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Introduction 

“It’s only when you grow up, and step back 
from him, or leave him for your own career 
and your own home—it’s only then that 
you can measure his greatness and fully 
appreciate it. Pride reinforces love.”

—Margaret Truman 

Growing up, I thought my dad was the cat’s meow. The bravest, smartest, funniest, strongest, kindest, sweetest, bestest dad in the world. Handsome too. And he could fix anything, from bikes to boo-boos to broken hearts. But I didn’t fully recognize what a great man and extraordinary father he was, and is, until I became an adult and had children of my own. Then, every sacrifice he’d made, every heroic deed he’d done, every lesson he’d taught, and every act of love he’d given became crystal clear to me. And I realized just how blessed I really am.

That’s when I also realized, to my surprise, that not every father is as present and accounted for in their children’s lives as my dad has always been. You mean, I’d think to myself when I’d learn of a less hands-on father than mine, your dad didn’t read to you and tuck you in at night? Didn’t change diapers, wipe runny noses, and give baths? Didn’t get down on the floor or go out in the backyard and play with you, really play with you? Didn’t take you to dancing lessons and ballgames and museums and parks and on family vacations? Didn’t talk with (not at) you, didn’t consider your opinion, didn’t ask how you felt? Didn’t help you with your homework, build your Soapbox Derby car, move into your first place, or sort through a tough situation? Didn’t shower you with kisses and hugs and “way to gos”?

Of course, my dad was hands-on before hands-on was cool. Men of his generation weren’t expected to interact with, and enjoy, their kids as much as my dad did. But Dad had a great role model who was ahead of his time, too: his own father (of fourteen, no less). My brothers have continued their legacy, and I am confident the future fathers in our family will too.

My son has often said, “I want to be the man and father my grandpa is.” Every time, I’ve smiled and assured him that he could have no better role model . . . and felt guilty and sad because the man I chose to be my children’s father has had a peripheral, rather than a central role, in their lives.

Still, my children love and respect their father, as well they should. They value and cherish their relationships with him, even as they’ve longed for more time and a deeper connection with him. And, as my thirty-two-year-old son discovered this summer, it is never too late to strengthen, or create, that fatherchild bond. Recently, after thirty years of feeling disconnected from his father, of feeling that he didn’t really know his dad and that his dad didn’t really know him, my son drove from Oregon to Arizona for a two-week visit with his dad. It was the first time they’d spent time alone together, just the two of them, since Mickey was a toddler. And they connected, really connected. And got to know each other, man to man. Their time together strengthened the bond between them and deepened their love and respect for one another. That is something to celebrate!

A Cup of Comfort for Fathers®is filled with stories that celebrate fatherhood and that honor fathers of all persuasions—new dads, super dads, divorced dads, stay-at-home dads, stepdads, and hands-on dads like mine.

Enjoy!

A Cup of Comfort for Fathers®is filled with stories that celebrate fatherhood and that honor fathers of all persuasions—new dads, super dads, divorced dads, stay-at-home dads, stepdads, and hands-on dads like mine.

Enjoy!

—Colleen Sell 
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A Few Minutes
 in the Shade 

I have a son. He’s five. About three times a week since he was an infant, I have given him a bath. It’s been a gauge as to the passage of time.

When he first came home, all tiny, red, and premature, it was a struggle. He cried and wiggled and tried to get away. I tried not to lose my grip; he was so slippery.

Then he got a little bigger, and we graduated to the kitchen sink and that blue monster of a baby bathtub. He enjoyed it, as did I.

He continued to grow and we moved into the “big” bathtub. I was more scared than he was, always trying to make sure he didn’t drown. Every bath was an adventure.

Then my daughter was born, and her baths renewed the cycle: the fear of losing my grip, the kitchen sink, the blue monster, the “big bathtub.” My son watched it all . . . and wanted toys. He got his sister.

They get along well and always have. The year and a half they took baths together was a joy. Splashing and crying, slipping and falling. But most of all playing—first with each other, then with their toys, then with Mom and me.

Then it was apparent that the time for shared baths was over. Biology began to be noticed. They got too big. They wanted to take baths “by myself.”

And so it goes . . .

About three times a week (as my schedule allows), I give them a bath.

My son is five. He knows everything (and is more than willing to tell it to you). Yet, he wants to know more. He wants to know it all.

I’ve come to treasure our time together in the bath. It’s when we talk, just me and my son. We talk about everything and nothing. We talk about things that happen in school (kindergarten is full of adventures). We talk about life. We sing songs. He asks me questions. I answer them as best I can. I ask him questions. He answers in a way his dad can understand (nothing too complicated, you know).

Lately, when we’re finished talking and singing and discussing the great mysteries of life, when we are finished soaping up and washing hair and rinsing off, my son, who is five, asks me if he can just “take a few minutes in the shade.” When I tell him that he can, he lies back in the bath water, reclining against the back of the tub submerged to his neck as the water drains out. I asked him, “What does it mean to ‘take a few minutes in the shade’?”

He answered me very solemnly, not wanting to show his disappointment. His dad didn’t know.

“It means to take a break, to relax before you have to go back out there,” he said, pointing to the bathroom door.

Recently, I have found myself explaining to a room full of grown children that their mother is certain to die soon. And how important it is to allow her to do so in dignity.

I have sat and laughed with a man as we conspired to see how long he could go before his emphysema drives him back to the manacle of plastic and steel, his oxygen tank.

I have cried with a young woman with severe chronic asthma as she realized that she will take medications every day of her life. That she will die at a young age. That she will not live to see her fiveyear-old daughter grow up.

I have resuscitated a young woman with metastatic bone cancer, who had a “do not resuscitate” order. Lifted her off the floor, intubated, and forced life back into her. It was not her time. Her husband and daughters had not said their goodbyes yet.

I have lectured a teenage girl who tried to commit suicide not to throw away her life. Seeing in her blank expression the loneliness and despair of her life, I turned and walked out of the room, vowing that my daughter will always be loved, that she will never feel that death is her only friend.

“I’ll do it again,” said the girl with the blank expression.

I have sat vigil with a man with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), Lou Gehrig’s disease, after I removed the ventilator so that he could die a natural death, at his request. I watched him gasp for air. Gave him morphine to make him comfortable. Answered his family’s questions as he lay dying for four hours. I listened as he took his last breath, and then closed his eyes. I said the Lord’s Prayer with his family and hugged his mother as I walked out of the room.

I have heard my partner on the phone arguing with an HMO. They refused to pay for a lymphoma patient’s last three days on a ventilator. His widow was going to have to pay. “He died anyway, so it wasn’t necessary,” they said.

I am dealing with a system that will not pay to do an electrocardiogram on someone with chest pain in my office but will pay to rule out myocardial infarction at the hospital.

I struggle daily to scrape together samples of medications for my patients. They have coverage for the doctor but not for pharmaceuticals. They have no money for medications. They cost too much. So they take half of what they should (or less) and hope for the best.

Tonight, though, I am in luck.

I get to go home and be with my family. And I will give my son a bath.

He is five.

And we’ll talk about school. We’ll talk about when his birthday is, and why it’s getting dark earlier, and does the Earth really go around the sun? We’ll sing silly songs about silly things. He’ll change the words to make the songs even sillier. And we’ll laugh.

When the washing and singing and rinsing are all done and I say that it’s time to get out of the bath, he will ask if he can “take just a few minutes in the shade.”

Tonight, I will look at him, memorize his every expression, hold it in my mind and heart. And I’ll say, “Sure, we’ll both take a few minutes in the shade.”

Then we’ll both take a break and relax . . . before we have to go back out there.

—Pedro H. Calves, MD 
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Alchemy 

Julian has a laboratory in the backyard. Be careful! You have to step carefully; you don’t want to disrupt one of the dozens of cups he has so carefully positioned. Inside the containers are potentially dangerous “potions,” as he calls them. For example, he has been working on a “chlorine explosure” mixture. No doubt its effects are quite deadly.

I consider this activity to be a form of the ancient science of alchemy, but whatever you call it, my five-year-old son’s potion-making has placed our kitchen—especially the spice shelf—in a constant state of disruption. He uses, of course, the customary elements for this age-old activity: grass, leaves, mud, sticks, worms, whatever. But he also adds scads of spices and other foodstuffs. I count no less than nine cups and glasses of potions. Four larger containers, a pie pan, a Tupperware bowl, a plastic jug, and a silver teapot round out his wares.

The blond boy toils, his face fastened in concentration upon his task, cheek pierced by a dimple. His attention is unwavering as he pours a cupful of magic potion into a bowl, a pinch of the teapot’s contents into the glass jar, a dollop of the coffee mug mixture into the plastic jug. The pie pan is the ultimate cauldron, the place where everything else is finally poured, and Julian always adds one briquette of charcoal to the pie-pan potion to, as he puts it, “give it some kick.”

He demonstrates his technique for me at the kitchen table. A number of cups and glasses are on the table, vessels ready for alchemical preparations. Into a plastic cup Julian mixes the following: paprika, basil, garlic powder, oregano, sassafras, and tea. He’s singing the name of each ingredient as he pours or taps it into the cup—though some of the items are unknown to him. The smells are of course important in identifying each substance, and he cautions: the hot spices “burn like ka-joosious if it gets in your eye.” 

I want to throttle him when pulls an egg out of the refrigerator to break into the cup. But I don’t. I remember well this urge to engage in alchemy. As a child, I would take a frying pan into the backyard and toss all sorts of organic matter into it. I recall a profound feeling of imminent magic: I truly believed I was going to create life. What form that life might take I’m not sure I ever visualized, but I would sit in my backyard for hours stirring this primordial soup.

The egg, Julian admits, doesn’t do much, except make it “sticky.” He continues his soprano trill, mixing dill, golden seal, vanilla, soy sauce, and milk into another cup. One small spice container he calls “chicken juice,” because there’s a picture of dinnerready turkey on the label. It’s poultry seasoning, a new spice on me. I ask him what this particular potion is going to be.

“Suck-oh-lee-lu-lee-lu,” he announces. Then, sensing my confusion, he clarifies: “That’s Spanish talk for poisonous fish killer.”

I ask him what fish he intends on poisoning, but he doesn’t answer. He’s too busy adding cinnamon to all of his present potions. Julian is obsessed with cinnamon; he uses it in his laboratory as well as on his toast. He shakes the powder into each of his cups.

Recently, he’s also been developing a “Katie Hoover sickness potion.” Julian is hell-bent on giving her some kind of illness. It seems she was responsible for a firestorm of criticism at school regarding his new haircut.

He tells me that he knows a potion is finished when “Mr. Lungs goes ERRRR!” This must be a reference to the pulmonary reaction that occurs when the combination of spices reaches critical mass. Sure enough, a few moments after the cinnamon sift, his little Mr. Lungs scream out, and so we know the formula is ready.

I follow him outside as he sets the cup among the others. It’s a crisp, sunny day, well on the way to winter. Despite the cold, Julian wears nothing but a pair of black shorts. Fallen leaves crackle beneath our feet, and I can see that a few leaves have volunteered themselves into the various vessels. Julian begins pouring the cups into the pie pan, reciting incantations like a seasoned alchemist.

The practice of alchemy flourished for some seventeen hundred years, though many believe the discipline is much older in Asia and China. Mircea Eliade talks about the “extreme antiquity” of alchemy, born in the metallurgy and mining of ancient history. Alchemy’s purpose was many-fold, though the basic quest was the transmutation of base metals into gold. Alchemists, especially those in the East, were also in search of medicinal magic to sustain youth and cure diseases.

Gold looked like the fast train to immortality. Eliade explains in his The Forge and the Crucible that the existing belief system, especially in China, held that all metals, when left alone long enough, would eventually turn into gold. He calls this the “natural metamorphosis of metals.” The alchemist’s task, then, was to transmutate these metals, speeding up Almighty Time in the process. Depending on the procedure used, an alchemist could hope to get to the gold in the course of a few days.

No one, it seems, ever did. And that’s made many people wonder why alchemy persisted for millennia. Carl Jung, in his Psychology and Alchemy, believed that alchemy was a process of psychological projection. The alchemist, according to Jung, was actually toiling away on his own psyche, individuating and evolving, as he mixed the chemicals before him. As Eliade puts it, Jung “was investigating the structure and behavior of the psyche” by studying alchemy.

The tactics alchemists used are mostly unknown to us. “Obscurum per obscurious” was their catchphrase, which Jung translates as “explaining the obscure by the more obscure.” Julian would translate obscurum per obscurious with something more like “suck-oh-leelu-lee-lu.” The alchemist’s secrecy makes sense. A lack of exact information would come in handy whether they were triumphant or complete failures.

Were they in any way successful? In the classic work The Golden Bough, Sir James George Frazer says that magic, “by investigating the causal sequences of nature, directly prepares the way for science.” And so modern chemistry owes much to alchemy. Jung’s main premise of Psychology and Alchemy is that alchemy also contributed greatly to the science of psychology.

Today, if you can convince the guys at your friendly neighborhood cyclotron to take a break and have some fun, they might be able to make you a little gold. Using their handy-dandy particle accelerator, the cyclotron people can bombard lead and knock out three protons and seven neutrons . . . and presto! Gold is produced. The process is more costly than the product, but at least the ancient alchemists can rest peacefully in their graves.

Julian, at this point, is about as far away from the technology of a particle accelerator as you can get. At present, he’s squatting in the backyard, finding an AWOL hair from his head and placing it into the Tupperware bowl. Absorbed, he stirs the potion with a wooden spoon.

The alchemists used hair. They also occasionally urinated into their own elixirs. I’m not going to ask, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Julian takes an occasional whiz into his. In his quest to create magical potions in the backyard, Julian has stumbled—or intrinsically danced—into numerous parallels with the alchemist masters.

Take eggs, for example, one of Julian’s favorite ingredients. His justification for the egg, as I’ve noted, is that it makes the potions sticky, but eggs are also a rich image for the alchemist, “an archetypal symbol of unity, of growth, incubation, of nature’s miraculous hatching of chicks from seemingly inanimate matter”—so describes Mark Haeffner in his Dictionary of Alchemy.

Julian’s remark that charcoal gives his potion “kick” is well-grounded in alchemical tradition. Fire is an essential element in their process, as cooking their elixirs is integral to creating gold. Charcoal is the closest Julian can get to making fire without anyone’s help. With my help, he delights in lighting birthday candles, parading them out the door, then extinguishing them with a hissing flourish into one of his mixtures.

And Julian’s ubiquitous use of cinnamon dovetails, in color and etymological root, with the alchemists’ predilection for cinnabar. Cinnabar, when heated, releases the powerful, transformative fumes of mercury—an absolute must for the alchemist.

Julian has never mentioned gold as his goal, but he did recently recommend one of his potions “if you want your skin to never grow old.” He, too, then, is creating an elixir of immortality.

For all I know, he’ll find that fountain of youth someday. For now, I’ll simply take the gift of never forgetting this golden image of my son in his backyard laboratory, where magic happens and anything is possible.

—Jim Poyser 
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A Mighty Soul 

It is late morning on a sun-soaked Saturday in May. I finish packing sandwiches, chocolate chip cookies, and juice boxes into a plastic grocery bag. I saunter to the playroom and announce to our three kids, “Let’s go, guys, it’s time to join your brother for a picnic!”

They shriek with excitement, scurry to put on socks and shoes, negotiate our creaky screen door (Squeak, SLAM! Squeak, SLAM! Squeak, SLAM!), and sprint to the car. As they wedge themselves cheek-by-jowl in the back seat, Abby—the eldest at six years old and the clear ringleader of the trio— asks, “You got everything, Dad? Even the cookies?”

I nod. Luke, our youngest and Abby’s enthusiastic minion, requires confirmation: “You ’member the cookies, Dad?”

“Yes,” I assure him.

Daniel, their brother with mild autism, seems satisfied and silently peers out the window wearing a thin smile on his face. We begin the brief journey to visit the older brother they’ve never met. I glance in the rear-view mirror and see Abby concentrating.

“Dad, tell us again about Samuel. I kinda forget some parts.”

It’s another sunny Saturday morning nearly eight years ago. Krista, my wife, is five months pregnant and experiencing an unusual pressure in her abdomen, accompanied by a clear discharge. She’s noticeably worried, but I’m confident she’s overreacting. We go to the local hospital, where she’s examined and given an abdominal ultrasound.

A couple of hours later Krista’s obstetrician approaches, looking ashen. “I’m so sorry,” she mutters. She’s close to tears. “It doesn’t look good.You have what’s known as an incompetent cervix, Krista. The musculature of your cervix wasn’t able to contain the baby and the amniotic sac has begun to slough out of the cervical opening. The chances are high that he’s going to be born quite early, so we need to rush you to a hospital with a high-level neonatal intensive care unit.”

I detect that she feels our baby—we’ve already named him Samuel—is not going to make it.

Krista is placed in an ambulance, which speeds to a tertiary care facility several miles away. When we arrive, a series of nurses attend to her, taking vitals and generally issuing an air of competence. The perinatologist performs another inspection. He is gentle and calming, and I can tell he’s dealt with this kind of situation many times.

“Okay,” he begins. “You have three options right now. One: you can throw in the towel.Two: you can let me try to push the sac back in and insert a stitch in your cervix, tying it shut like a purse-string. There is a serious risk of perforating the sac during the procedure and of otherwise inducing premature labor inadvertently. Your child is only twenty or twentyone weeks along and almost certainly will not survive at this point. Three: you can let gravity work for you. In that case we’d put you on complete bed rest here in the hospital and position you with your feet raised above your head.You’ll remain in that position throughout the duration of your pregnancy, the longer the better. We’ll try to buy enough time to enable your baby to mature sufficiently to survive.”

He stops, looks at us, and asks straightforwardly, “Whaddya think?”

I think I want to retch. I think I want God to whisper in my ear what we should do. I think I’d like to push a rewind button so we can replay the past few days and perhaps intervene before Samuel’s situation becomes so dire.

Instead, I turn to Krista and ask lamely, “Honey?”

Abby is spellbound. “Were you scared, Dad?” Was Mom?”

Daniel echoes intently, “You scared, Dad-dee? You scared?”

“Yes, I was,” I tell them. “But mommy wasn’t. She was just . . . very determined to do everything she could to save Samuel.”

We select option three, hoping that gravity will work some magic for a few weeks, perhaps longer.

Krista cedes her hyper-developed sense of independence and desire for control. She stays in bed with her feet lifted slightly above her head for three weeks. No showers, no trips to the bathroom, no social calls to the nurses’ station. I become adept at handling a bedpan and Krista becomes skilled at using one. Between this regimen and her frequent pelvic exams, she relinquishes all vestiges of modesty. She adapts remarkably well and is almost always upbeat. She feels good and is confident we’ve made the right choice in our approach to Samuel’s well-being.

On day twenty-one of Krista’s bed rest, another Saturday, I am cutting our lawn when I notice a neighbor running toward me with a terror-stricken expression. I cut the engine just in time to hear her yell that the hospital has been trying to reach me.

“The baby is coming!” she bellows. “Go now!”

I arrive to find Krista bleeding profusely and in agony. Nurses pump magnesium sulfate into her to halt, or at least slow down, the contractions. They administer steroid injections to assist Samuel’s last-minute lung development.

Despite best efforts all around, several things go wrong. The contractions cannot be stemmed. Krista endures excruciating pain and severe hemorrhaging due to a placental abruption. Samuel is breach, and thus his trip down the birth canal is a bumpy—even violent— one, and his tiny head is whipped to and fro during delivery. The vulnerable and immature vessels in his brain take a beating and he suffers significant intracranial bleeding. The neonatal intensive care team revives him and whisks him immediately to the NICU, where they apply a plethora of high-tech interventions.

I initially remain with Krista to provide whatever meager comfort I can. After fifteen or twenty minutes she commands me, “Go see Samuel, Tim. Then come back and tell me everything.”

We’re only a couple of miles from Samuel’s grave now, and Luke and Daniel are rapt. There are portions of this story they’ve never heard or have forgotten, so its novelty has cast a spell on them.

Luke asks, “What did he look like, Daddy? What did you do?”

Daniel, our human myna bird, parrots, “What did you do? What did you do?”

I walk down the hallway and open the door to the outer area of the NICU. We’ve been given a tour of the facility already, in anticipation of Samuel’s likely premature arrival, so I know to wash my hands thoroughly and to put on a sterile gown before entering the inner sanctum.

I am faintly aware of others being present, but I focus on the one-pound specimen I immediately know is my son. He is tiny, emaciated, and his skin appears severely sunburned, translucent, fragile, and greasy. His thighs are so tiny my wedding band would fit comfortably around one of them. His limbs are cocked at illogical angles, and his right arm rises and falls slowly but spasmodically. A tube has been inserted down his throat and it is held in place by adhesive affixed across his mouth. It is connected to a high-frequency ventilator delivering staccato bursts of air to his dysfunctional lungs. His eyes, still fused shut, are covered by gauze to prevent damage from the intense lights that bathe him in ultraviolet rays to ward off jaundice. Beeps and bells create a discordant fugue and signal all manner of medical developments. Blood pressure, oxygen saturation levels, heart rate, and body temperature are under constant surveillance.

I stand next to Samuel, marveling at both my instinctive devotion and his beauty. And then I think, My God. This is how my father feels for me. I had no idea.

Medical personnel constantly minister to Samuel and log his progress. I listen to their pronouncements and mentally file them with as much precision as possible. His condition changes frequently, sometimes by the minute. I spend long stretches next to him atop a tall stool, praying constantly that he can somehow sense he is loved and asking that his fear and pain be alleviated. I talk to him in the most soothing tones I can muster. I gently cup the top of his head with my left hand and the soles of his feet with my right because I yearn to touch him and I want to communicate, somehow, that I’m here and I’m not leaving.

By the third day I feel comfortable changing his diaper, and I exult when he produces waste. The feces he emits resembles, in both size and shape, the lead from a mechanical pencil.

I read to him Green Eggs and Ham and Curious George. I worry, I hover, I plan. I silently ask myself haunting questions: Do you hurt? Do you feel alone? Are you scared? I interact in my inept fashion. After all, he is my son.

In the early morning of the eleventh day, the hospital calls. Someone should come soon, they say.

When I see Samuel, it is clear he is near death. A lung has collapsed, and fluid has filled his chest cavity, placing significant pressure on his heart. A chest tube is protruding from his midsection, and his oxygen saturation levels are pitiful. The brain damage from lack of oxygen is certainly severe by now, and his pallor—there is no way to put this delicately—is grayish, resembling rotten meat. It is time to say goodbye.

Krista, my mother, and I surround Samuel, issuing fervent prayers and weeping. We disconnect the medical machinery, and I hold him in my arms for the first time. We carry him to a private room and cradle him as tiny bubbles form on his lips as he expires. I cry in heaps, convulsing without control. We hold Samuel and gaze into his handsome face until we come to grips— tenuously—with the reality that he is gone.

Two days later my wife, my mother, and I drive twelve hours to Krista’s hometown (where we return permanently four years later) with Samuel nestled in his bread-box-sized coffin next to our suitcases. With friends and family at our sides, we bury our newborn son in a pastoral graveyard in a family plot.

For a while I am a completely broken man, unable to function beyond the most basic level. In time, though, through a process that is inscrutable and sometimes even imperceptible, I regain my footing for life. I experience laughter again, and feel hope and joy, particularly when three new souls rapidly enter our lives.

Abby, Daniel, and Luke tumble out of the car, and I lay a blanket next to Samuel’s grave.

“What does that say again?” Abby asks, pointing to his headstone.

“It says ‘A mighty soul, never forgotten,’” I tell her. It is a line borrowed from the eulogy my father delivered at Samuel’s funeral.

“What does that mean?” Abby continues to question.

I smile at each of them, amazed by their personalities, their bodies, their healing qualities, their mere existence. Then I answer.

“I think it means that little Samuel, who never opened his eyes, never took a step, never ate a morsel of solid food, and never uttered a single word, still had a great impact on our sliver of the world. He helped make your arrival and Daniel’s and Luke’s possible and safe. He helped me to understand how beautiful and special you are and to better appreciate our time together. He helped me to develop patience and faith in the future, even when things seem horrible and confusing. And, like you and your younger brothers, he took me places I never thought I’d go. He taught me how to be a better father.”

“Oh,” she replies. “Wow.”

Luke looks up now, affected by Abby’s serious tone of reverence.

So does Daniel, who examines my wistful expression and asks, “You happy, Daddy? You happy?”

“Yes, Daniel,” I say truthfully as I pass out the food. “I couldn’t be happier.”

—Tim Swensen 
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My Life as a Blankie 

My youngest daughter first grabbed a handful of my hair with her chubby little fingers at six weeks of age, and she never really let go. She’d curl up beside me each time her eyelids grew heavy, her honey and walnut locks a puffball against my chest. Then, tiny fingers would snake past my ear, searching for a lifeline. Kayla would twirl my hair with one hand and rub her eyes with the other as she fought her battle against sleep.

Though I adored her and treasured the bond that grew between us, I often longed for my freedom. But Monday Night Football, a daddy exhausted from a long day at work, a stack of dirty dishes mocking me from the sink—all failed to gain her sympathy. Kayla never gave up, determined that one night she’d beat that evil slumber and manage to stay awake the rest of her life.

Kayla’s third birthday approached. Her cumulative won-lost record against sleep hovered around 0–1,000, and my head felt as threadbare as a onearmed, ready-for-the-landfill teddy bear. I decided to reclaim my evening independence.

Her mother and I set a date a week in advance for Kayla’s weaning from her daddy habit. I broke the news as she lay curled beside me. A look of dread crept across her face. Still, she agreed that none of her friends used their fathers as sleep aids. She also longed for that honorable “big girl” label. The date of my emancipation finally arrived, and I held her hand as we climbed the steps to her bedroom. Kayla’s head sagged low as she made her ascent—a tiny prisoner on her way to the gallows.

My wife and I tucked her in, then turned out all the lights except for Big Bird, smiling from a nearby outlet. Kayla fought against tears her heart wanted to shed but her pride wouldn’t allow.

“Good night, Mommy. Night, Daddy. Love you.” 

Fear glistened in those small, beautiful eyes. They begged for a reprieve, but I refused the lastminute pardon. From the bottom of the stairs, I heard her crying into her pillow. I forced myself to listen as my youngest child fought to break a habit that I should have prevented years before. Although the list of mistakes I’ve made as a parent is long and impressive, this one had caused one of my children real heartache. I would have whipped myself if I’d owned a switch.

It took almost an hour, but she finally drifted off. I prayed that only wonderful dreams awaited her on the other side.

Unfortunately, when she woke the next morning, it became apparent she’d just traded her sleep problems for another issue.

“D-d-d-d-addy!” she stuttered.

“Good morning, sweetheart.” I kissed her and gave her a big hug. “Sleep well?”

“Y-y-yes. Are c-c-car-cartoons on yet?”

I eyed her quizzically. She never stuttered. “Sure are. In fact, it’s time for your favorite.”

“P-p-p-power Rangers!” she squealed.

In the coming days, the stuttering grew worse. We visited her pediatrician.

“It just started one day?” he asked.

“Yes. She’d never stuttered before, then she woke up one day and started. I thought you should see her.”

He had Kayla giggling as he checked her out— not a difficult trick with a child who had trouble taking off her socks without tickling her own feet.

“Any big changes in her life before she started stuttering?” the doctor asked.

“Well, we are trying to get her to fall asleep by herself instead of next to me,” I offered. “That’s silly, though, I’m sure. Can’t be it.”
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