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This book is for

 my daughter,

 Lucy,

 who likes to swing.




How do you like to go up in a swing,

Up in the air so blue?

Oh, I do think it the pleasantest thing

Ever a child can do!

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON, THE SWING




And

 for my father,

 Daniel.







Ah! yes, his children are to every man as his own soul; and whoso sneers at this through inexperience, though he suffers less anguish, yet tastes the bitter in his cup of bliss.

EURIPIDES, Andromache
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Introduction



For Mothers Day, a few months before my daughter, Lucy, was born, I bought my wife, Meg, a copy of Anne Lamotts Operating Instructions, which charts Lamotts first year with her son. Meg waited till Lucy was born and then read the book bit by bit throughout our daughters first year. Almost every night, propped on my pillow beside her in bed, I would hear the titters start.

What? Id ask. Whats so funny?

Annes son just grimaced and passed gas when he saw George Bush Sr. on TV, she told me. Or Anne just called her infant son a little shit.

My wife (and I through her) was getting that feeling we all cherish when reading someone elses unafraid, honest observations: Im not the only one! Though we hadnt admitted it to anyone besides each other, wed certainly already felt that kind of deranged frustration when Lucy refused to be mollified even when it appeared that we had met every conceivable need. It no longer seemed unbelievable to us that someone, ravaged by fitful sleeplessness, might shake her baby. Incredibly sad and heartbreaking, yes, but unbelievable, no.

I cannot overstate how good it was for my wife and me to have those moments of laughter together as she read Lamotts book. Because we knew that in a few short hours (or less) we ourselves would be losing sleep. More than the laughs, though, or the insights, Lamotts book was providing Meg with comfortfortitude, even. No parent wed talked with before Lucy was born could give us what that book was giving Meg.



When Megs twelve weeks of maternity leave were up, and I, with my half-time editors job, found myself entirely alone with my daughter two days a week, it didnt take long to realize just how bankrupt the platitudes and assurances people had been offering me beforehand really were. Maybe the parents Id talked with as a single man thought that if they let the real truth slip, I might be dissuaded from joining their club. (Once youre a parent, you understand this sentiment. You desire fellow sufferers, as well as others who get all the in-jokes. Would a recent New Yorker cartoon in which a ferocious, psychopathic-looking toddler in her jammies is taking a chainsaw to the family couch while her parents calmly confide to their guests, She gets this way when shes tired, have been as funny to me before I was a father?) Nobody mentioned, for instance, that regular showering is the first thing to go. On any given day there might well be a few million new fathers masking their musk with enough deodorant to make it through undetected. It is hard to explain how a showerthat once rote morning activitycomes to be regarded as something you must do, an action that must be completed. But if you get a few minutes before the first wail emanates from behind your childs closed door, whether its in the early-morning dark or during an afternoon nap, youre desperate to get something accomplished, and in the hierarchy of pressing tasks a shower doesnt make the cut as often as it once did.

At some point in all of this, it began to dawn on me how much I wanted, like my wife, a book to bolster me, a companion that could plumb the numinous qualities of fatherhood. Im not sure when I admitted this need for solace. Was it the long night that my wife and I awoke to the bleating baby monitor for the third time, around four a.m., and in an attempt to fuel myself I popped a cup of coffee into the microwave, only to discover the next morning, when the cup had been among the missing for several hours, that Id put it in the freezer instead?

To be fair, it wasnt only solace I sought, it was also a chance to glimpse another father witnessing the wonder of a new life developingand not just any new life, but one he himself had a hand in creating. These moments, too, were at the heart of my fatherhood experience: Lucy lifting her stuffed bunny to the bedroom window so the bunny could see outside, or her exuberant squeals and laughing jags as she chased soap bubbles across the backyard.

A book like Operating Instructions, despite its many pleasures, was, to state the obvious, written by a mother; also, my innate skepticism tends to prevent me from taking just one persons word on the matter, which made the idea of an anthology appealing. Whats more, it wasnt only the early years of fatherhood that I wanted to know about. Im impatientI wanted to know about the whole shebang. Inveterate worrier that I am, already I cast ahead to the Drugs Talk, the Independence Talk, the Yes But You Cant Always Believe Boys When They Tell You They Love You Talk.

Whenever the need for this book first took hold of me, once it had me it became a permanent jones. I wanted a collection of essays that reached for what it means to be a fatherfrom beginning to end. In what ways, for instance, was it different to be a father than a mother? What did it mean to be a good dad versus a bad dad? And why did there seem to be so much talk, and so many books, about motherhood, but not that much discussion, at least as far as I could tell, about fatherhood? (Witness, for just one example, the supposedly gender-neutral magazine Parenting, whose subtitle, unsubtly, was until very recently What Matters to Moms.) It couldnt be that fathers just werent interested in fatherhoodthe practice, the difficulties and the gratifications, the way it redirects a mans lifenot according to the conversations I was having.

But when I started to look for a book like this anthology, my Amazon.com search for fatherhood returned this: Did you mean motherhood? (On and off, ever since, I have heard this sentence in my headlike a catchy pop song I hate or the Tickle Me Elmo laughas some kind of tape-looped voice-over questioning whether fatherhood is really all that important an undertaking.) I scrolled down the page of results and saw that my hunt had yielded a gaggle of books purporting to instruct me on how to keep my baby alive until my wife got home and how to remain a mack daddy even in the grip of new fatherhood. There were plenty of sophomoric how-to or self-help guides masquerading as memoirs, all claiming, in general, to show me how to master the entire endeavor. But if there was one thing Id learned in my brief stint as a dad, it was that fatherhood was never going to be something you mastered. And while I could understand the desperation of wanting to be rescued by the arrival of ones wife, that wasnt the book I was looking for, either. Sure, I wanted to know about the practical stuff. But most of all I wanted to read the writers I admired telling me something true about this new experience of fatherhood, a life change for which I grasped early on how poorly equipped Id been. (And I had chosen to do this, I often reminded myself. It had been on purpose!) Of course there were great fictional examples to show me the kind of sacrifices this brave new world might entail. And I returned to some of my favoritesAndre Dubuss chilling A Fathers Story, for one. But what I wanted, ultimately, was something directly from the writers lives: the pure, uncut, undiluted, unvarnished skinny. The nonfiction book that took fatherhood, in all its permutations, seriously, and that was seriously funny, didnt seem to exist.



But could I really trust the writers in this book (a number of whom, theres no denying, are mostly fiction writers) to do that? Its true, of course, that not all literary icons are fatherly exemplars. Hemingways blunt advice was this: To be a successful fatherthere is one absolute rule: when you have a kid, dont look at it for the first two years. Frederic Henry, Hemingways character from A Farewell to Arms, compares his newborn son to a freshly skinned rabbit and supposes that he might someday get fond of it maybe. Theres a gallows humor in Henrys terminology, and a good-natured leave-the-nurturing-to-the-women smirk in the Hemingway observation. But the strong silent father type became dclass a good while ago. Gone are the days when it was acceptable, maybe even desirable, for a dad to be remote, enigmatic, impenetrable, emotionally inaccessible, unknowable. The Provider. When your responsibility was little more than to secure shelter, food, clothingto make sure your children did not maim or kill themselves before they reached legal age. Maybe fathers in prior generations didnt know better. Now we understand that if we don that well-worn coat well probably be the root of years of expensive biweekly therapy for our children. The job requirements for todays father seem to have proliferated. They are unique to the age: achieving a precarious balance between manliness and sensitivity.

Many, many dads, I discoveredas I talked with more and more of themwere trying to forge a fatherly identity, to determine what kind of father to be. The idealized family life, we soon figure out, often seems pitted against our own individual lives and careers and pursuits (even more so now that these careers frequently blow us around the country, away from family members and friends who might otherwise assist us in the exhausting child rearing were doing). How did things fit together, your old life and this new forevermore life? Once a father myself, I could not imagine the chaos that ruled my life reigning in the lives of the literary personages I admired. It was impossible for me to conceive of a contemporary hero like Richard Fordmuch less Hemingway, who talked of sitting down at his typewriter and bleedingdoing anything as depressingly pedestrian as standing over a changing table, elbow-deep in a tar-filled diaper, or hosing down a vomit-covered car seat in the backyard. Grace under pressure indeed. But such unglamorous things had become just a fact of life, a standard part of my existence.

Of course, to portray the opposite of the strong silent father, the involved hands-on dad, can be just as problematic. Such attempts can come across as stagy or contrived. We have a hard time believing themor I do, anyway. Not long ago I came across a photo of the late and much-beloved George Plimpton sitting near his disarrayed desk, rolling a sheet of paper into his typewriter. He gazes out his Seventy-second Street apartment window into the apotheosizing bars of bright sunlight. Meanwhile, behind him, on a plush rug, lie his two young twin daughters, head to toe, each contentedly sucking on a bottle of milk as Plimpton goes about his important work. The skeptic in me could almost hear Plimpton, as soon as the photo was snapped, calling out, All right, thats a wrap, and asking the nanny to whisk the girls to the park. Ha! If it were me, as soon as Id rolled in the fresh sheet of paper and Lucy had finished her milk, Id have to make sure she wasnt poking the dog in the eye, or climbing the bookshelf, or playing in the toilet water.

Though a picture like the one of Plimpton and his twins may have accurately captured a moment, in my experience its ultimately dishonest in what it suggests to the viewer, which is that ones own individual pursuits and the sacrificial nature of fatherhood somehow exist in unperturbed symbiosis. Parenthood will almost certainly provide the writer some new material, but it probably wont aid in getting that material written down. Ford, in fact (who doesnt happen to have any children), once quipped that he thought each child a writer had was probably equivalent to at least one fewer book in output. (Faulkner said, unapologetically, that Keatss Ode on a Grecian Urn was worth any number of old ladies. So how many children is Independence Day or Rock Springs worth?) But Ive also heard Ethan Canin say that anything the writer loses in terms of time or creative output by having children is offset by a tremendous gain in his own depth of feeling.

Bearing these various complexities in mind, the essays in this book have pleased me in both their honesty and their balance. Theyre full of the joy, the pleasure of being a dad, the incomparable kick of it, the profligacy of a father love that cannot be contained or summed up. But theres also the humor, the pain, the self-doubt, even the desire, at times, to be anything other than a dad. Fatherhood, to borrow a phrase from Vince Vaughns character in the movie Swingers, isnt all puppy dogs and ice cream. Raymond Carver, for instance, while conceding, in his tour de force essay Fires, that there were some good times in his fathering yearscertain satisfactions that only parents have access toalso claimed hed take poison before reliving that time. He describes the influence his children exerted on his life as a negative one, oppressive and often malevolent, heavy and baleful. When he finds himself stymied in a Laundromat one Saturday afternoon, he reflects that fatherhood, for him, is a job of unrelieved responsibility and permanent distraction, a situation that has formed his life into a small-change thing for the most part, chaotic, and without much light showing through.

You wont find any essays here with a vision quite so bleak. But even those of us with the most generous outlook on fatherhood have known dark moments, times when a one-room cabin in the Yukon Territory begins to sound very appealing. Still and all, Ill wager everything I have that not one of the writers here would give it up. Not for love or money.



Theres a final thing I want to recall. Its the weird unexpected sadness I had after my daughters second birthday, when we no longer measured her age in months. Saying your daughter is seventeen months oldthat can be deceptively reassuring: you think youll have forever to get to know her. It comes as a tugging pang when you remember that you wont. One outward reminder is that every time you gain command of the fatherly skills needed for a period in your childs life, shes on to the next stage, and everything you just painstakingly figured out is now mostly obsolete. Even though it happens slowly enough that I cant quite tell, every day my daughter is a little bit taller, shes a little bit smarter, and almost every step she takes now is another step away from me. Slow down, I want to tell her. Whats the big hurry? Stick around a while. For once she was born, I now had my prime yardstick for times inexorable progress. I understood on a more visceral level how it wasnt going to slow down for me, much less be stopped. If my sojourn on the planet goes as it should, theres a lot of Lucys life Im going to miss. I wouldnt want it the other way aroundunthinkableand yet its still a little bit crushing to think of the years shell have that Ill know absolutely nothing about. Because even though I realize I cant know everything about her, I want to learn whatever I can.

Thats the trick of fatherhood. We tend to think that, in the father-child bond, its the dad who does the teaching. But in fact its fathers who learn from their children. Peter De Vries, the seldom-remembered comic novelist (and father of four children), put it this way: The value of marriage is not that adults produce children but that children produce adults. Who of us is mature enough for offspring before the offspring themselves arrive? De Vries is certainly right.

And yet children do more than make us grow up. They make us grow down. Before Lucy was born, I had long ago forgotten what it was like for each day to be brand-new. Her wonder, her insuppressible curiosity, helped me to remember. Whenever we would head out to the car to go somewhere, she would stop every couple of feet along the walkway to finger a flower petal or a bush. This capacity is what Wordsworth is getting at when he declares the child to be the father of the man. The world is something by which we ought to be enraptured. This is what the child teaches the man. Wordsworth wanted to keep this feeling his whole life. He wished for his heart never to stop leaping up when he beheld a rainbow. Or let me die! he proclaims, if he should lose that way of seeing things.

During most of the time I spent putting this book together, I lived in Portland, Oregon, and its one autumn Saturday there, on the first day of rain in what often turns out to be seven or eight months of mostly unrelieved, mood-darkening wetness and gray, that I have to learn this lesson again. In a lull I decide to walk the dog to the park. Were almost there when the rain kicks up again, lightly, at the same time that the sun is pulsing luminously just above the horizona paranatural event in Portland, which is almost never cloudless once the rain sets in. The park has a wide flat field, and when the rain pauses again, an entire dazzling rainbow, stem to stern, appears off in the distance. I cant remember whether Ive ever seen a whole one before, maybe once or twice. But I know Ive never seen two simultaneously. And there above the first rainbow is another, a pale doppelgnger, almost like an afterimage, but visible nonetheless.

When I get home with the dog, there is just enough light to rush Lucy into the backyard for a peek. Once shes seen the pair of rainbows, she insists, for some reason, on bubbles. So Meg and I get out the giant purple dollar-store bottle and take turns blowing soapy orbs out across the lawn. Bubbles! Lucy erupts. Chasing them seems to be just as much fun for her as the first time she ever did it. The dog gets in on the act, too. There the two of them are, prancing after the bubbles, sometimes making it in time to touch one before it bursts, but usually not. That doesnt stop them. Dusk is coming on but there is time for a few more rounds. All the bubbles, I notice, have a life, a trajectory of their own. They float up. They hover on a gust, teasing, right at their zenith. Then they drift down, vanishing when theyre pricked by a leaf or a blade of grass. But oh how brilliant while they rise.

Ben George











THE NIGHT SHIFT

BEN FOUNTAIN



Its a blur, a lot of it, those first few years, and so much of it seemed to happen in the dark. There is truth to the rumor that children do occasionally sleep through the night, but they also get thirsty, get hungry, go to the bathroom, have great ideas, throw up, and get the willies just as grownups do, and anyone who thinks that children arent attuned to the more insidious forms of longing and dread simply hasnt been paying attention. They feel everything, and one way or another we usually hear about it.

There was a night that first summer when our son John could not be consoled, and it played out like a kind of baby opera: he howled, and the more he howled the more desperate he became, and so he howled even louder. His rookie parents, twelve weeks into their first season, quickly ran through their thin bag of tricks, so sometime after midnight I said to my wife, Hook him on. Now? Now. We slid him into the baby pouch and attached him to my chest, and I set off into the night to walk him to sleep.

It was summer, which in Dallas, Texas, means night temperatures just shy of molten and the roar of bug life like tinnitus in your ear. When John realized what was happening he fell nearly silent and had a look around. Whats this? he as much as asked, and having registered that it was an awfully odd hour for a walk, he went back to howling. And so we roamed the leafy sidewalks of suburban Lakewood, chest to chest, his head snug just beneath my chin, the two of us sweating like miners. The hiss of lawn sprinklers tracked us through the neighborhood. The streetlights threw my pregnant-lady silhouette fore and aft, a shifting blob of protoplasmic mass. I think I blushed, tramping the sidewalks with this screaming child. I was as embarrassed as a person can be in the dark; it was like parading a siren around the neighborhood, or a small bomb with a very loud fuse. Surely somebody was going to call the cops, but no, only the occasional civilian car cruised past, yawing and weaving as the driver processed this very strange sight, a man walking the streets at two a.m. with a baby strapped to his chest.

With time Johns howling began to lose conviction, but freight trains and ocean liners dont stop on a dime. It took miles for him to wind down completely, and even then he stayed awake, calm but alert, gravely looking about with the large, liquid eyes of a sensitive sea creature. His thoughtfulness made an impression on me; we tend to ignore the huge amounts of time that babies spend quietly contemplating things, but like monks or fakirs thats mostly what they do.

I want to think, and maybe theres a chance Im right, that we came to a kind of understanding on that walk. The moist night seemed to cup us in its handsthe heat, the softly roaring cicadas, the meditative rhythm of footsteps and breath all aligned in such a way that life made sense. Johns baby-sumo body gradually sagged into mine. We both seemed to know a little peace just then, and because we came to it together, through each other, the joint nature of it seemed significant. Even after he fell asleep I kept walking, as if by going a couple of extra miles I could lock in this good thing between us.

Much of life, fatherhood included, is the story of knowledge acquired too late: if only Id known then what I know now, how much smarter, abler, stronger I would have been. But nothing really prepares you for kids, for the swells of emotion that roll through your chest like the rumble of boulders tumbling downhill, nor for the all-enveloping labor of it, the sheer mulish endurance you need for the six or seven hundred discrete tasks that have to be done each and every day. Such a small person! Not much bigger than a loaf of bread at first, yet it takes so much to keep the whole enterprise going. Logistics, skills, matriel; the only way we really learn is by figuring it out as we go along, and even then it changes on us every day, and so were always improvising, which is a fancy way of saying that were doing things we technically dont know how to do. In my early twenties I watched my sister with her two young daughters and thought, Forget it, Ill never be able to do that. The skill set was daunting enoughchanging a diaper, say, while the kids thrashing around like a rabid ferret, or extracting a splinter with a surgeons finessebut it was her nonstop selflessness that intimidated me, how she gave so much of herself, always, every day, a perpetual gusher of soul and spirit that left me exhausted just watching it.

I was in awe. I wondered where she found the strength, and what kept a person from being emptied out. When my own turn came, I learned that a person can, in fact, get emptied out, but I also found some measure of that selflessness, a deep behavioral pull that took hold of my life and made it a very different thing. After those first few weeks of burping and bathing and midnight feedings I realized with a shock that I could do itwas doing it, and more or less automatically, as if the mechanics were wired into me. Your own child is a force of nature, maybe the strongest youll ever encounter; if you want proof, see what happens when you and your spouse are leading up to sex and your kid starts crying in the next room. So here was an instinct that trumped even the mighty sex drive, and it started working on me in a weirdly backward way.

At that particular time in my life I had a law job with an office, secretary, bosses, clients, the whole bit. I doubt the job was any more soul killing than most such jobs, but it did give me a better sense of my father, of what hed dealt with and become during all those years of being a man out in the world, working for a living. So I was that salaryman now, but like virtually all salarymen everywhere I had secret ambitions to be something else. When John was born, more than one colleague clapped me on the back and cried: Weve got you now! And I assumed they were right, that with a kid to support I was locked into the salary life for good. But in time that assumption got turned on its head. Food, clothing, shelter, stuff, the material things of life do matter, and they all cost money, but I began to sense other, equally pressing obligations. These other obligations, they seemed to have something to do with ultimate choices, with living genuinely, seriously, not treating life as a game. I began to realize that its possible to lead an eminently responsible adult life and still be doing nothing more than marking time. The harder choicethe one we resistthats usually the choice required of us, and becoming a father put that home truth right in my face. I wanted my kid to have all the normal comforts of American life, but I was gradually coming around to the belief that the best thing we can do for our children, better than wads of disposable income or trips to Disney or the coolest technology that credit can buy, is for us, their parents, to be whole in ourselves. That was my inarticulate sense of it at the time, this urgent but notional ideal of wholeness or peace, and I guessed that it would comeimperfectly at best, intermittently if at allonly by living most of my days a certain way.

What pattern of existence, as Toni Morrison once framed the issue, is most conducive to honesty and self-knowledge, the prime requisites for a significant life? Id thought that becoming a father would excuse me from the harder choice, from the work, and by extension from a way of life that would require more of me than marking time, but I was wrong; seeing my sons face every day obliged me to try this harder thing. Because they know it, who we are; our children will find us out no matter what. To the extent that we compromise, fudge, live falsely, they feel it as surely as the weather on their heads, and sooner or later theyll dish it back to us in spades. It took time for me to accept the situation, and more time for my wife and me to gather our nerve and rearrange our lives, but eventually I quit the law and began a new career as a suburban house husband and unpublished writer. My wife would go off to work every day and make money; I would stay home, raise the kid, and run the house, and for a certain number of hours each day I would sit down at the kitchen table and try to teach myself to write.

Presently our second child arrived, a girl this time, Lee. Five years of practicing law had brought me to a better understanding of my father, and as I moiled through a second and then a third year at home I believed that I was starting to understand my mother. At the very least I was gaining a new appreciation for her, for how she managed to stay as sane as she did through her thirty-year saga as housewife and mom. Running a house, raising kidsthis is hard work; maybe the hardest. The pay is abysmal, although I trust this wont be news to anyone. The hours are long, and youre always on call. Its not for the squeamish, not with all the bodily functions involved, and though there are people who make the job look easy, theyre either insanely gifted or faking it. As I remember, my mother was exhausted much of the time, and so I became, too, to an extent Id never been on the salary job, and if these depths of fatigue seemed strangely familiar to me, then that was the echo of my mothers life coming in range. I asked her once, How did you do it? Shed raised four children, yet I had all I could handle with two. She shrugged, snorted, looked out her kitchen window, simultaneously pleased and impatient with the question. There was no other choice, she finally answered. It had to be done. No, I reflected later, there is always a choice, and she made hers every morning for thirty years, regardless of whether it crossed her mind.

Im inclined to believe its a good thing, young fathers gaining a better appreciation of their mothers. Where you were seeing the world with one eye, now you start to see with two, and for me doing the work was what it took, undertaking the endless rounds of meals, baths, diapers, doctors, walks, games, naps, and everything else about children you can cram into a day, along with the comic subplot of keeping the physical plant of the house marginally functional and intact. Something was always breaking down, something else limping along, and some third or fourth or fifth thing merely a pain in the ass. There were plenty of weeks when the yard had to fend for itself. Laundry was an ongoing phenomenon, the sheer tonnage of dirty clothes that could appear overnight. I reflected on our modest family of four and decided that a couple of extra people were living in our attic, that was the only explanation for why the hampers were always stuffed.

For all the fullness of these days, they could be lonely. My children were good company, but they were still children, and maybe the isolation was somewhat more acute for me as a man. By the time Lee was born wed moved to north Dallas, where the dominant culture is hard-core conservative and luxury consumption always in style. In the aggressively upscale world of north Dallas, house husbands were about as rare as igloos or rappers, and though people were generally nice, they didnt know what to make of me, those churchgoing soccer moms, those hard-charging executive dads. Was I a pedophile? a drug dealer? a Democrat? It probably didnt help that I drove a bright gold 1970s muscle car.

So mostly I hung out with my kids. Im lucky, I was there to watch them grow up, but as full and demanding as the days were, its the nights my mind goes back to, all our wanderings through the house fetching water, hunting medicine, fleeing nightmares. Theres nothing fun or sexy about sleep deprivation, but I cant say that I was unhappy, most of those nights. I felt useful. I was serving a need. In a world filled with unimaginable pain and suffering, here were a few small problems I could do something about. We had all the usual troubles that keep families awake at night, the earaches, the coughs, the bouts of throwing up, the strange noises and fears of burglars and ghosts. Sometimes John would call for water, but what he really wanted was comfort of a different kind. What happens when we die? he would ask, eyes drilling me over the rim of his tippy cup. What if theres nothing after we die, what if its all just black? During Lees first winter her energy would surge precisely at eleven oclock at night, and the only way to get her to sleep was to put her in the stroller and do laps through the house. I had a route: den, living room, dining room, kitchen, den again, and onwardwe had so little furniture in those days that it was clear sailing the whole way. Eventually she would sleep, but if I stopped too soon shed snap awake when I moved her from the stroller to the crib, which meant starting the long march all over again. And so around and around we went, a bit like characters in a Beckett play. Can I stop now? Should I put in ten more laps? I suspect that Beckett was peculiarly attuned to the tedium inherent in domestic chores.

Meanwhile my daughters internal clock kept to its nocturnal track, and as a toddler she formed the habit of climbing down from her crib in the middle of the night and trotting out to the den, ready to start the day. Such a strange, funny, busy little kid; it seemed not to occur to her to be scared of the dark. If I managed to roll out of bed and follow her down the hall, Id find her perched on the couch with her passy in her mouth and one of her stash of stuffed bears in her arms, patiently waiting for the rest of us to join her. So Id gather her up and carry her back to bed; I dont remember us ever speaking, those nights, only a sweet, comfortable silence, a hush halfway back to sleep. She seemed to understand when I held out my arms that it wasnt yet time to be awake, but if I didnt go right away, if I hesitated in my bed and fell back asleep, she would still be in the den the next morning, slumped over asleep on the arm of the couch.

Lee was the night owl, John the early riser; whipsawed as we were between the two, those early years passed in a haze of exhaustion. I wonder now if I was fully conscious some days, just as I wonder why I think of those nights as much as I do, why they seem so close, so essential. Maybe it has something to do with the sensory imprint of the memories, the shadowy blues and grays, the deep quiet, the way we always spoke in low voices, whispers. In the silence, the soupy, pixelated dark, things seemed not so much stripped down to their essence as terrifically compressed, charged with an extra density and weight. That sense of compression, of space reduced to a pressurized niche, seemed to stop the normal drift toward numbness and distraction. A small space just large enough for a parent and child, where even the slightest gesture mattered.

No, I wasnt unhappy those nights, but then you have to get up and deal with the day. Sleep, like any other necessity, takes on the allure of the most extravagant luxury when its in short supply, and since a good nights sleep was often beyond my means I became a master of the stealth nap. I stole sleep when and where I could, though this was sleep lite, more in the nature of low-grade dozing or a semi-sentient trance, consciousness simmering along on autopilot. Making indoor tents and forts was usually good for a nap, a few minutes of pretend sleep while the kids were making improvements to the tent. Getting shot in the war could lead to a couple of blissful minutes, and I was always willing to be buried beneath whatever came to hand, leaves, Legos, sofa cushions, shoes. Once they made me disappear under a mound of (unused) Huggies. Or we could do some slow-motion wrestling, where Id lie on the bed and make myself as heavy as possible, the very paradigm of passive resistance as John and Lee strove mightily to push me onto the floor.

These were some things a young father did to get through the day. Lack of sleep is a flu you cant shake, the funk that comes of eating junk food for a week. If it persists you go a little crazytime speeds up and slows down, brain function reverts to reptilian levels, and your body aches all over. Maybe this is how the elderly feel all the time. When wed see our DINK friendsdouble income no kidsthey seemed like beings from another world. They looked so fit, so rested. Their hair was perfect. They were perpetually tanned and mellow, and always seemed to have just returned from vacationing in some far-flung, paradisiacal place. With so much time and energy to lavish on themselves they began to seem childlike to me, stunted, not quite adult. I could feel pretty holy in those days about my chronic frazzlement and lack of sleep, and not a little resentfuldo all young parents carry around this sort of galled pride?but even now I wonder how many of us ever truly grow up until we have kids of our own. Maybe it takes parenthood to force us out of ourselves; maybe thats what maturity is in the deepest sense, living and doing for someone else, practicing the forms of empathy day in and day out. Maybe thats what it takes to be whole in ourselvesfirst we have to be forced out of ourselves.

Some years ago I came across an anecdote about Flaubert, how he was taking a stroll with friends one Sunday afternoon when his group passed a bourgeois couple with young children. They were an ordinary French family, nothing remarkable, and yet the sight rocked Flaubert with a sudden revelation. Ils sont dans le vrai! he exclaimed to his companions, turning to stare after the family. Then, as he and his friends resumed their walk, he began shaking his head and muttering to himself as if struggling to absorb what hed just seen, Ils sont dans le vraiIls sont dans le vrai Theyre in the real. Theyre living the true life. Flaubert led as full a life as any man could reasonably hope for: he worked hard at his art, traveled widely, had a circle of brilliant friends, enjoyed affairs with beautiful women and lots of exotic commercial sex. But the sight of that bourgeois family staggered him; it was as if he realized that his lifelong bachelorhood, however pleasurable it might have been, had barred him from some ordinary yet profound truth.

I suppose Ive lived that truth, although I couldnt tell you exactly what it is. Perhaps it lies in the dailiness of family life, in the unspectacular accretion of weeks and years of being a married man and father, and the fact that well fail, the whole premise of family will fail, unless were consciously, diligently trying to give more than we take. And to the extent that we fail or succeed in this, thats the world. Somewhere in that gray area between the extremes lies the difference between making a good life and making a bad one, and so much of it gets determined when were tired, when we dont feel well in ourselves, when were distracted or numbed by the daily grind and too many nights of short sleep. Those memories are as vivid as any I have, the times I needed to be a better person, a better parent, and even as I was doing the best I could, I knew it wasnt very good. Were always falling short, so its a question of degreeof where in that gray area we fall. But when we do come through, thats as close a brush with grace as many of us will ever have. I failed a lot, but sometimes I did all right, and again my mind goes back to those nights when I managed to do some good. Fetching a glass of water, stroking a fevered brow. What if theres nothing after we die? But holding hands, talking softly in the darkthis was something. At least this.








THE CHAOS MACHINE

An Essay on Postmodern Fatherhood with Footnotes by Daniel Baxter

CHARLES BAXTER



Late spring in southern Minnesota, 1998: the days build from deceptively clear mornings to damp overheated afternoons. I have driven from Michigan to pick up my son at college and to take him home for summer break. As I enter Northfield, Minnesotaa sign announces the town, modestly boasting of its Cows, Colleges, and ContentmentI open the window and smell the faint receding scent of farm fields and the stronger cardboardish odor of the Malt-O-Meal plant just inside the city limits.

A strange mix, a pleasantly naive Midwestern smell. Our minivan, emptied of its benches and rear seat, should accommodate all my sons college paraphernalia, but the van, too, has an aromaof Tasha, the family dog, a keeshond, and of the coffee I have been drinking mile after mile to stay awake. In fact, the van smells of all the Baxters. In Michigan the previous day I witnessed an accident near Albion, a woman driving suicidally into a bridge abutment; as a result, today I am shaky and still unnerved, and I am giving off a bad odor myself.

Daniel meets me in his dorm room. My spirit lifts when I see him. We hug. He is smiling but preoccupied and quiet, as he often is. Typical college kid? How would I know? Hes the only sonthe only childI have. We arrange to go out to dinner at some air-conditioned Northfield bistro. Later, eating his pasta, a favorite food, he tells me that, yes, he will help me load up the van tomorrow, but, well, uh, he also needs to work with his friend Alex on a physics project the two of them have cooked up and have almost finished, a chaos machine, as he calls it. He tries to explain to me what the chaos machine is, and I manage to figure out that its some sort of computer randomizer. Much of the time when he explains anything technical to mehe has a brilliant mind for physics and engineeringI am simply baffled. I try to disguise my ignorance by nodding sagely and keeping my mouth shut. Ones dignity should ideally stay intact in front of ones adult children.

So, OK, I will load the van tomorrow myself.*

I drop him off at his dorm and go back to the motel to get a nights sleep. All nightI suffer from insomnia, and the motels pillow seems to be made out of recycled StyrofoamI smell the production odors from the Malt-O-Meal plant, the smell of hot cereal that I was served every winter when I myself was disguised as a child.


My own father died of a heart attack when I was eighteen months old. I remember nothing of him, this smiling mythical figure, this insurance salesman, my dad (a word I have never been able to speak in its correct context to anyone). Said to have a great sense of humor, grace, and charm, John Baxter, whoever he was, withdrew his model of fatherhood from me before I could get at it. Its not his fault, but theres a hole in me where he might have been. Theres much that I dont know and have never known about parenthood and other male qualifiers, such as the handyman thing. I once tried to assemble a lawn mower by myself, and on its maiden voyage across the lawn, it sprayed screws and nuts and bolts in every direction, an entertaining spectacle for the onlookers, my wife and son.

Lying in the Northfield Country Inn, wide awake, I wonder if my father would have driven to my own college to help me move myself back home. Maybe yes. But somehow I doubt it. Growing up, I did not live in a universe in which such things ever happened.

In college, I was vaguely afraid of parenthood myself, as many young men are. Indeed, fatherhood, that form of parenthood specific to my genderand which should be avoided at all costs, according to Donald Barthelme in The Dead Fatherrose up before me during the early years of my marriage as a cloud of unknowing. What, past the conception stage, do fathers actually do? How should they behave? No usable models had presented themselves to me, though I had been given a good non-model, an intermittently generous, Yale-educated, martini-drinking, Shakespeare-quoting stepfather, a successful attorney, gardener, and quietly raucous anti-Semite who had loved me and taken care of me in a distant Victorian way. Step-fathering, however, is not identical to fathering, at least in my stepfathers case; for him, it was largely a peripheral occupation. It gave him the right to make pronouncements, his favorite being, Life is hard.

Recently, reading an account of Senator Jim Webb of Virginia, I noted that he believes that a fathers duty is to teach his sons to fight and to hunt. I havent done either, nor will I. I am a traitor, it seems, to my gender. Once my wife said, All youre teaching Daniel is irony.

Martha, my wife, always appeared right from the start to have a clear idea of what motherhood required, and she set to it with determination and alacrity. Women dont need the manual, I thought irritably at the time; they just know how to do these things. Me, I needed the manual. But the manual cannot be found in a book. So I was an ironic parent, a chaos machine myself.

Rules to live by:


	WHEN THE SERVER BRINGS THE BILL, ALWAYS GRAB IT BEFORE ANYONE ELSE DOES.

	LIFE ISNT PARTICULARLY SERIOUS UNTIL IT BECOMES SO.

	TRY TO BE KIND TO PEOPLE. BE GENEROUS.

	A GOD NAMED LARRY IS THE GOD OF PARKING. DONT ASK ME HOW I KNOW THIS. PRAY TO LARRY FOR PARKING SPACES WHEN YOU NEED ONE, AND YOU WILL BE REWARDED.



The next day, Daniel and I have breakfast together. Then I begin loading the van. Its getting hot. Daniels room is cluttered with clothes (a tropical-colored shirt* for his performances in his cult rock band, Grtts mlt, for which he plays keyboards), amplifiers, CDs, a VHS copy of Repo Man, and books, including Moby-Dick. Easy things first: Ill start with the blankets.

Following his birth, my son had a fearsomely difficult infancy. In those days, he had a different name: Nathaniel. He came out of the womb jaundiced and stayed jaundiced for longer than is usual. He could not breast-feed and lost weight following his birth. Failure to thrive, the doctor said, darkly. When he was finally able to nurse, he proved, in time, to be colicky and irritable. The doctor prescribed phenobarbital, which helped, briefly. Then the house was filled, morning until night, with the sound of desperate crying from the nursery. This production of noise from babies is not unusual, and many parents get used to it. Martha did. I didnt. I would take Nathaniel outside under the crabapple tree, which sometimes calmed him down, but I was criticized for not letting him cry himself out.* We took Nathaniel off milk and supplemented his breast-feeding with soy, in the hopes that he would find it more digestible, then from soy to a manufactured protein called Nutramigen. Often when I hugged him, he bent backward away from me, as if in pain.

As Nathaniel lies in his crib, I watch him. I am afraid of him. I am afraid to pick him up; he looks so breakable. What if I drop him? What should I do, as his dad? On one occasion, I try to cut his baby fingernails and make a mistake, cutting into a bit of skin, and he begins to howl, and I am besieged with guilt over my carelessness. Martha comes upstairs. What happened? What did you do? she asks me, distraught.

On another occasion, I am feeding him with a baby bottle full of Nutramigen, and Martha comes upon me and is completely overcome with jealousy; she tries to talk it through but cannot defeat this emotion. She will feed Nathaniel from now on, she says. She cannot bear to see me feeding him. It does not occur to me to fight over this.

Heavier things now: I pack up Daniels keyboard. One of his keyboards. He has several. Now his cello. The cello rests inside an enormous protective black case, lined inside with what looks like velvet.

More rules to live by:


	5. MUSIC MAKES LIFE EASIER AND OFTEN JUST PLAIN BEARABLE.

	6. MOST GOOD WORKS REQUIRE OBSESSIVE DETAIL.

	7. LOSING YOUR TEMPER, THOUGH SATISFYING, USUALLY DOESNT GET YOU ANYWHERE, AND IT CREATES MORE TROUBLE THAN ITS WORTH.

	8. TAKE LONG WALKS, ESPECIALLY ON WEEKENDS. NATURE RESTORES THE SOUL.



Long after most children started speaking, Nathaniel continued to stay silent, or his words were so garbled that I could not understand them, though his mother usually could. She played with him, the blocks and the trains. But he was prone to sudden white-faced rages: once, carrying him into Lord & Taylor, I found myself, with Nathaniel in my arms, in front of the escalator, a device that seemed to frighten him, and he began to claw at my eyes. Around that same time, my wifes back had bite marks and scratch marks, where he had clawed at her. I carried my own wounds around, especially near my eyelids.

But I liked to carry him around anyway, anywhere, on my shoulders, a daddy thing to do. On Saturday night, we danced together to music on NPR and tumbled around on the living room floor, roughhousing. I am inventing fatherhood, I told myself. Like most grand concepts, fatherhood appeared to be made up of small, mosaic-like blocks of activities. In Hawaii, it means taking Nathaniel around to see the pop-up lawn sprinklers, which he adores.* Or forcing him to try chicken coated with honey. Or, back in Michigan, singing to him as he falls asleep, particularly You Are My Sunshine. Or taking him to McDonalds, for the hamburgers (not the buns, which he will not eat). Trying to understand his speech, I give him a microphone attached to nothing and pretend to make him into a network correspondent, or a guest on a talk show. I sit him on my lap so that he can pound the keys on the typewriter, and I sit him on my lap again, downstairs, so that he can pound the keys on the piano. This habit of playing the piano stays with him.

Nathaniel is obsessed with fountains, with elevator doors and escalators, and with gaps that divide and then close, such as screen doors that he can open and shut repetitively, all afternoon. He adores trains.

A young woman wearing a Carleton College T-shirt comes in asking for Daniel. I tell her that hes not here, that hes off with Alex working on the chaos machine. She nods, smiles, and disappears. She has a pleasantly absentminded expression freighted with intelligence, very much the norm at this college; I have rarely seen so many intelligent and physically awkward students in one place.* Seeing Carleton students playing Frisbee is like watching a convention of mathematicians out on a dance floor. The sight is touching but laden with pathos.

I am physically clumsy. Daniel is physically clumsy, or was. Instead of shooting hoops, on almost every Sunday afternoon, winter and summer, he and his mother and I, along with Tasha, the dog, if she is up for it, go out walking in one of the Michigan parks. These walks constitute one of our family ritualswalking on a path in the woods affords both togetherness and privacy: you can be pensive, and in solitude, but youre being pensive and solitary in the company of your family, and youre being active, too. Families sometimes give the appearance of three or four solitudes living under the same roof. Ours certainly does. Did.

Now I am carrying out Daniels chair, purchased by us at ShopKo, and his computer, a giant lumbering old Macintosh. Is it already afternoon? Sweat is pouring down my face and soaking my shirt.

Gertrude Stein, in Everybodys Autobiography, said that the twentieth century was the era of bad fathers. She noted that bad fathers would appear on the scene locally, within families, and, nationally, as bad political fathersHitler and Stalinand that the appearance of these tyrants was an effort to reintroduce a dead God (He had died in the nineteenth century) and to put Him in charge of the state apparatus. There has already been too much fathering in the twentieth century, Gertrude Stein said. My own parenting lacks a certain authority; I am a somewhat insincere and doubtful father, having never quite become accustomed to the role.

One morning when he was four years old, Nathaniel came downstairs, and when Martha called him Nathaniel, he said, Not Nathaniel. Daniel. And he became Daniel from then on.* He named himself. My brother Tom was frightened and appalled by our sons self-naming and worried about what would happen if he tried to do so again. What if he kept renaming himself? Chaos. Napoleon crowned himselfa blasphemyand Daniel renamed himself, as hippies in my era did. So, OK. Why shouldnt children name themselves, particularly if they cant pronounce their given names? So we let him do it, and Martha went down to city hall and had the birth certificate altered so that Daniel would appear on it instead of Nathaniel.

Despite the normalization of his name, Daniel felt slightly different (to me, to others, maybe to himself) from other boys: obsessive, brilliantly intelligentthose shockingly intricate sentences! that diction level!and physically at odds with himself. Other kids noticed, and eventually we took him out of public school and placed him in a Waldorf school, a Rudolf Steiner school, where many of the kids were oddballs (even his teacher called them oddballs, and the teacher himself was no slouch, either, when it came to oddballdom) and where Daniel was accepted and loved by everybody.*

I dismantle the desk and take it to the van. Or do I? Its almost a decade later, now, as I write. The past is beginning to smear together, the years taking their kindly toll.

More rules to live by:


	9. WHEN DRIVING, RESPECT THE ORDERLY FLOW OF SPEEDING TRAFFIC.

	10. USE THE LEFT LANE TO PASS. BUT DONT STAY THERE.

	11. LIFE IS REALLY VERY SIMPLE; BE OPENHEARTED AND TRY TO LIVE FOR OTHERS. AVOID PRETENSE.



Throughout his childhood and adolescence, we travel; we see the world, we view the United States (by car, by train), the three of us. Daniel and I both love Virgil Thomson and Gertrude Steins opera Four Saints in Three Acts, especially to drive to. An odd love for a father to pass down to a son, but it makes us both laugh. Once, following a case of pneumonia, he says he wants to see New York City, and he and I take a slow train there and back; in the dining car we meet the lead singer for Hermans Hermits, who tells us about a great novel, one of his favorites, Ayn Rands Atlas Shrugged. As Daniels father, I explain to my son after we have returned to our compartment why the famous singer in the dining car is full of shit. This, too, is a parental responsibility.

Daniel begins playing. He plays keyboards. From first grade onward, the house is full of music, morning and night. Mozart, Hummel, Beethoven, and then, later, Virgil Thomsons Louisiana Story and Ravels Piano Concerto in G. Have I had anything to do with this? I played records and CDs constantly, but I cant play the piano, not really; classical music is simply one of the atmospheres Daniel has grown up in and breathed.

On short notice, I write lyrics for his rock band.


Youre from Banana Republic

You look like J. Crew

Youre a victim of fashion

Im a victim of you.



Adolescence is supposed to be a scary time for parents. In America, at least, the norm is for boys to turn into sweaty sticky hostile monsters, full of rage against the world and their parents. They are full of alcohol and drugs; it is the time in life of projectile vomiting. My wife and I await this change. We wait for yelling and slammed doors. It never happens. Daniel becomes a bit quieter but remains sweet and affable.

He did, however, along with a few of his adolescent chums, have a few other artistic ambitions, which included an intentionally ironic art video entitled Mr. Scary. This feature, made in black and white, combined the moody expressionism of Bergmans middle period with the outsize silent-film theatrics of Eisenstein. Daniel, playing the eponymous Mr. Scary, accompanied by our dog, Tasha (who played herself),* walked through a forest, raised his eyebrows, answered the door speechlessly (Mr. Scary does not ever speak) when a salesman came to callall these scenes shot in a pretentious, over-the-top High Art style. A lighthouse served as a recurrent symbol of something. The tone of the film was jarring: think of Alexander Nevsky in the suburbs. Like Orson Welless Quixote, this work of cinematic artistry was never completed. It succumbed to its own irony.

I take his clock radio to the van. The vehicle is almost filled with the detritus of a young life.

When children are small, time often crawls. Then they grow, and time speeds up; once you couldnt get away from them, and then theyre never around.

What do you mean, hes ready to apply to colleges? He was just born! He studies late, to the wee hours, and I cannot sleep myself until he turns his lights off and goes to bed. He struggles through the college applications, bitterly complaining every step of the way. One late afternoon, while he is laboring to complete the application for Northwestern University, which includes the demand that the prospective student write an essay explaining why he or she wants to go to Northwestern, I slip into my study and write a goof version of this essay for him, for laughs.



WHY I WANT TO GO TO NORTHWESTERN

by DANIEL BAXTER

Many is the time I have thought of the pleasing location of Northwestern University, situated on the shore of picturesque Lake Michigan. The campus, I have noted, is close enough to the rocky shore of this Great Lake so that students, carrying their heavy textbooks on the way to classes, can be pleasantly diverted by hearing the sounds of waves crashing on the rocks. These sounds are almost always mixed, in damp and rainy weather, with the sounds of muted foghorns, which make their way into the liberal arts classrooms where Shakespeares plays are being taught by bearded and grizzled scholars. Foghorn sounds are like the lowing moos of anxious herds of cows, waiting to be milked. Certainly, from time to time, one must also be able to hear the muted clash and clang of freighters colliding. With the right kind of police scanner, you might also hear the radio distress calls. Perhaps, as Lucretius says in the second book of On the Nature of Things, it is pleasant, even sublime, to see ships sinking in the distance if you yourself are on the shore, that is, at Northwestern, safe in a sort of ivory tower from danger. Lucretius calls this the sublime experience of beauty, and so it would be on the campus of this great institute of higher learning, home of the #1 business school in the United States.

But the beauties of Lake Michigan are not the only advantages of which Northwestern can boast, and there are many other reasons why I wish to attend this fine Big Ten center of erudition. The architecture of the buildings varies from Gothic Revival to 1950s Bauhaus to Frank Gehry Las Vegasstyle postmodernism. This distinctive brand of eclectic architecture, so different from the bland brand of monomaniacal Ivy League architecture favored by our so-called prestige universities, gives to Northwestern a more democratic and populist grab-bag appearance. Moving from one building to another on the Northwestern campus, from the threatening appearance of the music building to the turreted castlelike appearance of the humanities building (where many damsels are possibly in distress), the student hardly knows what to expect from one moment to the next. Call me an eclectic student, if you will, but I must say that Northwesterns unpredictable appearance, whether you approach it by bus, truck, train, or family car, is one of the particular sources of my interest in it.

On my two visits to Northwestern, I have noticed that most of the learnd professors are quite mature. Their gray hairs and beards (not on the women, of course) are signs of learning and experience. Walking about on campus, one cannot but be impressed by their slow pace, their hands on their canes, as if they were thinking about thoughts that lie too deep for tears. I was impressed by the colossal lecture halls and huge classes, and the Wildcats who were listening and dozing through the lectures, knowing that the professors would cover material that they had missed, their voices echoing in the immensity of the lecture chambers.

Northwestern has lately achieved a bit of a renaissance. I refer, of course, to the superlative record of the Northwestern football team. The school fight song (I have learned it) is the most memorable tune associated with any great public American university that I know of. Any school worth its reputation must have a football team to keep up its manly institutional pride, and Northwestern has lately improved its athletic skills so that it is no longer known as the whipping boy of the Big Ten. Now it is the Northwestern Wildcats that are doing the whipping!

In summary, Northwestern has much to offer me in its location next to Lake Michigan, in its surprisingly successful and bowl-headed football team, in its always surprising architectures, and in its wise and aging faculty speaking to crowds of attentive youths. I can imagine myself dressed in the schools colors of purple and white, waving a school banner displaying the word NORTHWESTERN with pride. I hope you will agree.*



What kind of father would do such a thing? Write a mockery of such an essay? I would. Thats the kind of father I am, the kind of father I have always been.

Daniel got into Northwestern, by the way (without ever visiting it), but did not go there. He went to Carleton instead, which is full of students like him.

Here he is. The chaos machine is finished. Hes taller than I am, has longish brown hair that used to be blond, and has widely spaced brown eyes that radiate interest and intelligence. He walks with his head slightly bent, as if he were ducking under a doorframe. (Later, in his twenties, he begins to straighten up. But I am still trying to break him of the habit of walking with his hands clasped together in front of him.) He helps me finish loading the van, and we make it as far as Rochester, where we find a Mexican restaurant where we have dinner.* We drive that night as far as La Crosse, Wisconsin. He asks about Tasha, the dog, and Louis, the family bird, who also helped raise him.

These days he works as a successful structural engineer, a bridge designer, in downtown Cleveland. He has published papers I cannot understand. Hes a fine and wonderful young man.

The next morning, with Daniel sometimes driving (the person who does not drive is responsible for directions and what gets played on the vans audio system), we head toward Michigan. He instructs me on how to get on to the Chicago Skyway from the Dan Ryan. We both admire the sublimely sinister industrial magnificence of Gary, Indiana. I am proud of him. I love him. And he is a better driver than I am, much more alert, as the young should be, as they must be, to get where theyre going.
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