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        Praise for

        BIG DADDY’S RULES
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        “Reads like a good stand-up routine, and once the point is made, the rest is entertainment, delivered in Schirripa’s inimitable, reliably profane comic patter, full of rants and stories from Da Bronx, Vegas, and life in ‘The Biz.’ But let there be no mistake: raising ‘two incredible daughters’ is his greatest accomplishment.”

        —Publishers Weekly

        “A winning mix of wise guys, wisecracks, and wise words in street-smart bravado and self-effacing humor.”

        —Las Vegas Sun

        “If you read one hilarious book about parenting, make it ­Schirripa’s—or he will come down on you like a ton of . . . don’t you walk away from me mister . . . get back . . . oh f**k it, just read the book.”

        —Jon Stewart 

        “Steve Schirripa’s book Big Daddy’s Rules is wonderful and might help lots of parents be brave enough to put their foot down. This book is funny and insightful and I loved it.”

        —Whoopi Goldberg 

        “I read the book like we agreed, Steve. Have to admit it’s funny, insightful, and unique. Now keep your end of the bargain. Come over to my house and yell at my kids. Please.”

        —Ray Romano 

        “I’m not endorsing this great book by Steve Schirripa about being the father of two daughters because I was intimidated. Well, not completely. OK, mostly.”

        —Jim Gaffigan 

        “There aren’t many men who can be smart, tough, tender, witty, and insightful all in perfect measure, and who can also write so well. That would define the inimitable Mr. Steve Schirripa!”

        —Richard Belzer 

        “Listen, I know Steve. Steve is actually crazy. But his kids are nicer than almost any adult I know. So I thought, maybe it’s a good crazy. Then I read this book. No, he’s actually just crazy. But he figured out how to make crazy work for him and his kids. Which is more than I can say for the rest of us.”

        —Joe Rogan 
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For Laura, Bria, and Ciara,
the loves of my life
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THAT’S MISTER DAD TO YOU


Sometimes being a dad is like watching a ping-pong match.


I’m in the dining room the other day, and my wife and one of my girls start up on one of those things mothers and daughters seem to be able to get into with no end in sight:


You’re not going out in that skirt. It’s too short.


No it isn’t.


Yes it is.


But I wore it last week.


I don’t care, it’s too short.


But Gina is wearing a shorter skirt.


I’m not Gina’s mother. I said you can’t go out like that.


Back and forth. I try to hold my tongue and let them work it out.


That lasts about no seconds.


I explode, like the firecrackers we used to toss in the garbage cans on Bath Avenue when I was growing up in Brooklyn.


As loud as I can, with my face getting as red as a can of tomato sauce, I make my point clear:


“Did you not hear your mother! Did she not just tell you you’re not going out of the house with your ass hanging out the back of your skirt! What part of ‘you’re not going out of the house with your ass hanging out the back of your skirt’ do you not understand?”


They both roll their eyes. They’ve heard this all before.


I take a little pause for effect—all those acting lessons weren’t for nothing, you know—and then I ratchet it up a notch.


“I don’t care who else wears what, anywhere else in the world, I don’t care whether you think this skirt is appropriate, and I don’t care about anything, to be honest, other than when your mother tells you to change your skirt, you change your skirt. Does anyone here have a problem with that?”


At this point, they’re looking at each other. It’s a bonding moment for the two of them: Oh, well, I guess Dad’s at it again.


No one gets upset. No one talks back. They smirk, and they wait for the storm to pass.


And then my daughter goes back into her room and changes her skirt.


Welcome to the world of the Big Daddy.


Listen. Everywhere you look these days, somebody’s making fun of dads. You turn on the TV on Father’s Day, and they’re showing all the daddy movies, and in one after another, the dad is an idiot—he can’t make breakfast, he can’t make lunch, he can’t get piss out of a boot if the instructions are written on the heel. He sure as hell can’t change a diaper, dress his kids, or give his teenage daughters advice on anything beyond how to buy car insurance, and even for that he needs help from a fucking gecko that sounds like Keith Richards.


Well, I say, enough is enough.


I’d like to form a club just for fathers. Specifically fathers of daughters. There would be lots of overstuffed leather chairs, wood paneling, dim lights. The works. A good space for sitting around and talking and getting some shit off our chests.


I don’t mean all the time, of course. Just during the commercials.


And instead of a THIS BUD’S FOR YOU sign, there would be a burnt-wood sign, hanging over the good Scotch, reading:


WHOEVER SAYS WE DON’T KNOW


WHAT THE FUCK WE’RE TALKING ABOUT


DOESN’T KNOW WHAT THE FUCK THEY’RE TALKING ABOUT


Because all of this talk about what idiots dads are, and how we have to learn to be a pal to our kids, and how we have to learn to be more like moms—I’ve had it up to here with all of that.


I say it’s time for the Big Daddys to take over.


I gotta say, as the father of two beautiful young daughters, I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the earth. I know for most guys that means you’ve got Lou Gehrig’s disease, but I don’t mean it that way. I mean yeah, being the father of girls is a kind of illness, in its own way—since any guy who has tried to live in a house with a wife and two daughters is, without any doubt, going to go certifiably nuts.


But I wouldn’t have it any other way.


I play this father, Leo, on a TV show called The Secret Life of the American Teenager. He’s the father of a nice teenage boy who gets into more trouble than any kid you’ve ever known (if you’re lucky). A girl he knows gets pregnant, he starts dating her and decides he’s going to marry her, then he gets another girl pregnant and decides he’s gonna marry her instead. And this is a kid who’s barely started shaving.


Leo is the owner of a successful meat company. He deals with all of his kid’s problems intelligently, calmly but firmly guiding his child through the rough waters of life.


In other words, he’s nothing like me.


I will say this from the get-go: When it comes to being a dad, I think staying calm is overrated. I got no patience for a lot of what I see going on around me, with my kids, with other kids, and especially with other parents. And I’m not shy about saying so. Sometimes, very loudly. The occasional dish does get broken in the course of certain discussions. When people tell me that I’m a hothead, I have one response:


You got a problem with that?


Let me give you an example.


A few years back I’m in a restaurant in the Village with my family. It’s a nice restaurant; white tablecloths, waiters who are all out-of-work actors waiting for their big break. They don’t just tell you what’s on the menu, they perform it. (And why is it the more expensive the restaurant, the more they feel they have to tell you every ingredient that went into every dish? “The salmon is braised in a smoked honey-cilantro vinaigrette with thyme, corn nuts, pickled snail tongues, and a hint of dog’s breath.” Just give me the goddamn dish. I don’t have to know its life story. You go into an Italian restaurant, you don’t get that. “Would you like the veal piccata?” “Can you tell me how it’s prepared?” “Yeah, we cook it, then we bring it out to the table.” “Sounds good. I’ll have that.”)


Anyway, so we’re at this really nice restaurant, me and the family. My older daughter is about sixteen at the time. The waiter has finally gotten through his performance of “Specials of the Day”—beautiful job, I have to say, his description of the she-crab soup brought us to tears—and we’re just settling in, and I notice there’s this big-mouth guy sitting across from us. The restaurant’s tiny, not much bigger than my living room, and he’s talking like he’s giving the State of the Union address. Sitting with two other guys, and the big blowhard is going on and on, and he’s kind of irritating me, so the manager, who I know, I said to him, “What’s up with this guy? Who is this guy?” I said, “Tell him to shut up, because he’s disrupting everybody’s meal.” But the guy doesn’t shut up.


So later, I get the check, and my daughter gets up to walk out and passes the guy, and he leans way out of his seat to look at her butt. And he passes a remark to the guy he’s sitting with.


Mount Saint Helens didn’t erupt so quickly.


“Are you kidding me?” I scream at the guy. “Are you kidding me?”


Now the whole restaurant is quiet. You could hear a pin drop. I can tell I’ve got the guy’s attention because it’s the first time he’s shut up all night.


“She’s sixteen years old,” I said. “That’s my daughter. She’s sixteen years old and you want to look at her ass? Is that what you want to do? You want to look at my daughter’s ass? You ruin everybody’s goddamn dinner, and now you want to look at my daughter’s ass?”


I told him and his two buddies to come outside.


Now, I’m fifty years old at the time, and fat, and these guys are half my age and half my weight, and my wife is telling me to calm down. I told her, go get in the cab, because when they come out I’m gonna fight them, and I’m probably gonna get beat up but I’m gonna fight ’em because that’s how mad this guy got me.


My wife and kids just smiled and shrugged. They got in the cab, and the driver flipped the meter, and they sat and waited and started talking about something else. They’re used to this with me.


The three guys never came out, and eventually I got in the cab with them, and we headed out.


“Having fun, Dad?” my daughter said to me as the cab pulled away from the curb.


“Just watching out for you, sweetheart,” I said.


And I was. The point is, everybody thinks they have the answer to how to be a good parent. Here’s mine: Everybody’s gonna make mistakes. Kids don’t come with an instruction manual. So if you’re gonna make mistakes, at least make them your own way.


Me, I don’t use the word “parenting.” It’s not a verb. It’s a noun. You’re a parent. A mom or a dad. You’re not there to be a friend to your kid. I see these moms, they think they can be a friend to their daughters. A woman I know, I kid you not, she and her teenage daughter went off to get tattoos together.


This is not a message you want to give to a teenage kid. If she’s gonna get tattoos when her mom is right there, what’s she gonna do when you’re not around? Kids have to rebel. It’s their nature. It’s their job. Your job is to give them something to rebel against. What does that kid with the tattoos have to do in order to piss her mother off, shoot somebody? Maybe after the tattoos they can go for a nice mother-daughter manicure, pedicure, and bank robbery.


How to Be a Big Daddy


My kids know that for better or for worse—and sometimes for a little of both—I am going to be Enormously Present. The Big Daddy, in all senses of the word.


For me, it’s not enough to stand on the sidelines and watch your wife raise your kids. For me, it’s all about getting in the game.


That’s Big Daddy rule number one.


Get off the goddamn bench.


Because look. I give my kids a good life. Growing up poor like I did, not knowing where the next meal was coming from, you decide that your kids are never going to go without good food. Growing up with cardboard in your sneakers (when you even had sneakers), you decide that your kids are never going to go without nice shoes. Growing up without anything, you want to give your kids everything. Do I give them too much? Probably. They have a nice life, and I’m happy that they have a nice life.


But I am not above threatening to take it all away. I’ve said it so many times, they could probably recite it themselves, like Don Corleone’s speech in The Godfather. I’ve said—and not, you may guess by now, in the quietest of tones—you like this life? The nice apartment, the nice clothes, the nice vacations, the Knicks tickets, the whole nine yards? You screw up and it all goes away. The first time you come home with liquor on your breath, that’s the last time you come home with liquor on your breath. You wanna see all this disappear? Let me catch you with drugs in your purse. Let me find out you cheated on a test or ditched school. You wanna see magic? I can make this whole thing disappear. Just give me the excuse. Now go do what your mother says.


I mean, it’s no “make him an offer he can’t refuse,” but it’s the best I got.


Now, I’ll admit, it’s probably a lot easier if you’re raising boys. Boys, you know what you’re doing. They’re pretty straightforward. You toss them a ball, you teach them how to watch for the pulling guards on the offensive line to know which way the halfback is going to run, you roughhouse with them a little bit, and when the time comes you give them money for condoms.


But if boys are like a Three Stooges movie, girls are a goddamn mystery novel. Not that I’m a big reader of mystery novels, but I’m sure if I was I’d figure them out about as easily as I can figure out daughters. Nevertheless, I do think I’ve learned a thing or two from raising two wonderful girls.


I’ll tell you how I did it, and I’ll also tell you how some friends of mine raised their kids. Because it’s not as if I got all the answers, or any of them for that matter, but I have learned a lot from listening to guys who are a little smarter than me. Or at least a little less clueless.


I’ll try to include some helpful hints on how to deal with daughters, like what to do if they want to shave their heads (hint: No.), what to do if they want to date some high school dropout with a dagger tattoo on his face (hint: No way, what are you kidding me?), and what to do if she wants to pierce her nose (hint: Give me a fucking break).


Don’t get me wrong. I’m no expert and I’m not trying to be. This is just the way I think, in my words, about my life with my kids. Did I do everything right? Not a chance in hell. Does anybody out there have a better idea? Most likely. My daughters are terrific, and they seem to be on a good path, knock wood. And if I had anything to do with that, then maybe I did something right.


Or maybe I just got lucky. And maybe that’s the point: If we all share our stories about raising girls, maybe we’ll figure out how to stretch our luck. Look, you’re talking to a guy who worked in Vegas for twenty years. I’ve spent a lot of time in casinos, and if I learned anything there, I learned this:


You can’t beat the house. But if you play your cards right, you can improve your odds a little bit.


This book is the story of how I played mine.
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BABY MAKES THREE


You know how in the movies the wife tells the husband she’s pregnant, and he takes a deep breath and gets a big smile on his face, and he hugs her and looks off camera high and to the left, like he’s peering happily into the future?


Yeah, that wasn’t me.


In 1991, I was working at the Riviera in Vegas. Making good money. Living the high life—I got off work at about two a.m., and that’s a great moment in Vegas, it’s like a second-wave party gets started as a lot of your friends get off work. Their pockets are stuffed with tips, and everybody wants to buy the first round. Me and my wife, Laura, had only been married a couple of years, but we’d been together a long time. Things were just great.


I was flush. I had the nice car, the big TV—big for those days, anyway. Nowadays people think you’re chintzy unless you have a TV set the size of the Jumbotron at Yankee Stadium. We took lots of great vacations—first class, all the way.


It was on one of those vacations that it all happened. We landed in Hawaii, and I made the same joke every dumb guy makes when he lands in Hawaii (“Hey babe, we’re in Hawaii, how about a nice lei?”), and we headed to our hotel. That night, we had sea bass at this great little restaurant, and then every night after that my wife wanted to go to the same restaurant and have that same fish, it was so good.


Problem was, she started throwing up. I of course assumed it was the fish and was ready to go tear the chef a new one.


And then my wife said to me, Stevie, I don’t think it’s the fish.


I think it’s a baby.


We got back to Vegas and she went to the doctor, and sure enough. It wasn’t the fish.


I’m gonna be real honest. I was scared. Not for the reasons you’re supposed to be scared, either: What if the baby is born with a terrible illness, what if I’m not a good father, what if I can’t provide for my family?


My reaction:


Shit. The party’s over.


Because a friend of mine had gotten married before me, and after the kid was born you never saw the guy again. I mean, I felt like, he was twenty-four, and then he had a kid, and he automatically became sixty-four. I’ve seen it happen too many times. I had just turned thirty-four, so in my world it was kinda late to get started on this parent thing. Most of my friends already had kids a long time ago; they had teenagers already, and I’d seen how their lives had changed. And everything in the culture supports that fear. Like the one on Sex and the City who has a baby and suddenly her part of the show is called “No Sex and No City.”


So I was thinking, well, my life as I know it is over now.


We were in the middle of building this great big house at the time, a thirty-eight-hundred-square-foot house on an acre of land, and I’m sweating bullets. I’m worried, like any guy, about whether I got what it takes to support a family—not just financially, but everything else, too. Women don’t seem to have those fears. I think that when girls are born, the doctor whispers, “Don’t worry, one day, when you have kids, you’ll be a great parent.” When he slaps the babies to make them cry, they tell the dads that they did it to make sure the baby is breathing, but really, it’s just to scare the shit out of you. So that’s me and my wife: As she gets bigger and bigger, she gets calmer and calmer and I get more and more nervous.


So she’s on her hands and knees with this big belly, picking out tiles for the new house, making cookies for the plumber, and acting like somehow having a baby is the most natural thing in the world.


Which, I guess, in the big scheme of things, it is. But you couldn’t tell it from me.


Laura kept telling me that we were still gonna have our lives—we’d still go out, we’d still have fun. Only this way it would be more fun. I wanted to believe her. But you gotta imagine what it’s like, having a baby in Vegas.


A lot of the guys I knew were married to showgirls—I’m not talking about strippers, I mean legit showgirls, dancers—and the guys all say the same thing: “If we have kids, we’re gonna adopt. Are you kidding me? Look at my wife’s body. That’s some body, man. I’m not gonna ruin that body by letting her have a baby.” And the wives say the same thing: “I have a baby, my career’s over.”


So, that’s what passes in Vegas for a support system.


Those guys were about as wrong as wrong can be. My wife was in pretty good shape, anyways, but I didn’t have any weird feelings when she started getting really large. For one thing, I don’t care how many fights you’ve been in in your life, the first time you feel that baby kick inside your wife’s belly, it’s a knockout punch. You’re on the floor, and you’re not getting up for about another twenty years (if that. The feeling wears off, they tell me, about the time the baby graduates college. We’ve got that coming up, so I’ll let you know). So you’re so blown away by that, you can’t possibly really be so small as to worry about whether your wife’s butt looks big. Well, you can, I guess—guys can get pretty stupid about anything—but it sure didn’t worry me. And besides, it’s not like I’m one to talk about who’s got a big butt around here, if you know what I mean.


Hand Out the Cigars with the Pink Ribbon


I wanna clear up one thing about guys and daughters right away. Everybody thinks every guy wants to have a little boy. But a scientific study conducted between me, my friend Richie, and this guy sitting next to us at the bar one time proves: It just ain’t true.


It’s something I figured out the first minute I held my first kid in my arms.


It was so strange, this kid I was holding for the first time. You imagine that you’re going to have this little replica of you or your wife, like a tiny bobblehead is gonna come out with the name “Schirripa” on the base. This could have been a puppy, for all I could tell. She looked kind of like a cross between Yoda and Alfred Hitchcock.


I was so blown away, it actually took me a minute to register:


She.


She looked like a cross between Yoda and Alfred Hitchcock.


Laura and I had decided not to learn the gender of the baby ahead of time—because, I guess, we figured there aren’t enough surprises in store for us the day the baby is born. Let’s make it even more mysterious.


We’d been up all night, and after the baby was born I stayed with my wife for a couple of hours, and then headed home to try to get some sleep, but I was so hopped up on the adrenaline and excitement of it all that I just stared at the ceiling and had my first minute to really think about it.


And I swear to God, I didn’t feel disappointed that it wasn’t a boy. Not one bit. In fact, I gotta say, I was kinda relieved.


As a kid growing up in a tough neighborhood, I knew how rough it can be on a boy. And not just the physical violence thing—everything. There’s a lot of up and downs for guys that people don’t talk about because guys are supposed to suck it up. But take sports, for example. Guys gotta be good at sports. I saw it from Little League on. Sports are a healthy thing, but they’re a rough road, too.


You have a good game, the coach gives you a ride home; if you strike out three times, you’re at the bus stop. For a ten-, twelve-year-old kid, that’s heavy stuff.


I was a good athlete—I played basketball in college and held my own, but still, I knew how tough it could be on a guy.


So I was lying there, thinking, well, I’m glad it’s a girl. Now it’ll be easier.


Which shows you exactly how much I know.


Merry Christmas, Daddy


We brought the baby home just a few days before Christmas. Christmas is a surreal time in Vegas, and you never really get used to it, no matter how long you’re there: Here are some strippers in tiny low-cut Santa suits with fishnet stockings, there’s a Christmas tree with a great big gold dollar sign on top. And everything is gigantic—twenty-foot-tall Christmas trees, ten-foot-tall penguins in red scarves, wherever you look. The store window displays in Las Vegas are the size of entire shopping malls in other cities. So, you already feel like you’re on some strange other planet. And then, every five seconds or so, it hits you again: You had a baby. You are a father.


I went out for a drink that night at a local bar with my friend Jimmy the Beak. He’s a casino host, and his wife was seven months pregnant at the time, so he’s looking at me for clues as to whether or not I’m terrified. Like playing poker: He’s trying to find if I have a “tell.” I keep saying I’m on top of the world, that I’m happy as a clam, but he’s trying to figure out if I’m bluffing.


I’m trying to figure out the same thing.


But my fear that our lives were over turned out to be about as far off base as you can get. In fact, the very day Laura came home with little Bria, we had a huge Christmas party.


I shit you not. Maybe fifty people. We had planned the party a long way back—we always had a Christmas Eve party, every year—but when the baby came two days before the party, I asked Laura if we should just cancel it. And I think maybe she figured out that this was a good way to calm my fears about not having a life once the baby was born (although we wouldn’t call it “calm my fears,” exactly. We’d call it more like “getting Steve to shut the fuck up already”).


We toasted everything—our new house, our new baby, our new life—and that night I went to bed feeling pretty good—a feeling that, for a dad, lasts exactly as long as it takes you to have this thought:


What if I fall asleep and roll over on the baby?


You know, they always used to pair a fat guy and a skinny guy together in comedy teams because they look so funny together. Laurel and Hardy. Abbott and Costello. Nikita Khrushchev and John Kennedy. But you put a big fat Italian and a tiny baby in the bed next to each other, and it’s about as far from funny as you can get. Laura was breast-feeding, and sometimes in the night they’d both fall asleep afterward, and I’d be lying there with my eyes wide open like two big moon pies. I roll over on this kid, she doesn’t stand a chance.


So I had plenty of time to be alone with my thoughts. And my main thought, in those early days was: Okay. We have a baby.


So what the fuck do I do now?


I kept thinking, isn’t there a book of instructions they’re supposed to give you when you leave the hospital? I mean really. You come home with a new Lincoln and you get more instruction on how to take care of it than when you come home with a new baby.


But we were pretty lucky. From the day we took her home, she woke up once a night, and that was it.


So here’s the next rule for new dads: Get your hands dirty. And I mean, dirty. As in, change a goddamn diaper once in a while. Guys act like they don’t know how to change a diaper. These are the same guys who can pull an engine out of a two-ton ’92 Jeep Wrangler while drinking a beer and watching the ball game on a 12-inch TV they’ve had in the garage since the first Bush administration, and they can’t change the diaper on a ten-pound baby? Please. And changing a diaper requires way, way less socket wrenches. Three or four, tops.


You know, I wasn’t Father of the Year, but I was working nights and around the house all day, so what am I gonna do, sit on my ass and watch The Price Is Right while she’s doing all the work?


Not that I don’t love The Price Is Right. I mean, that’s entertainment, and it’s terrific that they’re carrying on the time-honored work of the great Bob Barker, but really, who cares how much that dinette set goes for? I have a kitchen table already. Leave me alone.



I’ll Have a Dewar’s—the Baby Will Have a Borden’s


I think Bria was about two weeks old when we brought her out to a restaurant. We had that little snap-out bassinet, so you could carry her around and put her down like a big turtle on its back (if the turtle was made out of bulletproof plastic and set me back a hundred bucks). Now, this pissed me off no end: The minute you sit down, you start getting the dirty looks.


Mind you, Bria was about the easiest baby you could imagine. As I said, almost from the beginning, she slept through the night. And when we’d take her out, she’d make less noise than the bartender when he’s mixing a martini. But that didn’t matter. Not only had I been thinking my days of leaving the house in the evening were over—but these people sitting at other tables in the restaurants were shooting us looks like, your life should be over.


So here’s another good tip: Unless there’s a sign out in front of the restaurant with a big picture of a baby on it and that red circle with the slash, then your money is as good as those shmucks who think they own the joint.


Establish this firmly in your mind from the get-go because it’s only gonna get worse. Every parent has been in the situation where their toddler starts heaving a fit in the middle of the—well, you name it. The airport. The plane. The train. The restaurant. The Vatican. Our kids were great, but a kid’s a kid, and they’ve had tantrums everyplace in New York. And parents freak out because they know they’ve got about three seconds from the time your kid starts screaming until the time you get The Look.


I don’t understand it. What do those people think—oh, I was gonna let my kid scream until she passes out, but now that I know you’re unhappy, I’ll stop her right away? What, that I know exactly how to stop my kid from having a shit fit, but it hadn’t occurred to me to do it until you gave me the evil eye?


Kids cry. Assholes act like assholes. So when your kid is crying in the restaurant, and some jerk shoots you The Look, just think to yourself, hey, this is okay. Everybody’s just doing their job.


Now don’t get me wrong—there are limits. I live in lower Manhattan, and I don’t have any patience for these parents in the neighborhood who let their kids go running up and down the restaurant screaming their heads off. What, I’m paying $200 for a meal and I gotta watch the six-year-old Olympic games? I’m trying to enjoy my ziti and this kid is doing high dives off the corner booth? I don’t think so. A baby starts to cry, okay, I get it, you can’t lock the kid up in a closet until she’s twenty-one (although that’s not such a bad idea, which we’ll get to later). It takes you a minute to find a pacifier? I get it. Your kids are playing stickball with a meatball and a loaf of Italian bread? It’s time for an intervention.


Just the Two of Us


One thing I learned early on with Bria is that things are gonna happen in a certain order, and there’s no stopping them, so you gotta pull your head out of the sand. The day is gonna come, sooner or later, when you’re gonna be alone with the baby.


Now I know a lot of guys read that and say, “Okay, I’m prepared for that. I’ll be alone with the baby. When she’s like, twelve or so.”


Which comes to one more new rule for the new dad:


Don’t be such a pussy.


And when I say don’t be such a pussy, I will add, because I’m an honest guy:


Don’t be a pussy like me.


Laura hadn’t worked since the baby was born, but when Bria was about six months old they were opening the new MGM Grand, and they were going to hire the best-looking girls in town. It was going to be the toughest gig in the city to land. So of course, Laura lands it. Gets herself back into shape in about two seconds and lands a job as a cocktail waitress just like that.


It’s not like we needed the money exactly, but I think it was more that she needed to know she could still get the gig. And guys need to know that women feel that way. It’s not a reflection on you when your wife wants to go back to work. Not a reflection on whether you’re a good enough earner, or on whether she wants to hang around and take care of the baby and wash your dirty underwear all day, which of course who wouldn’t want a gig like that? When your wife decides to go back to work, you gotta tell yourself, this one’s not about you.


Until it is.


It becomes all about you when your wife decides to work days because you’re working nights, which means one of you gets to be home with the baby all the time, which half the time, in my case, meant me.


Which in my case was terrifying.


Because I’m working like five o’clock until one or maybe two in the morning, and coming home, and she wakes up at eight a.m., and hands me the baby, and leaves.


Holy shit.


A lot of guys might love having their wives work—here we have this second income, which is making life really easy, and it’s a decent income to boot; the MGM Grand people are no slouches—but not me. I’m begging her, every day, please, please, quit the job! I’m begging her mother, every day, to come over. I might be the only guy in the history of the United States to beg his mother-in-law to come over for coffee every day.


But nope. None of that. It was just me and the kid. All day, every day.


I went somewhere, I had the baby in the car seat. I’m hanging around the house, Bria is hanging with me.


Laura had left me a list of instructions. She was breast-feeding, which meant she used the pump thing. I never saw her do it—she went off into another room, and came back with a bottle filled with milk. She had a cow hidden back there, for all I knew.


But I had the bottles, and my list of instructions, and I’m pulling my hair out.


What the fuck do I do now?


Well boys, here’s what I did.


I dealt with it.


I start going about my day, and pretty quickly I start going about my day with a baby on one arm. I learn to do a lot of things one-handed. After a couple of weeks, it’s pretty amazing the things you can do with just one hand. Open a beer, check your e-mail, and whatever you’re thinking right now, shut up you sick fuck. There’s a baby in the room.


Fortunately, Laura had put me on a training schedule before she went back to work.


She would leave me alone with Bria for a couple of hours here or there. And we still had all these contractors around because the house wasn’t completely done. And I’ve got the baby in one arm, and I’m yelling at contractors. And the guys who were handling the heating and the air-conditioning had their heads up their asses—they had to keep doing it over and over, and kept royally screwing up, and making one excuse after another. So one of them shows up one day, and I’ve got the baby in one arm, and she’s crying her head off, and I start screaming at the contractor.


“What the hell is the matter with you?” I yell. “I’ve had enough of your bullshit to last me ten lifetimes. If you don’t stop fucking around this minute, I’m gonna break your goddamn head wide open!”


And Bria, I swear to God, stops crying.


She’s looking up at me, screaming my head off, like she’s fascinated by what’s going on. Now, I’ve never read a parenting book in my life (as will become pretty clear as we go along here), but I know a lot of people who read them like the Bible, and they assure me that none of these books advise, as a way to calm a crying baby, to scream your head off at an idiot contractor.


Then again, none of them were written by a Big Daddy.


I Gotta Be Me, You Gotta Be You


So like I said, the point is, if you’re gonna be a dad, you still gotta be yourself. And me, I’m a nice guy. Until I’m not. My kids got used to me being who I am, and now it doesn’t faze them. Just last Christmas we were all guests at a big show at a theater downtown, and as we’re walking in this guy taps my daughter’s bag with a long stick, and he’s using the stick to go through the bag like he’s giving it a colonoscopy, and I say, pretty politely (for me), “Excuse me, but what are you doing?” And he makes some snide remark, and like I said, I’m a nice guy until I’m not. And I start ripping this guy a new asshole, right in front of the Christmas tourist crowd, and my kids are just waiting patiently like I’ve handed the guy a twenty to get us to the head of the line.


And this is exactly how I am with my kids. I’m a nice guy until you give me a reason to get on your case. And then have no doubt that I will get on your case.


A lot of dads today have this idealized image of what a dad should be, based mostly on trying to be the opposite of whatever their own dad was.


My dad, not to put too fine a point on it, was a screw-up.


I come from a dysfunctional house. Five kids who grew up on welfare. Poor as shit. My mother held us together, but my father tore us apart.


My father was a small-time wise guy. He got arrested a couple of times and did a couple of stints for bookmaking and other stuff. But he wasn’t very good at it. He got out after a while, but he wasn’t any good at anything else either. He had every job in the world, bartending at Shea Stadium, working at the horse track—and was fired for stealing, every time. Sometimes he lived with us, and sometimes he just disappeared for months at a stretch.


He didn’t hit us—too often, anyway—but he screamed and yelled and cursed all the time. My mother did her best, and she was a loving mom, but I never got over the fact that she took all the bullshit my father doled out. And the humiliation of being the kid on welfare really stung. I remember always having to go up to the store with a note—“Please give my son food and I’ll pay you later”—and standing there while the grocer read the note, and waiting to find out if he was going to say yes or no. Or going to the store with food stamps—I’ve never used a coupon in a grocery store, to this day, because they bring back the memory of those food stamps.


I mean, when my father was around, he’d ask me for a dime to buy the paper. Can you imagine? Man’s your father, and literally, literally, doesn’t have a dime to his name.


After school sometimes I had to wait in line at a storefront in the neighborhood for a hunk of government cheese and some canned goods, and worry that some kids from my class at school were gonna walk by and see me in that line. It makes my cheeks burn just remembering it.


Like all kids, I was out of the house a lot of the day—after school, and on the weekends. You just went out by yourself and hung around. And given some of the characters in my neighborhood, I gotta say, how I wound up not falling into the wrong way of life, I have no clue. For whatever reason, one guy goes right and one guy goes left. And I knew a lot of guys who went down the wrong path.


I played ball, and maybe that helped me keep it together. But look: I got a friend of mine, grew up right across the street from me, been in jail the last twenty-five years. Some of the kids on the block have been murdered, and some of the kids on the block committed murder themselves. One buddy of mine—nice guy, good stickball player, gave you a quarter for a soda once in a while. Open the paper, and see that his father killed six people.
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