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  What People Are Saying About


  Chicken Soup for the Father’s Soul . . .


  “Chicken Soup for the Father’s Soul reminds us all there is no more special or sacred role than that of being a father.”


  —Merlin Olsen

  NFL Hall-of-Famer, actor


  “Chicken Soup for the Father’s Soul highlights the limitless love a father can have for his child.”


  —Robert Dedman

  chairman, Clubcorp


  “The stories in this wonderful collection show that the love of a father can be one of the greatest gifts we can ever know.”


  —Barbara De Angelis, Ph.D.

  author, What Women Want Men to Know


  “The wonderful stories in Chicken Soup for the Father’s Soul remind me that being a father is the greatest gift I could ever receive, and being a great dad is the best gift I could ever give my children.”


  —Matt Markstaller
father


  “Chicken Soup for the Father’s Soul is a fun read for those who wish to recall the best decision they ever made: becoming a dad.”


  —Clyde Drexler

  former NBA player


  “A loving father is a blessing to his children, and these touching stories illustrate the complex emotions and countless joys of parenthood, setting a spiritual example for dedicated, caring fathers everywhere.”


  —Sara O’Meara and Yvonne Fedderson

  founders of Childhelp
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  Introduction


  Motherhood. The word evokes warm images of comforter, nurturer, healer and giver of unconditional love. Fatherhood, on the other hand, summons more stalwart visions of protector, provider and purveyor of wisdom. A father’s love, though just as strong and reliable, is not always wholly captured or conveyed with quite as much emotion.


  We embarked on this project three years ago because we wanted to try and capture the elusive essence of fatherhood in all its myriad forms. Often misunderstood, the relationships between fathers and their children are many times more difficult to define than the bond mothers form with their offspring. In the course of this journey, we found that fathers, too, can be comforters, nurturers and healers. They can be comedians, coaches, leaders and teachers of life’s greatest lessons.


  Each contributor to this book writes of someone touched and transformed by fatherhood. Many of the stories were written by fathers, but you’ll also find insights from sons, daughters and grandchildren who have felt, understood, and have been changed for the better because of the love of a father.


  Perhaps some of the stories will help you to better appreciate the vital role you play as father; others may give you new ideas on how to express love to your family. Yet others may touch a place in your heart and awaken a truth hidden about the depth of love your own father harbors for you.


  We were enchanted and enlightened by these stories, and we hope that you will be, too. We discovered that even though some fathers don’t express their feelings verbally, they experience just as much emotion, and at times even more deeply, than mothers. Fatherhood is filled with incidences of pain and healing, confusion and insight, tears and laughter. It is indeed unconditional love, but in a different flavor than motherhood. It is this quiet celebration of the father’s soul that we have sought to bring you.


  Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen, Jeff Aubery,

  and Mark and Chrissy Donnelly


  1

  FATHERHOOD


  Fatherhood is the greatest opportunity in the world—to have children and watch them grow at various stages of life. I stop and look at these pictures three or four times a day, remembering what a wonderful time that was in my life. Children are the greatest gift that God can give you.


  Bill Bell


  A Moment Can Last Forever


  Loading the car with the paraphernalia of our youngsters, ages three to nine, was hardly my idea of fun. But precisely on schedule—and at a very early hour—I had performed that miracle. With our vacation stay on Lake Michigan now over, I hurried back into the cottage to find my wife Evie sweeping the last of the sand from the floor.


  “It’s six-thirty—time to leave,” I said. “Where are the kids?”


  Evie put away the broom. “I let them run down to the beach for one last look.”


  I shook my head, annoyed by this encroachment on my carefully planned schedule. Why had we bothered to rise at dawn if we weren’t to get rolling before the worst of the traffic hit? After all, the children had already spent two carefree weeks building sand castles and ambling for miles along the lakeside in search of magic rocks. And today they had only to relax in the car—sleep if they liked—while I alone fought the long road home.


  I strode across the porch and out the screen door. There, down past the rolling dunes, I spotted my four youngsters on the beach. They had discarded their shoes and were tiptoeing into the water, laughing and leaping each time a wave broke over their legs, the point obviously being to see how far into the lake they could wade without drenching their clothes. It only riled me more to realize that all their dry garments were locked, heaven knew where, in the overstuffed car trunk.


  With the firmness of a master sergeant, I cupped my hands to my mouth to order my children up to the car at once. But somehow the scolding words stopped short of my lips. The sun, still low in the morning sky, etched a gold silhouette around each of the four young figures at play. For them there was left only this tiny fragment of time for draining the last drop of joy from the sun and the water and the sky.


  The longer I watched, the more the scene before me assumed a magic aura, for it would never be duplicated again. What changes might we expect in our lives after the passing of another year, another ten years? The only reality was this moment, this glistening beach and these children—my children—with the sunlight trapped in their hair and the sound of their laughter mixing with the wind and the waves.


  Why, I asked myself, had I been so intent on leaving at six-thirty that I had rushed from the cottage to scold them? Did I have constructive discipline in mind, or was I simply in the mood to nag because a long day’s drive lay ahead? After all, no prizes were to be won by leaving precisely on the dot. If we arrived at our motel an hour later than planned, no forty-piece band was going to be kept waiting. And how could I hope to maintain communication with my children, now and in later years, if I failed to keep my own youthful memory alive?


  At the water’s edge far below, my oldest daughter was motioning for me to join them. Then the others began waving, too, calling for Evie and me to share their fun. I hesitated for only a moment, then ran to the cottage to grab my wife’s hand. Half running, half sliding down the dunes, we were soon at the beach, kicking off our shoes. With gleeful bravado, we waded far out past our youngsters, Evie holding up her skirt and I my trouser cuffs, until Evie’s foot slipped and she plunged squealing into the water, purposely dragging me with her.


  Today, years later, my heart still warms to recall our young children’s laughter that day—how full-bellied and gloriously companionable it was. And not infrequently, when they air their fondest memories, those few long-ago moments—all but denied them—are among their most precious.


  Graham Porter


  Wake-Up Call


  I was sitting in a bathtub full of moldy sheetrock when my thirteen-year-old son asked the question. “Can you take me golfing sometime?” he said.


  I had a bathroom to remodel. It was fall, and the forecast for the next week was for a 100 percent chance of Oregon’s liquid sunshine. I wanted to say no. “Sure,” I said, “what did you have in mind?”


  “Well, maybe you could, like, pick up Jared and me after school on Friday and take us out to Oakway.”


  “Sounds good.”


  Friday came. The showers continued. Looking out the window, moldy sheetrock seemed the saner choice. But at the appointed hour, I changed from home-improvement garb to rain-protection garb and loaded the boys’ clubs and mine in the back of the car. In front of the school, Ryan and Jared piled in. Ryan looked at me with a perplexed expression.


  “What’s with the golf hat, Dad?” he said.


  It was, I thought, a silly question, like asking a scuba diver what’s with the swim fins.


  “Well, I thought we were going to play some golf.”


  A peculiar pause ensued, like a phone line temporarily gone dead.


  “Uh, you’re going, too?” he asked.


  Suddenly, it struck me like a three-iron to my gut: I hadn’t been invited.


  Thirteen years of parenting flashed before my eyes. The birth. The diapers. The late-night feedings. Helping with homework. Building forts. Fixing bikes. Going to games. Going camping. Going everywhere together—my son and I.


  Now I hadn’t been invited. This was it. This was the end of our relationship as I had always known it. This was “Adios, Old Man, thanks for the memories but I’m old enough to swing my own clubs now, so go back to your rocking chair and crossword puzzles and—oh yeah— here’s a half-off coupon for your next bottle of Geritol.”


  All these memories sped by in about two seconds, leaving me about three seconds to respond before Ryan would get suspicious and think I had actually expected to be playing golf with him and his friend.


  I had to say something. I wanted to say this: How could you do this to me? Throw me overboard like unused crab bait? We had always been a team. But this was abandonment. Adult abuse.


  This was Lewis turning to Clark in 1805 and saying: “Later, Bill. I can make it the rest of the way to Oregon without you.” John Glenn radioing Mission Control to say thanks, but he could take it from here. Simon bailing out on Garfunkel during “Bridge over Troubled Water.”


  Why did it all have to change?


  Enough of this mind-wandering. I needed to level with him. I needed to express how hurt I was. Share my gut-level feelings. Muster all the courage I could find, bite the bullet and spill my soul.


  So I said, “Me? Play? Naw. You know I’m up to my ears in the remodel project.”


  We drove on in silence for a few moments. “So, how are you planning to pay for this?” I asked, my wounded ego reaching for the dagger.


  “Uh, could you loan me seven dollars?”


  Oh, I get it. He doesn’t want me, but he’ll gladly take my money.


  “No problem,” I said.


  I dropped Ryan and Jared off, wished them luck and headed for home. My son was on his own now. Nobody there to tell him how to fade a five-iron, how to play that tricky downhiller, how to hit the sand shot. And what if there’s lightning? What about hypothermia? A runaway golf cart? A band of militant gophers? He’s so small. Who would take care of him?


  There I was, alone, driving away from him. Not just for now. Forever. This was it. The bond was broken. Life would never be the same.


  I walked in the door. “What are you doing home?” my wife asked.


  I knew it would sound like some thirteen-year-old who was the only one in the gang not invited to the slumber party, but maintaining my immature demur, I said it anyway.


  “I wasn’t invited,” I replied, with a trace of snottiness.


  Another one of those peculiar pauses ensued. Then my wife laughed. Out loud. At first I was hurt. Then I, too, laughed, the situation suddenly becoming much clearer.


  I went back to the bathroom remodel and began realizing that this is what life is all about: Fathers and sons must ultimately change. I’ve been preparing him for this moment since he first looked at me and screamed in terror: not to play golf without me, but to take on the world without me. With his own set of clubs. His own game plan. His own faith.


  God was remodeling my son. Adding some space here. Putting in a new feature there. In short, allowing him to become more than he could ever be if I continued to hover over him. Just like when I was a kid and, at Ryan’s age, I would sling my plaid golf bag over my shoulder and ride my bike five miles across town to play golf at a small public course called Marysville that I imagined as Augusta National.


  I remember how grown-up I felt, walking into that dark clubhouse, the smoke rising from the poker game off to the left, and proudly plunking down my two dollars for nine holes. Would I have wanted my father there with me that day? Naw. A boy’s gotta do what a boy’s gotta do: Grow up.


  I went back to the bathroom remodel project. A few hours later, I heard Ryan walk in the front door. I heard him complain to his mother that his putts wouldn’t drop, that his drives were slicing and that the course was like a lake. He sounded like someone I knew. His tennis shoes squeaked with water as I heard him walk back to where I was working on the bathroom.


  “Dad,” he said, dripping on the floor, “my game stinks. Can you take me golfing sometime? I need some help.”


  I wanted to hug him, rev my radial-arm saw in celebration and shout, “I’m still needed!” I wanted to tell God, “Thanks for letting me be part of this kid’s remodel job.”


  Instead, I plastered one of those serious-Dad looks on my face and stoically said, “Sure, Ry, anytime.”


  Bob Welch


  How I Got into the Movies


  When I was eighteen years old, I came to America from Tel Aviv to break into the movies. It was a secret I kept from my parents, whom I had sold on the idea that I was leaving home to study journalism.


  Forty-five years later, I finally lived my fantasy—a gift from my eldest son.


  He is Peter David, New York Times bestselling author of science-fiction novels, (Star Trek: The Next Generation, Deep Space Nine, The Hulk), comic books, television scripts (Babylon 5, Space Cases) and movies.


  His script, Backlash: Oblivion II, was being filmed in Romania. Peter wrote a cameo for me. I would have words to speak and even a close-up.


  I gave up my dreams of Hollywood while in my early twenties, for a career in journalism on major city newspapers and radio. As a youngster, Peter was my faithful companion in the newsroom, pounding away on the typewriter with his little fingers, just like Dad. “Are you cloning this kid?” an editor asked one day. I thought I was.


  Yet the invitation to join Peter in Romania was totally unexpected. My son and I had grown apart emotionally by geographic distance and the demands of his busy career and family life. He was a husband and father of three. My wife Dalia and I saw Peter perhaps three times a year, since we live in different states. We briefly talked on the phone now and then. I knew little about his life, nor did he know much about mine. I had feelings of loss, an awareness of my own mortality, and the sense that time was running out for my firstborn and me. But I could never express any of it to Peter. He is not one for sentimentality.


  Our trip to Romania began on a clear, crisp fall day at Kennedy Airport in New York. “We’re going to spend so much time together, you’ll be sick of me,” Peter said. I assured him this would never happen. Of course, I didn’t know how he would come to feel about me.


  But then, above the clouds, a few hours into the trip, Peter began to open up to me. My son, outwardly so self-confident, said he felt that nothing he was writing was ever good enough. He always thought he could have done better. He also said that he had a great need for the approval of others. And sometimes he feared that his flow of ideas would suddenly dry up.


  I felt badly for him, and yet I was joyous. My son was sharing himself with me as he used to when he was at home, growing up. I never shared myself with my own father. As my son and I became distant, I knew how shut out my father must have felt. Now I was exhilarated; my son was coming back to me.


  The morning after arriving in Bucharest we drove to the set. In the heart of plowed Romanian fields and small farm houses, there emerged a town from another time and place—the old American West: The General Store, Miss Kitty’s saloon, the town bank, horses at the post.


  Since Peter’s films were a blend of westerns and science fiction, a space ship was parked at the train station. The Wild West bank was equipped with an automated teller machine.


  “Incredible,” I exclaimed. “This is wonderful, Peter. You have such great imagination.”


  He smiled. “You know how when children play, they want their parents to see them?” he said. “They want to say to their parents, ‘Look at me, Mom, look at me, Dad.’”


  I put my hands on his shoulders. “And you brought me here, all the way to Romania, to say, ‘Look at me Dad, look at what I’ve accomplished’?”


  Peter nodded.


  At that moment, layer upon layer of emotional distance, of defenses built against disappointment and hurt, began to peel off. I felt a wonderful sense of relief, as if a physical burden had been lifted off my chest. I realized how much he loved me, as I loved him, and how he needed my acknowledgment and approval. I told him then how impressed I was with all he had accomplished, and how proud I was of him.


  In the days that followed, Peter and I talked a great deal, about his life, his hopes and dreams. And I told him about mine. There, in Romania, it was as if we were back home again and he was my kid once more.


  My big day came about halfway through our eleven-day stay. Peter gave me tips on how to act in front of the camera. Clad in western garb, complete with a cowboy hat, leather gloves and boots, I was installed in the General Store to do some shopping.


  “Action!” yelled the director. It was a magic word.


  A seven-foot actor dressed in black, wearing a tall black hat, entered. He played a funeral director with psychic powers, and his appearance often meant death would soon follow.


  Upon seeing him, I stammered to the shopkeeper, “I . . . I think I’ll come back later.” With a great deal of noise, I dropped the canned goods I had selected on the wooden floor as I dashed out, slamming the door shut behind me.


  Next came the close-up. “That’s a take,” the director shouted. Then he, cast and crew applauded. Leading the applause was my son.


  Peter thoughtfully obtained the Western hat and gloves of my costume as mementos for me. On our last evening, as cast members were writing kind words on the title page of my script, I asked Peter to do the same.


  “I can’t put my feelings into just a few words,” he said.


  But he would put some of them into the diary he kept during the trip. He was making his final entry on his laptop computer an hour before we were to land at Kennedy.


  “When I started the diary, I referred to you as my father,” Peter turned to me and said. “As time went on, I began referring to you as Dad. Why do you think that is?”


  Tears filled my eyes. I wanted to reach over and hug him, right there, on the plane. But I was afraid to embarrass him, and perhaps myself. So instead, I took his hand in mine and squeezed it. Tight. Real tight.


  My son squeezed my hand in return.


  Gunter David


  The Smell of Grass


  It doesn’t matter who my father was; it matters who I remember he was.


  Anne Sexton


  Oh, how cool and tranquil it was, lying in the freshly cut jade grass. The aroma of wet grass was enough to take Amber back to when she was four. Spread out in that grass, she gazed into the soft, blue heavens. She and her father would make clouds into animals, and her father would always say they looked like elephants. The cicadas would buzz, a sound of summer. Even though the heat was sweltering, the cool backyard grass was just the trick to refresh Amber and her father.


  Every time she thinks of her early childhood summers, she remembers grass, melon, Popsicles, plastic pools, sprinklers, blue skies, clear water and green, green grass. Amber snapped out of her memory and unlocked the front door. Lately, she had been thinking a lot about her backyard and those summers she spent with her dad.


  Amber’s father had died August 24, 1990, when she was five years old. He’d been diagnosed with cancer that summer but kept it a secret from Amber, not wanting to ruin their last few weeks together. She’d missed him a lot lately; last Tuesday he would have been forty-five years old. Even though she was so young when he died, she remembered everything about him. His big smile, tan complexion, his comforting laugh. She loved every second of the day she spent with him; she was definitely her father’s daughter.


  Amber plopped her stuff down on her mother’s desk and started her history work. After twenty minutes had passed, she stretched and looked around. She needed a pencil sharpener. She fumbled through every drawer of the old oak desk. She came across a ragged blue book in a pile of others. Her hand trembled as she felt the leather cover. She took a deep breath. She opened it up and began to read the black scribbly writing:


  July 26, 1990


     I still haven’t broken the news to my little angel. Every time I look into her sweet eyes, I can’t find the words to put it lightly. I know I will miss her the most. If only I could stay to see her grow; we are so much alike. I pray to the Lord every day to keep her strong and beautiful, and I know I will watch over her, when I no longer exist in this world. I will desperately miss all of our fun times playing in the grass in our yard. I will be waiting for the day she comes to play with me up in heaven.


  Amber put the book down. She did not need to read any more. She was already sobbing quietly—partly out of sadness, partly out of happiness, but mostly because four small blades of dried grass fell out of the book and into her hands.


  Adelaide Isaac


  Rapid Rites of Passage


  When you’re pretty sure that an adventure is going to happen, brush the honey off your nose and spruce yourself up as best as you can, so as to look ready for anything.


  Winnie the Pooh (from A. A. Milne)


  I’d come up to the Canadian wilderness with the idea of initiating my just-turned-thirteen-year-old son, Adam, into manhood, and I was ready for something wild. If I’d wanted to play it safe, I’d have stayed home. A mother’s role is to teach a boy to keep out of harm’s way, I reasoned; a father’s job is to show him how you play the game a little closer to the edge.


  So at an outfitter in Ely, Minnesota, we’d loaded up with maps, tents, fishing gear and food for five days in the wild. Then we took a float plane to Quetico Provincial Park, Ontario—seventeen hundred square miles of blue-black lakes and woods haunted by wolves, loons and moose, just over the Minnesota border from the Boundary Waters wilderness.


  At the Hilly Island ranger station, where the plane landed in a wooded cove, we loaded our gear into an aluminum canoe and pushed off. As soon as we rounded the first rocky point, we were completely alone. The afternoon was overcast, and slate-colored light shimmered off the tilting panes of the waves. Around us the rocky shoreline held back a dark line of woods that stretched into wilderness.


  We came to our first portage after a few hours of paddling—a short hike around Brewer Rapids, a churning chute of whitewater that dropped perhaps twenty feet over a distance of two hundred yards. We carried our gear from the bottom to the top of the rapids in two trips, then the canoe.


  “Why don’t we run it?” Adam asked suddenly, as we stood there at the top of the rapids with the now-empty boat. Momentarily suspending my better judgment in the interests of initiation, I responded, “Sure, why not?”


  After all, it really didn’t look all that bad—we’d recently been whitewater rafting on the New River, in West Virginia, and compared with the New River, it looked tame. Adam reminded me to put on my life jacket, and then I climbed into the stern, he in the bow, and we went for it. The tea-colored water sucked our boat into the surge.


  “Keep to the left!” I shouted, trying to guide us out of the foaming tumult in the center of the rapids.


  “Naw, let’s go straight for it!” he shouted back.


  So we did.


  And that’s when a three-foot dropoff that hadn’t been visible from the shore appeared directly ahead of us. In a flash the boat caught on the lip of the precipice, swung around broadside and capsized. I saw Adam go flying over the gunwale, and then I did, too. I went under and came up choking, raking the water for a handhold. Then I went under again, dragged beneath the surface and tumbled over submerged boulders by the sheer tonnage of the torrent. My hiking boots, filled with water, instantly turned to lead weights. I glimpsed Adam’s purple life jacket being swept away from me.


  “Adam!” I shouted, but I couldn’t hear his voice.


  When I originally began planning this trip, death by drowning had not been my greatest fear. My greatest fear was that we’d have nothing to say to each other . . . that Adam would quickly tire of my company and begin longing for a pal or (worse) his Game Boy.


  When I talked to him about taking some kind of thirteenth-birthday adventure trip, he told me that what he really wanted was to walk to the bottom of the Grand Canyon and back. He basically wanted bragging rights to a good story. But I really preferred something slower and quieter; I wanted to show him the wilderness without having to prove anything to anybody. But most of all I wanted to reacquaint myself with my son, whom—in the bustle of boyhood, Smashing Pumpkins, Nintendo, backward ball caps and all the rest of it—I seemed to have lost. He was passing from the sweet vulnerability of childhood to the hulking sullenness of adolescence so fast, I sometimes imagined I’d wake up to discover he’d grown a full beard overnight.


  Like many fathers of my generation and my culture, I also longed for some sort of celebration, some rite of passage that would clearly delineate my son’s child-self from his impending man-self—preferably an event more spiritual than getting a driver’s license and less painful than circumcision.


  We settled on a canoe trip. To my relief, my worries about having nothing to say to each other proved absurd. In fact, he seemed almost as famished for my company as I was for his. I rediscovered the delightfully daft and ingenious mind I remembered from his childhood. A steady machine-gunfire of questions came back at me from the front of the boat: “What’s a hide-a-bed?” “What’s an epiphany?” Then suddenly, his voice filled with dismay:


  “Dad, I forgot the words to ‘Frosty the Snowman’!”


  Paddling through those lovely, glimmering lakes, the two of us riding a slender vessel across the dark water, I was startled to discover how much the kid weighed— since in order to keep the boat from tipping over I was forever trying to strike a balance between the ballast of our two bodies. With a surge of sympathy I realized that his skinny, little-kid’s body was shuddering under the onslaught of testosterone, and he’d been packing on muscle mass by the hour. I also became acutely aware that his movements were like a series of kinetic explosions— he’d abruptly rock from side to side, bang on the side of the boat, not paddle at all and then suddenly start paddling like fury. My job, I reckoned, was not to squelch that riotous energy, but to teach him how to steady it.


  In the back of my mind, I think I’d also intended to use this trip to have serious fatherly talks about Growing Up, Taking Personal Responsibility and all that. My prepared text was boring and pretentious. When my own father took me aside and furrowed his brow like that, I didn’t listen, either.


  All these thoughts swept over me in a rush of panic and longing as the two of us tumbled helplessly down through the rapids. I glimpsed again the purple flash of Adam’s life jacket and spotted him frantically dog-paddling toward me. Then, abruptly, we were both swept out of the main channel into a deep, still eddy. To my amazement, I could hear him laughing and shouting: “Awesome, dude!” I was scared to death, but he was having a ball.


  Finally my feet made contact with the bottom and I was able to stand. When Adam gained a footing, I looked over at him, still wearing a sopping Redskins cap, and then we both started laughing and shouting deliriously. The canoe, upright but so full of water that only the tips of the bow and stern were showing, had drifted out into the cove and was now perhaps two hundred yards away. We’d have to swim across the channel, floating a log ahead of us for safety, then hike through the woods to fetch the badly banged-up boat.


  Only later did it occur to me that during the whole misadventure, we’d been swapping roles of boy and man. My son made the suggestion that we take a wild chance and ride the rapids in the first place, and he reminded me to put on my life jacket. I agreed to his ill-considered plan and then tried to play it safe like a grown-up. My boy laughed all the way downstream while I—like my own father—wound up desperate with worry.


  I was teaching Adam to be a man, but at the same time, he was reminding me not to forget my own boyishness. He was also demonstrating something else: that he could occasionally be more sensible and grown-up than I am; that he could sometimes be right when I am wrong; that some small part of him already is an adult. I found this revelation both comforting and unsettling. After all, inherent in the notion of initiating my son into manhood is the idea of my own demise. I was training my own replacement. In the end, my original highfalutin’ notion that I was going to take my son into the woods to be initiated proved to be a bit too prideful, and a bit too simple. In truth, I seemed to have almost as much to learn as to teach.


  We waded up out of the water onto the rocky shore, and for a few moments we just felt exhilarated and supremely alive—soaked, baptized, awakened. We’d had an adventure together. We’d actually done something, been somewhere. Something had happened to us, and we’d survived.


  The journey had just begun.


  Stefan Bechtel


  Mollie’s Moment


  For years I worked in politics, a career choice that required long hours and a lot of travelling. When Senator Bob Kerrey ran for the U.S. presidency in 1992, for example, I helped on his campaign and ended up spending a great deal of time away from my wife, Bonnie, and our two young children, Zach and Mollie.


  After the campaign, I came home to learn an important lesson about balancing career and family, about what kids really need from a dad—and about the building and dismantling of walls.


  Shortly before Mollie’s third birthday, I had just returned from a series of long trips with the senator, some of which had lasted six or seven days, with only a quick stop at home to change laundry.


  Mollie and I were driving through our Silver Spring, Maryland, neighborhood on the way back from the grocery store when, from her car seat in the back, she said, “Dad, what street is your house on?”


  “What?” I thought I hadn’t heard correctly.


  “What street is your house on?”


  It was a telling moment. Although she knew I was her dad and she knew her mom and I were married, she did not know I lived in the same house that she did.


  Though I was able to convince her that we resided at the same address, her uncertainty about my place in her life continued and manifested itself in many ways. A skinned knee sent her toppling towards Mom, not me. A question raised by something overheard at school would be saved for hours until Mom was around to ask.


  I realized that not only did I have to spend more time with Mollie, I also had to spend it differently. The more I sensed her distance from me, the more goal-oriented things I tried to do with her—like going to the swimming pool or to the movies.


  If Mollie and I didn’t have some specifically scheduled activity, I would typically go and work on chores. For maximizing time and being productive, it made perfect sense.


  When it was time to read a bedtime story, Bonnie would call me after the rest of the presleep routine had been completed, and I would walk into Mollie’s room like a dentist who waited until the patient was prepped so he wouldn’t have to waste a minute’s time. It was the way I felt, and I’m sure now it was the way it made Mollie feel, too.


  A turning point came one summer evening. Mollie was growing increasingly frustrated trying to build a secret hideout in the backyard. The sun was setting, and Mollie should have been winding down before bed, except that the thin slate tiles she tried to prop against one another kept falling over. She’d been at it for days, sometimes with a neighboring friend, sometimes on her own. When the walls fell over for the last time, cracking as they did, she burst into tears.


  “You know what you need to make this work, Molls?” I said.


  “What?”


  “You need about sixty bricks.”


  “Yeah, but we don’t have sixty bricks.”


  “But we could get them.”


  “Where?”


  “The hardware store. Get your shoes on and hop in the car.”


  We drove the five or so miles to the hardware store and found the bricks. I started to load them, a few at a time, onto a big, flat cart. They were rough and heavy, and I realized that I had my work cut out for me. After being loaded onto the cart, they would need to be unloaded into the Jeep, and then unloaded yet again at the house.


  “Oh, please, let me do that, Dad. Please!” Mollie begged.


  If I let her, we’d be there forever. She would have to use two hands just to pick up one of them. I glanced at my watch and tried to keep my impatience in check.


  “But sweetie, they’re very heavy.”


  “Please, Dad, I really want to,” she begged, moving quickly to the pile of bricks and hoisting one with both hands. She lugged it over to the cart and laid it next to the handful I’d placed there.


  This was going to take all night.


  Mollie walked back to the pile and carefully selected another brick. She took her time choosing.


  Then I realized she wanted it to take all night.


  It was rare for the two of us to have time like this alone together. This was the kind of impulsive thing her older brother Zach would usually get to do, past bedtime, just the two of us. Only with Zach, in maybe typically male fashion, I would see this as a task to finish quickly, so that we could go build the wall. Mollie wanted this moment to last.


  I leaned back against one of the wood pallets and took a deep breath. Mollie, working steadily at the bricks, relaxed and became chatty, talking to me about what she’d build, and about school and her girlfriends and her upcoming horseback-riding lesson. And it dawned on me: Here we were buying bricks to make a wall, but in truth we were actually dismantling a wall, brick by brick—the wall that had threatened to divide me from my daughter.


  Since then I’ve learned what her mother already knew: how to watch a TV show with Mollie even if it isn’t a show I wanted to see; how to be with her without also reading a newspaper or magazine, to be fully present. Mollie doesn’t want me for what I can give her, for where I can take her, or even for what we can do together. She wants me for me.


  Bill Shore


  The Tooth


  As far as rearing children goes, the basic idea I try to keep in mind is that a child is a person. Just because they happen to be a little shorter than you doesn’t mean they are dumber than you.


  Frank Zappa


  My seven-year-old son had lost his second tooth sometime during the night. My wife and I woke up early Saturday morning to his devastating news that it was nowhere to be found and a visit from the Tooth Fairy was in jeopardy. Between the sobs, we managed to obtain a rather lengthy explanation of his misfortune and the endless theories as to the whereabouts of the lost front tooth.


  “Well, Jason,” my wife explained, winking to me on the sly, “surely the Tooth Fairy would understand if you wrote her a note explaining what happened.”


  The tears were dried, and he wandered off to compose his letter. At two o’clock the following morning, as I tiptoed into his room with the expected two dollars, I found a small three-by-five-inch piece of paper pierced by the end of a coat hook beside his bed. It read simply:


  “Tooth lost. Please pay.”


  David R. Wilkins


  The Red Chevy


  My father loved cars. He tuned them up, rubbed them down, and knew every sound and smell and idiosyncrasy of every car he owned. He was also very picky about who drove his cars. So when I got my driver’s license at sixteen, I was a little worried about the responsibility of leaving home in one of his beloved vehicles. He had a beautiful red Chevy pickup, a big white Suburban and a Mustang convertible with a hot V-8 engine. Every one of them was in prime condition. He also had a short temper and very little patience with carelessness, especially if his kids happened to be the careless ones.


  One afternoon, he sent me to town in the Chevy truck with the assignment of bringing back a list of things he needed for some odd jobs around the house. It hadn’t been long since I’d gotten my license, so it was still a novelty to be seen driving around, and Dad’s red pickup was a good truck to be seen in. I carefully maneuvered my way toward downtown, watching carefully at each light, trying to drive as defensively as he’d always told me to do. The thought of a collision in one of Dad’s cars was enough to make me the safest driver in town. I didn’t even want to think about it.


  I was heading through a green light and was in the middle of a main downtown intersection when an elderly man, who somehow hadn’t seen the red light, plowed into the passenger side of the Chevy. I slammed on the brakes, hit a slick spot in the road and spun into a curb; the pickup rolled over onto its side.


  I was dazed at first, and my face was bleeding from a couple of glass cuts, but the seat belt had kept me from serious injury. I was vaguely concerned about the danger of fire, but the engine had died, and before long, I heard the sound of sirens. I had just begun to wonder how much longer I’d be trapped inside when a couple of firemen helped me get out, and soon I was sitting on the curb, my aching head in my hands, my face and shirt dripping with blood.


  That’s when I got a good look at Dad’s red pickup. It was scraped and dented and crushed, and I was surprised that I had walked away from it in one piece. And by then I was sort of wishing I hadn’t, because it suddenly dawned on me that I would soon have to face Dad with some very bad news about one of his pride-and-joy cars.


  We lived in a small town, and several people who saw the accident knew me. Someone must have called Dad right away, because it wasn’t long after I was rescued from the wreck that he came running up to me. I closed my eyes, not wanting to see his face.


  “Dad, I’m so sorry—”


  “Son, are you all right?” Dad’s voice didn’t sound at all like I thought it would. When I looked up, he was on his knees next to me on the curb, his hands gently lifting my cut face and studying my wounds. “Are you in a lot of pain?”


  “I’m okay. I’m really sorry about your truck.”


  “Forget the truck, Son. The truck’s a piece of machinery. I’m concerned about you, not the truck. Can you get up? Can you walk? I’ll drive you to the hospital unless you think you need an ambulance.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t need an ambulance. I’m fine.”


  Dad carefully put his hands under my arms and lifted me to my feet.
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