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Introduction

The story of fathers and sons is every man’s story . . . and a story that every woman participates in. It is the story of love, courage, mentoring, sacrifice, challenge, loss, pain, and redemption. It is every story: the first-time father holding his newborn son; the baseball games, bike rides, hikes; the tension, the fights, and disappointments. It is a father and son, now adults, carving out a new relationship. It is family growing as new generations come. It is the son at his father’s grave—and so tragically, sometimes the father at his son’s grave. Throughout it all, even in the face of difficulties and loss, the son carries his father within, as an image of who men are, as someone to be just like, or as someone to be different from. The father’s impact on his son carries on for generations as each new father tries to take the best his father gave him and pass it on to his son. At the same time, that new father struggles to find his own way, to be his own man. And so boys become men, men become fathers, fathers help mold their sons, and the cycle continues.

No perfect father or perfect son exists, but everyone carries the profound importance of the father-son relationship within. For those of us who are men, we have all lived deeply and closely as fathers and sons, learning wise lessons and learning hard lessons. We have known ourselves as sons, building our lives in ways great and small around our fathers (or the many father substitutes that play this all-important role). We remember ourselves as boys and know how we loved our fathers. We know when we made them proud, and we know when we didn’t. We know what it is like to carry our fathers within and to become the best men we can be. For men who have had sons, we continue that cycle, giving it our best shot, knowing only too well that we sometimes fall short of our own ideal. We never stop loving our sons, and we always see, just a little bit, our own selves in their lives.

For those of us who are women, we have seen in our brothers and fathers and grandfathers, in our sons and husbands, in our friends and strangers, what a father and son are. We know them at their best, and, as we know ourselves likewise, we know them in their imperfection. And throughout our lives with fathers and sons, we see how special that relationship is. We also find our place in it. We are the wives and mothers, sisters and daughters, grandmothers and great-grandmothers who walk side by side with the fathers and sons we love.

Gathering the stories of so many fathers and sons has been a gift as we watch our own children leave the nest and begin a new generation of families that will carry us within them as the future continues to unfold. Our thanks to fathers and sons throughout the world for doing their best to make the world a better place. It is our deepest wish that all people might live in peace.

Dorothy Firman and Ted Slawski 



1 
HOW FATHERS LOVE

My father used to play with my brother and me in the yard. My mother would come out and say, “You’re tearing up the grass!” “We’re not raising grass,” my dad would reply. “We’re raising boys.”

Harmon Killebrew 



This Magic Moment

A baby is God’s opinion that the world should go on.

Carl Sandburg

I never imagined myself as a parent until the moment, twenty-four years ago, that my son was born. But then, I never believed in magic either. I knew that my wife wanted children, but I couldn’t quite understand why. She wanted four or five, I seem to remember. I do know that it was a big number—big enough that I didn’t take her seriously.

Eventually, my wife prevailed and I agreed to try one, like we were considering potato chips. Once the decision was made, I pushed it aside. After all, nothing is certain. One of us could be sterile. If not, it still might take years to conceive. Why borrow trouble? Why, indeed?

Talk about miscalculation. It took us no time at all—a couple of months at most from decision to conception. When my wife became ill in the middle of Das Boot and rushed out of the theater, I experienced a sinking feeling. And it had nothing to do with the fate of the German sub-marine. I guess I slipped into denial after that. Throughout her pregnancy, even when fatherhood was imminent, the idea remained far-fetched—at best, abstract. But isn’t magic always that way?

My denial notwithstanding, things were different around our place. My wife cast an ever larger and more awkward shadow when she stood outside with the dogs. Early every Saturday morning for weeks, we stumbled off to Lamaze class, where we dutifully sat on the floor, surrounded by pillows, and breathed together. I silently hoped that I didn’t look as silly as I felt. Every time I checked, there was something new (and miniature) in the spare bedroom. The evidence was piling up, but I was trying hard not to notice.

On February 21, 1983, my wife made her final scheduled visit to the doctor. He assured her that the baby would arrive in two weeks—right on schedule. Yeah, right. At 5:00 the next morning, my wife awoke with a start. On those rare occasions when I had faced reality, however fleetingly, it always happened this way—late in the night when the fog of sleep was thickest. Even as it dawned on me what was happening, I tried to resist. “Okay,” I said, “I’ll start some coffee and call the doctor.” No, I didn’t have it backward. I couldn’t have a baby without caffeine. The doctor told me what I wanted to hear. No rush. Have your coffee, get dressed, and get to the hospital.

We left for the hospital by 6:00. It was still dark, and a cold rain was falling. It made for a gloomy drive, but things could have been much worse. This was February in Iowa. We were lucky it wasn’t snowing. Then I remembered: it was February 22—Washington’s birthday. I wondered out loud that if we had a boy, perhaps we should name him George. I was only teasing, but my wife wasn’t the least bit amused. We had long ago agreed upon David Thomas and Sarah Elizabeth as names and that was that. I was about to protest when I remembered the two words my best man had told me always worked with wives, and I repeated them. “Yes, dear.”

At the hospital, someone whisked my wife off to a room while I stayed behind to check her in. It was early, and the reception area and adjacent waiting room were nearly deserted. As I filled out form after form, each repeating the same questions, I made a mental list of things I needed to do. I couldn’t believe I was thinking so clearly—and after a single cup of coffee. I still didn’t get it!

By the time I had finished with the forms, my wife was settled into a room upstairs. I hurried up to find that there was no need to hurry. The contractions had just begun and were far apart. I wouldn’t be a father for a while. Things moved slowly through the morning, and I wondered if this wasn’t a false alarm. But misdirection is the magician’s ally. Then in the early afternoon, my wife’s blood pressure spiked. It was obvious in the way the nurses unceremoniously shooed me away that they were alarmed. Shortly, the doctor hurried into the room. As I stood helplessly off to the side, a small drama unfolded in the cramped room.

The doctor gave my wife a shot to speed things along, and the nurses wheeled her away, with me trailing anxiously behind. A fifth wheel, I thought. Inside the delivery room, I stood beside my wife, holding her hand and encouraging her. The birth was over in no time, its quickness startling me after long hours of prelude. I looked up at a clock mounted on the far wall. It was 3:30—and in that precise moment, I became a believer. In magic. A nurse had wrapped our new son in a blanket and passed him to me. Our son! Our. Son. I wanted to prolong the moment, fearing that the magic, like time, was ephemeral. I shouldn’t have worried. I kissed him gently on the forehead. Over the years, I must have repeated that ritual fifty thousand times: when he woke up in the morning, at odd times during the day, and before I tucked him in at night.

In that instant, I was transformed so suddenly and so completely that nothing could explain it except magic. This little person I held had been in the world only a precious few minutes, but I already loved him in a way I didn’t know was possible—that I could scarcely comprehend. What was that if not magic? There could be no other explanation.

Twenty-four years later, nothing has happened to change my mind. If anything, I am even more convinced. Our son has grown up and moved away, but the magic remains my constant companion. It’s homesteaded in my heart, you see.

Tom Miller 



Saying Good-bye

Let us be grateful to people who make us happy. They are the charming gardeners who make our souls blossom.

Marcel Proust

Stan pulled the moving-van door closed and wiped his sweaty face. “Whew! We’re finally done.”

I smiled and took my husband’s hand as we trudged toward the back door. “Who would have thought a nine-by-eleven–foot bedroom could hold enough to fill a sixteen-foot truck?”

Inside, we walked to our older son’s nearly empty room and found him stuffing the last of his clothes into a suitcase.

“Well, tomorrow’s the big day. Soon you’ll be in your new apartment.” Stan enveloped Brian in a bear hug.

Brian grinned and hugged his dad back.

Some fathers have difficulty expressing affection for their sons. My husband is not one of them. When our two boys were young, Stan did all the guy things with them—wrestled and roughhoused, played sports, and built things—but he never hesitated to heap plenty of hugs and kisses on them, too. So it was no surprise to me that my husband’s demonstrations of love continued as they got older. The boys willingly returned his embraces. They had never known any other way.

The next day, we loaded the rest of Brian’s things into his Ford Escort and headed our convoy toward Atlanta, where graduate school awaited. Brian’s four years in college had flown by. Now ready to test his wings, he eagerly anticipated living on his own, seven hours away from home.

A flurry of unpacking, cleaning, and shopping followed our arrival. Stan and our younger son, Jeremy, installed track lighting in the poorly lit living room. Brian arranged books on his new shelves, and I stocked kitchen cabinets. Before long, the apartment looked almost lived-in.

The next morning, I was all set to start the trip home, but Stan seemed to drag out our departure. I tried to be patient and busy myself with more cleaning and straightening, but my tolerance evaporated when I saw Stan and Brian head out the door at 11:00 AM. “Where are you two going?”

“Home Depot to get another lamp for the bedroom. We’ll be back soon.”

Two hours later, they returned with armloads of more furnishings to assemble. It was 3:00 PM before we exchanged our final hugs and kisses and got into the car. Stan started the engine, and we pulled out of the parking space. When I turned to wave one more time, I saw a look on Brian’s face that explained Stan’s reluctance to leave. The bravado was gone. The excitement of living on his own had collided with reality, and he looked like a lost little boy.

It was a long trip home.

If parting was tough on Brian, it was even tougher on Stan. For two weeks he hardly slept and admitted that he often woke up in a cold sweat, dreaming something had happened to his son. Stan made excuses to call Brian several times a day because he’d suddenly remembered something he “forgot to tell him”—things like when to change his oil filter or how to hang a picture or some equally weighty matter. He appeared to find comfort in hearing Brian’s voice, but the words they always used to say good-bye cheered him the most.

“I love you, Brian.”

“I love you, too, Dad.”

Slowly the pain of separation lessened, and Brian weaned his dad to one phone call a day. After Brian made a quick trip home for Labor Day weekend, Stan slacked off to three or four calls a week. Each conversation, however, ended the same way.

“I love you, Brian.”

“I love you, too, Dad.”

Two months after our son’s move, Stan was almost back to normal. He called Brian one Friday evening for a now-weekly chat. Hearing voices in the background, Stan asked where he was.

“I’m at a restaurant with friends from church. Can I call you back tomorrow?”

“Sure.” Determined not to humiliate Brian by wringing an “I love you” from him, Stan abstained from his usual closing and ended the conversation with “Talk to you later. ’Bye.”

The next day, Brian called his dad. With a note of indignation in his voice, he asked, “Why didn’t you say ‘I love you’ last night?”

Stan stammered. “I didn’t want to embarrass you in front of your friends.”

“If my friends don’t like me saying ‘I love you’ to my dad, that’s their problem. But I expect you to say ‘I love you.’ Got it?”

“Got it!”

“I love you, Dad.”

“I love you, too, Brian.”

Tracy Crump 



Father’s Day

For everything that lives is holy, life delights in life.

William Blake

“Hey, Bubba,” I shout to my three-year-old son from the couch in my family room. “C’mere a minute.”

At once, I hear the familiar and rapid thump, thump, thump as he comes bounding into the room, a bent paper towel roll in one hand and a fistful of crayons in the other.

“Yeah, Dad?” he inquires as I pull him onto my lap.

“Mom is taking your sisters to go buy jeans, so you and I get ‘Special Time’ together at home!”

“Just us?” he asks with wide-eyed surprise and a big smile.

“Just us,” I confirm. “What do you want to do?” I ask, expecting a request for some variation of crash-’em-up wrestling or playing with his little plastic farm animals.

Spencer stands up and thinks for a moment, tapping his finger on his chin—mimicking my gesture. A huge smile erupts on his face as he rushes out of the room, only to appear moments later with a large, half-unraveled roll of bubble-wrap spilling out of his arms and dragging on the floor.

“You want to pop bubbles?” I ask, confused.

“And watch a movie!” he adds enthusiastically.

Spencer turns and rummages through the DVDs like a pirate on a treasure hunt. He emerges moments later triumphantly waving a copy of the animated hit The Incredibles high in the air.

“Okay,” I say, smiling. He loves the movie and fancies himself “Dash,” the young son of Mr. Incredible, with incredible powers of his own. When he and I play super-heroes, he is Dash—naturally, I’m Mr. Incredible.

Like some kind of techno-wizard, as virtually all three-year-olds are these days, he ejects the DVD drawer from the player, inserts the movie, expertly navigates through the on-screen menu, and hits play.

He then rushes back to the couch and jumps into my lap. As the movie begins, we grab the bubble wrap and go to town on those helpless little plastic-covered pockets of air. They don’t stand a chance.

For over an hour and a half, Spencer and I sit on the couch, snap bubbles, and immerse ourselves in the movie.

If anyone else were in the room, the constant popping sound would drive them out of their mind. But tonight, it is just me and my little Bubba, and we are having a blast!

When my arm begins to fall asleep, I stretch for the ceiling; Spencer nuzzles in a little closer. Snap. Snap. I squeeze his little legs and he giggles. Snap. Snap.

For a full ten seconds, our popping is precisely in unison and we laugh. He tries to snap the bubbles as fast as he can—his pudgy little arms tensing and releasing. I wrap him a little tighter in my arms.

I’m lost in the moment and, thinking back, I can feel my own father’s arms envelop me when I sat in his lap. I wonder if Spencer will remember this night and feel the same comfort, security, and love that I found in my daddy’s arms—so long ago.

Spencer isn’t just sitting on my lap. No, my son sits in my lap. My tactile little man nuzzles into every nook, cranny, fold, and crevice his little body can wriggle into.

For an hour and a half, the two of us hardly say a word. We just watch the adventure unfold on the screen as we unconsciously unfold new sections of bubble wrap. Our fingers mindlessly search for bubbles until we can’t find any more. Then we simply toss the mangled plastic wrap to the side and snuggle even closer just as Mr. Incredible is captured by the evil Syndrome. Spencer’s fingers slide between mine and he holds on tight.

That night I tune-out every work-related stress and pending “to do” list and immerse myself in my squishy little boy and drink up his company.

And just as he does every time, Mr. Incredible and his family save the day. As the credits roll, I peek around from the side and discover Spencer’s eyes are closed, his face so peaceful. I click the TV remote, and as the screen goes black, I just sit with him, quietly. It doesn’t matter what the calendar says. For me, today is Father’s Day.

David Avrin 
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“Little Mike”: The Tale of What Really Happened to His Bicycle

The question for each man to settle is not what he would do if he had the means, time, influence and educational advantages, but what he will do with the things he has.

Hamilton Wright Mabie

It was over sixty years ago, and I remember the day Dad brought home that muddy, broken piece of rusted junk he called a bicycle. Dad was always bringing home old stuff and fixing it up. He was a real craftsman. He said it was his way to keep his mind off the “bad stuff.” He was a Ramsey County deputy sheriff in Minnesota.

I didn’t have a bike, but it was very clear in my mind that this beat-up derelict wasn’t the kind of bike I planned to own. Mine would have glistening chrome wheels, a rearview mirror, plus an electric headlight, and horn.

Maybe even a siren!

Mom started complaining about that “piece of junk” leaning against the side of the house. Dad explained, with the saddest face I have ever seen, that he had recently encountered a little boy who had lost his parents in a tragic accident. Dad called him “Little Mike” and said he was about my age.

He further explained that Little Mike had been placed in the county orphanage. Whenever we drove by that orphanage and Dad would point out Little Mike’s room, I would insist that we stop. I wanted to see him, be his friend. Dad would decline, telling me we had more urgent chores to do that day. I always left on the verge of tears.

Dad seemed unusually concerned about Little Mike and mentioned him often. The boy had lost everything! He said he had a plan that might help Little Mike feel a little less lonely and asked if I would like to help. His plan was simple. He was going to fix up that junky old bike and present it to Little Mike as a surprise. I thought it was a super idea!

We began the makeover. We sanded off the faded paint and rust down to mirror-bright bare metal. My father was a magician with a paintbrush and the gleaming new paint job looked great. Together we hunted for all kinds of replacement parts. We polished the chrome. Dad carefully replaced bent and broken spokes. He taught me how to install a new chain. We did a terrific job! He asked me what else could be added. I quickly volunteered that a rearview mirror, electric headlight, and horn would be super. We quickly added them. What a beauty!

I was excited! The long anticipated moment had arrived. We were finally ready to deliver the bike to its unsuspecting new owner. That never happened.

You see, there never was a tragic accident, there never was a county orphanage, and most of all, there never was a Little Mike. It just happened that the day this glorious gift was to be delivered was also my birthday.

The project in which I had so willingly participated over these many weeks was an elaborate charade concocted by Mom and Dad to surprise me with a bike for my birthday. Their major concern was how the bike could be a birthday surprise and yet be hidden from me for what they knew would be at least three months of evenings during the restoration process. “Little Mike” was their answer. The sell job they did on me would make any award-winning actor pale by comparison.

The time Dad and I spent together is unforgettable. It’s what they now call “quality” time. I loved that bicycle but often wish there really had been a “Little Mike.”

Bob Weber 



My Three Sons

I was eight when My Three Sons first appeared on TV. I watched it a few times, but I was more of a Combat! kind of kid. By the time I was eighteen, I’d seen it enough times to say out loud, many times, “Never. Not me, man.”

I was convinced I’d have no kids. Good plan, I thought. The world is overpopulated, kids take up your whole life, I’d be a lousy father . . . (At eighteen I didn’t have the all-time best relationship with my father, which certainly colored my view of the world of parenting.)

Ever hear the joke, “How do you make God laugh?” (Answer: Make a plan.) Before I was nineteen, I was in love with the woman who is still my wife more than thirty years later. I knew then it was true love and time has proven me right. But . . . she came fully equipped with a son. A package deal; all or nothing. Do I give up the love of my life? “Daddy” didn’t sound too bad.

I actually liked the little rug rat, and I slipped by the first milestone in my now-compromised plan. In fact, at our wedding, when little Jody got restless, my wife-to-be-in-five-minutes and I held him between us during the ceremony.

There are women who will have a child and feel done and then there are women who are mothers eternally. My darling was of the later genus. She was dead set on having another child. In fact she was set on having one with me. And over a few years, she, of course, won. (Anybody surprised?) When my first child, a daughter, was born, I cried for the first time since I was a young boy. “I can do this. She’s a girl. They gotta be easy, right?”

We were actually content to have our two children, one of each gender. Perfect, I thought. I don’t understand women, but about five years after our daughter was born, when we should have been putting money into a retirement account, my wife sidled up to me and said, “Don’t you want a little boy? A little Teddy Bear?” which was her pet nickname for me.

“Ah . . . no, thank you, dear,” I exclaimed loudly and clearly while running out of the house on some nonexistent errand.

Saying something like that to a dyed-in-the-wool, certified mother is about as effective as explaining to the dog what part of the yard to use for the bathroom. True to (her) plan, our son was born two years later. I didn’t cry this time, but Tom was born in distress and ended up in Boston Children’s Hospital. But after a good scare, which turned out to be a minor problem, he was a healthy baby.

Yep, he was fine, and surprisingly, so was I. I even ended up being the househusband for a few years when I was laid off. I loved that kid. I loved all three of them.

Many years later, I happened to think of that old TV show, for no particular reason, and thought to myself, At least I don’t have three sons!

Hah! Me and my big mouth. A month later, my then twenty-five-year-old daughter introduced me to my next son—her soon-to-be husband, Chris.

I walked her down the aisle, but I didn’t give her away. I let her give me my third son. And, yeah, I love him, too.

Ted Slawski 



The Great Rescue

No man stands so straight as when he stoops to help a boy.

Knights of Pythagoras

It is nothing short of amazing to watch a child and see glimmers of a parent. Sometimes it’s just an expression or a gesture that suddenly reveals itself as familiar. Yet it is with frustration and eye rolling that I tell myself that my nine-year-old son, Alex, is his father’s boy. He’ll spend two hours on his homework and forget to hand it in. He’ll run upstairs to take a shower and wind up sitting in his room with some electronic toy in hand. He really means to get those clothes in the hamper . . .

One morning Alex was spending a little quality time with his hamster, Bamboo, before the start of the school day. I yelled up the stairs in the midst of the usual morning turmoil, “Let’s go, Alex! Shoes on. Get your lunch. We have to go!” Nothing seemed out of the ordinary when a few minutes later Alex came flying down the steps initiating the search for his sneakers.

Several hours later, when I walked into his bedroom, the glimmer appeared. My little absentminded professor had forgotten to put the cover back on his hamster’s cage. Bamboo is probably just asleep under the shavings, I told myself hesitantly. I nudged a few shavings. No hamster. Uh-oh. I dug through those shavings, parting clusters of bedding like a bulldozer. And then reality hit. Hamster on the loose!

I called my husband at work, since I thought he could relate firsthand to the absentmindedness. He suggested that I put a little food in each room to figure out where our fur ball might be. “Don’t worry,” he assured me. “Bamboo will appear.”

“I hope so,” I responded. “And I really hope it’s before the school bus does.”

When Alex came home from school, I tried to be nonchalant. “Honey, you left the cover off Bamboo’s cage.” His eyes widened. “But I called Dad, and he said not to worry. Bamboo is friendly and smart. We’ll find him.”

“Oh, no!” he yelled, and bolted up the steps in search of his pet.

The search went on and on, and then at bedtime Alex just broke down. “It’s my fault,” he sobbed. “Bamboo could dehydrate; he could be trapped; he could be dead.” I couldn’t fix this one, no matter how much I assured him that we all make mistakes and Bamboo might be okay. He was inconsolable, and I realized that this weight he carried, this responsibility for another life, had made his heart heavy. I lay down next to him, engulfed in my own helplessness, as he cried and cried, then finally fell asleep.

It was around 2:00 AM when I awoke to the sound of Alex and his dad. I sat up, unable to comprehend why anyone would be up at this hour. I walked into Alex’s room, and my husband excitedly explained, “I was downstairs when I heard him in the ceiling. He must have fallen through a tiny hole in Alex’s floor that surrounds a pipe. Now he’s trapped.”

Alex, as awake as ever, said, “Mom, he’s alive!”

I sat down on the edge of his bed and watched while my husband moved Alex’s dresser and squished his six-foot two-inch frame into the little work area he had made for himself. And then, with saw in hand, he began to enlarge the opening in the floor. My husband is cutting up the floor now, I thought to myself. What next? 9-1-1 rescue team?

“I hope Bamboo has the sense to stay away from this falling sawdust,” he muttered.

Only I thought it odd that we were all up in the middle of the night cutting up the floor. This seemingly endless carpentry feat took only about twenty minutes, at which time the Search and Rescue Team shined a flashlight down the newly modeled hole.

“Alex! Come here!” my husband bellowed.

“What is it, Dad?”

“It’s Bamboo! I see him!”

Alex maneuvered himself into that diminutive crawl space, like some Alice in Wonderland character, clutching his flashlight. He aimed his light down into the hole. He smiled. “I see him, Dad! I see him! But how do we get him out?”

The effort continued. Alex was just able to fit his arm down through the hole, but Bamboo would not cooperate. “It’s really cold down there,” Alex reported. “This isn’t good.” Next they detached a toy ladder from its shiny red truck, lowered it carefully within the hole, and waited. Bamboo, always up for the challenge of a good climb, would not perform.

Oh God, I thought to myself. What if they just can’t do this? What if Bamboo really does freeze to death or dehydrate down there? I watched them in silence as they plotted their next move.

“Alex, go get a carrot and a string,” his dad advised. “It’s time to get this hamster.” Within seconds, Alex arrived with the goods and watched as his dad attached the carrot to the line and lowered it into darkness. Alex held the flashlight. They waited and waited. “No sign of him,” my husband reported.

“Alex, come back to bed,” I pleaded. “Tomorrow is a school day. This is crazy.”

“I can’t go to school tomorrow,” he told me, eyes bright with fear. “Not if Bamboo isn’t safe!”

He should not be getting his hopes up like this, I thought. What are the odds of retrieving a tiny, trapped fur ball with a mind of his own?

“Ssh!” my husband whispered. Carefully he lifted the string. It seemed to come up in slow motion, like a fish line taut with anticipation. And there he was, Bamboo, dangling by his mouth, pouching that carrot for dear life. “Hold your hamster,” he said to Alex. “He really missed you.”

Alex sat on the edge of his bed. His smile was back. He hugged Bamboo. He kissed Bamboo. Peace was restored in my house. It was on the tip of my tongue to say, Do you realize how lucky you are? Do you realize that most dads wouldn’t cut through the floor in the middle of the night to find a lost hamster? Do you realize your father is one in a million? But I stopped myself in time.

“Thank you, Daddy,” he whispered.

Carol S. Rothchild 



He Saw Them All

The truest greatness lies in being kind, the truest wisdom in a happy mind.

Ella Wheeler Wilcox

My love for baseball comes from my father. He took me to Yankee and Met games. He taught me how to hit from both sides of the plate. I was a good hitter.

Dad signed me up for Gil Hodges Little League in 1970. In my first year, I held my own. By my second year, I was trying so hard to make my father proud I would strike out every time he came to a game. My dad would always tell me to keep my head up and not give up. He also realized I was trying too hard to impress him. When he told me he had to work and couldn’t come to any more games that year, I was really upset. But I managed to hit four home runs in the next five games. Dad never got to see them.

In the final game of the year I came up. With two outs in the last inning and the bases loaded, we were down 6-3. I looked in the stands and saw my dad peeking out from behind the concession stand. I was determined to hit one home run Dad would see. I took three balls and I knew the pitcher could not walk me. He threw one and I hit it over the 180-foot right field fence. I looked for dad but he was gone. After the game, he pulled up with the car, smiled, and asked me how I did.

“Dad,” I said, “I saw you in the stands behind the concessions.”

“Wow, you did?” he said. “What a shot you hit! I think that was the longest home run you’ve hit yet.”

And then I got it. He’d been there every time, watching—and hiding—giving me the best chance I could ever have to do my best. And I did.

John C. Spatola 



Training Wheels, Training Dad

To exist is to change, to change is to mature, to mature is to go on creating oneself endlessly.

Henri Bergson

“I’ll call you names, too, if you keep calling me names,” my six-year-old son blurted through his tears.

Not my proudest moment as a father. I had been badgering him all morning, trying to push him past his fear of riding his bike without training wheels. How could he be afraid? Of all my kids, he had always been the daredevil. More important, who was this monster calling his son names like “quitter” and “chicken”? This moment had been building since July, when Taylor turned six. Most kids—the neighborhood kids anyway—had been riding two-wheelers since they were four years old.

I think the fact that I had always taken pride in Taylor’s bold personality and natural athletic ability only compounded my frustration. From the moment he was born, Taylor was a father’s dream. He was never without some kind of a ball, and proved every day that he was all “snips and snails and puppy dog tails.”

The plain truth was that Taylor had spoiled me. I’d gotten used to eating up other dads’ envy as they watched Taylor try some athletic skill for the first time. Taylor needed to be shown something only once and he could do it. I was certain he could already ride. He was just afraid.

But that’s the part that just didn’t compute. I couldn’t fathom how Taylor could be afraid, not this boy who attempted stunts that would make Evel Knievel cringe.

By the end of September I’d had it! We were well into the middle of the flag football season, and I had spent the past four Saturdays watching this boy dive for flags, block the heck out of older boys twice his size, and run for touchdowns. On each corresponding Sunday, however, this same boy whined, faked injuries, and refused to even try to ride his bike.

Infected by pride, I decided that the end justifies the means. The following weekend, I swore that Taylor would leave the park on his own and on two wheels. We went through our usual routine of Taylor’s panicking each time I let go of his seat and either falling or diving off his bike. I’m not proud of it, but I snapped.

Despite promises I had made myself when Taylor was born, I transformed into Robert Duvall in The Great Santini. For those who aren’t part of this 1979 movie’s cult following, it’s about a legendary tough-as-nails fighter pilot and his relationship with his family. The scene that always sticks with me as a father is the fight Santini starts with his teenage son after he loses to him at basketball for the first time. As the son walks away to defuse the situation, Santini keeps bouncing the ball off the back of his son’s head while repeating something like “You’re my favorite little girl.”

Taylor managed to maintain his composure while I threatened to throw his bike into a trash can. “Well, if you’re not going to ride it, I might as well throw it away,” I scolded.

That classy maneuver bought me another attempt. After his fear made him lose his balance, he sprang up clutching his banged knee and pleaded, “There, I tried. Can we go home now?” I guess that’s when the name-calling started.

A rabies vaccine couldn’t have worked any better than Taylor’s diplomatic approach to my irrational behavior. Rather than retaliate, he wanted me to realize that I wouldn’t like it if he called me names. I was floored. For once, I was the one who needed a “time-out.”

I rushed over and hugged Taylor tight. “I shouldn’t have called you names. That was wrong, and I won’t do it again,” I assured him. “You can keep riding with your training wheels on as long as you want.”

When we returned home, all I wanted was to get back into Taylor’s good graces. I knew just how to do it. Tools. Taylor loves tools! I took him into the garage to help me put his training wheels back on. We put on the matching tool belts that my wife had given us for Christmas the year before. Knowing he’d be disappointed with just a wrench, I also let him take a screwdriver, hammer, and a pair of pliers. As I handed him each tool, he looked up at me with undying gratitude. Ahh, redemption!

We spent the rest of the afternoon riding our bikes together. I couldn’t help but notice that Taylor wasn’t even utilizing the training wheels most of the time. Occasionally, he would tilt to one side, and when the training wheel hit the ground, he would shift his weight and rebalance himself back into the middle. I bit my tongue.

The next morning, I had barely come in from getting the Sunday paper off the driveway when I was greeted by a groggy Taylor. “Dad, I have a good idea. Can we ride our bikes again? Is that a good idea?”

It’s funny how in parenting sometimes everything just falls into place. “I have a better idea,” I said. “What do you say we put on our tool belts, and you can take off just one of your training wheels first?” He was hooked.

No sooner had Taylor realized that he could ride perfectly fine with just one training wheel on, than he was asking me if he could take off the other. I handed him the wrench, and he took the other wheel off. One push and he rode away as if he’d never been afraid and had been riding all his life.

Despite his tough guy persona, Taylor had the kind of heart that rivaled the Tin Man’s. When he rode back up our driveway, he stopped just in front of where I stood frozen, watching him in awe. Straddling his bike like a pro, he said, “You’re the best dad for letting me use your tools.”

Best dad? I thought. Not yet . . . I’m still in training.

Peter Balsino 



Ultimate Dad

I recently turned fifty, which is young for a tree, midlife for an elephant, and ancient for a quarter miler, whose son now says, “Dad, I just can’t run the quarter with you anymore unless I bring something to read.”

Bill Cosby

It was a typical early April weekend in the western Massachusetts college town of Amherst. A few piles of snow still lingered in the yard as I threw the baseball around with my two sons in preparation for their annual baseball tryouts. My boys, Spencer and Jordan, had been playing baseball every spring and summer for the last six years. After a long baseball-free winter, it was almost time again for registration. We checked the cleats for size, tightened the webbing on the gloves, and began to dream of the season to come.

Little did I know of changes that lay in store for our family beginning the next day when Spencer walked in the house after school and announced, “There’s been a slight change of plans. I’m playing Ultimate.”

We were a little puzzled. “Ultimate what?” my wife inquired.

“Frisbee,” he gleefully replied, and thus began our transformation from a baseball family to Frisbee fanatics. We had much to discover along the way about the game of Ultimate Frisbee, ourselves, and for me, “ultimately,” about what it really means to be a dad.

I received a “crash course” in Ultimate Frisbee from our boys that spring. As I learned, Ultimate is an exciting and rapidly growing sport combining elements of football, basketball, and soccer, and requires tremendous speed, endurance, and agility.
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