
IF goes on 

the Vanessa show...

Not one to court publicity, IF's shy and retiring editor received an unusual invitation earlier this year

The phone rang. It was Chloe Foxson from the BBC... something about Inspired Fatherhood. She phoned again next morning. I must have been taking the kids to school. I rang back. Someone had told her about Inspired Fatherhood and the BBC was doing a programme about fathers looking after their children to tie in with Mother's Day: mums get all the attention but what about the dads who stay at home and look after the kids, that sort of thing. I told her about the magazine. She said for me to send her a press release and a copy. Would I like to appear on the Vanessa show? Well, I don't know, I said, I'll have to think about it. I had never seen the Vanessa show and all I knew about it was something in the news about hoaxers who had appeared on the show pretending to be something they were not and that subsequently the show had been cut from a full hour to something less.

They want me to go on Vanessa, I said, putting the phone down. To talk about Inspired Fatherhood but I don't think so, I said. Of course you must go, said Nicky, and so I did.

This was Tuesday. The show was Friday. By Wednesday travel arrangements and a hotel booking were being planned by Tabatha at the BBC, who had taken over from Chloe Foxson to whom I had sent a copy of IF. Tabatha assured me they were... VERY interested in Inspired Fatherhood. She said it a number of times. I got suspicious... and there was a new revelation/development. Whereas the theme of the discussion had been something about fathers who looked after their children, it had now become, Do fathers make good mothers? (By Friday it had metamorphosed yet again into, Do fathers make the best mothers?!)

I was beginning to go off the idea altogether but Tabatha assured me they were VERY VERY interested in Inspired Fatherhood. Although in our initial conversation I was to be a "guest" on the show with a seat in front of the audience, since they had a surplus of fathers who wanted to tell their own stories, would I mind being in the audience as a "plant". As a "plant" I could stand in front of a mic whenever I wanted to and might even be able to say more than the main guests! So it was up to me. I began to rehearse mentally: Hello, I produce a magazine for fathers called INSPIRED FATHERHOOD... , I believe we are facing a revolution in families and childcare. Fathers are connecting with their nurturing sides... ; Good morning, I think firstly we should understand what we mean by "mother" and "father"... and so on. I reasoned that I wouldn't have a lot of time to make important points in what was, after all, my opportunity to speak to the nation and although I didn't want to go, Nicky said I should.

We realised that I didn't have any shoes. Then we realised that I didn't have any trousers (trousers that still fit that is). So we loaded the kids into the double-buggy and I tried on trousers in Gap. By the time we got to Jones the shoemakers the kids were screaming, masticated crisps cascading off their jumpsuits, and as I rose to pay the bill for a shiny pair of new brown shoes Nicky left saying, I'll just be pushing them up and down outside. 

An unsuccessful trip to M&S concluded the search for a new jacket and we wheeled home amidst a rising cacophony of distress from the children. Which is how our shopping trips usually turn out.

Do fathers make good mothers? By Thursday I was beginning to miss the kids and Nicky - and I hadn't even left. Stephen from the BBC phoned to check that the travel and hotel arrangements were satisfactory, Don't know, I said, Tabatha is phoning me back. Good-good-good, he said with the air of a man who doesn't listen and thanked me for taking the time. When I got in from dropping the kids off Nicky was rooting through the paperwork on her desk for Chloe's number. She wanted to phone Tabatha to say I should be reinstated as a bonafide "guest" because I had a lot of good things to say and it would make a better programme for them if they did although I wouldn't say that to them myself. I assured her that in the fickle world of the media things changed all the time and by the time I got there I probably would be reinstated as a main "guest" again. We began to joke unconvincingly about when they heard me they would give me my own show. What about the Richard and Vanessa show? I joked. We laughed.

You begin to feel rather important with travel arrangements and hotels being booked for you. I was met at King's Cross by a burly driver holding a plastic card with my name scrawled on it in red. The new shoes in which I had walked to the local railway station were so painful I had a huge blister on my right heel and a gait like Inspector Morse (which is a toned-down and one-sided version of the Nazi goose-step). I checked in at the Kensington feeling like Harrison Ford. Ah, Mr. Harvey, you're with the Vanessa show? That's right, I concurred with a smile, feeling famous. Here is your key, he said giving me something which looked like a credit card (it is a long time since I stayed in a hotel). Your room is 101, the Adelphi Suite. I imagined they had made a mistake. After a lot of sliding my "key" up and down a lengthy slit in the door I entered the Adelphi Suite and with the lights, the heating and the TV on I was sure they had made a mistake (I mean I never go out and leave the lights, the heating and the TV on, do you?). I thought I had walked into someone else's hotel room but the TV had my name on it, there was a switch which worked all the lights, cupboards with an iron, hairdryer, safe, a minibar, a desk, tea and coffee, HUGE TV set and remote... While I was considering what was going on in these unfamiliar surroundings a large white envelope slid under the door. It was from Tabatha reminding me of my allowance and travel arrangements for the morning.

A huge meal followed an excruciating hobble (the blister burst by now) out to a payphone to say goodnight to Nicky. I flicked channels for a while then went to sleep practising opening lines on the show again: 

I produce a magazine for fathers called Inspired Fatherhood... I feel we are without a model for a new kind of dad... the nuclear family is no longer the norm - look for yourself!... We can no longer afford to be idealistic about families, society needs to open up to the new kinds of family structures that already exist... Children want love, caring, sensitivity, parents who are emotionally 'there' for them, tolerance and patience. It is more important that their needs are met than who they get it from - father or mother, men or women, friends, the community... I had lots to say... I fell asleep.

I woke about 4.30am. I was a bit too hot and my feet were sweaty: stagefright, I noted. After breakfast I realised I couldn't think of anything to say about mothers and fathers and, in fact, couldn't recall the question. I decided I should look at the book and magazines I had brought on the subject. The words drifted before my eyes and all the brilliant lines which had gone in and out of my mind seemed lost forever. I checked out of the hotel with an even burlier driver who kept looking at me in the driver's mirror. Probably thinks I'm somebody, I noted to myself.

At the BBC I was ushered into a hospitality room. Breakfast, tea and coffee, fresh fruit abounded but all I had was a glass of water. I was too full and nervous. I met Seth Gillman from At-Home Dad; a guy called Guy whom had his daughter with him; Neil who was an at-home dad with young twins and someone from Barclays who had done a survey about families. It wasn't just me who was nervous I could tell. What am I doing going on live TV? cried one "guest" dad to the wall as he stood at the loo. I washed my hands and I let it all go. Backstage as we all nattered about kids and daddying and stuff I thought que sera sera. All the planning in the world wouldn't make it any good now.

I was ushered up to the studio with a bunch of others. Past leads and paraphernalia and into the audience and "planted" expectantly... ominously... right next to the green microphone. Vanessa waddled on and we were ON AIR. The whole discussion lasted less than fifteen minutes. Neil said how privileged he felt to look after the twins. Seth said fathers can learn to develop the special bond with their children which mothers have, though they can't breastfeed. A woman psychologist said how babies went to sleep to their mother's heartbeats and later asked their fathers for pocket money so a mother was better and as I struggled to follow the conversation in the glare of the lights and monitors with cameras zooming over my head someone frantically motioned at me to stand up at the green mic and this is what I said....

"There's lots of points there... I mean... I feel firstly, I got up because er... we have four babies and they've all gone to sleep on my chest to my heartbeat so I don't er... I can't follow that. And the other is I feel very much a part of them. I don't feel that our children are a part of my wife's body I feel they're part of both of our bodies and that while... while our children were in the womb I was there and physically I would be there and ver... y'know verbally I would be there, they'd pick up my voice and so on so I feel as much a part of them really."

By Richard Harvey - Psychotherapist, Author and Spiritual Teacher, see  www.therapyandspirituality.com/

