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This book is dedicated to the great fathers who have


personally inspired me to champion your outstanding examples.


My husband Walt.


To my brothers Mike and Bob Jones and my brothers-in-law


Dan White, Ben McCallister, and John Linfoot.


To the younger fathers: Alden, Brandon, Michael,


Freddy, Brad, Luke, Bo, Cory, and Josh.


And for those who will be dads: T and Jonathan.


May you always look at the tremendous role models you


have had and follow their leads.


And most importantly to the great men who came


before us all: My father, Wally, and my father-in-law, Bo. Thank


you for leaving your strong imprint on all of these men.









Foreword


Dave Ramsey


More than a decade ago, I started reading Dr. Meg Meeker’s books on parenting and walked away impressed with her wisdom and insight. Even more, I appreciated her passion for helping moms and dads navigate every twist and turn on the path to raising healthy kids.


Later, I got to know her personally and saw her heart for parents firsthand. It didn’t take long for us to become close friends because we really were kindred spirits.


Back then, my children were in their late teens and early twenties. Now, as I sit down to write the foreword for this fabulous book, things have changed in the Ramsey family. These days, my kids are all grown, and I’m known as “Pappa Dave.” I watch with pride as my sons-in-law throw my grandchildren into the air and make those toddlers squeal with delight. It helps me see the importance of dads through a new set of eyes.


It’s funny, but I’ve never really seen their mothers play that game. Maybe it makes them too nervous, but I honestly think it’s something that just fits the role of dads. It’s a special task reserved for them—an activity they’re uniquely qualified to perform.


Looking through the eyes of Pappa Dave, I can clearly see the different roles mothers and fathers play in the development of a healthy, confident child. Moms provide an absolutely essential function in the process. But so do dads—and that’s something we should never forget.


Unfortunately, I’m afraid too many folks are forgetting it today.


Dr. Meg often points out that this generation of fathers has become the butt of all kinds of jokes, especially in the media. In television shows, commercials, and movies, you rarely see strong fathers portrayed. When you stop and think about it, it’s tough to find anything in the world of entertainment that shows fathers in a positive light.


We can blame that on Hollywood or bad comedy or misguided parody. But whatever the source of the trouble, we have to admit that the problem is real.


Too many males in our culture have been “wussified” by the winds of political ideology that have blown across our country. As a result, they’ve lost their seat in their own households. So, while they are physically present, they are not spiritually or emotionally present.


Dr. Meg is absolutely right: Men—especially fathers—are in desperate need of rebranding.


When I look at my sons-in-law with my grandbabies, I can’t help but think about how important it is for someone to tell them just how valuable they are. Someone needs to remind these young men—and millions like them—that they are neither court jesters nor ogres. Someone needs to come alongside them and teach them how they can be great fathers—the kind of fathers that firmly, gently, and lovingly lead their families.


Someone needs to tell them how much they matter in the development of their children.


Otherwise, kids will inevitably grow up with a dad-shaped gap in their lives. Dads teach risk, while also providing the security of firm boundaries. Dads see the jerk boyfriends coming from a mile away—and keep them away from their teenage daughters. And let’s be honest . . . “fun” with dads is a completely different animal than the fun kids have with moms.


Not better. Just different.


And when culture fails to support fathers—when no one esteems them or teaches them how to be great—we do our society a disservice. We’ve got to help fathers become the men God has called them to be.


I believe Dr. Meg has the antidote for this crisis of culture. God has anointed her in a special way to address this topic. He has raised her up to stand in the gap and to offer hope for such a time as this.


But it’s only fair to warn you . . . by the time you finish this book, you’ll be ready to buy cases of them. You’ll want to give them away to as many fathers as you can. It will become your go-to gift every time you come across a dad with a new baby. And it won’t just be because this is a great book; it’s because you’ll become convinced just how desperately the world needs this message.


It’s time for the men in this country to rise up, stand firm, and truly become the heroes their kids need them to be. I truly believe that, with a world full of strong fathers, there’s simply no limit to what the next generation can achieve.









CHAPTER 1


You Are a Hero


On March 30, 2011, I held my father’s hands for the last time. These were the hands that taught me to cast a fly rod, shoot a 7 mm Mauser, and guide me across the streets of Boston when I was a little girl. Today, they were soft. They were once leathery from working outside feeding cattle or riding horses; his index fingers were stained from tamping tobacco into the mouth of his pipe.


Now they were soft and smooth because they belonged to a man who had suffered dementia for four years. He didn’t need these hands in the same way, but still I loved holding them. They were my father’s, my father’s hands, and that’s what made them dear to me. As I held his hands that day, I did what I had done for months and months. I read aloud to him from the books he had on his bookshelf. He couldn’t speak any meaningful words and I wondered if he knew me. I wanted him to say my name but he couldn’t. I wanted him to know that the hands that held his were mine. I think he did because when I sat with him, he became calmer. Sometimes he would cry a little bit when he heard my voice.


The last years of my father’s life were painful for me but much worse for him. As dementia set in, he knew it. Many months during those in between years when he was mentally sharp but losing solid cognitive function, he cried a lot. I would find him sitting alone in the family room on the couch just crying. I knew the reason he cried but reassuring him that life was going to be all right was a challenge. It wasn’t going to be all right for him. He was losing himself—his connection to anything meaningful in his life. And we were losing our connection to him, in a way. He was morphing into a man who would seem peculiar to us—gentler, more childlike. My father in the prime of his life was anything but childlike. He was a strong intellectual behind whose quiet demeanor was a fiery temper. He didn’t need to speak much. We knew what he thought, what he wanted, and what he believed about us, his family. We knew that he would do anything he could to provide for us and protect us, but now he couldn’t care for us as a father. And he knew it, and that killed him.


I remember the last Christmas that he knew was Christmas. He and I went to buy my mother a present in November. I wrapped it up and set it on the dining room table so that he could see it every day. But every day he asked again and again, “Have I bought mother a Christmas gift yet?” My answer was always the same, “Of course you have, Dad. You always do.”


My dad was a brilliant physician turned cattle breeder—but that was just to make a living. Making sure that my mother, my two brothers, my sister and I were taken care of was always his first priority. He cared so much that we didn’t want to let him down, and that made us better people. We wanted him to feel successful because he was successful, not only in his work, but more importantly as a dad.


This was no small feat for my father because he didn’t have a great relationship with either of his parents. I’ll just say it. His mother was mean. When my father was thirteen years old, he saved up money he made delivering newspapers and bought a pony. He kept it at his aunt’s farm. One day he went to feed the pony and found that it was gone. His mother had sold it out from under him because she felt that he didn’t need it anymore. No warning, no conversation about why the pony should be sold, she just sold it. My father was crushed and as we walked the halls of the nursing home he stayed in during his last days on earth, he still talked about that pony.


So being a compassionate and caring father was a learned skill for him. I don’t think that he had any clue about how to be a good dad. He just learned as he went. It flowed out of him, because he, like every father reading this book, had all the hardwiring necessary to be a great dad; it’s innate; it’s part of your DNA; you just have to use it. Sure, my dad, as a father, made a lot of mistakes along the way, but his successes overshadowed them. He lost his temper but he said he was sorry. He lived with humility because he knew his inner demons. He missed many of my lacrosse matches but I didn’t care because I knew he still cared. I knew he believed that I could be successful, go to medical school, and become a pediatrician. He was always eager to ask questions of me and my siblings. He wanted to know what we thought, believed, felt, did. Every summer he insisted that the entire family spend two weeks together hiking and fishing in remote northern Maine. Not exactly a teenage girl’s dream vacation. Often we tried hard not to go along but in the end my siblings and I were grateful that we did. Those vacations underscored that we mattered to him—and that we mattered to each other.


On March 30, as I sat with my father during his approach toward heaven, I felt an intense discomfort. I was a grown woman with grown children. I had a life of my own and loves of my own. So where, I wondered did this anxiety come from? It wasn’t simple grief over losing a loved one. It was a panic that something in the center of my life was about to collapse. It didn’t make sense intellectually but it made perfect sense to me emotionally. And then I put my finger on it. My dad was my safety net. Or to put it another way, he was the hub in the center of our family wheel and when that was gone, what would happen to me?


My father, not my husband, was the one I always thought would make everything right. If my world was falling apart, my father was the one I counted on to step up and put it together again. Memories of his quiet strength flooded my mind and I began to cry. I remembered the fall of my freshman year at Vassar College when I was homesick. On Friday afternoons, my dad would drive four hours to pick me up so I could spend the weekend at home, returning me on Sundays. He never complained, he just drove. I remembered when I was stranded at the Denver airport. My dad came to the rescue. I knew he would. He and my mother were in Denver, too, and had the foresight to place a reservation at a nearby hotel when it looked likely that a snowstorm would cancel flights. I was stubborn, though, and went to the airport, hoping to fly home. But after many hours of waiting to be rebooked on a flight that wasn’t cancelled, I called them. My father had already booked a room for me. I didn’t have to sleep on the airport floor.


I could always rely on dad—even when I thought, initially at least, that I didn’t want to. When I had burdens or pressure he always took them on himself. If I was drowning in hot water, he always came to the rescue. That’s what dads are to their kids, or what their kids want them to be—a hero they can always depend on. And one day, as they see you slip from their lives as I saw my father slipping from mine on that cold March day, they, too, will feel panic set in.


I cried harder because I saw clearly what was happening to my life. I would still have my dear mother by my side and my amazing siblings. My husband too was a huge support but none of these people was my father. No one held the place in my heart and in my life that he did. Yes, he was the toughest and hardest to live with, but he was also the one who loved the fiercest, as only a father can. I cried for good reason. As my father left us, my sister sat near him. We took turns in those last hours and she had the privilege of actually seeing him pass on to heaven. And I do mean pass on to heaven. Let me tell you why.


My father had a terribly high fever that caused his body to be almost too hot to touch. He was in a coma of sorts, lying still in his bed. He didn’t move, groan, or show any signs of discomfort. But suddenly, he opened his eyes and looked to the ceiling in the corner of his room. He gave a delighted gasp and the nurse sitting near him said, “Wally, what do you see?” My sister ran to his side from the adjacent room. He drew one last big breath and he was gone.


There is no question in my mind that my father saw heaven. Or God or Jesus. It doesn’t matter. He saw glory and that gives me hope. I need to know that he is safe and restored, I want to picture him with his sound mind again (he can lose the temper though) and laughing. I need to see him again, to say thank you, dad, just one more time. I need to tell him that, although I’m sure he failed in many ways as a father and a husband, he did more than a good enough job. He worked hard for us, he loved us, and that meant everything.


Fathers need to see themselves the way their children see them. You are, whether you know it or not, the center of their world, the hub of the wheel that is your family, the hero they depend on. If you’re not there or not engaged, they suffer.


Missing Heroes


Recently, I heard of a man who had six children by six different women, and he didn’t know any of the children. They had become adults and when a friend asked why he never saw them or reached out to them, the man said, “There’s nothing that they need from me now.” How terribly wrong he was.


Every child needs a father; and that includes grown children. When a father is absent from children’s lives, they want to know why. Did he just not care? Or, as they frequently (and wrongly) assume, did they somehow drive him away? The wounds left by an absent father are profound, because dads who go missing are heroes who have gone AWOL.


There are degrees of absence, of course. We have an epidemic, unfortunately, of fatherless homes, of fathers, like that man I mentioned, who don’t care about their children. But even more we have an epidemic of homes where dads have been marginalized, either through divorce or even more commonly in households where dad is kept on the periphery. He goes to work, he comes home, and he assumes his children want to spend their time alone or with their mother, so he retreats to his den or man cave and watches TV.


There’s a misconception that mothers are the center of a child’s world. Mothers are vitally important—I’m the mother of four children myself. But too often we have the idea that fathers are optional, and that often the best thing for them to do is just to stay out of the way. They might be needed as a breadwinner, or to take care of the “honey-do” list, or maybe to discipline the children occasionally, but for the most part many people assume that it is mom who is and should be center stage.


But the fact is that the human family was meant to have mothers and fathers working together, and when they work together, as they were designed to do, their children’s lives are enriched emotionally, spiritually, intellectually, and, I can say as a pediatrician, even physically. Children from intact families have a much better chance to be healthy and happy children.


I’ll say it again—moms are absolutely necessary, but so are dads, and to kids it is dads who are the center of the family. Mom might bend a sympathetic ear or bandage a scraped knee, but dad is the one they want to look up to as the hero who can meet any challenge thrown at the family. And guess what? You dads are wired to handle that pressure, to meet those challenges, to provide for and protect your family.


Let’s look at what happens to children when you bear that pressure for the family. Children with stable, involved fathers:


         •    Have much higher levels of self-control, confidence, and sociability1


         •    Are far less likely to engage in risky behaviors as adolescents2


         •    Are far less likely to have behavioral or psychological problems3


         •    Are far less likely to be delinquent (this is especially true in low-income families)4


         •    Do better on cognitive tests and get better grades5


         •    Are more likely to become young adults with higher levels of economic and educational achievement, career success, occupational competency, and psychological well-being6


         •    Studies suggest that fathers who are involved, nurturing, and playful with their infants have children with higher IQs, as well as better linguistic and cognitive capacities7


Clearly, when you as a father engage with your children, teach them, hug them, play with them, and support them, the message they receive is that they matter. When children feel that they matter to their fathers, their world feels safer, more secure; they feel protected. Social science and medical research can give us reams of statistics about how kids prosper in a family with a mother and a father, but I’ve also seen it, every day, for more than thirty years of working with children and their parents. I have seen thousands of children grow up—some with fathers, some without; and there is an enormous difference.


Daughters who grow up without their fathers are more likely to feel “unsafe” and seek comfort from other, older men, who often use them and then abandon them. Fatherless girls can grow up too fast. They often pursue serial boyfriends, seeking security and affirmation. Instead, they often suffer lasting scars of insecurity, abuse, depression, and disease. As a father, if you care about your daughter, you cannot leave her; you have a necessary role to protect her and show her what a man is supposed to be.


Fatherless sons are more likely to feel anxiety and are at greater risk for depression; if they’re the eldest in the family, they will often take on burdens that their father was meant to bear, and it can be too much for them. Giving sons too many burdens too soon, which can happen in fatherless families, means that they are children who miss out on childhood, and the many benefits that come from it. They too need protection; and they also need an ideal of manhood to aspire to. That comes from a hero dad.


A Son, a Tractor, and a Broad Set of Shoulders


When Seth was eleven, his mother began losing her temper with him. He remembers a vivid change in her demeanor. At the time, he thought that he was doing something terrible to provoke his mother’s episodes of rage, but he couldn’t figure out what. He told me that he would be sitting at the kitchen table doing homework and his mother would walk into the room and start criticizing him for being a bad son. Why? He wasn’t sure. She would yell at him for being messy, for being mean to her, or for getting bad grades. None of these accusations made sense to him but they hurt just the same.


Seth lived with his mother and father along with a younger brother on their family farm. His father worked the farm and the days were long—especially during the summer harvest months. When the apples and cherries were peaking, Seth went to the fields and helped his father. He said that he loved being in the fields with his dad running the cherry shaker. He liked being with him even though they spoke little as they worked.


For the first two years of his mother’s changed behaviors, Seth said nothing to his father. He knew that his father was stressed because of the farm and work and he didn’t want to burden him. Besides he still wasn’t sure that his mother’s outbursts weren’t his fault. She screamed more at him than at his younger brother, so he thought that if he behaved better, she might stop yelling. This never happened.


Then Seth began to pay attention to conversations that his father had with his mother late at night. He heard him trying to reason with his mother. But he couldn’t. She yelled at him too and Seth could hear the exasperation in his father’s voice. Night after night, month after month, he heard his father trying to calm his mother down but it never seemed to work. At least he knew that his father was aware of the problem.


By the time Seth was thirteen, his mother became violent and began hitting both him and his father. She rarely seemed to be in a good mood but he noticed that she was sleeping more during the day. He was confused and frightened—not just of her but for her as well. What was going to happen to her? What was going to happen to their family? Seth took on much of the household chores like cooking and cleaning and coached his younger brother to do the same. He noticed that his father was spending less time working the farm and more time in the house. This made Seth worry more. How would they make money if his father wasn’t working the crops?


Finally, Seth’s father sat him and his little brother down one evening for a talk. He said that it was serious. Seth’s mother had been diagnosed with a mental illness and was going to be hospitalized for several months. It was going to be expensive. He told his sons that he had tried as hard as he could to help her on his own but he had failed. Seth realized as his father spoke that his father was doing far more to help his mother than he realized. He was trying to protect his sons and in that moment Seth felt grateful for his father.


“We must do something hard, boys,” his father said. “We need to sell the farm to pay for the medical care for your mom.” Seth’s heart sank. He began to cry. Was he crying for his mother or over losing his home? Or was he crying because he felt so badly for his father? Probably all three.


Months went by and the farm was sold. Seth’s father bought a very small home on a small plot of land and when his mother had finished her inpatient care, she came home. Life with his mother was better but still not the way it had been when he was young. He missed his old mother. He missed the farm. And he missed working with his father in the orchards. As he grew older, Seth told me that his father had saved their family.


“He is without question, my hero. My father sacrificed everything for our family. The weight of my mom’s illness was huge, but he took it. I know that we were hurting financially but my dad refused to let on how bad off we were. And my brother and I were scared. My dad knew it and he did everything he could to keep us calm. There was so much more going on that we never knew about and I guess, looking back, I’m glad he limited what we knew. He protected us. I just hope I can be a man like that one day.”


The Difference between Moms and Dads—and Why They’re Better Together


In my lectures, I tell parents something that doesn’t always sit well. Children respect their mothers, but they see dad as the authority figure—and dads, that’s a heavy responsibility. Children will confide in their mothers, but they speak more carefully to their fathers, and the tone is usually more reserved.


There are many reasons for this—and some of them are physical: dad is big and imposing and has a deep voice. But there are deeper reasons too. Many young children see mom as a permanent fixture in their lives. They believe that their mothers have to love them and stay with them. That’s why many children can be so cruel to their mothers, because they assume mom will never leave; a mother’s love is non-negotiable.


But many children don’t feel that way about dad; they feel they have to earn their father’s love. So they try harder to behave around dad. They don’t want to get on his bad side and risk losing him. As a father, you might be totally committed; you might have a cheerful, generous, welcoming personality. But your children will still think they need to earn your respect and love. And that’s a good thing, because when children respect their fathers, it makes for a healthier home life. Children tend to behave better when dad’s at home—respecting his authority and wanting to keep in his good graces.


Many men feel they have failed as fathers and carry no authority. How could they, they assume, when they drank too much, or couldn’t keep a steady job, or were divorced by their wives? In fact, many mothers divorce their flawed husbands because they think they are setting a bad example for the children. But unless those dads have been physically or emotionally abusive, children still want their fathers in their lives—even if their fathers are ne’er do wells. Kids need dads. That’s all kids, but we know especially that children from low-income families do better—behaviorally, academically, in every way—when dad’s around. The key factor is not how much money dad makes, or whether he drinks or has a temper, but how involved he is with his family.


Children and teenagers are fundamentally egocentric. They want the attention of their parents—and they really aren’t as concerned about a parent’s well-being as most parents believe they are. Kids tend to think of their own happiness, not their parents’, and this is normal. And above all, they want the safety of a happy home where mom is there to help and dad is there to protect.


Children don’t care if their parents are stuck in an unhappy marriage. They don’t think of their parents as husband and wife, but as mom and dad. Mom and dad might be “happier” after a divorce (though that’s often not the case) but their children aren’t; they usually feel that the bottom has dropped from their worlds. They are confused, angry, and anxious. Many of them grieve as if one of their parents had died. In 99 percent of the cases that I have seen, there is no question that children are happier with two unhappy married parents than they are with a family divided by divorce. Children want to be—and rightfully are—focused on their own happiness, not that of their parents. When they worry about mom and dad, they take on more pressure than they can stand.


A Father Doesn’t Have to Be Perfect


Many fathers are intimidated by their responsibilities; they fear, if they have daughters, that they know nothing about how to raise girls; with sons, they might feel handicapped if they themselves didn’t have a good father as a role model. Many fathers are perfectionists; they feel that if they’re not excellent, they’re terrible; and if they think they’re terrible, they tend to withdraw from the family.


Fathers have confided in me that when they first held their babies they felt terrified, as well as incapable, inadequate, illequipped, and even stupid. Rather than ask for help, they relegate baby care to their wives, because they don’t want to risk failing as a father. Don’t do this, dads. Here’s why.


Most mothers feel the same way. I was in medical school when our first child was born. My pediatrician told me that since I wanted to go into pediatrics, there was nothing he needed to tell me about child care. I almost burst into tears. Becoming a mother is an overwhelming experience, full of emotion and full of fear; and if you feel the heavy weight of responsibility as a dad, so does mom.


What if I couldn’t feed my daughter? I had never breastfed before. What if I dropped her, didn’t hear her cry at night, forgot about her in the back seat of the car and she suffocated? What if she choked, stopped breathing, or got a high fever? I was almost a physician and I believed deep down that I really didn’t have what it took to be a good mom. And my husband didn’t feel any better. He was working all the time and worried about not bonding with her.


So if you are afraid and feeling inadequate, welcome to the parents’ club. Most of us feel that way—even pediatricians.


The key thing is not to give up or feel like you’re not needed. No, you don’t have to learn to breastfeed. You might understandably feel that your wife is more adept at changing diapers, and dressing, and bathing, and caring for the baby. Mothers naturally tend to take over—and can be very particular about how things are done, what clothes are put on, and how the car seat is situated. But your wife still needs you, needs your help, even if in the early days you often feel like you’re taking orders. Babies need to bond with their fathers as much as with their mothers. Hold your infant as often as you can. And believe me—you, your wife, and your child will be the happier, in the end, the more you are involved.


A Dad and a Mom Moving Forward


When Adam was born, Joseph was overwhelmed. He remembers seeing Adam for the first time and having feelings that felt foreign, powerful, and confusing. He had grown up as an only child with both parents working full time outside the home. He loved his parents but didn’t feel close to either of them.


When Adam was born, he was determined to have a very different relationship with his child. No matter what, he said, he wanted a close-knit family—one that enjoyed being together, communicated well, and depended on one another. Mostly, he said, he wanted to be available for his child.


But at that first glance in the delivery room, he felt something inside of him unravel. “I can’t possibly be for this child what he needs me to be,” he said. I told Joseph that all dads have to learn, but that he had plenty of time, and eventually being a dad would come naturally.


Joseph and Elayne had a good marriage and both wanted to be great parents. When Adam was born, Elayne felt excited and nervous, but much more comfortable in her role as a parent than Joseph did. As the weeks progressed, Joseph noticed that Elayne was withdrawing from him. She would spend more time in bed during the day saying that she was simply exhausted. She would take Adam to their bedroom and the two would stay there for hours. When Joseph tried to relieve her and take the baby away, she became irate.


Elayne suddenly didn’t want to see family or friends. She wanted the house quiet and she wanted to be alone. She slept poorly at night, more frequently during the day, and Joseph didn’t know what to do. He worked the afternoon shift so he saw what was going on all day until 3 p.m. His wife seemed to be a different person. She became angry and hostile toward him and said that she wanted a divorce. Life felt overwhelming.


Joseph brought Adam in for his two-month well baby check and relayed what was happening at home. Elayne had never acted this way before and he felt desperate for help. I recommended that she see her doctor because I was suspicious that she had postpartum depression. Her doctor confirmed the diagnosis and she got appropriate help. Over the next six months, with help from friends and family, Elayne overcame her depression. Joseph said that those early days as a father, dealing with Elayne’s depression, was one of the worst times of his life.


“Not only was I feeling inadequate as a father, I couldn’t seem to do anything right for Elayne. No matter what I did, I felt it was wrong. But then I realized that her criticism of me came from her depression, not her real self.”


During her depression, Joseph stepped in and took over almost all of the care of Adam. He fed him, bathed him, took him to the store, and got up with him during the night. He got very little sleep during those months between caring for Adam, doing his job, and trying to help Elayne. But things finally did get better.


“In a way,” Elayne later told me, “I think that Joe and I were kind of grateful for my depression. Joe and Adam have a bond now that I don’t think they would have had if I hadn’t gotten sick. Joe calmed Adam during the night, fed him, rocked him to sleep, and he came to see that he really could be a great dad. The two are inseparable now, you know.”


Adam was ten years old when Elayne and I had this conversation, and he loved being with his dad. In fact, if something was wrong at school, Adam wanted to talk to his father, not his mother. When he had an afternoon free, he wanted to go hiking or fishing with his father. “Sometimes I find myself getting jealous. I hate to admit this and I’m glad that Joe is so invested in Adam but I often feel excluded. I know they don’t mean to, but sometimes Adam and Joe seem to live in their own worlds.”


“Are you really excluded?” I asked.


“Well, I guess, now that I think about it, no. It’s more like I just envy their strong bond; I guess you could say I’m still a little insecure. And, yes, I know I should cherish Adam’s strong attachment to his dad. I don’t need to compete with it. Our goal is a strong family—and we’ve got that. We go on family vacations, I go to Adam’s hockey games, and I couldn’t ask for a better son. Our own relationship is great; it’s just that my husband’s is greater—and I’m jealous!”


Adam was an emotionally sound and happy little boy who was affectionate with his mother every time I saw them together. I was also glad that Elayne frankly acknowledged both her insecurity and her understanding that she had nothing to be insecure about.


When I told many woman friends that I was writing this book, they told me I was wrong about fathers. They said that men aren’t the hub of steel, mothers are. That is inevitably true when fathers walk away; no one can doubt the strength of successful single mothers. But it’s not true when fathers are engaged. And if you’re reading this book, you almost certainly want to be engaged. How do you do that? All you need to do is to try. This whole book will show you how, but here are a few initial ideas to get you started on being the hero your family needs.


1) Be tough enough to bear the weight of family burdens. Many men become frustrated by their wives and children. I get it: you often think you’re not needed. But the truth is that you are needed. Stay calm and focused and be the man who always steps up for your family. If your wife asks you to be more helpful at home, be more helpful. If she complains that you aren’t doing things right, keep trying, and ask her what she wants. Be tough enough not to react to her criticisms of you and privately, gently ask her to not criticize you for doing your best—especially in front of the kids—just as you promise to refrain from criticizing her when she’s trying to do her best. Marriage is a partnership; you need to work together.


2) Reduce friction. Where there is discord, you need to bring peace. Men are great problem-solvers; apply your common sense to your family. When children look at their dad as a hero, they’re looking for a model of quiet strength, calm confidence, and self-control. When kids and teens have temper tantrums and scream, they are out of control—and they know it, and they know it’s a weakness, and they don’t want to see the same from you.


3) Act on your highest beliefs. The overwhelming majority of fathers I’ve met want to do the right thing—and in their hearts they know what that is. So I tell them, simply act on it. You have a vision of what a good father looks like. It might be your own dad; or it might be a higher ideal if your dad wasn’t present in your own life. Whatever that model is, keep it always in your mind and try to live up to that standard. All of us in the working world know what “professionalism” is; we need to approach our role as parents the same way—acting according to the standards of behavior we expect of ourselves as fathers and mothers, and more than likely that standard—especially for you, dad—is the standard of a hero.


Heroism can mean saving a man in combat or rescuing someone as a firefighter. But there are also less dramatic ways to be a hero, and one way is to be the best dad you can be. Every child wants his dad to be a hero, and every dad has it within him to be a hero to his children.
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