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I lovingly dedicate this anthology to my brothers, 
James Lamar Reynolds and Roy Joseph Reynolds, 
who are two of the best fathers I know.



Also to my adopted spiritual father, poet Robert Bly,
from whom I learned to recognize and appreciate 
the gifts a father brings.



And to my Uncle John Lyle, the beloved patriarch 
of the Reynolds family, and to my son, who I firmly believe will 
be an excellent father some day.
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Introduction 

Fathers are mythological and psychological giants within a family, and a nation. A healthy father protects, guides, instructs, nurtures, and adores his children. He would be both wise and affectionate; both spontaneous and dutiful; both gentle and strong. An ideal father would sense what his children needed and then seek a way to provide it—and I don’t mean physical needs as much as psychological or ideological or spiritual needs. Unlike mothers, fathers are bonded by affection, more than biology. Fathers welcome children into their world, and later introduce their children to the larger world. A healthy father supports his children in becoming whom they most want to be.

Healthy fathers also model strength, tenacity, determination, industry, generosity, devotion, and even romance. All children need a father, and the lucky ones end up with a father that meets—and often exceeds—their emotional, psychological, intellectual, biological, and spiritual needs. And it’s never too late. Like Priscilla Carr (“More Than Mentors: Providential Dads”), I, too, found a father substitute in the form of poet Robert Bly.

I first encountered Robert Bly at a small writing conference in Northern California, and then proceeded to attend the same weekend conference three years in a row, mostly to be in his presence, to absorb aspects of his character. Still, I almost keeled over when Bly first spoke directly to me. He had no idea how much his mere presence had proved balm to my father wounds. He was re-fathering our entire nation at the time, offering workshops for men, peaking around the time of his bestselling book, Iron John. Bly provided an image that I could sink my teeth into; a vision of a father that both inspired and validated me. And he did it without even knowing much about me, or how deeply his actions and words impacted me. He was simply out in the world being fully himself, fully present, sensitive, kind, generous, strong, poetic, and brilliant. I snapped a photograph of him during one of those conferences, framed it, and kept it on my desk for many years. When anyone asked who he was, I always answered “my spiritual father.”

I also had a friend’s father step up in a very concrete way (“The Colonel to the Rescue”), and, again, he had no real idea at the time how much it meant to me, how much his mere presence strengthened me, nor how much his wisdom guided me through some dark and difficult days. But the fathers I admire most are my two brothers, Jim and Roy Reynolds. Despite our mutual lack of effectual fathering, both of my brothers gleefully embraced fatherhood. Oddly enough, both spent several years in the roles of Mr. Mom, and both proved exceptionally nurturing, kind, and devoted. On Father’s Day, it’s them I think of fondly; the way they love their children has long impressed me.

In the following fifty stories, you will meet many fathers, all of who had a major impact on their children’s lives. Some are World War II or Vietnam veterans, though even those soldiers are honored for their gentle spirits; some are farmers or mailmen or laborers or woodworkers or writers; some are football players or sportsmen; and some are a stepdad or grandfather who stepped up to father. All impressed their children with their integrity, their humor, their charm, their loyalty, their imagination, their fortitude, and their dreams, and together these stories represent a broad spectrum of American history. In each story, there is an obvious desire to truly honor the men who fulfilled the role of father in unforgettable ways. Get out your hankies and crank up the laugh machine, we’ve got heartbreakers and laughmakers. And, in the end, should you feel inspired, write a letter to your dad, gift him with this delightful book, and encourage him to nestle down with these stories—he’ll thank you for it.

And to all fathers everywhere, thank you!



In My Father’s Truck 

LAURA PRITCHETT 

. . . is an extra pipe, orange bailing twine, a tape of cowboy poet Baxter Black, a bottle of Gink (“World’s Best Dry Fly Dressing”), a black film canister full of fishing flies (bought for a buck each from his barber), Dr. Grabow pipe filters, an “Emeritus” parking permit for the university, and a Stetson cowboy hat size 59-7.. There is the ever-present bottle of mouthwash to erase the smell of pipe smoke from his breath, which he does for my mother’s benefit, which irritates more than appeases her because then, she says, he smells like tobacco covered in mint. There is a pair of sunglasses that has apparently been stepped on, because the frame is tilted sideways. There’s lots of dust and bits of hay.

My father is standing in the Yampa River in northern Colorado. He doesn’t like dry fly fishing, though he can do it. Instead he casts upstream, lets the fly sink a little as it drifts down, and just as the fly starts to turn back, he reels it in. He takes a puff from his pipe, casts again, pauses once to change flies.

I’ve been in Steamboat for a few days, by myself, and I’m staying in the old hunting cabin he built about the same time I was born. The place is falling apart, but it’s my favorite place to go. The town of Steamboat Springs spreads in one direction, and Emerald Mountain rises to the other, and mainly I find it beautiful because it reminds me of him.

My father looks so happy now, and he often says that he is. This is how he always describes himself: just a happy guy. Other people tell me this too: “Your father is the nicest man! So kind and gentle, so quiet, so calm, so considerate, so friendly.”

I shrug and say, “Well, I know. He is.” He lets things pass over him, like water—the best example of meditation practice I have, though he knows nothing about the formal practice of meditation. It’s just that he believes life comes with pain and since he expects it, it doesn’t crush him; and he believes life comes with joy, and so it doesn’t fluster him. I need to remember to be like him, especially at moments like this, when I am afraid this will be the last, best we’ll have together. He’s getting older; I’m getting busier; when else are we going to find ourselves alone by a mountain stream?

I get out of the truck and walk out next to him. I’m not in the mood to fish, so I sit on the beach and sift pebbles through my fingers. Dad is smoking his pipe, an old corncob thing, out of fashion but his favorite, and he always smokes Middleton’s Cherry Blend tobacco, a red and white package I have known from earliest memory. Sometimes for gifts I get him fancier versions of cherry-blend tobacco, but he always likes cheap Middleton’s the best. He’s wearing a bright turquoise Western shirt and Wranglers and has, temporarily, changed from his cowboy boots to brown hip waders. His hair is all white now, as are the unshaved whiskers poking from his red-tough skin.

“Had one a while ago,” he says. “Hook didn’t set.”

His line periodically wisps above me; every so often it gets close enough that I duck. I could move, I guess, but I’m settled into this sunny spot that’s mottled in soft colors of smooth pebbles. It is evening, so this circle of sun has captured me and protected me from the chill.

My father is mumbling too about the drought, the low levels of water, the huge wildfire to our south that makes the air smell like a campfire. He’s talking about his life as a rancher and a university professor, about how they both suited him just fine. He’s mumbling about his childhood, my childhood, and the future.

I like watching him mumble. He talks in half-sentences, like I do, perhaps because we both feel awkward taking up more space and noise than we need to. Or perhaps it’s because he’s simply trying to fish, which takes up most of his concentration.

Though I am sitting quietly, he says to me now, “Laura, you’re a force to be reckoned with.”

This is his famous line to describe me. It was the one and only contribution to my baby book: Kid, you’re a force to be reckoned with, and he still likes this image of me as fierce and stubborn and independent. I think that now it’s his way of telling me loves me, though he does that, too—uses those words, “Love ya”, he says— but this speaks more to something particular in me, whether it is real or imagined, that he finds amusing and admirable.

So we have talked a little, but this is what I like best: watching him.

“I can rig up a pole,” my father says now. “You want me to rig up a pole?”

“No, I’ll just watch,” I say. I think, I could rig up my own pole; you taught me how. I find it funny that he keeps offering to do the things he’s already taught me.

He casts again. He watches the river. I watch him.

“Hey! Hey there, hey!” He’s got one. He reels it in, crouches to take it off, a puff of pipe smoke fills the air, and then the rainbow trout, flapping its tail furiously, is held in his hands. Then it’s slipping away, back into the water, as he releases it to be free. “Hot dog,” he says. “That was a pretty one.”

“It sure was,” I say. And I mean: This moment with you is shimmering and beautiful.

LAURA PRITCHETT is the author of a novel, Sky Bridge (winner of the WILLA Literary Award; finalist for the Dublin International Award and the Colorado Book Award) and a collection of short stories, Hell’s Bottom, Colorado (winner of the PEN USA award and the Milkweed National Fiction Prize). Pritchett is coeditor and contributor to two books: Home Land: Ranching and a West That Works and The Pulse of the River: Colorado Writers Speak for the Endangered Cache la Poudre. Her newest book is a memoir about her ranching family.



Driving Toward Yes 

DAWN DOWNEY 

In the summer of 1964, Dad stood at the edge of the Mojave Desert. With his three teenagers, he watched the family cat give birth in the back of the station wagon. The hot wind whispered yes as it blew across his brow. Five days earlier, at age forty-three, he closed up Bill’s Body Shop, his car repair business. He waved goodbye to relatives and friends. He drove away from Des Moines, leading a four-vehicle caravan down Route 66. He was off to California in pursuit of dreams.

Only a high school graduate himself, Dad insisted that his kids would go to college. He had five, number six on the way, and no means to finance all that education. But he’d read that the University of California was tuition-free for the state’s residents. The fact that no job awaited him in the Golden State—he’d work that out later. Dad said yes to his dreams, when logic warned not so fast.

He drove the station wagon and pulled a U-Haul trailer. My eighteen-year-old sister Michelle, who’d earned her driver’s license two weeks before, drove a second car. She towed a yellow VW Beetle that Dad planned to sell when we got to California. Besides Cass, our calico cat, two other passengers rode along— my twelve-year-old brother Bill and me, age fourteen.

My older brother stayed behind to complete his degree at the local community college. Our pregnant mother and year-old baby brother had flown out ahead of us, and awaited our arrival at the home of Dad’s best friend in Pasadena.

A water pump or two broke along the way. An eighteen-wheeler mangled the trailer hitch. And Dad and Michelle parted company for a while—he following the arrow on a detour sign, she driving around the sign and heading toward Canada. But the four of us ended up together at the edge of the Mojave. While waiting to cross it in the cool of the night, we watched Cass birth her kittens while the sun painted the sky pale pink, then navy blue. Michelle, Bill, and I gawked at the foreign landscape, fussed over the cat and complained about the heat. Dad towered over us, as big as the desert.

Early the next morning he delivered his brood—three kids and five cats—to Pasadena. (The kids went on to college; the cats did not.)

Long before our cross-country trek, my father had outgrown his life in Des Moines. Between pounding out fenders, he’d written his first novel, in longhand on a green legal pad. A year after the move to California, the Santa Barbara News Press hired him on the strength of an article he’d submitted. He was their first African American reporter. He walked into the interview straight from his job as a mechanic at the local Ford dealership. His muscled six-foot frame stuffed into a pair of blue coveralls, he navigated a twilight zone between laborer and wordsmith. Something told him he could write and the force of the dream propelled him.

While working at the paper, he typed his second novel during lunch breaks, in the back of his camper.

He stretched the newspaper job from obituary writer into outdoor columnist. Every week, he expanded “Gone Fishin’” beyond the expected descriptions of the best camping spots and the latest model boats. His readers got to know his old Uncle Russell in Ottumwa, and his brother the TV weatherman in Des Moines, as well as his wife the poet. When Uncle Russell got sick, he received hundreds of get-well cards from all across the country. I suspected then that Dad might be more than just the guy who grounded me.

After a ten-year stint as newspaper columnist, he outgrew that life too. He transformed himself into freelance writer and then again into published author, with five books to his credit.

Dad kept growing, busting out the seams of every life he wore. He supplemented his income by teaching memoir writing through adult education. And that’s how he became a guru, the only career big enough to fit. Others taught; Dad cheered, encouraged, cajoled, nudged, wept, nagged, poked, and charmed. He mesmerized his students toward their dreams. One described the classroom experience as a cross between a quilting bee and a revival meeting.

Dad’s bass voice boomed, but he critiqued his novice writers as gently as he held his grandbabies. “You’re safe here,” he whispered to a trembling woman before she read her story out loud.

Ladies flocked around him before class. Men lingered afterward. Repeaters were common. Many took his course five years in a row. One returned fifteen times. On the rare occasions that illness kept him home, Dad learned that his substitutes were greeted with surly expressions and sarcastic complaints. My father had groupies.

He taught for thirty years and liked to tell the story about the day he realized just how long that was. At the beginning of one semester, a young woman approached him, her hair swishing as she walked. He straightened himself and puffed his chest. “Mr. Downey, I’m so excited to be in your class,” she said. “My grandmother took it ten years ago and she just loved you.” Dad laughed the loudest at jokes on himself.

He told his students to take more risks and write to their edge. That’s how he lived. That’s what he expected.

When I was twenty-eight, home for the holidays, my teenaged sister and I were feuding. She swept past me to greet other family members with effusive air kisses. Wherever she stood she turned her back to me. I confided to Dad that I’d rather spend Christmas with friends, than endure her silent treatment. It had reduced me from career woman to schoolyard victim. As the scent of pine and cinnamon embraced us, he wrapped me in a Daddy bear hug, and then encouraged me to stay and work it out. “You can’t quit. I don’t call you Snake Bite for nothing.”

That was the only time he’d ever called me Snake Bite. But I stayed and worked it out. I took the risk because he knew I could do it.

Decades after his death, Dad still tells me that I can do it. When alien landscapes stretch ahead, he towers over me, big as the desert. Through divorce, layoffs, and career changes, he challenges me to take a risk. When I’m typing against a deadline in the middle of the night, I catch sight of him standing at the edge of the Mojave. And I remember Dad driving toward yes. [image: img1]

DAWN DOWNEY has had essays published by The Christian Science Monitor, Skirt! Magazine, The Best Times, and Kansas City Voices Magazine. Her work earned first prize for creative nonfiction at the 2005 Santa Barbara Writers Conference, where 200 of her dad’s former students cheered her on. Two other essays earned first and second prizes in the Missouri Writers Guild 2007 Winter Writing Contest.



God Almighty, Damn!

RAMON CARVER 

People take high school or college diplomas for granted, unless they never got one. My mother and father never graduated from high school; so my dad giggled like a kid at my high school graduation ceremony. He also shook my hand and told me he was very proud of me.

And then, not long after, my dad suffered a stroke and couldn’t say much about anything. But he never viewed himself as sick; he would only accept one descriptive term: incapacitated. And he lived another twenty-five years, a very angry man at first, until he resigned himself to having only three words that he could say with any spontaneity—in a row—and those words were: “God Almighty, Damn!”

Mother was always a bit chagrined, “I wish he wouldn’t say that! Nobody should take the Lord’s name in vain. But,” she said, “that’s all the poor man can say.”

No, it wasn’t, actually. He could say, “Yes” or “Okay,” or “Pretty day!” or “Pretty day, okay?” Or when he got excited or confused, he’d say, “Pretty day, God Almighty, Damn!”

The day I graduated from college, after we returned home from the graduation ceremony, I handed Dad my diploma, and said, “This is a return on your investment in my education.”

Dad studied it and said, “Pretty day,” and then he tried to say—I am sure he tried to say—“I am mighty proud of you, son,” but he stopped after several attempts to form the words, put the diploma down, and turned away, as if embarrassed.

I remember feeling cheated on two counts because I longed to hear him express how proud he was that I had graduated from Yale, but I didn’t want to make it obvious how much I wanted to make him proud. I didn’t want to sound sentimental and stupid. And I didn’t want to embarrass him either.

My dad wasn’t ever helpless, and he didn’t want pity. There were just some things he couldn’t do very well. Like walk straight and talk. And he had always been right-handed, but he was never able to use his right hand after the stroke, only his left hand, which he took to calling “it.” “It” gave him fits. “It” did everything all wrong—not him, it! Then he’d laugh at himself.

He had a great, robust laugh. He never lost that.

Dad was always doing things Mom didn’t want him doing, and vice versa, really. They lived in Tampa, in a stucco house, and it drove Mom crazy that Dad insisted on painting the outside of the house—every other year! Don’t ask why. I don’t know, because he never tried to explain. He just said he was going to do it, and—God Almighty, Damn!—he did it. “It” would take about two years to finish—and then Dad would start again. He was proud of his handiwork and would call me on the day he finally laid his brush down and expect me to understand what he meant when he’d say, “Pretty day!”

Mom also didn’t want him using the phone: “He gets everything so dirty. He smeared stucco paint on the buffet! All over the sidewalk! On the azaleas!”

But whenever Mom left the house, if the phone rang, Dad would run for it, crashing into the desk, grabbing the phone, and answering, “Yes!” Sometimes he’d take notes that none of us could read. And that’s what happened the day after my college graduation.

I had gone on an errand with my mother, so Dad was home alone when the phone rang. Like always, he snapped it up, and answered, “Yes!” It was a friend calling for me, so Dad picked up a pencil and painstakingly wrote down. Each. Number. Slowly. Laboriously. Using “it.”

Then, he hung up the phone and discovered he had used the backside of my diploma for scratch paper.

So he tried to erase it, and the more he erased, the more he smeared the face of the diploma. When we came through the door, he was still standing beside the phone in an obvious state of shock.

I knew something was wrong, but he wouldn’t look at me.

Finally, he held up the diploma and muttered, “God Almighty, Damn!” And then quietly, “Okay?”

Thank goodness I had the presence of mind to reassure Dad that it didn’t matter. “Really, Dad! After all, until now it was just another diploma, but now—and forever—it’ll be mine and yours!”

My dad looked like a little boy, baffled at first, and then slowly comprehending what I was saying. Finally, he smiled, his face beaming, clearly pleased with the solution. It would be our diploma.

The next day, I took the smeared diploma to a frame shop, and told them it was fine to frame it the way it was. You can’t tell it’s smudged and dirty—if you stand about five feet away.

After all, a college diploma is one of those mementos we hang on walls and barely notice. But now mine is special. Every time I look at my diploma, it’s that same afternoon, and I see my Dad with that little boy smile on his face. God Almighty, Damn. Pretty day!

RAMON CARVER,  cursed with the name of a great short story writer, is the author of plays produced professionally from New York to L.A. He was recently profiled as one of fifty Hometown Heroes: Real Stories of Ordinary People Doing Extraordinary Things, on www.HarperCollins.com and one of his essays appeared in My Teacher Is My Hero. View more of his work on www.ramoncarver.com.



Carry On, Dad 

ANDREW MCALEER 

In my first novel Appearance of Counsel, I wanted to introduce a secondary character who had served in World War II, a quiet and unassuming person who had experienced firsthand pain, death, and ruin, yet remained an individual who could find a way to use the atrocities of war for the betterment of others— someone like my father, John McAleer.

My father served as a medic in World War II. When a young GI of Mexican descent received burns on over two-thirds of his body, my father nursed him for over six months. During that time, my father learned that the soldier’s brother had died in Anzio, and that he was his mother’s last remaining child. When the young soldier succumbed to his injuries, my father wrote a personal letter to the soldier’s mother to explain what happened, so that she wouldn’t receive a generic form letter telling her that her last remaining son had also died. Decades later, my father couldn’t remember the soldier’s name, but thought of him as personally representative of all the “unknown soldiers” who died fighting for freedom.

Because he was never one to boast or brag, my father didn’t tell me this story, or any others about his experiences in World War II, until I was fully grown. I remember feeling proud of his heroism and realizing for the first time that my father had witnessed the most horrific results of war. It was obvious that he still mourned the soldier and still worried about how his mother had coped with her losses. What impressed me most was knowing how many young men my father had watched return home—without limbs, or sight, or with a permanently severed spirit—and realizing that my father found ways to cope and to grow despite his experiences.

When my father returned home from the war, he completed college and earned a PhD in English from Harvard. He taught at Harvard and then Boston College for more than half a century; he also published fifteen books, including his biography on Ralph Waldo Emerson, which was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize. But as remarkable as my father’s academic and literary career was, these were not his finest accomplishments.

My father maintained a passion for the little things in life. Through actions more than words he taught me to love books and literature, but also to appreciate gardening, woodworking, and my next meal. He also taught me life skills, like how to save money and avoid waste. He modeled generosity and compassion, strongly extolling the virtue of valuing the anonymous workers who make the best effort they can to contribute. He didn’t consider it enough to offer compassion for the less fortunate; he always offered genuine encouragement as well.

The people my father most admired were the ones out there working the day-to-day grind. As an eclectic scholar, he would often find himself lecturing on Thoreau, Austen, Dreiser, or even Sherlock Holmes, but the people he felt most comfortable with were the guy who could make an engine run; the woman who could frame a picture; the octogenarian Irishman at the church who kept the lawn so green; people who took pride in the seemingly insignificant task ahead. Most of all he admired my mother, Ruth, who managed to teach high school full time, raise six children, and carry stove-hot dishes to the table bare handed.

About ten years before my father passed away he was diagnosed with cancer. Naturally, he continued to write and teach until his death. A day or two after he passed away, his oncologist told me that my father used to forgo treatment until the end of each semester so it wouldn’t interfere with his teaching.

Not too long ago I showed my eight-year-old nephew, Liam, my father’s World War II uniform. Like everyone, he felt awed by my father’s courage so I let him slip on the jacket. He wanted to know where his grandfather had fought, and I gently reminded him that his grandfather was a medic who fought to save lives, not take them. I told him his grandfather always believed that the best weapon a soldier can have is his mind, and that it was the only weapon he employed to fight the enemy. I told Liam that it is our job now to realize the dream of freedom the soldiers like his grandfather held so dear.

I sometimes marvel at how many students my father taught over the years—students who are now making law, doctoring the sick, working for peace, writing novels, and taking their kids to the latest museum exhibit. Was the spirit of that unknown soldier with him every step of the way? Knowing my father, I think he was. And when I see admiration for his grandfather alive in Liam’s eyes, I’d say he still is.

Carry on, Dad. You’re doing a good job.

ANDREW MCALEER works for the Massachusetts Department of Corrections. He coauthored the number-one best-seller Mystery Writing in a Nutshell, and recently authored 101 Habits of Highly Successful Novelists. Mr. McAleer is also a Specialist with the Army National Guard.



The Exalted Big Dipper of 
Chicago, Illinois, USA 

JAN HENRIKSON 

“Sliced jelly is my own invention. It may sweep the world,” announced Dad in a breathless voice. He didn’t mean it, of course. He was reading the part of Victor Gook, a character from his favorite radio comedy.

My little sister and I squished our small bodies next to him on our plastic-wrapped couch. We held the Script Book on our laps like a hymnal, stifling giggles as we read our lines and made the appropriate sound effects.

Chortles. Sighs. Coughs. Sounding off was almost as much fun as running through the playground of words before us. Hanging upside down on one phrase, swinging on another. I’d never heard such language.

Take Rush, the son in this radio comedy. He never sits on the couch. He is “gelatinously athwart the davenport.” He doesn’t just read. He “somewhat sluggishly glances through a volume of vigorous fiction.”

“That poor cast,” said Dad. He would shake his head, marveling at Vic and Sade’s quirky fifteen-minute dialogues, the ones he and his Mom listened to faithfully for nearly ten years when he was growing up. “They had to bite their tongues to keep from cracking up. Sometimes you’d hear them laughing on air.”

Who’d ever dream that a radio show cooked up in the early 1930s could possibly tickle two little girls in the late ’60s? Dad, that’s who.

To Dad, creativity was king. He savored the sweet oddities of daily life as if they were rare delicacies. He offered them to his daughters for savoring, too.

That’s what I like to think, anyway.

Perhaps he reached for these plays as a last resort. A way to distract us from our sisterly fights which entailed a lot of Red-Faced Pinching, followed by Fake Crying and Name-Calling.

All I know is we were hooked. We had to have our Vic and Sade. Once a week, we turned our backs on Ping-Pong championships and card games and landed headfirst into their “small house halfway up the block.”

How could we not be fascinated by Victor Gook, Exalted Big Dipper of the Drowsy Venus Chapter of the Sacred Stars of the Milky Way Fraternal Order? Or his friend, Rishigan Fishigan of Sishigan, Michigan?

Forget the characters. What about their adventures? In one episode Vic and son Rush delight in giving each other an escalating series of electrical jolts while attempting to fix Sade’s washing machine. In another, Rush “drums up a little excitement” on a summer’s day by rolling rocks into caramels on the hot sidewalk.

Riveting stuff to our grade school minds. And not unlike our own whimsies.

Dad encouraged us to concoct our own stories and skits. To twirl while he played the piano, all the while wondering about the universe and who thought it up. Why stars? What if they were making wishes on us? Imagination was not fluff to us. Not the mere jovial sidekick to practicality. It was the force that ran the world.

“You know Paul Rhymer wrote an episode every morning for that day’s show. Can you believe that?” asked Dad. “For the love of Pete!”

I could believe that. When Dad was not re-enacting Vic and Sade with us, he was playing the role of cartoonist. Professional editorial cartoonist, that is. He had deadlines every day too. To my young mind, it seemed he woke up every morning with nothing but pencil doodles on a piece of paper. And at night, voilà! he rushed to the local airport just in the nick of time. There, a small, loud plane (which I vowed to learn how to fly someday) soared away with his finished cartoon. All this excitement just so a newspaper in a far-off city could publish his cartoon in their next edition.

His cartoons were proof! Just because you couldn’t see something— yet—didn’t mean it didn’t exist.

“Just think,” Dad would enthuse, “ideas are all around us, waiting for the person who’s paying attention. They’re like radio waves, broadcasting through the air all the time. They’re right here where you’re standing! Why do you think people who live on different sides of the world, people who’ve never heard of each other, invent the same things at the same time?”

That meant that this cast of characters—Vic and Sade and Rush—and their friends, Smelly Clark and Blue-Tooth Johnson, and let’s not forget Ike Kneesuffer who plays indoor horseshoes in his basement—that means that all of them had been hanging around the ether, waiting for someone to go “Aha!”

These characters would have slapped my Dad on the back and given him a gooseberry pie just for twirling his eyebrows when he was tired. They would have admired the way he always kept a pencil behind his ear and a sketchpad in his pocket, on the lookout for peculiar facial features.

Like me, they would have missed him every time he went on the road to give his Chalk Talks, otherwise titled, “Cartooning Is a Funny Business.” There, he drew caricatures of the audience and made quips about the cartooning process.

In the early days, he tried to grip his huge pad of paper on his knee like a ventriloquist’s dummy.

Finally, a cousin said, “Hey, why don’t you get an easel?”

“It made it a lot easier,” said Dad, laughing at himself.

I’m convinced. If Dad didn’t already exist, Paul Rhymer would have surely invented him. It would have been his best idea since sliced jelly.

JAN HENRIKSON thanks the Muses for creating her dad. A writer, editor, and writing coach, she has been published in many anthologies, including Chicken Soup for the Dieter’s Soul, and A Cup of Comfort®for Writers. She is editor of Eat by Choice, Not by Habit (Puddle Dancer Press, 2005). When in doubt, Jan chooses chocolate.
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