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For my dad


Roy Vernon Thomas


March 13, 1908–February 24, 1957


With love





INTRODUCTION


“My mother died when I was nineteen. For a long time, it was all you needed to know about me . . . a kind of vest-pocket description of my emotional complexion: ‘Meet you in the lobby in ten minutes—I have long brown hair, am on the short side, have on a red coat, and my mother died when I was nineteen.’ ”


This is how writer Anna Quindlen described herself, and the impact of her mother’s death, a few years back in her “Life in the Thirties” column in the New York Times. Her description is imbued with irony, but her bittersweet humor brings a lump to my throat. Clearly Anna, or anyone who has endured the untimely death of a parent, knows that the loss is not so much an abridged edition of an emotional life story as it is a line of existential poetry. In one phrase, you’ve said it all.


My father died when I was ten. My situation was a bit different from Anna Quindlen’s. I lost my father, not my mother. I was a child about to embark on puberty, not an adolescent emerging into adulthood. But the end result was the same: my dad’s early death and the fact that I was brought up without his influence shaped my life in every way, and forever.


Nothing traumatizes a child more than the death of a parent. Hope Edelman, in her thoughtful book Motherless Daughters, speaks movingly about the death of her mother when she was seventeen. Edelman believes that the death of the mother is the worst death any girl can, and probably ever will, endure, and I agree. For boys and girls alike, our mother is our first love, our primordial source of sustenance and care. If we are lucky, Mother is the one—and perhaps the only—person in our lives who will love us unconditionally. Her loss, especially if it occurs at an early age, is absolutely devastating.


But I believe firmly that the death of a father, especially if you’re still a child, is almost as dreadful. Although the effects of the loss of your father are perhaps initially less obvious, the pain runs just as deep. The loss of a father on a daughter is particularly and exquisitely affecting. (I hasten to add that the loss of a father on boys is equally traumatic; however, the impact is psychologically different and deserves a study of its own. Although I grew up with three brothers who were as affected by our dad’s death as I was, and I talk about them frequently here, I don’t address issues of father loss on sons to a great extent in this book.)


For most of my life (I am now in my early sixties), describing the consequences of my dad’s death was rather like trying to define the perimeter of a void, or opening a file in my computer labeled “Influence of My Father” and finding it empty. I simply could not find the words to articulate the nothingness I felt.


In recent years, however, I began to see that my dad’s death produced not so much a void but a cluster of deep, rigid emotions that have profoundly influenced my life. Without quite knowing it, I was absolutely terrified of these feelings; as a result, I denied them, bringing the whole emotional morass full circle, hardening those emotions into a place I called nothingness or a void. I began to think that perhaps my father’s loss was even more crushing than I had initially imagined.


Which brings me to this book.


I began writing down my memories of my dad more than twenty years ago. Around the same time, I also began reading books about fathers, fathering, and father loss. In retrospect, I realize that I approached the topic in a rather intellectual, almost clinical way. Again, I suspect those scary feelings were at work, preventing me from really experiencing what all this abstract research had to do with me.


Coincidentally, as I was delving into father research for my own private reasons, the subject of fathering began to receive a tremendous amount of public attention. Indeed, by the early 1990s, the issue of fatherlessness and the importance of a father’s influence on a child had become central to any discussion of American family values.


In 1993, Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, a sociologist from the Institute for American Values, published a controversial article in the Atlantic Monthly entitled “Dan Quayle Was Right.” Vice President Dan Quayle had publicly criticized the popular television program Murphy Brown (and its star, Candice Bergen) for glamorizing the lifestyle of the single mother. Dan Quayle had, in turn, been blasted by the liberal press for being too conservative and out of touch.


In her article, Whitehead argued that Quayle was right and the writers of Murphy Brown, as well as many members of the liberal establishment, were wrong. According to Whitehead, choosing unwed motherhood was neither noble nor desirable, especially from the child’s perspective, since the absence of a father fueled everything from delinquency to drug abuse.


This skirmish marked the beginning of a new wave of battles over American family values, especially on issues involving marriage and parenting. Since then, the subject of fatherlessness has come up repeatedly as a primary contributor to many of our society’s ills. In recent years, countless magazine and newspaper articles and several important books, particularly Fatherhood in America: A History by Robert L. Griswold, Fatherless America by David Blankenhorn, Strong Fathers, Strong Daughters by Meg Meeker, For Better or For Worse: Divorce Reconsidered by C. Mavis Hetherington, and several books by esteemed sociologist Judith Wallerstein have been published on the subject. Virtually all of the experts agree with Whitehead: a father’s influence is essential for bringing up healthy children, and his absence can be devastating.


Still, although I found this material informative, in the end, none of the books I read really spoke to my yearning to know precisely how my own father’s loss had affected me personally. Ultimately, the books seemed rather academic and abstract, so I decided to try to research and write the book I wanted to read. I wanted my book to serve two purposes.


First, I hoped that the act of researching and writing a book on father loss would be a personal journey for me, a pilgrimage to better understand myself in relation to losing my father. I hoped writing this book would allow me to answer particular questions: Did the fact that Daddy died when I was still a child affect my relationships with men? Did it help that I was raised with three brothers? How did my mother’s behavior, and the fact that she was a relatively young, single woman throughout my adolescence, influence my life? Would things have been different if Daddy had lived? Would life have been better?


Second, I wanted to write a book that would serve as a guide for other women seeking answers to their own issues with father loss. I am not a professional sociologist or a psychologist; I am a longtime book editor and a writer, so I approached this book as an investigative journalist tracking down a complex story. Toward that end, I rather arbitrarily decided I would interview 100 fatherless daughters—a goal that seemed substantial but not overwhelming. Ultimately, I interviewed 106 fatherless daughters: 66 women who had lost their fathers through death and 40 who had lost their fathers through divorce. (In addition, I interviewed nine men, all fathers of daughters, and have incorporated many of their insights into this text. I also consulted with five psychotherapists for professional viewpoints.)


I debated with myself about including women whose dads disappeared from their lives as a result of divorce or conscious desertion. In the end, I chose to include them because so many women, especially those born after 1960, were fatherless as a result of divorce, and I was curious as to how their experiences with loss differed from my own.


I defined a fatherless daughter as a woman who lost her father between birth and age eighteen, though many women who lose their fathers after age eighteen consider themselves to be fatherless daughters. In her book Fatherless Women: How We Change After We Lose Our Dads, Clea Simon addresses issues of father loss among adult women, explaining that a father’s death for a woman in her twenties, thirties, or even forties is, indeed, often life altering. However, I was interested in exploring the effects of father loss on women who were raised from childhood without the influence of their dads and how this absence affected their development.


The women I interviewed ranged in age from nineteen to ninety-four. Not surprisingly, because of the broad range in their ages, these women experienced father loss in decidedly different ways, in part because of the nature of the society in which they were raised. Mores, particularly attitudes toward death, divorce, and the rights of women, changed dramatically during the twentieth century, and this strongly colored each woman’s experience of father loss. Most of the women were American, although I also talked to women from Canada, Mexico, England, and Japan. They ranged across the board geographically, ethnically, socially, and economically.


To my surprise, I had no trouble finding women who would agree to be interviewed. Early on, I considered putting ads in newspapers, magazines, and online to find potential subjects, but I found more than enough appropriate women simply by word of mouth, and most of the fatherless daughters I met were as interested in exploring their experiences with father loss as I was.


I found all of these women’s stories utterly fascinating and came to feel that it was important that I share as many of these biographies as I possibly could. Therefore, in addition to my research and observations, I have included vignettes of women whose experiences cast a special light on a particular issue. (To insure privacy, some of their names and details of their lives have been changed.)


Finally, I was deeply moved by the intensity of the emotion virtually all of the daughters expressed about their dads. Only rarely did I encounter a woman who expressed hateful feelings about her father—indeed, I can think of only two or three who felt mostly negative attitudes toward their dads. The rest all loved their fathers passionately, even if these men had died when their daughters were infants; even if they had been absent from their children’s lives for years; even if these fathers didn’t deserve it!


People who lose their parents early in life are like fellow war veterans. As soon as they discover that they are talking to someone else who has lost a parent, they know they are speaking the same language without uttering a word. In a certain sense, although each fatherless daughter’s story is unique, each woman’s experience with regard to losing her dad is the same. What follows is my journey and what I discovered about those ineffable similarities.





PART I


FATHERING
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1. SNAPSHOTS OF MY FATHER


Losing a father in childhood forever changes the shape of a daughter’s identity—how she views the world and herself. Not only is her connection to the first and most important man in her life sharply curtailed or extinguished, but all her perceptions, all her decisions, all her future relationships are filtered through that early, unimaginable, ineffable loss.


—Victoria Secunda, Women and Their Fathers


There’s a photo of a man kneeling on a manicured lawn in front of a prosperous-looking house—a house I’ve never seen and can’t identify. A little girl is perched on his lap. She is smiling, clearly happy to be perched on this particular knee. She has a sweet face, one surrounded by soft, dark curls. Her eyes are wide-apart and curious, her mouth delicate and upturned in that way only a child can manage without appearing supercilious.


The man is my father. I know him by his wide-open smile, as warm as bath water, and his distinctively thick, dark, wavy hair, parted just left of center. He is a much thinner Daddy than the one I finally remember, but the gesture fits. It’s him. The little girl, unfortunately, is not me. It’s my cousin Frances, the daughter of my mother’s older sister.


Frannie adored my father, a man who would become her uncle shortly after this photo was taken, and he delighted in her. He once traveled from Cleveland to Philadelphia, or so I’ve been told, just to be by her side when she convalesced after a double-mastoid operation. He took her a red velvet muff.


I have no picture of myself sitting on my father’s knee, although I must have done so; every small girl does. He once brought me a red velvet muff, too, and I hadn’t even been sick. Still, this photo has always troubled me. Perhaps it ignited my first feelings of female rage that erupts with Vesuvian heat in the midst of any love triangle. To put it another way, I wish that happy percher were me.


I wrote this little vignette (and a variation on the story that follows) about my dad almost twenty years ago. I don’t believe it had yet occurred to me to write this book, so I guess I was acting on a desire to collect my memories of my dad and put them into words. In any case, since then, I’ve shown this little memoir—or various incarnations of it—to several friends and family members. With the exception of my brother Steve, who perhaps understands better than most people the subconscious emotions that led me to write this snippet, everyone found it sort of confusing. Why start out a chapter about my dad and me with an anecdote that not only does not include me but instead shows him adoring somebody else?


I listened to my critics. I knew they were caring and honest. I also could tell they were couching their comments in the most tactful language. (As an editor, I can spot that sort of literary diplomacy pretty easily.) Yet I couldn’t seem to cut it. This little snapshot touched something deep inside me, and I realized that I needed to get at that something, to explore it, to understand it.


I come to this chapter—indeed, to this book—as a searcher. I am on a quest to find my father, who I feel in the deepest sense of the word is lost to me. In actual fact, my dad died when I was ten, so in the literal life-and-death sense, of course, he was and is lost. Over the sixty-plus years of my life, many other people I have loved have also died: my grandfather, my grandmother, my stepfather, two beloved aunts, several close friends, my cousin Frances, but I don’t have that same sense that they are lost to me, that I am cut off from them. I know with certainty that I loved them; I know that they loved me. I have my memories of them, which will stay with me as long as I live, and those memories are warm and comforting.


Yet, with regard to my dad, I feel quite removed from him. I have the facts of his life, and I know that he was a good man. I also have memories of him—lots of them—and except for the last few months of his life, they are happy ones. Yet somehow I don’t have that confident feeling that he loved me. And worse, I don’t have a real sense of knowing that I loved him.


When I think of my dad and try to describe what his effect on me was, I feel as though I am in a dark, damp, chilly place without any form or anything to grab onto. It feels empty, yet I sense fear in myself, which leads me to believe that there probably is something there, but I’m afraid to look at it. It’s hard for me to write these words, but I feel that I must. I sense that by saying them, by attempting to articulate these emotions, I’ll bring warmth and light into that dark void. Perhaps I’ll be able to grapple with the fear, to look at it, maybe even make it disappear. Perhaps then I’ll find my dad. And I’ll be able to let him go.





My father’s name was Roy Vernon Thomas, and he was born on March 13, 1908, in Youngstown, Ohio, the youngest of seven children. His father, Mose Thomas, was an immigrant from Pontyprydd, Wales, who had settled in Youngstown sometime in the mid-1880s when he was in his late teens, undoubtedly to work in the coal mines or steel mills along the Ohio River. His mother, Mary Porter Thomas, a native of England, had also come to America as a young girl.


Shortly after Daddy was born, his family moved to Cleveland, where my dad grew up in a tidy working-class neighborhood on the south side. In the photographs we have of him and his brothers and sisters, they always appear impeccably dressed, although posed in a decidedly modest place, which I can only assume was their backyard. Still, according to my mother, they were a fun-loving family, and they all loved to laugh.


Daddy was definitely a man’s man sort of guy. He adored sports of any kind—football, baseball, basketball, golf, wrestling, bowling, horse racing, boating, bicycling—and he loved the male camaraderie that went along with them. When he was in high school, he served as the captain of his football team, which went on to win an Ohio state championship during his senior year. During the 1920s, the big Cleveland newspapers played up these events, and Daddy’s team was covered regularly in the Cleveland Plain Dealer and the Cleveland Press. We have many pictures and news clippings of my dad with his team: very skinny, very handsome, and, to me, very glamorous.


Daddy graduated from high school in 1926 and spent the next eight years working his way through Baldwin-Wallace College, a small school in nearby Berea, Ohio. To meet expenses, he alternated one year in college with the next in the steel mills in Cleveland’s flats. My mother believes that my dad’s final illness—cancer of the esophagus—was the result of damage to his body due to the years he spent working in mills. He graduated with a B.A. in psychology (of all things!) in 1934.


He met my mother, Roberta Frances Bosworth, sometime that spring of his senior year. He had started dating her younger sister, Ruthie, and according to my aunt, they would go out dancing until they dropped (literally), or else take in a movie at the local theater, where they were sometimes asked to leave because they were making too much noise laughing. This was not a particularly serious relationship; what’s more, according to Ruthie, she and my dad, despite the fun times, occasionally fought, apparently rather vociferously. It was an upshot of one of these tiffs that my dad met my mother.





My mother came from a different background than my father. While Daddy’s family was working-class, my mother’s parents were firmly middle class. Not only were they old-school Yankees from Boston (to the point of claiming Mayflower ancestry), but my grandfather, Herbert Holt Bosworth, had done well in business, ending up by the mid-1930s as an executive for the General Electric Company in Cleveland.


My mom was one of three sisters: Beatrice (mother of cousin Frances), Roberta (my mother), and the aforementioned Ruthie. As often happens in families, the girls were typecast: Beatrice was the smart one; Ruthie was the cute, funny one; and my mother was the pretty one. And, as often happens with typecasting, there was some truth to the labels. My mother was exceptionally beautiful, but somehow, despite compliments about her beauty, she deduced that she was not terribly intelligent or cute! This lack of self-confidence would haunt her throughout her life and would ultimately have its effects on me.


Because of my grandfather’s career trajectory at GE, my mom’s family moved frequently when she was very young, but they ended up living in Lakewood, Ohio, a suburb to the west of Cleveland with tree-lined streets and comfortable houses with big front porches. It was the sort of town that encouraged a kind of neighborliness that rarely exists today.


It was on the front porch of that Lakewood house that my parents met in the spring of 1934. By that time, both Aunt Ruthie and my mother were also attending Baldwin-Wallace College. Although the two sisters were only a year apart in age, they had separate friends and social lives. So while Ruthie had known my dad for quite some time, my mother had never met him.


On the fateful day, Daddy pulled up in front of the house. As Ruthie got out of his car and slammed the door, my mom, who was sitting on the porch, heard Daddy say: “If I never see you again, it’ll be too soon.” No one remembers what their fight was about or how the hostility got diffused, but somehow Daddy and Mother were introduced, and the joke was that Ruthie remained part of his life until the day he died.


For the next five years, my mother and dad dated, but apparently it was something of an on-again/off-again relationship. Daddy graduated from college within weeks of meeting my mother, while Mother wouldn’t graduate for another two years.


Daddy labored at several jobs over the next few years, eventually specializing in personnel management and labor relations. After Mother finished college, she worked for a while as a demonstrator for GE and ultimately landed a teaching position at a high school in a small mining town in southern Ohio. Still, they kept their relationship going and finally married in 1939.


The early years of their marriage were warm, happy times for them, I believe. Occasionally, we children witnessed wisps of those moments, like glimpses of my mother washing Daddy’s hair, or hearing him tell her a joke at dinner and her laughing until tears rolled down her face. I once asked her why she had married my dad. She thought for a minute, then said, “Because he could make me laugh.”


They rented half of a double house in Lakewood, just a few blocks from where my mother had grown up. A son, Stephan Bosworth, arrived three years later, in August 1942. World War II disrupted many people’s lives, but because Daddy was by then working for a company that supplied materials for the war effort, he did not enlist. I was born immediately after the war, nine months almost to the day after the bombing of Hiroshima, on May 7, 1946. Two more boys arrived within five years of me: Herbert Roy, in 1947; and Robert James, known from birth as Bo, in late 1950.


Shortly before I was born, my Grampa Bosworth married a widow named Sarah Porter Thorne, who happened to live down the street from him. (My mother’s mother had died in the late 1930s.) Grampa’s marriage to Sarah (which is what we always called her) caused a shift in our family dynamic. First, my parents bought the house with the big front porch that my mother had grown up in from my grandfather, and this was the house in which I would live until I left home for college. In addition, Grampa and Sarah now lived less than a ten-minute walk away and would become very important people in the lives of my brothers and me—even more so after the death of our father.


Photographs of my parents taken during the years when we children were young attest to their continued happiness together. Mother still looked very beautiful, and even with two, three, and finally four children to care for, she took the time to mound her hair up in one of those 1940s Betty Grable rolls and pin grosgrain bows to the neck of her blouses.


Daddy didn’t change much, either. There is a picture of him taken in the early 1940s at what looks as if it were a class for expectant fathers. He’s changing a diaper on a baby doll, laughing, with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. In most other family photos, he’s usually posed holding one child in his arms with one or two others hanging by his side.


Still, for Daddy, after his wife and children, sports remained his abiding love. As we children got bigger, he introduced us to softball games, ice skating, and horseback riding. He even occasionally gave us “professional” rubdowns, which we loved. As a younger man, he had played a lot of baseball and coached various company teams, but by the time I can remember, he was catching baseball games from an armchair, over a car radio, or even through a window. Warm summer evenings and the sounds of a ball game always make me think of him. I can see him now mowing our back lawn, a glass of beer on the fence, and our old ivory-colored Bakelite radio somehow rigged up in the kitchen window tuned into the clearest game he could get. He’d cut the back part of the lawn very quickly, since it was far away from the radio. But the front part, the part near the radio, boy, he clipped that to perfection.





When I was a little girl, I always liked to dress up for special events. Once, when I was seven or eight, my dad invited me to take a drive with him to his country club to pick up his golf clubs. For me, this was a particular treat, since he usually took my older brother, Steve, on such outings. I decked myself out in a favorite little red-and-white sundress and wore my black patent leather shoes with air vents. Daddy escorted me around the club, introducing me to all his buddies and bragging about my naturally curly hair and my straight-A report card, of which he was very proud. His friends treated me with a courtliness I’m sure was not wasted on my brother. I guess they thought I was cute; I was pretty sure he thought so.


Daddy was very good about teaching us children the pleasures of treats. From him, I learned how to drink a chocolate ice-cream soda without breaking the straw, that clowns were not dangerous, and that little girls were as entitled to “real leather” two-gun holsters as their older brothers. He introduced me to cherry pie à la mode, the scariest roller coasters, and elaborate jump ropes designed for prize fighters. Early on, before I had clearly separated (or put together) Daddy and Santa Claus, I knew I could request the most expensive doll for Christmas and could count on getting it. At the age of eight, I asked for a sterling silver identification bracelet, the latest rage among third graders. A friend assured me: “No way you’ll get it. It’s not even your birthday.” Daddy brought it home nestled in his pocket. For my brothers, there were airplanes, cowboy suits, electric trains, horseback rides, and very fancy bicycles. The usual, plus.


Daddy was the prince of games, the king of good times. He was a vacation man, a party guy, a lover of the spontaneous. My brother Steve once brought eighteen teenagers home for lunch after a morning of ice skating. My mother retired in frustration to their bedroom with a magazine, but Daddy fixed hamburgers for the kids, then organized a Ping-Pong tournament in our basement. If the PTA needed men to dress up like ballerinas to raise money for the school, Daddy was there. If I wanted to drive two hundred miles on a Sunday afternoon to see an obscure Indian site, Daddy would take me.


Discipline, however—that tough-love province of the responsible parent—was anathema to him. To my memory, he never reprimanded or corrected any of us children, and I know for sure he never spanked us. Occasionally he would “blow his stack,” as my mother would put it, but he would rail at the situation, not at the child.


Nor was he particularly disciplined about himself. By the end of his life, at the age of forty-eight, he was quite overweight, deeply in debt, and unable to balance his work life and his home life. Despite all the special occasions I remember, he was a workaholic, leaving for the plant before dawn and often arriving home long after we children had gone to bed. My mother was not so great at discipline herself, so the fabric of their lives—of our lives—began to fray. Minor outbursts over trivial matters became major explosions because, perhaps, they had too many children, too little money, too many treats, and not enough sense.





It became obvious that Daddy was sick during the summer of 1956. We took a family vacation to an inn at Clear Lake, Indiana. I don’t believe anyone knew how desperate Daddy’s health situation had become, but he was showing alarming signs of discomfort. He had very little energy (which was unlike him), and when he tried to eat, he couldn’t keep anything down. Almost nightly, he would leave the dinner table, undoubtedly to be sick and lie down.


I had just turned ten and was still very much a child. I played with dolls, sulked when my mother wanted me to wash the dishes or practice the piano, and played kick the can with my brothers and the kids in the neighborhood after supper. Nevertheless, I did seem to be tiptoeing up to adolescence. Although I was emotionally still a ten-year-old, I looked like a teenager. I was very tall for my age, about five-five or more, but not charmingly fawnlike. I had rounded arms and legs, hips, and more than just the beginning of breasts. Mostly, at this age, I was oblivious to how I looked, but I was beginning to sense things were changing. One day, as I walked down our street, some older boys, age sixteen or so, drove by in a convertible and began cat-calling and whistling. I was absolutely floored, and more than a little frightened, when I figured out that they were whistling at me!


I insert this here because it is background for one of the dearest memories I have of my dad. While we were vacationing in Indiana and he was often so sick, he decided to take us skating at a nearby roller rink. As he helped my younger brothers with their skates, he left my older brother and me to our own devices. Steve was fourteen and hardly interested in his younger sister, so he just skated off.


I stood there alone, wondering what to do. Then around the circle came a boy about Steve’s age who asked me to skate. This was, in effect, like being asked out on a first date, and it scared me. You have got to be kidding! I thought, although I somehow summoned the good grace to politely say, “No, thank you.” But Daddy, not feeling so good and busy with the little boys’ skates, quickly jumped in.


“Go ahead, skate!” he said, half laughing. “It’s okay. I’m here.”


Many years later, I learned that Daddy did precisely what a “good” daddy is supposed to do: He let his little girl know that of course other men were going to want to skate with her and it was okay. And if she got into any trouble, she shouldn’t worry because he would be there.





Daddy went into the hospital for two operations in the fall of 1956. The first was an exploratory one and was nothing too serious, or so everyone said. All he had to do was quit smoking—which, of course, he didn’t do. However, within weeks he was back in the hospital for a second operation. Later my mother would tell me that before the procedure the doctor had said that if Daddy was in the operating room for three hours, she could hope; if he was gone for less than an hour, she should know that the situation was extremely serious. He was back in his room in thirty minutes.


By December, my father could barely get out of bed without help. He would walk behind my mother to the bathroom, supporting himself with his hands on her shoulders. Between August and December, he had lost more than seventy pounds and was skinnier than he had been in his glamorous high school football pictures. The last time he came downstairs was on Christmas Eve, when he convinced my mother to take him shopping. He bought me a pale blue blouse with a scalloped collar and tiny pearl buttons, a grown-up lady’s blouse, not a little girl’s garment. I think he got my brothers fishing rods, but I don’t believe they ever took up the sport. He never got out of bed again.


A few weeks later, I threw a fit when my mother asked me to clean up my bedroom. Actually, I remember having several temper tantrums during these months that Daddy was so sick. Once he asked me to get him a pillow, and I recall throwing it at him as he lay in bed, then running into my bedroom and slamming the door. On this particular day, as I was storming around, jamming my clothes into drawers and throwing hangers across the room, my mother came into the room and quietly closed the door.


“You have to calm down and let your father sleep,” she said. Then she added: “He’s not going to get well.”


She said this without tears, and the front of my mind thought: What a drag; he’ll be sick like this forever. But the back of my mind—the part that had yet to experience the death of even a pet—knew she was saying something more. For a moment, I considered asking Mother to explain exactly what she meant, but I guess I figured she might tell me the truth.


Early in the evening of the night he died, I was organizing my doll clothes on the floor of our living room, and I overheard my mother talking to my dad’s doctor on the telephone in the kitchen. “My husband is dying,” she said, this time without shading her words. “When will it be?” I continued fussing with my dolls and pretended that I had not heard her. An hour or so later, the doctor arrived, smiling, genial, and gave Daddy a shot.


I’ve always been self-conscious about praying. Nevertheless, on the night he died, as I lay in bed, I went over the Lord’s Prayer and the Twenty-Third Psalm, prayers I’d been taught either by my mother or at Sunday school. I didn’t yet know words like futile or despair, yet somehow, even as I was saying my prayers, I recognized utter hopelessness when I saw it. So I got out of bed, pulled a length of Lustre Lace from the top drawer of my dresser, and braided myself a whistle chain by the light in the hall.


In the morning, he was gone.





My childhood ended that night, February 24, 1957. Although I was only in the fifth grade and still wore little-girl dresses with bows in the back, my life no longer focused on childhood pursuits. More, I immediately began running up against the grown-up behavior that often surrounds a civilized death, and I found it utterly bewildering.


Early in the morning after Daddy died, my mother came into my bedroom before I’d gotten out of bed and said with feeling but, again, without tears: “Your dad died last night.” I cried for a few minutes while she rubbed my back, and then she said: “Don’t cry; everything will be all right.” As young as I was, I knew she didn’t mean “Don’t cry”—literally. But then, what did she mean? Don’t cry now? Don’t cry ever? Don’t worry? I didn’t understand. But I didn’t cry anymore.


Later that day, I was playing catch in the street with my brother Herb. As we listlessly tossed the ball back and forth, a distant relative pulled into our driveway, and in a perky voice she asked us if we had the day off from school. Herb and I solemnly told her that our dad had died, but we both knew that she knew that already. So why had she asked us such a ridiculous question?


I did not go to my dad’s funeral. Steve went, but Mother decided that my younger brothers and I were too little, although to this day, she wonders if it was the right decision. I, for one, have never been sorry that she made that choice. I don’t think I could have handled seeing Daddy—or the shell of my dad—in a casket.


Instead, on the day of his funeral I went to school. In retrospect, I suspect my teacher had been told that my father had died; after all, the death of a parent would be a significant event in any family, especially in a town like ours. But she said nothing to me about it and behaved as if nothing was wrong. When I got home that afternoon at about 3:30 or 4:00, our house was filled with friends and relations, including some cousins from Boston. I knew that Daddy’s funeral had taken place earlier in the day, but I didn’t know that funerals were followed by what looked an awful lot like a party. No one was weeping and wailing. In fact, they were talking loud and fast; laughing even. I didn’t get it, but I took my cues from the grown-ups and, again, I didn’t cry.





Within days of Daddy’s death, Grampa Bosworth sat me down in a big wing chair in his living room and told me in no uncertain terms that my life was now going to change. For starters, I had to accept responsibility for helping my mother. In fact, the words responsibility and helpfulness became hallmarks in our home, not only for me, but also for my brothers, particularly my older brother, Steve.


From that moment until I left home for college almost eight years later, I often cooked dinner, washed the dishes most nights, helped clean the house on Saturdays, and did a fair amount of the family ironing. By the time I was in seventh grade, just eighteen months after my dad’s death, my mother had taught me how to sew, and from then on, I made many of my own clothes. By the eighth grade and throughout high school, I held a full-time job in the summer and often had part-time jobs during the school year, usually working in a local department store. Being a typical adolescent, I did my share of complaining about these responsibilities, but, frankly, I didn’t feel unusually abused. My brothers carried a similar load, as did several of my friends who lived in conventional two-parent homes.


My life progressed in ways that were at once ordinary and perhaps not so ordinary for a middle-class girl from the Midwest. I made my way through high school, went on to college (a private college, Ohio Wesleyan, partially paid for with two scholarships), spent a year studying in Europe, and then, after college, came directly to New York City. When I was in my early twenties, I married my college boyfriend, but our marriage never quite solidified and we amicably divorced before we were thirty. Although I thought I would marry again, I have not; although I thought about (and wanted) children, I did not have them.


Instead I established a career as a book editor and later as a writer in New York City. I have loved my work and I have loved New York. I have had a very full life, rich with friends and activities, but it is not the life I thought I would have; nor is it the life I suspect my father expected me to have or perhaps even would have wanted me to have.


It would be easy to sum up my story by saying that any problems or disappointments in my life are the result of the trauma from my father’s death and my upbringing in a fatherless home. This, of course, is not only too simple; it’s not entirely true. Another personality dealt the same hand may well have played her cards differently. Each of my three brothers, products of the same parents and the same home situation, has faced his life and its choices in an entirely different way. Temperament and character play a role in how your life turns out. Still, my dad’s loss shaped me profoundly, and I’ve struggled with its consequences all my life.





There’s a photo of my dad that sits in a glass frame over my desk and has been with me since I started writing this book. It’s a black-and-white shot, catching him from the waist up. He’s standing in front of a picnic table. On the table in front of him, I can see an open bag of potato chips and a couple of bottles of Vernor’s Ginger Ale, an old-fashioned Midwestern soft drink that has disappeared, although I can recall its distinctively sweet/spicy scent and flavor, both of which I associate with my childhood and with my dad.


I suspect the photo was taken in 1955 when I was nine, because Daddy looks pretty much as he did at the end of his life, except that in this picture he still looks happy and strong, which would not be true by the summer of 1956. His face is in shadow, but I can see that he’s relaxed and smiling. Someone may have said something funny or told a joke. There’s a lit cigarette in his fingers, and he appears to be toying with something, but I can’t make out what it is.


I recognize the park in the background. Cleveland is ringed with beautiful parks, and this one, Clague Park, had a duck pond at one end; a play area with swings, slides, a merry-go-round, and a jungle gym at the other; and a cluster of picnic tables and grills conveniently scattered in between.


I have a distinct memory of my dad in that park, but it’s a troubling one. We were at a picnic with many other families with children; I think it may have been a company picnic, because I don’t remember knowing the other children. Dad was leading games with the kids—three-legged races, water balloon tosses, relay races, and the like.


I participated in one of these events. We kids took off our shoes and scattered them in a row about twenty yards away. Then we lined up; Daddy said go; and the first one to find his or her shoes, put them on, and run back to the starting point was the winner, which turned out to be me. What was disturbing was that I sensed that Daddy was disappointed in me.


I remember I was wearing sandals with buckles that day, and during the race, I just loosely buckled my shoes—sort of cheating, or, at least I thought so. To complicate the matter, I received a bag of peanuts as a prize—a pretty dopey prize, I thought, and may have even complained about it. More than fifty years later, the thought of my behavior that day shames me.


I can’t remember what my dad said or did to make me feel that he was unhappy with me. Did he think I had cheated at the race? Was he embarrassed that his own kid had won and not someone else’s child—perhaps his boss’s? Had I shamed him by behaving like a brat about the bag of peanuts? I don’t know.


Why do I dredge up this rather insignificant event now? And why is it tinged with such sadness, shame, and regret? I think it is because it serves as a hook on which to hang all my unresolved and unarticulated feelings about my father. If he had died when I was five, I would have fewer memories of him, but I suspect they all would be of an adoring daddy, unconditionally proud of his bright, curly-headed little girl. If he had died when I was twenty-five or thirty, I would have collected many more memories, probably some good and others not so good, but I would remember him as a real man, and he would have known me as a real young woman. I would have learned what his boundaries were; what he liked, what he didn’t like. Perhaps I would have learned how to please him, and perhaps I would know that he loved me even when I did things that did not please him.


But he died when I was ten. My memories of him, while numerous, are colored by my perceptions of him, which remain, to this day, immature and childlike. Still, at that age, I was old enough to perceive something new in him and in our relationship as father and daughter, but I was not mature enough to make sense of it. It is this confusion of emotions that I want to explore, explain, and hopefully put to rest.





2. SO, WHAT’S A FATHER?


It is a father’s task to help raise his children so that they can be constructive members of society, and to transmit to his children those cultural values they must have to succeed in life.


—David Popenoe, Life Without Father


It would be almost impossible to write about growing up fatherless without first defining what it means to be a father, or, perhaps more to the point, what it means to have a father. What is it that fathers do? And, more particularly for this book, what is it that fathers do for their daughters?


Of course, the first father image that comes to my mind is that of my own dad. Except for the vivid images I have of him lying in bed during his last illness, most of my memories involve him either coming home from the outside world (usually his job) or going out into the world (also usually his job)—that is, most of my recollections of him are not of him at home, intimately involved with the goings on of our family.


Oddly enough, my dad’s seeming lack of involvement is not at all disturbing to me. On the contrary, it was through my dad that my brothers and I were introduced to the pleasures of the outside world. Whether we were visiting relatives on the other side of town, going to a circus or an amusement park, leaving for a vacation, or just picking up jelly donuts from the local bakery on a Saturday morning, these were fun-filled adventures for us, and they were almost always instigated by my dad.


To my amusement (and, in some ways, my horror), many of the other strong father images that lurk in my brain are figures I came to know through television. Being an American girl whose childhood spanned the 1950s, television dads like Ozzie Nelson, and actors Robert Young and Fred MacMurray (who played the fathers in the popular shows Father Knows Best and My Three Sons, respectively), were part of my life for years.


In a rather powerful way, these television shows shaped my views of what a father was, or, at least what a dad ought to be. These television dads were almost always portrayed in situations (and, in the 1950s, these were almost always comic circumstances) involving the home and family. Although it was implied that these men held jobs, I can’t for the life of me remember what it was that they did for a living; nor did I ever see them doing it. In retrospect, this strikes me as odd, since my personal sense of a father is of a man who was inextricably tied to his work. What’s more, my memories of my own father doing things with us children usually involved leaving home, not staying home.


Also, with these 1950s TV dads, a benign but ever-present patriarchal force was very much in effect. If a child got into trouble (which meant a son failed his geometry test, or a daughter spilled soda on her prom dress), the mother would invariably announce that Dad would deal with the problem when he got home. Indeed, the premise of the popular show My Three Sons was that the father, Fred MacMurray, was running a house full of boys virtually all by himself. The mother of these children had apparently died—a huge tragedy for most people, but an issue that went unmentioned and unaddressed in this family. Also, the father managed to handle everything with ease, including coping with the household, with the help of the boys’ grandfather, making the patriarchy absolute.


Actually, the mothers in these TV shows (and most of them did feature mother figures) were as unreal as the fathers. They were always perfectly groomed and usually wore high-heeled shoes and a spanking clean dress, sometimes protected by a little apron presumably to indicate that they were involved in housework. Somehow, too, the house was always spotless, yet you never saw Harriet Nelson, June Cleaver, or Donna Reed, or any of the other 1950s TV moms, running a vacuum cleaner or washing a dish. Like the fathers’ careers, the women’s work was sort of a mystery.


The mothers on these programs were sweet, kind, occasionally witty, seemingly competent, but never forceful. The fathers, even dads as goofy as Ozzie Nelson, made all the tough decisions. What’s more, these men did so in a calm, rational manner, never losing their temper, often adding a light touch of humor, and certainly never harshly disciplining the children.


Needless to say, this is not at all how I remember the dynamics of my own household. By the time I was five years old, our family consisted of four children under the age of nine, and our house looked it. Being the only girl, I had a bedroom of my own, but our house was not particularly large and my brothers shared a room. Toys were strewn throughout, dust and magazines collected on the tables, and an ironing board was often set up in the living room so that my mother could iron as we played or watched television. We always had meals as a family, although my father was frequently absent from the dinner table because he was at work.


Although my dad never yelled at us or spanked us, my parents fought a lot between themselves. My dad was away much of the time—according to my mother, this was the reason for many of their disagreements—and my mother made virtually all of the decisions pertaining to the house and the children. And, of course, she continued to do so after my father died.


Because my father died when I was ten, I might be inclined to suspect that my memories are a little faulty; that my dad was home more than I remember and that he was much more involved in the family decision making. But I know that’s not true. My brothers and my mother confirm my memories. What’s more, most of my friends experienced their fathers in much the same way.


The image of the father has a very strong impact on children. Even when he is romanticized, as he was on television in the 1950s (and often is today!), children acknowledge these images and attempt to integrate them into their own truth. So what is that truth, and how did it develop?


THE EVOLUTION OF THE FATHER


In the great sweep of history, the concept of fathering as we know it is a relatively modern one. In his book The Father: Historical, Psychological, and Cultural Perspectives, Luigi Zoja talks about the history of fathering in a fascinating way. Using the symbol of a year-long calendar to describe evolution, Zoja shows that mammals did not appear on the face of the earth, symbolically speaking, until mid-December; the human species did not develop until about 9:00 P.M. on December 31; and the contemporary idea of fathering evolved in the last five minutes.


Not only did the concept of fathering come late, but, according to Zoja and others, the notions of masculinity and fathering have traditionally been at odds with one another and continue to be so to this day. Throughout the animal kingdom, survival of the fittest was always the ultimate life issue. The strongest, or the most “masculine” male survived, and, as a result, was the one who would provide the seed for the next generation.


As mammals and ultimately humans developed, their offspring often required the care and training of their parents for a relatively long period of time before they were able to survive on their own. Hardwired by biology to care for her babies, the female stayed with them while the male went off, sometimes to hunt, sometimes to create more progeny, sometimes simply abandoning mother and baby because his job to spread as much of his genetic material around as possible was completed. Eventually males learned that they needed to protect their females and babies if their own genes were going to survive.


To put it another way, females cared for their offspring because they were biologically and instinctually created to do so; males cared for them because it was in their best interest to do so, even though the learned behavior of fathering was at odds with fundamental “masculine” instincts.


Fathers in Classical Myth


Greek and Roman myths are rife with father images, from Zeus, the supreme symbol of the patriarch, to Ulysses, the ultimate absentee dad. It is in classical myth that the concept of the father begins to evolve into a more sophisticated cultural form. As Zoja points out, Hector is the only Trojan hero who is both a warrior and a family man with a private life that includes a wife and a child. Zoja says, “Hector is both patriot and father, patriot and pater, two words that ring with a similar sound, and with nearly the same meaning.”


In Homer’s Iliad, the scenes between Hector and his child reflect the conflict between the macho, warring male and the warm, empathic father. When Hector tries to embrace his child before going to war, the child pulls away in fear. Only when Hector removes his armor will the child permit his father to hold him. Still, although Hector is considered to be one of the greatest warriors in Greek mythology, he ultimately is slain by Achilles. The message: the macho warrior prevails, not the more “feminized” family man. This conflict between the masculine and the fatherly remained deeply imbued in Western culture for centuries.


From the Ancients to the Victorians


From the fall of Greece and Rome through the Dark Ages, the concept of patriarchy endured, exemplified most powerfully through the rise of the Christian Church and the worship of the Heavenly Father and his son, Jesus Christ. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Western Europe and especially in Colonial America, families and the community at large were closely linked, but fathers were supreme, serving as the moral and authoritarian center of the home.


Beginning in the late seventeenth century with the Enlightenment (and the rise of radical notions such as that formally educating women might benefit the family and society as a whole), the strong patriarchal base of Western culture began to soften a bit. By the mid-nineteenth century, when industrialization took the father out of the home and into the factory, dramatic shifts began to occur that would alter the role of the father in the family, although these changes would take close to one hundred fifty years to come to fruition.


Victorian Fathers and the Nuclear Family


The concept of the nuclear family, the small, private entity made up of two parents and a few children, emerged in Western Europe and the United States in the early- to mid-nineteenth century during the so-called Victorian era. Unlike families of earlier generations, which consisted of vast webs of relatives, neighbors, and social equals linked together often merely by the need to survive, the nuclear family was characterized (at least in theory) by warmth and affection. The marriage between the parents was not arranged or based on economic or social necessity; instead it was the result of romantic love. The family or nuclear unit was meant to serve as a refuge, as opposed to a cog in the wheel of society as a whole.


Also, for the first time in history, the father worked outside of the home instead of on the farm or in the shop, which previously was almost always attached to the living quarters. Socially, at least among the middle classes, it reflected badly on the adequacy of the male if his wife needed to work in order to support the family. As a result, the parenting roles began to shift.


Since the father was gone from dawn to dusk throughout the week, most of the parenting responsibilities fell to the mother. Not only was she expected to run an efficient household, she was required to deal with the day-to-day problems of raising the children. Although the father remained the moral authority (the image of the severe patriarch remained strong), he, in fact, gradually became only a part-time presence.


Robert Griswold, author of Fatherhood in America, explains that industrialization also gave rise to stronger female bonding, which in turn played a role in reducing the importance of the father:


The simultaneous emergence of industrialization and domesticity in the nineteenth century gave rise to a distinctive world of “female love and ritual.” . . . These developments created social and psychological spaces in which women established lasting bonds with one another. Brought together by frequent pregnancies and childbirth, nurturing lifelong friendships with impassioned letters and frequent visits, bonding together in reform and church associations, women created a world in which men, fathers included, made but a shadowy appearance.


Fathering and the American Melting Pot


In the United States in the late nineteenth century, the huge influx of immigrants, especially from Europe, also altered the notion of fathering. Irish, German, Scandinavian, Italian, and Jewish peoples flooded into America between 1850 and 1920, each nationality bringing a somewhat different notion of the father role, but often, especially in German, Jewish, and Italian families, a strongly patriarchal one.


For example, in the majority of Italian homes the father was usually the dominating force, demanding obedience and deference, which was often given out of fear rather than love. According to Griswold, “In the formal, patriarchal [Italian] home, life was especially difficult for daughters. Many found their mothers more flexible than their fathers, less suspicious of American ways, more tolerant of their social lives, and far less demanding of elaborate displays of deference.” By the late 1920s, when the first generation of the children of immigrants was coming of age, the authority of the father had broken down considerably.


The Impact of the Depression and World War II


By the mid-twentieth century, although the strong patriarchal legacy and the deeply entrenched concept of the nuclear family were beginning to break down in the United States, two events occurred that stalled the decline of the nuclear family for at least another generation: the Depression of the 1930s and World War II in the 1940s.


Because of the fragile economy during the Depression years, families tended to stick together in order to survive. During World War II, the idea of a man going off to war was heralded as a heroic gesture, even if he had children. Also, family life was romanticized, in part to keep people in a positive frame of mind in order to promote the war effort.


However, beneath the surface, aspects of family life were continuing to change. During both the Depression and World War II, it became not only necessary but acceptable for women to work outside the home. What’s more, women often ended up enjoying escaping from the confinement of housework and child care and took great pride in their pursuits. It also became clear to both men and women that the role of breadwinner could be assumed by women, and, as a result, one of the primary roles of the traditional father was threatened.


In addition, other sociological trends were chipping away at American beliefs about marriage and the nuclear family. One was the American concept of masculinity. Beliefs about fatherhood versus the macho ideal of manhood were often at odds. On one hand, fathers were considered to be highly respectable; often a man’s sense of himself was measured by his success as a husband, father, and family man. On the other hand, the ultimate masculine archetype, especially in America, was the strong silent male, the loner, the cowboy, the tough warrior, the man who didn’t need anybody—all models antithetical to being a good husband, father, or family man.


So, on the surface, although the nuclear family seemed to remain intact, changes surrounding the concept of family began to appear as early as the first quarter of the twentieth century. The divorce rate jumped nearly 100 percent between 1900 and 1920, although it then slowed during the 1930s and 1940s as a result of the economy and the war. Men who went off to war in the 1940s returned with a strong sense of male pride, a sense that they had prevailed as men and with men. Women worked outside the home and sustained the family by themselves, emerging from the war years equally proud of their accomplishments. These strong feelings would eventually explode, but not before the men and women of this generation would make one more stab at raising their children according to the tenets of the happy nuclear family and the American dream. In the end, of course, it didn’t really work.


The Myth of the 1950s


The years between 1946 and 1960 were among the most affluent in the history of the world. Not only were people of the middle class secure, but many members of the working class were finally able to enjoy some of the benefits of relative financial security, including a house of their own, a new car, and a college education for their children. It was the Eisenhower era, and Conservatism was the prevailing philosophy. Women who had joined the work force during World War II returned to their lives as “perfect” wives and loving mothers. Men stored their dress uniforms, their combat helmets, and their medals in the attic and started anew as commuting businessmen, contented husbands, and suburban dads. In theory, everyone was comfortably well off and life had returned to normal.


But, of course, this supposed normalcy was a myth, and nowhere was that myth more idealized than on American television. According to sociologist Elaine Tyler May, in the 1950s—at least on television—“fatherhood became the center of a man’s identity”; these men “forged their screen identities as fathers, not workers. Secure in their suburban homes, untouched by financial problems, marital discord, or political passions of any kind, these men’s ‘work’ was the resolution of minor crises that beset their children. Only men like Ed Norton, the feckless and childless sewer worker in the Honeymooners, made much mention of their occupations.” According to the television culture—which by then was a reflection of the notions of the culture at large—the ideal American man was an easygoing Ozzie Nelson–like dad who in his sort of goofy way solved the problems of the world. (Curiously, that same sort of lovingly silly dad is seen again in a more recent television dad, Raymond Barone, in the popular sitcom Everybody Loves Raymond.)


However, the reality was more in line with what I and others of the baby boom generation experienced with our own 1950s fathers. Despite the message presented on television concerning the ideal dad, most post–World War II fathers identified strongly with the notion of breadwinning as the primary responsibility of the father. By the 1950s, breadwinning assumed not only the defining element of a successful father but the ultimate macho ideal. The more prestigious your job or position, the more money you earned, the bigger your house, the more cars you owned, the more successful you were considered to be, not only in the world at large but as a father and as a man.


As men became more successful (that is, earned more and more money), the macho ideal often superseded any wish to be an involved father. In addition, it also began to color how men viewed their wives and their wives’ roles in the family. In a study conducted at Stanford University in the late 1950s, the researchers found it “striking how clearly the men saw breadwinning as a male obligation and how casually they accepted the responsibilities of fatherhood in general.”


The 1950s code for success was that men went out into the world and earned a living while women kept the house and took care of the children. Griswold states, “Quite clearly fatherly responsibilities had little to do with the day-to-day care of the children or upkeep of the home. Men’s belief in the sanctity of the division of labor and the ideology of male breadwinning precluded sustained involvement in daily housework and the less appealing aspects of child care.”


Still, most men continued to believe that they were necessary advisors to the intellectual and social success of their children. It was still the father, most people felt, who shaped the character of their children. According to Ruth Tasch, in her study “The Role of the Father in the Family,” “Fathers emphasized . . . their efforts to mold their offsprings’ characters.”
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