in, give it a pull then a push…oh I can’t even try that as now Reuben has decided his Dad is being so incompetent he’s just going to climb over it.

“How Can I end this quickly?” I am thinking, maybe I just lob him over it. Thing is I am not as flexible as I used to be, the idea of me scaling the stair gate could be catastrophic. What kind of scene is it at your first playgroup to get your foot stuck in a stair gate and then be hopping on one leg asking for help? Or even worse, end up in A&E? Not worth the risk I thought. There is no way these two buttons are going to beat me so I did what any self-respecting man would do. Try all the things that didn’t work 2 minutes ago and try them again. The standard approach to all DIY projects that you just can’t do, denial that you were getting it wrong.

They still didn’t work. By now Reuben had given up shaking the stair gate and was now smashing the exit door behind us. Poor chap probably thought it was home time he’d been stuck there so long. Or maybe he was going to get his toy owl from the pushchair and ask him to open the stair gate as Daddy can’t figure it out.

Just at the moment an old lady dodders in. Her hands are all crumpled, looks like she’s got major arthritis. She barely managed to push the door open she’s so weak and it’s taken her about 2 minutes to walk the 4 steps from the door to the stair gate. “Shit. Now I’m going to have to help her too” I think to myself. Now I’m all up for helping old ladies, I’ll always offer to carry shopping and such. Yet it was pretty clear this old lady was not going to get help with this stair gate from me, the incompetent father.

So I was racking my brains as to what masculine line I could say to hide the fact I can’t open this sodding gate when she looks at me, me who is covered in sweat and red in the face with a child who luckily can only on word at a time, currently being “Dada” and can’t add the others in his head onto it, likely being “you are stupid where’s Mama”

The old lady says “Having trouble with that? let me help”, she then defies her arthritis in what can only be described as a medical miracle, clicks the two buttons, finds some kind of secret handle hidden under the Lindam branding flips that up and wow, the stair gate is OPEN. She is some kind of Jedi Knight I tell you. Anyway, we are in. Well I say we, Reuben is in before I can thank the lady and is going nuts on a trampoline. So I put his bag over in the corner and am looking forward to the toddler group carers looking after him, whilst I cool down and relax, its 945 am probably a bit early for a beer but I’ll see what they serve anyway, maybe a shandy?

I look around though, there don’t appear to be many helpers here. In fact, there don’t appear to be any helpers. “Hang on a minute” I think. I’ve still got to look after this guy in here haven’t I, and there’s a bloody trampoline for him to practice his suicide jumping on. How can this possibly be a good idea?

So I find myself trying to teach Reuben that it is a better idea to commit to one toy, whether it be the trampoline, the little tykes’ car or the slide, for a sustained amount of time, rather than some hybrid form of play that involves rotating between all of them every 30 seconds with the odd attempt to climb the slide that is clearly meant for 4 year olds, or even adults it’s so big.

I thought this was meant to be relaxing, I’ve never been so stressed and we’ve only been here 10 minutes. Then I look around and realise the place is now swarming with other children. They appear to want to play on the same toys as Reuben, even worse is they seem to want to play with them at the exact same time.

How do you explain sharing to toddlers? Well I don’t think you can, you just have to learn some very good wrestling techniques to drag them away from toys after they’ve had their go. Thing is I think all parents instantly feel guilt the second their child is using a toy another child wants. From a distance you can see 3 parents pull their children away from the little tykes’ car, then nobody ends up playing with it. It’s just sat there not moving like a 1970’s Skoda, unloved. Luckily Reuben spots this opportunity and in his own Usain Bolt style way legs it over there. I follow, holding the half eaten biscuit I was trying to feed him.

I like to think Reuben is pretty smart. He certainly figured out the basics of movement at an early age, and was rocking himself to “row row row the boat” long before his Mum had managed to get me up to speed with the tune. However, every now and and then he does challenge this perception of smartness I have built up.

For some reason Reuben decided to push the little tykes’ car into the wall. Fair enough I think he’ll just back that beauty up and swerve through the door he was clearly aiming for. Only, I appear to have made a major error you can make as a parent. I’ve made an assumption. Reuben decides rather than using the perfectly cut out door way like every other two legged mammal is currently using at playgroup, he is going to create his own door way. By ramming the little tykes’ car into the wall repeatedly whilst making a grunting noise that I can only describe as being similar to what a constipated Dragon from Game of Thrones would make… “Eeeeuurrrrghrooooar” he goes as he is pushing and ramming into the wall.

I go and pull him away from the car, thing is I find out quite quickly that where I thought his Mum had been taking him to music group on a Friday morning, it was actually Ninja training as the nipper proceeds to spin around in my grip and kick me in the face. None of the Mums or Grandparents in attendance appear to be having this issue, they’ve learnt the self-defence techniques that I am lacking already. As I am reeling for a few power kicks and speed slaps to the face I am forced to put him down. He heads back to Little Tykes’ car and continues to ram the wall. “Eeeeeuuuuurgghhrooooooaaaaar” he goes. 

Having just been physically assaulted by my child I am thinking the other guardians are probably ranking me as a D- of a father currently. So I try and get some points back by calmly explaining to Reuben that it would make much more sense to go through the door way that is 1 foot to his left.

The challenge I have is I’m not convinced he knows his left or right, the number 1, knows foot can be a measurement as well as a body part and also I’m not convinced that he gives two hoots what I’m saying even if he could understand me. One thing I was convinced on is he couldn’t bloody here me anyway above this dragon roar he was doing. Well this had now been going on for at least 90 seconds. Not a long time, not enough to boil an egg, but when your child is trying to knock a building down and you can feel a number of Mums sipping their Douwe Egberts instant coffee behind you starting a hole into your back it is an eternity.

Surly they must all be thinking one of two things, either “Look at that useless father, rumour is he couldn’t even work the stair gate, poor child needs his mother not some bumbling father who can’t even seem to steer the car through the doorway”, or “What has that father done, he’s created an absolute nutter of a child, no discipline whatsoever, he needs his mother about to teach him the real lessons of life”. Neither of those thoughts, which these women were guaranteed to be thinking were particularly positive outlooks for me or Reuben.

So I was fairly surprised when a Grandmother stroller up to me and said “Ha-ha, this is a funny stage isn’t it” My first reaction was “What does she mean ‘stage’, stage as in this will happen more than once? Stage as in, once I do get him to go through the doorway that is 1 foot away from him, on his left, he won’t look up at me with a smile that says “Thanks Dad, that’s just what I needed and now I have learnt that doorways are a more fluid method of movement than plasterboard walls” that kind of stage.

She then continued “He looks about 18 months old”, “19 actually” I replied, whilst having my forearm head-butted. “Oooh yes Little Dougey was just like this, ha-ha” she added, that’s two smirks she’s slipped into this conversation already, in my opinion there was nothing to smirk about currently. Then she moved to walk but but stopped and arched back towards me slightly. Her face turned to a smile and then she said “It gets worse you know, wait until he can pick the car up and throw it at the wall hahaha” and then she did walk off. 

Throw it at the wall? Pick it up?? Surly by then he will just be driving it around practicing his parallel parking?? But then looking at him right now, as he was trying to scale the roof to get a better launchpad to just burst through the wall himself now, I did have to wonder.

I decided to make the bravest decision I could have possibly made in that situation, pick him up and leave. Ok so maybe that is not the bravest decision but it was certainly the only way I could see my heartbeat dropping below 150 beats per minute any time soon. So I picked him up, he only slapped me in the face 3 times as I walked back over to his bag, this was definitely progress.

Thing is being a Dad I hadn’t packed the bag very well, so in getting his now half eaten biscuit out I had pretty much emptied the entire bag. Bonus was I found some spoons at the bottom, they had a bit of mould on them and had clearly been there for months, but spoons are precious cargo when your toddler sits down 3 for meals a day all with starter, main and dessert. Nothing the dishwasher wouldn’t fix I thought.

Anyway this meant I had to put him down. So I did, as I was putting him down his little legs starting whirring in a running motion before I’d even got him back on the floor. The second they could make traction with the wooden planks, he was off. I just let him go, I needed to pack that bag.  I got the bag packed pretty quickly and I was about to get out of this shattering experience, now I’ve just got to find my little captain carnage. What could he be up to, suicide jumping on the trampoline? smashing a wall again? probably stealing some other kid’s cracker as he only ate half of his I was thinking. 

Then I look over the other side of the room and I have never been so shocked in my life. Reuben, was playing. Just playing. Playing with the toy kitchen. No smashing walls or other children. Just playing, so I took a seat and watched for a bit. It was quite amazing to see to be honest. There was a little girl next to him who I later found out wad called Bethany or Beth for short and they were just exchanging the pots and pans. I sauntered on over to the kitchen to see what they were rustling up and there was another Mum stood nearby as her child was also looking at some plastic vegetables. 

I noticed Reuben appeared to be particularly fond of the wine glass, it is likely it reminded him of his mother. This was a magical moment though, my little champion was interacting with another child in a playful way and he was having a great time doing it.

The relaxing wasn’t to last long though. Reuben’s Nanny had pre warned of me one activity that I needed to be very wary of. It was likely this activity would make the car incident look like a walk in the park, and it couldn’t be avoided. Story time.

See when I mentioned earlier that Reuben loves footballs and throwing one towards him is a certain way to get his attention, there is also one way to guarantee that you will lose his attention instantly, by asking him to sit down.

I briefly contemplated following through on my plan to leg it but thought I had better just man up and take Captain Carnage through to the story time. The first thing the children have to do before story time is wash their hands, then they move onto get a biscuit and once they’ve taken their biscuit they sit down on the mat. Well that is the intention anyway. 

As you would expect the children only really have eyes for the biscuit, the majority are bee lining it for that biscuit, a couple get confused and then dunk their biscuit into the soapy water, resulting in crying children. I have little sympathy for them though, I mean it was only 5 minutes ago these kids were pretending to cook sausage, egg and bacon so dunking a biscuit should be easy for them.

Reuben was actually more compliant with the intended assembly line than I had expected, he washed his hands briefly and then raced to get his biscuit. Then he actually went and sat on the mat, his nanny had trained well I thought to myself. I also knew though that as soon as that biscuit was eaten he would be getting up and causing mischief again.

One little bite out of his custard cream, being an accountant by trade I quickly did the maths and established that this biscuit would last 5 bites, he’s one bite down and there is no sign of this story being started.

My wife tells me I’ve got a sweet tooth, I quite regularly eat an entire pack of revels inside 10 minutes, that’s fine though right, just means you get get started on the second pack quicker. Regrettably for Reuben he appears to have inherited this from me as I look up after doing my calculation to see he is now onto his third bite. Where is the story and where did the second bite go?

Finally, one of the ladies running the playgroup pulls out the story. Humpty Dumpty, a classic. She opens the book as I look over to Reuben, the lads done me like a kipper and chosen to amalgamate his fourth and fifth bites into one. He’s got a lump of biscuit sticking out of his mouth which kind of looks like an Antarctic iceberg piercing through the sea. Reuben is not one for wasting biscuits though and he very quickly found a way of sucking that in.

The lady had progressed to Humpty sitting on a wall by now, as Reuben was chewing. There was no way Humpty was going to tumble down that wall and be put back together before the gannet had finished eating that biscuit though and I knew the second that final swallow happened he’d be up flipping the bird to the lady saying ‘I’m heading back to my kitchen to find my Mum’s wine’. What could I do? The other half of cheesy biscuit he hadn’t eaten! It was still in my pocket. It was a bit crumpled, but it would buy me a few more minutes.

As if I was conducting a drug deal on a street corner in Brixton I sly fully slipped it out of my pocket and passed it to the champ. He gave me a bit of a shifty look, almost as if he knew we were breaking the one biscuit rule for story time, and then he smiled. This little nipper definitely likes living life to the beat of his own drum, who has time for rules anyway?

Biscuit transferred Reuben made it to the end of Humpty being put back together again, in fact he looked a very polite young man as he didn’t even get up the second the story was finished like all the other children did. I was quite proud of him, well as proud as you can be when you know deceitfully bought good behaviour.

With that I did then decide it was time to leave Toddler group. Like any real man after a good snack the champ was looking a bit tired so I lobbed him into his pushchair and we set back off across the field for home. I looked down about 50 yards into our trip and he was fast asleep. What a little wonder. My first half day was complete and I even though there was a bit of drama I had really had a good time. 

Now I needed to decide on what to make him for lunch, it was pretty clear that everything in the day revolve around food schedules. Do Domino’s deliver at midday?

Children’s TV

Over the last few months I’ve managed to catch up on a bit of Children’s tv. The stuff is incredibly useful, to be honest I can completely see why some parents decide to lob their nipper on the sofa from 9-5 with a bowl of popcorn and just hope they turn out ok.

If you want some peace and quiet, whack the box on. If you need to take a dump, whack the box on. If you need to nip down the shops because you’ve run out of full fat milk and babies looking a bit hungry, whack the box on. Well maybe for the milk take them with you.

In actual fact we’ve been pretty strict with TV, Reuben only watches its early in the morning until about 730am and then around 4-5pm whilst his dinner is cooking. I think this has encouraged him to be an outside baby, he’s usually smashing on the door at 8am with a football in his hand anyway.

Now back to Children’s tv, what is the famous saying, if it isn’t broke don’t fix it? Well, whoever is in charge of Thomas the Tank Engine chose to ignore that bit of wisdom. Do you remember the Iconic tune? Course you do, who could forget it “Do doo dooo do do do dooo, do do do doo, do do do dooo, doludoludodlulu”. Well I’m flicking through Channel 5 on morning, see that Thomas is about to come on. Following the prior stair gate incident, I sense a chance to redeem myself.

How can you redeem yourself with Thomas I hear you all ask, simple, you can sing the tune and look clued up. So I get my vocals warmed up and I’m ready to unleash. To my horror, they’ve changed the tune, and now it has lyrics. Lyrics? like any adult has time to learn the lyrics? We’re far too busy updating Facebook statuses and tweet-twooing aren’t we? 

Anyway the lyrics kick off with “They’re two they’re four, they’re six, they’re eight, hauling trucks and shunting freight”. Now I’m not exactly Inspector Gadget, but that suggests to me 8 characters so I try and run through them in my head
1. Thomas (legend)
2. Percy (little green chap)
3. Gordon (massive one, got stuck in a hill once)
4. Henry (Big green one, got stuck in a tunnel once)
5. James (Red one, best colour)
6. Edward (Other blue one, must’ve been a tight budget on colour choice)
7. Bill & Ben (They do count as one really)
8. Toby (Tram like one)

Ok so I’ve got my eight, I’m content I’m being given accurate information. Thing is they then start reeling the trains off in the theme tune, it’s all going well, Thomas has popped up so has Percy and Gordon, then out of nowhere they pop out about a train named Emily. Emily? Where’s she come from. Growing up I was totally aware that no trains were female. Only Annie & Clarabelle, Thomas’ carriages were female. They got the gentle jobs of hosting passengers, the men got the tough pulling jobs, as men are strong. Fact.

Then it dawns on me, its 2016, even Thomas the Tank engine has been hit by the political correctness bandwagon. Female trains, as Gordon would say “Oh the indignity”. Naturally I’m joking, having watched a fair few episodes now Emily is actually much better than he majority of her male counterparts, she’s always looking sharp & speaks politely. It’s basically a replica of the modern day working office.

Remember though, the song stopped at 8, well Emily has got my train reconciliation all out of kilter. But it doesn’t stop there, the first place they head to in the show is the quarry. There’s about 5 other trains there who I’ve never heard of. Now trust me I was a Thomas expert, there was no quarry back in 1990 was there?

Well after the quarry they head to the steel works, some chap called Victor pops up. Who’s this I think, this reconciliation is starting to look as ropey as George Osbornes plan to turn get the UK to a budget surplus. So the show lasts about 15 minutes, I get introduced to about 9 trains I’ve never heard of. It’s pretty clear the island of Sodur has not had any birth control going on in the 20 years since I last watched.

I have to say though, the episode we watched was really interesting. Reuben didn’t seem to think so but let’s not pretend that the idea of Daddy Day-care is to keep him happy. Even though he spent most of the episode with his head stuck in our washing basket munching on yesterday’s dinner he’d spilt down his shirt, I made sure to set up series record so we’d not miss another episode and I could bulk watch when I needed to.

That need didn’t take too long to come up as one day Reuben ended up with a temperature. You could tell the wee man was feeling a bit poorly so I was faced with a difficult decision. Put his favourite show on, The Twirlywoos, which centres on 4 colourful blobs which don’t speak anything other than their own names in a high pitched voice. They are called The Great Big Hoo, Toodle-oo, Chickety & Chick and have a sidekick called Peekaboo. They appear to live on a Red Boat which docks on the same bit of beach every day (very loyal holiday makers these guys) before they fly off into the adult world. My other option was to put on my favourite show, Thomas.

Now I can see why Reuben likes the Twirlywoos they are colourful, they speak just like him, and they constantly get up to mischief. One episode they waited outside a camper’s tent and tied all his gear together so that when me moved his entire tent collapsed. The show pretends to kid you that it is being educational by teaching children how to tie up and connect things, but I know how this is going to work out. One day I’m going to try and unravel the hose to water the garden, and end up yanking a structural beam out the house as Captain Carnage has “Connected them”. Then whilst plasterboard is falling everywhere I’ll have to listen to his Mum celebrate just how clever he was to tie a knot. Yes, Reuben, I know your game.

So naturally I pump old Thomas on, I’ve got about 8 episodes saved so I can definitely chill out for over an hour here and hopefully the half pint of Calpol I’ve given him will kick in by then. Well as soon as Thomas started, the Reubtube makes it pretty obvious he doesn’t want it on by reaching for the remote. He might not know how to talk but somehow he’s already sussed how to bring the sky menu’s up which is his way of saying “Get Twirlywoos on”

I couldn’t face them that early in the day, it wasn’t even 10am. It would remind me of those meetings you go to in the office at 9am on a Monday to discuss the weekends results, despite the fact nobody has any data, because its 9am on a Monday and we’re all hungover from a heavy Saturday still, so you waste 45 minutes managing to say absolutely nothing and then agree to meet again, 9am Tuesday. Brilliant.

So I see what other stuff we have recorded, I come across Peppa Pig. I’m not too clued up on young Peppa, but I know she at least speaks words. So I look at Reuben and offer up a compromise. I’ll turn my education programme that is bashing down the glass ceiling on sexual discrimination in the workplace, if you let me watch a show about Pigs rather than blobs buddy? He gurgles some kind of noise which I decide was a definite “yes”. I was ignoring the fact he can actually say yes now when he wants to, but ignorance is one of the major arts of parenting.

So Peppa Pig starts, and I get my first lesson that our we chap is getting pretty clever. Peppa who is in a family of four, herself, her little brother George, Mummy Pig & Daddy Pig. Well as each one pops up on the opening credits, Reuben calls out their name and points at the screen. Prior to being a parent or my wedding day I think the proudest moments I’d ever had had all been following some kind of physical achievement, which involved a lot of training and effort. It’s quite amazing that they can be surpassed when just sitting on a sofa and hearing your son call out the names of cartoon pigs, but it’s true, I felt really proud of the wee man.

So remember watching this show was meant to be a compromise. It appeared to be working, Reuben as sitting still and despite his fever had a smile on his face, so I tuned in too to see why this show was so popular. It became clear pretty quickly. It’s not a children’s show at all, it’s actually an adult orientated comedy show that any married man or woman can relate to.

Daddy Pig is the stereotype husband, he goes to work, comes home to Mummy Pig who is cooking in the kitchen, gets asked to do some DIY, does it really badly and gets laughed at by his family. Then on his days off, he gets asked to do DIY, does it wrong, and gets laughed at by his family. He is also brilliant at digging holes for himself when parenting.

One example was when the Pig’s headed out to the country park one day, George and Peppa decided to start playing with Daddy’s car keys. Daddy Pig stopped them promptly stating it was risky if the cars keys got lost and took them off them. Daddy Pig then started throwing them up in the air himself and proclaimed it was ok for him to do it as he was a “Grown Up”. Daddy Pig then dropped them straight down the drain.

So there were two ways I could look at how this show would influence my son I decided. It could either create the impression that myself as his father, was likely to be bumbling and incompetent and therefore he could not respect me as much as he should. Or, following many incidents similar to the stair gate, it could tell the chap that his father was totally normal by being bumbling and incompetent. I was banking on that view being what would play out so decided Peppa Pig was the way forward. We watched plenty of it. Even better news is thanks to his Grandma looking out all my old Thomas toys, has a big fan of that show too now, so I’m managing to learn the names of the 60 odd trains and numerous Geographic locations that have been added to the island of Sodur since I was a wee nipper back in the 1980’s.

I’ll finish up by stating my opinion on Children’s TV. The shows are actually really good for educational purposes. They use the right level of vocabulary to help develop it and obviously they are all good natured story lines. I think as long that as a parent or guardian you still make sure your child gets plenty of outside and activity stimulation, then they can help enhance their development. You just have to be careful to not use them as an excuse to not do the parenting you should be doing yourself and end up neglecting your child. As long as you find that balance then you’ll be very happy watching the odd episode of the Twirlywoos, Toodle-oo.

Baking Apple Pies

As a father, I’ve been pretty obsessed with getting Reuben to play sports. I could quite happily have him play sport from 8am – 7pmevery day. Deep down though I know that is not really the best for him. Parenting definitely involves you being willing to get out of your own comfort zones. So one day I decided we should do some baking, together.

Now using the word together, is probably where I got a bit over ambitious. However, I’m just a naïve father right? I looked out a simple recipe from an Ella’s Kitchen baking book, which basically involved coating some eating apples in banana, porridge oats and flour & then baking them. Seems so simple nothing can go wrong right?

So having prepped the apples up on top of the kitchen sideboard in safety, I moved all the ingredients to the conservatory floor. The reason I picked the conservatory is because we have these alphabet foam mats laid down in there. They are one of these things that his Mum discovered whilst on maternity leave. The kind of thing only a mother can find, because they are incredibly useful, educational, easy to use and fun. I’m lucky if anything I buy has one of those traits, mainly because I only buy footballs or golf equipment for him.

Anyway these foamies can get messy and I had assumed a minor amount of mess might happen. So the first thing we have to do is chop up the banana. Reuben’s Godmother Erin gave him a great cutlery set for his baptism, so I get his blunt knife out so he can help. I chop the banana into thirds and pass one to him. I then start slicing it myself and try and get him to copy. Well to my astonishment the little chap starts copying me straight away, right then I am a properly proud Daddy. I am teaching my son something, that isn’t a sport. Miracles do happen.

So we are chopping away happily and then we are ready to mix our banana into the flour. So I put my banana in, hoping he will follow. He puts his knife down and his little hands start moving, he gives me the most gorgeous smile. What a moment this is. Then that smile, kind of turns into a grin, but not any grin, it’s his mischief grin. 

Now because we’ve encouraged him to be so active, he’s built up some pretty fast reactions. I still like to think that on a flat race I can just about edge him, I’m a half decent runner. However, I was about to learn that speed is not solely an asset of the legs. With the hand speed of a young Mike Tyson, Reuben’s hand swerve past his chopped banana and dive straight to the last unchopped piece that I was about to tackle myself. At the speed of light that chunk of banana is picked up and lobbed straight into his mouth, it was almost as if he dislocated his jaw like a snakes. Well actually on that we all think a Snakes jaw dislocates when actually it doesn’t it is built with the flexibility to pivot and due to ligaments has an almost elastic feature to it allowing them to eat prey far larger than their normal bite span.

Well, I had been done a kipper, the champ was chomping on 1/3rd of the banana we needed. I guess I could have peeled another one, but decided the extra 13p a banana would cost was not worth it. We’ll just settle with less Banana. We slid his chopped banana into the bowl and I passed him a little teaspoon to starting mixing in with. I was going to use a wooden spoon. Reuben had other ideas though. A great phrase I’ve heard is “Don’t worry that your child never listens to you, worry that they are always watching you” and it is true they are always watching and wanting to imitate you, exactly. So Reuben sees my giant wooden spoon and thinks ‘I’ll have that one actually Dad rather than this poxy little thing you’ve given me’. He does have prior form for this kind of behaviour. A few weeks’ prior his mum was forced to use a toy trowel to weed our rockery whist he had the big one. Took her about 4 times longer than it should have done, I didn’t mind though, it bought me 4 times longer peace and quiet than I would have got, so I thanked Reuben on that occasion for being in the lads’ pack.

This time however I wasn’t so keen to share my large spoon, because I knew what was going to happen. However, the challenge was, not only does he appear to have a jaw of a snake, but he’s got a grip like a Boa Constrictor and he’s managed to grab hold of the spoon. Yes, I was now in a game of tug of war with my 19-month old son, and I wasn’t winning as easily as I should have.

I pull it towards me saying something like “Daddy’s stronger than you though isn’t he Reuben so he’ll take the spoon yes” to which I was repelled with a “Naaaa” and then dragged right back over to him.

Ok so the little tyke is bit stronger than I thought, I’ll just release his little fingers from the grip. So with one spare hand I start unravelling his grip, challenge was though, whatever had I unravelled he’d then get his vice like grip again with the other hand. It was that light speed arm movement of his again. Ok so I need a plan C clearly. I didn’t have a plan C though, so I just let him have the spoon. Soo he has now got the big spoon, and I’ll use the little spoon, so I start stirring. Reuben, watching me as ever then copies, with his big spoon. Being a toddler he doesn’t really know how strong he is, I mean its’ changing every day isn’t it. So he just thumps it in and creates a Hiroshima style cloud with the flour. Good job I moved this into the conservatory. Then he starts whirring the spoon around, mixture is going everywhere, part of me is hoping he’s just realised we are short on banana and he’s equalising the measurements, but I’m not sure he is that smart yet.

So I take the bowl away, I’ve got the upper hand again ha! Reuben isn’t impressed though , and decides to give me a whack with a flour covered banana coated spoon. Lovely. He does realise he is beaten though, so throws the spoon away. He’s got a big throw though, and throws it right out of the conservatory with a splodge, into the kitchen wall. Brilliant, more mess.

Reuben decides to sit on the bean bag we have in a huff, so I got and get the apples and porridge oats, I pour the porridge oats in, give the mixture a quick stir with the teaspoon and pass him an apple. Even though this isn’t going as smoothly as I hoped, I’m still feeling like a decent parent by teaching him something new. I roll my apple in the mixture, quantities are way off though , it’s like Polyfiller. I can sense he’s going to give me the look Peppa gives her Dad whenever he stuffs up. Luckily for me he doesn’t seem to bothered and rolls his apple in the mixture too. One crazy thing about Reuben though is he hates having messy hands. Naturally his hands have got messy with the rolling, but as he’s finished I’ve headed off to whack them in the oven. I hear his little legs patter up behind me, I turn around with the main aim of stopping him following the apples into the 180c oven. Splat, Reuben decides that as I’ve ignored his dirty hands for all over 4 seconds, my Jeans make the next best wiping area. Brilliant.

Despite my leg now having a fruity aroma to it, the conservatory looking like its suffering from a severe case of dandruff and the kitchen wall having some splodge on it, I do feel that just by getting the apples into the e oven, the whole thing was a success. Such a success that I rewarded the Champ with another activity, we headed outside to play some football. I’d had enough time out of my comfort zone!

The Child Friendly Chicken Curry
So for me a really important part of this time where Anna has gone to work and I am looking after Reuben is giving Anna the chance to make the most of the weekend time she is getting with him. That means I am really conscious in making sure the naff jobs like Ironing, cleaning the bathrooms, hoovering and all those other things that make you want to put pins through your eyelids when you are thinking about doing them, are done by me. Being honest I actually really enjoy doing them, there is a sense of satisfaction of being organised and clean. 

So Saturday arrives and we have Anna’s Mum’s or Nana as she is now known in our house coming over for dinner. I’ve decided to whack up a chicken curry for us all to eat in the evening. Through a bit of googling I find a really nice child friendly recipe by Jamie Oliver’s wife Jools.

I spent Friday night doing a big shop in the local supermarket to make sure all ingredients were sourced; the reason I chose to do the shop on a Friday night should be obvious. Although taking Reuben to a supermarket is a great thing to do, and as Anna points out it is quite educational showing him all different types of fruit and veg, the lad can be quite specific about where he wants the trolley to go and it is rarely aligned with where the shopping list needs it to go. Supermarket shopping with Reuben is such a great adventure, I’ll give it its own dedicated slot at another time.

So anyway one of the great advantages of this chicken curry is it takes about two hours to get done, which means Anna gets two hours of guaranteed solo time with Reuben. I genuinely think it is important she gets that, its extra close bonding when it’s just one on one, but without having good reasons to do it, we probably wouldn’t have made that happen and carried on hanging out as a three.

Now I do feel like I need to point out that the kitchen isn’t exactly my strong point. I have in the last 12 months discovered that cooking can be fun, but my repertoire of recipes that I’ve learnt off by heart extends to one, and that is only really crispy roast potatoes! So this is a big deal for me.

In true Jamie Oliver style, I get to work on prepping all the veg first. Anna has bought us this amazing chopping knife for my birthday and seriously what a difference it makes, I basically feel like Zorro as I slice an Onion, dice a carrot and chop up some garlic. I was even doing some pretend sword movements until I remembered the first time I used this mega knife I created a canyon in my thumb.

Chicken is coated in Tikka Masala paste, cheeky bit of coconut milk, natural yoghurt and giving it a mix as the onions and stuff are frying off. On the coconut milk I’d bought the lighter option for the sole reason of making me feel better about the incredibly large amount of curry I was planning on eating. Also let’s be really honest, when you buy the lighter option of things you tend to realise that with fat, sugar or whatever it is they’ve cut out, they have ended up cutting out the taste and flavour too. I was pretty sure I could conceal that lost flavour of coconut in the tikka masala paste here.

I get the chicken in and set it to simmer for one hour. It’s all gone amazingly well, too well it turns out. I’d left myself some buffer / I’ve made a total cock up and need to leg it to a shop to buy some more chicken time, but hadn’t needed it. Nanny was coming over at 530 pm, and my chicken is due to be finished by 4:50pm! If I over simmer it for 40 minutes, it’ll be dryer than the average Egyptians big toe I’m thinking to myself. What to do?

Well I didn’t really want to bother Anna as I could hear her and Reuben were having a great time. I was pretty sure he was about to string his first proper sentence together saying something like “You are way more fun than Daddy, Mummy”, so I made the choice to ignore my timing problem. I just whacked the heat right down and headed into my comfort zone, the Garden.

I like the garden, most jobs involve working up a sweat and the job I’d been looking forward to all day certainly would. We have two trees in our back garden and they need a good old fashioned hack. So I get hacking, and branches are falling everywhere, it is great fun. The trees are quite high up so I’m getting a bit of shoulder burn as I hold the loppers up high. It’s a good shoulder burn though, you know the kind of pain where you feel like you are getting stronger, love it. Reuben, who was having solo play time with his Mum, notices that something new is happening in his world and decides to come out and investigate.

He is a bit of a green fingered chap, his absolute favourite thing to do when outside is to water the plants. Well actually we have this ugly fish stuck in our patio which we inherited from the prior owners, and he likes to water that. I think he reckons he is keeping it under water by doing it, I’m not sure if he’s being really smart or really dumb, but it’s cute anyway. He decides to come and help me with putting the branches into the bag, the problem is the little champ can’t tell the difference between daddy’s large branches and mummy’s precious herbs. Next thing I hear is “My Marjoram, what are you doing to my Marjoram”. In our house there is a bit of a legacy that most of the errors are made by me, so my instinct was to think “Unless your bloody Marjoram has grown up this tree I’m not doing anything to it” Then I remember I’m not the only mischievous male in the house anymore and look down to where Reuben has two big handfuls of Marjoram and is walking towards my dead branch bag. Oh dear.

Well after Reuben had received a bit of educating on the difference between a branch and an herb he was very useful in clearing up the garden. By now I could whack the heat up on the curry and just hope the chicken wouldn’t resemble raisins by the time it came to dishing up.

5:30pm arrives and its show time. Without doubt one of the best feelings of parenthood is when you’ve made your child a really healthy meal, and they wolf it down. You’ve put love and care into that meal and they are getting all the benefits of it. Anna is literally amazing at making Reuben meals, the lad has eaten an incredible diet up to now and the majority of the time he wolfs down her grub. Sometimes he plays up, but to be honest she would probably say the same thing about me. I do stand by the one time I did play up she’d basically put Tesco’s annual stock of fennel into her stew though, which didn’t really float my pallets boat.

So I dish up the curry as Anna sorts the table, Nanny is in the house and Reuben is mega happy as he loves Nanny a lot. I serve the curry up on the table, a little bowl for Reuben with the chicken cut up in to toddler friendly pieces. I’ve thought of everything. Put the little spoon in his hand and away we go right?

“Na”

‘Erm say what son?’

“Na, No, Na, no” Was his review of the curry, before he’d tasted it. Mums in the driving seat and tries getting a spoon into his mouth. Reuben’s favourite cuddly toy is a little toy owl and at dinner times you can see why, because like an owl he can turn his head backwards to avoid anything he doesn’t want to eat

“Na, no, no, no, na” he persists, but I’m thinking it will be ok when we get one bit into his mouth, he’ll realise this is homemade with love, care, affection and tastes real nice. Mummy succeeds, he has got a bit in his mouth. We are in, success is on the horizon.

That bite gets spat out down his bib. My loving, caring, affectionate, healthy meal that looks scrumptious in the bowl merely resembles some regurgitated vomit on his bib.

“Na, no, no, no” he continues to protest and flings his arms up in the air which is his signal to get him out of the high chair. He looks at Mama and Dada and we say “No Reuben you have to eat your dinner” so he goes to his failsafe plan B, he does that same but at Nana.

There must be some physiological change between being a parent and grandparent, because the real fact is Grandparents are a guaranteed soft touch, and Reuben has sussed this already. Every time he is at my Mum and Dad’s he gets the run of the place and about 15 new toys each time. When I was little, feeding the fish was only done by my Dad, now Reuben is about all rules are forgotten, he can feed them whenever he wants. Those fish see him and think they’re having a Christmas dinner every time, if you haven’t seen a fish smile head on over to my parents when Reuben is lobbing their little fish sticks in. 

Nana being Anna’s Mum is definitely also viewed as a push over by the little Tyke. Nana however also says you need to stay in your highchair, although does look a little less stern that I do. As I’ve mentioned before Reubtube does come across as being pretty strong, so decides if we are not going to lift him out, he’ll just climb out and fling himself across the table. Luckily Anna sees this happening and decides to just lift him out.

Now this is where the father and son bond begins to get really tested. My loving, caring, affectionate, healthy curry is about to get some real feedback. Reuben walks over to a cupboard, yanks the door open and pulls out an Ella’s kitchen pouch. Picks that pouch up and passes it to his Mama. The look on his eyes says “Mum, I’m starving, I’d eat a horse, I’d gnaw on grass, I’d lick tarmac, but please don’t make me eat that curry of Dads and just whack this pouch in the Microwave will you”

“I see” I think to myself. An Ella’s kitchen pouch that is for 7 month old children, over my curry. Mummy refuses the Ella’s kitchen request, and places it out of reach. So the tyke heads back to the cupboard, yanks out a fruit pot. Strolls right past me not even bothering to make eye contact, past his Mum, round the table, to his saviour.

“Naaaaana” he says, handing her the fruit pot. So that’s a pouch and a processed mashed up fruit pot that now rank higher, than my loving, caring, affectionate, healthy, two hours to cook, 1 hour to buy the bloody ingredients CHILD FRIENDLY, chicken curry.

Nana takes the fruit pot, does the Grandma/ nanny style look towards the parents of “Oh you can’t really deny him can you, look at his adorable face”. My glance back clearly read something like “There is no way that little mug is going to eat fruit pot over my curry” so the fruit pot is put down.

We try him one more time in the high chair, we haven’t even got him sat on it before he’s pretty much dismantling the entire structure himself at the terrible thought of having a second mouthful of curry. Spoons are being throw across the room, it’s like a scene out of Conan the Barbarian, I’m pretty sure he’s specifically aiming for me as I’m ducking and diving to take evasive action from this cutlery bombardment. The noise coming from his mouth resembles an AC/DC concert.

Now he has only got eyes for Nanny, he’s turned the waterworks on knowing that will pull on her heart strings. I can see her hand is twitching ever nearer the fruit pot, so I look to my support network, being Anna, only to see her bloody hand is now twitching towards the fruit pot too. The little tyke has done it hasn’t he. He’s turned them against the curry and fruit pot is the new leader in the food time election campaign. I’m half tempted to lob the Ella’s kitchen pouch back into the mix, at least that is considered a dinner rather than a dessert. I mean if I am going to lose out here, please let it at least be to a dinner.

But no, the champ has won, Mummy gives consent for the fruit pot to be opened and Nana administers it. Before that lid is even halfway off the waterworks are finished and he’s smiling. I knew he was faking. I am sat there plotting ways to get revenge on him whilst he wolfs this fruit pot down when I hear a request being made of me from his Mum.

“Can you just make him up some marmite and toast?” 
‘You bloody what??’ I can’t help but think. Two hours in the kitchen, making a loving, caring, affectionate, healthy, CHILD FRIENDLY chicken curry, and you want me to make him Marmite and flipping toast instead?? Outrageous. Obviously as any husband would though, I just do as I’m told and make it. I was confident that he wouldn’t eat it anyway, I mean the lads clearly off savoury flavours hence why he didn’t like my curry. So we slot the toast in front of him with a thin spread of marmite. It’s gone. Quicker than the fruit pot. It went so quick I’m pretty sure he snorted some up his nose whilst he had a mouthful just got get it into his belly as quick as possible.

Well that’s the final nail in the coffin for the curry really isn’t it. I couldn’t help but ponder what the headline would be if he was writing a trip advisor review on my cooking “Chef can’t cook to save his life but they do a good fruit pot”

So right there and then, we are done. No more football training for him. No more golf practice. No more park time and don’t expect me to push you around in your little tykes’ car ever again young man. I’m retiring. It briefly dawns on me that resigning from daddy day-care probably isn’t the best plan given I’ve just resigned from my job as a finance manager too, but I was feeling pretty beaten up.

Then though, as will always happen when you have a low moment with your children, they bring you up onto a massive high. We’ve moved into the living room and we are all having a little chat whilst Reuben pushes some toy cars about. Then Anna mentions he was trying to jump earlier. Reuben here’s the word ‘jump’ and realises it’s time for him to be centre stage again. He stands up and can’t wait to show his Nanny his new ‘jump’.

Now the definition of jump reads like this “push oneself off a surface and into the air by using the muscles in one's legs and feet.” Now in what can only be described as the most adorable jump that wasn’t actually a jump anyone will ever see, Reuben wasn’t quite pushing himself off a surface. Instead he was launching his body into the air with his arms up and lifting one leg off the ground, but making sure that the big toe of his other foot remained in touch with the carpet. The smile every time he thought he had nailed a jump was incredible though. The three adults were cheering like he had just won the Olympic high jump gold every time he did it, so he did about 30 jumps with his highly infectious laugh inserted between each one.

It was a truly magical moment, so I was sat in my chair and decided to let the curry be forgiven. If he didn’t eat sausages and chips I was going to cook for him the next day though, I may well go back to resigning from Daddy day-care!

Three weeks of carnage
It’s been about 3 weeks since Reuben had to endure each day being with me rather than his Mum or Nanny which is was previously used to and very fond of. However, if he was writing a report on me currently I think he’d definitely be using phrases such as good fun, highly energised and busy to appraise me with the odd smattering of ‘bit of a clueless doofus’, for things such as when I tried to change his nappy in a gent’s small toilet cubicle and pretty much ended up wedging him behind the cistern as we battled to get his right leg into his skinny jeans. Yes, that’s right, Reuben wears skinny jeans, he’s very trendy, his Mum has made sure his wardrobe is highly co-ordinated.

Anyway I think he would appraise me quite highly, if I was to appraise him, I would simply have to give him a 10/10. I genuinely don’t think I have ever been happier than these last 3 weeks. Firstly, I feel like we are keeping on top of things at home, the house feels to be running smoothly, which for some reason is really important to me. In terms of Reuben, what a joyous little champion he has been. I wouldn’t say I have learnt anything really new about him in this time, but more just had confirmation that he is an absolute sponge anytime anything new is placed in front of him. He just attacks it and wants to figure out how it works which is always amazing to watch. It is also amazing to watch him form his own opinions on things. He has a book shelf at home with about 60 books on it, he has the books he loves, the books he likes and the books he doesn’t like. You try getting him to read one he doesn’t like and it is a full on head shake. He will very quickly put you back in your own place to by toddling on over to the book shelf and getting one of his favourites. 

His favourite book is called ‘Things that go’, it doesn’t have any words in it, but does have over 1000 pictures of different motor vehicles. He likes to pint to each one and say quite loudly ‘Da!’, which is his way of saying car. He absolutely loves it, and it is great to see his face alight with joy when you pen that book up.

Funnily enough though, that book does move into real life too, if you want to get him excited, take him to a bus stop. He goes giddy at the sight of a bus, or a plane, or any vehicle that isn’t just a car really. I think he has realised we have too many cars on the roads so isn’t such a fan of them now and much prefers fire engines, ambulances and tractors, with as I mentioned before his absolute favourite being buses.

It seems impossible to be bored when around him, you can either just sit there and play with him, or watch him when he wants to play on his own. One of his favourite solo things to do is water the plants, the only thing you need to do is refill the watering can but he calls you out to do that with a ‘uh-oh’, he’s generous to, give you about 3 seconds to fill it before going absolutely bat shit crazy at you.

A great thing is seeing the traits of mine and Anna come out in Reuben, almost like a confirmation if we needed it, that he is definitely our little son. The lad is naturally very happy, that is Anna to a T. If Anna had been born to live along on a desert island, she’d do it with a smile on her face. She is just naturally a happy person and it’s great to see Reuben is too. Reuben also is incredibly impatient, which he definitely gets from his Mum too. I feel the need to point out though that if Anna was living alone on a desert island, she’d find a way to give it an extension and also ensure whatever area she was using as a kitchen had one of those modern day bar’s in it, oh and some bi-fold doors would find their way to the island too.

Back to Reuben, when the lad decides it time for his dinner he is up at his high chair and smashing it up, irrelevant of whether or not he can see you are doing your absolute best to cool his pasta down. If he decides it’s time to play in the playroom, he will come and get you, stand in front of your legs and push you backwards until he gets you there. If you are not anywhere near the playroom, he will just go up to to our glass double doors and slobber over them, it is as if he wants to leave his mark to let you know, he wanted to play and was denied! This boy does not come with an option of ‘please wait’ but then again I doubt most young children do. It must be tough for them transitioning from a totally dependent baby to this toddler who can kind of do things on their own, but can to look after themselves at all. 

Having had their parents at their beck and call continuously for the first 10 or 11 months of their life, because most of their cries related to either starving for milk, vomming down their tops or sitting in their own faeces, now Mummy and Daddy don’t come running just because Thomas the Tank Engine has detached himself from one of his carriages. I doubt he realises the difference. Naturally I did try and teach him earlier by letting him wallow in his own poo for lengths of time but Anna told me off…joking.

Most people who know me know I don’t tend to enjoy sitting down for long periods of time. If I’m in a bar with friends I’d much rather we are standing with the ability to mingle rather than being locked in with just one or two people to talk to. Reuben definitely appears to be the same, he is always on the move and always want to be outside. 

He does seem to be growing pretty strong currently, he’s 20 months old now and the other day after toddler group we headed to the park. At the park there are a couple of 4-foot climbing obstacles, one is a wall and the other is a net. The park is pretty busy and Reuben strolls up to the net, puts his foot on the bottom rung, next foot on the one above, then moves his bottom foot to the third rung. ‘Ok he is going to climb this’ I think, as he’s 20 months old I’m expecting him to fall down pretty quickly so I get into the position of a slip catcher at cricket. I’m also pretty conscious though that I don’t want to just help him up, I really believe he needs to learn that if he takes on a task too big for him, he will fall, then he can go back and learn how to do it properly.

Well, turns out he’s now halfway up and not looking like falling “Core look at him go” calls out the grandad of a 3-year-old girl who had just failed to climb up the net herself. It’s one of those situations where you want to turn around and say “YEAH, he’s flipping amazing isn’t he!!??’ but don’t want to come across as arrogant, so I just give a little laugh and say ‘yeah he’s doing good, come on champ keep going’ he’s now 3 quarters of the way up. I take a look at his face expecting to him straining for grip and looking totally puffed. Actually he’s smiling, I’m pretty sure he goes one handed at one point to give one of the girls on the adjacent slide a little wave. Flirt, not sure where he gets that trait from.

He gets to the top, amazing!!!, but his arms don’t have anything to grip on to pull himself over the edge, I think now is the time to step in and give him that little bit of help he needs. He proves me wrong though, he does something that resembles a worm and wiggles himself over. He’s made it, 20 months old and he is climbing up nets, what a lad.

He goes down the slide and then decides having done the net, to approach the mini climbing wall. Well obviously he has no chance of doing this, it’s way tougher, you can kind of get lucky with a net as the foot holes are everywhere, on a climbing wall they’re specifically placed. Anyway he sets off climbing, I adopt my position in the slips. He stumbles straight away, as I had expected, it’s too tough for him. He doesn’t give up though, goes for it again. This time he makes the second step fine and raises his arm to reach for the slot above him. He pulls himself up. This is truly amazing to watch, I was thinking I might holla that Grandad over again so he can see something really impressive, when a Mum comes up behind and just says “No way is he doing that” I was like “Yes way” whilst thinking that now you’ve got an audience Reuben I hope you carry on nailing this. Well he’s going pretty slowly but he has moved up another rung and is now reaching for the top, his little worm tactic won’t work here though as he really does need leverage of the highest foot hole to get over. He doesn’t even try and wriggle though, he gets his leg up onto that final foot hole and pushes himself over. 

I couldn’t help but break out into fairly excited parent syndrome and clap him wildly, the Mum was really impressed too though so I think I was ok to do that. Reuben knows when he gets a really excited clap he’s done something really well so he was proper beaming. He slid himself down the slide then went over to the swings to be pushed, think he realised it was time for me to do some work.

Supermarkets

There is a chance that I could be writing this section too early. There is a chance that supermarkets could become even more interesting, however my instinct is telling this is the right. Before you have a child most people find supermarkets to be quite mundane, I don’t think many people look forward to doing the shopping likewise I don’t think many people dread it. I doubt a lot of people at the end of their day would ever come home with multiple stories of the supermarket, I doubt many people could confidently say that people they don’t even know are probably sat in their homes that evening, talking about what they saw your child do in the frozen food aisle that day.

I think this all changes when you have a child and I think with our little Reuben, for myself and Anna its changed a little bit more than average. See what is the image that conjures up into your head when you think of parents doing a shop with their children, that’s right it is of the parent pushing the child with them sat in the trolley. Sometimes that child is happy and they are playing little games with each other, sometimes that child is screaming at the top of their lungs to the point the milk aisle is going through one mass curdling. However, the norm is the child is sat in the trolley, meaning the parent can maneuverer about the supermarket where they want to and sometimes the child is asleep, almost hanging over the side and dribbling form the mouth, a close resemblance to how a very drunk adult looks slumped out on the last train home from Waterloo.

Reuben, noticed quite early on that being in the trolley was a huge contravention on his major life policy, that policy being “I’m in charge guys”. If you try and get Reuben to sit on those convenient little seats in the trolley, he does manoeuvres that resemble some Russian gymnasts floor routine, he is spinning and twisting everywhere. If you successfully force him into the trolley he will fight and jab you all the way to avoid being strapped in. If you manage to surpass his ridiculous toddler super strength and get him buckled in, he will pull so hard on the straps you worry that they are going to straight snap or that he is going to self-amputate his leg by shredding through them. He’s turned a shade of purple before he strains so hard to get out. So now, Anna & I have just given up beyond that initial lift up of seeing if he fancies going in, and he never does.

So that leaves us with a walking toddler, in a supermarket. Now you can pay good money to take children to these sensory rooms which are about the size of a downstairs toilet with a couple of cushions in. Reuben went to one once and slept through the whole thing. Why pay to go there when a Supermarket does the same thing but better? Soft background music, a Supermarket has got it, even better though is that music will come with updates about special offers for you to chase down to. Lots of colours, supermarkets deliver again, how many colours are in the fruit and veg section? Somewhere to lie down that is soft and squidgy, well of course just go find the bread aisle and let your toddler loose to tear up and chew through the cellophane packaging. Ok so maybe the bread aisle isn’t such a good idea, but it’s happened.

Genuinely though, if you’ve got time to kill then the supermarket is a great place for your child to learn. Reuben can actually help with the shopping. It’s great to say, go and get an Apple, see him stroll over to them and place one in the trolley. Go to the milk aisle and you can teach him Red, Green and Blue really easily. Whack him down the chocolate aisle and you can help him learn to count, 2 bars of chocolate, all the way up to 20 and you’ve got a great excuse for buying way more than you would otherwise be allowed then. You need chocolate when on Daddy Day-care though, I’ve not used up calories like this since I trained for the London Marathon.

For the supermarket visit with toddling toddler Reuben to be a success though you do need that grace of time I mentioned before, patience, and ideally about 6 pairs of eyes. As a parent you really do view the world quite differently. Take Double Cream for instance. Sainsbury’s tend to place is below the natural eye line near the bottom of their facing. The retailer in me sees this as a good idea, it’s not a regular purchase so you wouldn’t want to take up more premium eye level space with it as a consumer is unlikely to just think “Double Cream, yes I’ll have some of that”. They are much more likely to think “Apple Pie, yes let’s have some of that, and I’ll find some double cream to go with it”.

The parent in me sees this double cream sat down at the bottom of the facing and instantly thinks “Sainsbury’s you sodding morons , what the pissing Nora have you left that minefield of many catastrophes within reach of my nutjob of a son” and I’m obviously thinking this just as Reuben is reaching for a nice tub of double cream with a pose of “I wonder if I can play catch with this Dad?”. Not really the best situation to find yourself in. Why am I not already stood at the cream with him you many wonder, like a good parent would be yes? Well it’s like I’m trying to put back the yoghurts he’s just lobbed into the trolley because Sainsbury’s have quite cleverly also put Thomas the Tank engine yoghurts right in his reach too, also I note they are in the perfect eye line position for a toddler travelling in a seating position in a trolley, clever.

He’s pretty responsive to “nooooo put that back Reuben”, thing is he’ll put back the double cream he’s got and then just pick up another one, so he goes through each double cream one at a time. Say there is about 30 double creams, that’s quite a bit of time there, saying “no, put it back”. I have definitely noticed you need to be content with consistently repeating yourself as a parent, I deal with it by just thinking if you keep saying the same things over and over he’s going to learn them. He hasn’t quite learnt “Hurry up you bloody nightmare” yet though so maybe it isn’t working.

Anyways we finish with the double cream and the milk aisle is next. Reuben’s favourite aisle. I mean, milk is all he has ever known right, show this lad the milk aisle and you would think he’s popped a pill in a nightclub and is doing some weird kind of raving. He just runs up and down the 20 feet of different milk you can buy. That’s actually a point I’ll dwell on, why are there different varieties of milk? I mean who actually buys Cravendale? Anyways right now I am glad it is there as it offers more chances for me to teach Reuben Red, Green and Blue. Hang on though what’s this Orange one doing here? Orange Milk bottles, since when have they been around. Well it turns out that it is for 1% fat milk, otherwise known as watered down cow piss. It also transpires that this wasn’t actually allowed to be labelled as Milk originally because it fell out of the EU guidelines for butterfat content, but Britain lobbied against it and won, so it can now be incorrectly (in my opinion) labelled as Milk.

Similar to Cravendale the only grave of having Orange milk there is that it’s one more colour to teach the Champ. He’s legging it up and down, I’m trying to keep up although he moves so fast I do struggle to say Red before he’s at the green and vice versa. Then he stops at the blue milk. He knows, he knows this is his milk. He reaches out for a 4 Pinter. He always reaches out for a 4-pint bottle, but he can never even move it, it’s Daddy’s job to pick up the 4 pints. At least it was until he was 20 months old, now he is picking it up and carrying it to the trolley. Challenge is Daddy’s already put some in. So I take it off him and put it back. The expression on his face moves to one of, I would summarise as, total, unequivocal anger and he yells out a “Na” runs back and grabs it again.

Ok I think let’s play this smart, Daddy helps you put that in, then I’ll sly fully put the other one back. I do this and we are ready to move on, or so I thought we were. I’m heading off, Champ is now at the 2 pinters of blue milk and pulling one out. “We’ve already got blue milk mate, so put that back please” I say, “Na” he yells back. Passers-by refer to him as sweet for yelling “Na” at me. I’m not so aligned with this point of view currently as he lobs the 2 pints in. He’s not tall enough to place it in, so it is a genuine lob, right onto my nice pack of salt and vinegar crisps I was going to have with my lunch. I guess now they are in 3,000 bits they’ll last a bit longer anyway, not that Reuben allows me anytime to eat lunch though.

So we’ve got 6 pints of blue milk, it has a pretty decent shelf life so let’s not worry about it and move on. Only I turn around again to see he’s picked up the green milk. My initial reaction is “Hallelujah, GREEEEN MILK”. You see when Anna & I first moved into together into a flat in Woking, she was on Red milk, which is similar to watered down cow piss Orange Milk, and I was on Green milk, which is nearly as nice as the wonder that is whole Blue milk. As with all couples who are in their ‘honeymoon’ period we had an important issue to work through, would we go with the terrible red milk that basically made you feel like you’d taken your cereal into the shower with you by mistake when you were eating it, or would we settle on my lovely green milk, which makes the tea go a little creamy when you make a lovely cuppa after a hard day at the office.

Well after weighing up the pros and cons mentioned above, as you can probably tell we decided that the Red milk was the one to go for, as it was Anna’s preferred choice, and she was the boss. Yes. Goodbye Green milk, hello shower cereal.

Therefore, Reuben picking up green milk was no use to me whatsoever, he needs high fat content blue milk and I’m pretty sure Anna has programmed our fridge to have an alarm go off if Green milk ever goes near it. So I whip it off him and decide it is time to use my superior strength and carry him out of the aisle. So I pick him up, he knows what’s going on so decides to try and get out of my grip. I’ve got him under the arms so he knows he can’t go the easy way, being down. So he decides to climb over me, literally walk over me. He climbs up my chest, and over my face. I notice his shoes are quite muddy from all the football we’ve been playing just as the sole of one crashes into my eye. I’ve still got a grip on him, but he’s more in the position of a toddler lying on a hammock now, which doesn’t look very secure. Well let’s be honest it’s not that it just doesn’t look very secure, it isn’t very secure. So I go to use my superior strength and pull him in towards me.

It transpires this 20-month year olds legs have got a lot stronger, I can’t shift him. He finds this hilarious and starts cracking up, which brings attention towards us. Most of the time people smile at Reuben because of his gloriously blonde hair, not many people are smiling this time as they are clearly thinking, “that chap is going to drop his nipper onto the rock hard supermarket floor”. I’d never do that do that, I’d make sure I dropped him onto the double cream so he understands the level of mess he nearly makes every time he picks one up to throw it.

Reuben decides that to make this even funnier, it would be good to start pretending he’s riding a bicycle, onto my face. Yes, that’s right, my son who is supposedly my best mate, has decided it is funny to repeatedly pummel me in the face in a public place. The looks from people that were previously of slight concern for Reuben have now turned into those looks of total disgust. You know the type of look you get when you don’t have a hat on your child in December, even though it’s the mildest winter in record and most adults are strolling about in t-shirts.

 I eventually manage to pull off a move that must be logged in the Taekwondo archives and get him back on his feet, ‘win’ I think. With Reuben though in a supermarket if you get a win, he will instantly look to score right back at you. In this case Sainsbury’s have decided a great accompaniment to their promotion on steak, would be bottles of red wine and have stacked a load of them at the bottom of the aisle, about 20 feet from where we are, oh did I say we, I meant 20 feet from me and now 15, 14, 13 feet from the rapidly advancing Reuben.

You see Sainsbury’s, by stacking that wine in an incredibly intricate way, making it a little pyramid, it does capture the eye of adults and we may well do an impulse buy on it. It also looks like one amazing climbing frame to any toddler though, and my toddler has spotted it. Did I say you need 6 pair of eyes; you also clearly need about 8 pair of arms to get this stuff done. My knees might not be what they used to be, but I kick them into gear just in enough time to stop the wee man reaching the wine. As I grab him from behind his arms reach out for it as if pulling him away from it is the worst possible consequence on earth. Remember what I said about getting traits from his parents, he’s definitely learnt this wine one from Anna.

I’m briefly looking at the different types of rice puddings on offer when I hear a woman with a panicked voice call out “How is that Trolley moving!!? It is moving on its own!”.

I decide it’s time to brave the checkout, usually the toughest part. Reuben likes to help unpack the trolley though which is a good way of keeping him busy, so we set about doing that together. Six pints of milk, loaf of bread, yoghurts (not Thomas the tank engine), raspberries, Sauerkraut, Bananas. Hang on Sauerkraut? What’s that doing in there. Then I look again, powdered custard, hairbands, a miniature football. No wonder the little monkey was behaving so well; he’s done is own personal shop whilst I’ve been going through the list. Who does he think he is, he’s never worked a day in his life. I was half tempted to get out his Nationwide book and see if I could use that to pay for it separately. Instead I chose to explain to the checkout assistant the issue and that we didn’t need the items. Well apart from the powdered custard, that could actually come in useful.

So we head back to the car and drive home, I unload the shopping and bring Reuben into the kitchen. The boy wonder has such a good core that he genuinely helps me unpack the shopping, and he’s really good at it too he takes one item out at a time and passes it up to you. The only blip we have is when he goes to pass me a pear, then thinks he’ll have a bite out of it first. Well with the shopping all packed away I decide it is time for us to have a cup of tea and see what Peppa Pig has been up to so we chill out on the sofa, my best mate is cuddled up under my arm sucking his thumb, you would never know just 30 minutes’ prior he was cycling on my face.

The 7 minute picnic
What springs to mind when you think of British summertime? For me the tennis at Wimbledon is the idealistic image of all things great about British Summertime. A sociable occasion where everybody is friendly and welcoming. The whole occasion has a touch of British class to it making it feel special and unique. Play can go on well into the evening, those evenings re something really special, not just at Wimbledon but anywhere in Britain. When the evenings stretch out and you can really enjoy yourself after work or school. As a child growing up I could not wait for the clocks to change so I could not wait for the days to stretch out so you could sneak one hour of football in before school and then easily get two or three hours in afterwards. The only frustrating piece of that plan was the fact my parents insisted I had to eat dinner, where as all I wanted to d was be outside kicking a ball, I was totally convinced in my opinion that I didn’t need calories to function and food was just a needless process. Well that opinion would last until I got home about 9:30pm, having ignored Mum insisting I was in at 6pm for dinner, and then point out to her that I am starving and expect her to rustle me up sausage, chips and beans. Those were the days.

The British summertime is so great that as soon as that first hot weekend arrives we all go into some crazed state of mental delusion whereby we just try and cram every summertime experience into that first weekend as we have been missing it so much. Well in 2016 that first hot weekend was in early May and as soon as I as I saw the forecast I could only think of one word, well actually I could think of two words. Barbecue and Picnic. I quickly evaluated the idea of doing a Barbecue with Reuben about, I could do this calculation quickly as it was simply;
Raging fire and hot apparatus + high energetic and inquisitive child that ignores all instructions to avoid danger = guaranteed trip to A&E. 
So the idea of Barbecue was scrapped and the idea of safe and easy picnic was in. The three of us headed into Sainsbury’s to go and get some picnic grub. Predictably the place was absolutely packed with people all in their mode of mental delusion , but I was happy to be part of that crew, it just feels more British.

Of course the first thing in the basket was Strawberries, promptly followed by double cream. That pretty much set the theme for all the food entries, just good , old tastey picnic pieces such as sausage rolls , pork pies, more sausage rolls a few cocktail sausages and some cakes. I think Anna snuck in some fruit salad for decoration. We raced on home as naturally we were doing all we could to maximise this day , just in case it was the only day of sun in Britain that year. As Reuben is only about 2 and a half feet tall I set him and Anna on their way to the park which for an adult is about a 5 minute walk but takes the champ a little longer. To be honest he is pretty much as fast as us now but just tends to get a bit distracted by all the cars he gets to see on the way there. He stops at which one and shouts out “Da” if it is a car and “Daaaaaaa” if it is a lorry or a bus. It's very entertaining but does ad a bit of tome onto the journey. 

I was set to task of ensuring all the supplies were packed, along with cutlery and even though it was about 80 degrees I made up a flask of coffee. In daylight hours the longest Anna and I can go without a coffee on the weekends is about 20 minutes. Once you have a child there are a few other things you have to pack that as an adult you kind of pretend you don’t need.

Reuben currently has 3 sun hats. Like I said we tend to try and make him look pretty swish so he has a baseball cap to look cool in, a straw hat to look suave in and a standard sun hat with the flappy neck bit for ultimate protection, which he refuses to wear as he knows he looks way cooler in the other two. To be sure he would get some kind of protection I packed all 3. I also packed 3 bottles of sun cream, just in case the sun suddenly exploded you know…

I headed to the park , it’s a fairly large park and as I approached it I was expecting to see Anna and Reuben sat near the side w live on , it makes sense as there is a little shop there too just in case I needed to top up the sun cream again. My eyes are pretty good, so after scanning the nearby horizon and not seeing them there , I look around the middle of the park. They’re not there , but there is what looks like a hastily abandoned pushchair.

I scan further on from that and can make out two figures , way into the distance. My first reaction was “What is she playing at going all the way over there”. However I can tell Anna’s frame of mind or mood by how she is moving. You see Anna has once pace of leg movement and it’s called super slow, looking at her here she is moving at what is the pace required , to chase a toddler. That’s not a good thing. Reuben is legging it across the field.

I realise I might be required to help so I quickly do myself a favour and nip in the shop to hide, well actually it was to buy a couple of waters. I then head to the park and zoom back in on Anna, she is definitely looking a bit flustered. She currently ha Reuben in what looks like a wrestling hold and is trying to walk back towards the pram, but the wee man is using all his wriggling power to keep making her put him down and then he legs it off again.

I kind of power walk over, its pretty hot and I don’t really want to get too sweaty, but even though I’ve done all I can to avoid being pulled into this drama it is still kicking off when I get there. Reuben has his eye on something and he is not letting up. It turns out his eyes are set on on a hut. Not just any hut though, it’s the hut his toddler group is held in. It dawns on me, the life of a toddler is so perfect you don’t even realise is the weekend when it’s the weekend. He’s thinking he can skip lunch and go and play with toys. The issue we have is how to articulate it to him that there is no toddler group today. Realising articulatin anything to him doesn’t actually work due the limitations of his age, I decide to pick him up and carry him back to the middle of the park. In my head get him there , open up some sausage rolls and he will definitely forget about the hut right? 

The plan kind of works, Reuben eats a couple of sausage rolls and then demolishes the fruit Anna had bought. He’s had a decent lunch so now I am thinking w can play some ball. I’ve brought footballs, tennis balls and golf balls. He can pick any he wants to choose from. As I reach back out of the bag getting the last ball out I notice he is no longer anywhere near us, and is beelining it back towards the hut.

Ok so plan ‘need to get him to realise there is no toddler group on’ is back in motion. My next strategy is to let him get to the hut, and then I’ll show him that the inside is empty. He’s pretty smart so itll click that he cant have any fun in there today.
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Other things to write about?
Starbucks & Beth

Picnic with Anna where he thought he was going to Toddler group

Taking him to Woking where he chased the pigeons

Taking him to Mum and Dads and the amount of toys they’ve bought for him 

Pete & Nikki BBQ

 Jakes Soft Play all to himself

Locking myself out whilst cooking hot pot

Little Kicks – avoiding all instructions

Wall papering with Dad

Curry where he ended up yanking a fruit book out.


