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    So, you and your partner are expecting. You know you need to buy a bigger house. You need more room for the child. You need more than a one-bedroom apartment. You must have a new crib—you can’t use the one your neighbor said you could borrow. And you know you gotta replace your car. That car isn’t comfortable for a family. That car isn’t safe for your child. It must have six airbags at least. It must come with an AC straight from the manufacturer. Poor baby during summer.


    As a first-time dad, I did as I was told, from the larger apartment to the four-door car, then I needed to work harder to pay them off. I worked harder to afford the best daycare. At the store, only the best diaper would do. Buying cheaper diapers meant that you loved your child less. Clothes from a second-hand shop? No way! Our closet is packed with expensive toys. It’s packed with guilt, too, for having to spend too much time at work.


    What I’ve learned is that it doesn’t really matter. Having a large apartment doesn’t really matter, because children like sleeping on their parents’ bed. Having a large car doesn’t really matter, because children like riding bikes. Going to the best daycare doesn’t really matter, if you’re the last one picking up your child. Having the most expensive toys and videogames doesn’t really matter. Children actually have more fun balancing on the curb or skipping the cracks on the sidewalk. Tossing your kid up in the air—that’s the best pastime in the world for little ones. And, best of all, it’s free!


    Cartoonist Rafael Sica has this one comic strip about a guy who’s always thinking about happy hour while he’s at work. While he’s at the bar, he’s thinking about his family. At home, with his family, he’s thinking about work. This guy is never where he’s supposed to be. He always creates some kind of noise in his relationship with things. “This guy is me!” I thought, as I read that comic strip for the first time. So, you and your partner are expecting. So, you know you don’t need a bigger house, a better car, the best diaper, or the best daycare. Deep down, you know you only need to be there. Really there.
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    Every father is a story collector. The daily routine of fatherhood—despite being very often quite exhausting—is a succession of surprises, and very few of them can be kept for the records. First smiles, first steps, first complete sentences. Each moment is desperately recorded with a shaky camera or a low-quality photograph that none of your friends will think is special. Nevertheless, being a dad is recording all that. Dads know children grow up, and these precious moments are unique.


    I type notes into my smartphone’s on every story about my daughters. I have single sentences reminding me of the moments I thought were worth a story. Things like “short story on a school book” (about that time she wrote a story about a girl whose dream was to become a waitress on roller skates) or “Anita wants to get married” (about that time my daughter said she wanted to marry soon, so she could—according to her—“have someone to boss around.”)


    Some stories are kept as drawings. Others, as texts. I always want to remember that my older daughter wakes me up with kisses, gets my breakfast ready on my birthday, talks for hours during long trips, and eats her ice cream slowly “so it lasts longer.” When she gets to our door, she never rings the bell. She starts singing a song, louder each time, until someone comes to open for her. I love it.


    The younger one yells to wake me up. She sleeps in when I’m tired. She wants me to pick her up when both my hands are full. She screams if I don’t do exactly what she wants, precisely when she wants it. She usually pees on my clothes if I get distracted for a second, and she poops in hotel beds when we’re hurrying up to leave and catch the plane. She likes having something to hold in her hands at all times. Her toothbrush sometimes massages her gums; other times, it is used to scrub the dirty floor.


    Every father is a story collector. Each story is a gift our children give us. Cherish these gifts well.
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    Early this year, we had enrollment fees, new school supplies, and school uniforms that fit the children without showing their belly button—which was actually happening by the end of last year. I put some lunch money aside, and bought a new backpack after hearing her whine for an entire year. Then there’s the school bus fee, the language books that aren’t available at bookstores yet. I’m considering cancelling our cable, even though I know someone addicted to Peppa Pig may become quite dangerous if she has to go cold turkey. The truth is, being a dad is extremely expensive.


    Multiply these costs by twelve months, and these twelve months by about twenty-five years, and you’ll get the total cost of having a child. It must be more than two million bucks, and I’m not adding in a fancy wedding or fixing dents in my car when children first start driving. I’m investing about two million bucks in hopes that they’ll become brilliant people, change the world, and find a cure for cancer. I’m investing all this money so my girls can wake me up late at night because they’re afraid of the dark. I’m paying to get stuck in traffic on the first day back at school.


    I’m paying to go to their end-of-the-year plays. I’m paying for one-color drawings in which I have no nose. I’m paying to be happy with all that, I must say. I’m paying all this money so that I can be called a hero when I kill a cockroach. I’m paying a small fortune to go get a ball that was thrown in the neighbor’s backyard, so that the little ones can cheer when I get back. I’m paying to know everything there is to know about anything, and have all the answers to every question. I’m actually not paying all that much for that.


    I’m paying so little for hugs. Each hug from a two-year-old girl saves me the small fortune I’d have to pay to go see a psychiatrist. Each good-night kiss helps me save on a bill from the cardiologist. Hearing at least one “I love you” a day keeps the doctor away. It’s actually a great deal for all that I’m getting. I’m so lucky to have got this gig. It’s a helluva bargain, this thing called “being a dad.”
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    Some people here at home say that I don’t want to participate in the girls’ school life. The truth is, I do want to participate in it, but I just can’t. Everything happened very early, when my wife had to go back to work after four months of maternity leave and a one-month vacation. Without a nanny or any grandparents around, we needed to go to the daycare every day with the baby for what the school calls a “period of adjustment.”


    Leaving my newborn with a stranger—especially someone who needed to take care of other newborns—was devastating. I would break into a cold sweat and my heart would start racing whenever I looked at all those cribs. What if all babies started crying at the same time? What if my daughter started to choke and nobody noticed? What if they switched babies? They all look alike during the first months of life... With time, I realized that this so-called “period of adjustment” wasn’t meant for children to become used to their school. It’s a period of adjustment for their parents!


    I required an extended period of adjustment and I thought I’d only be able to leave her at school by herself after she turned two. Then the second phase started. The moment a baby understands she’s being dropped off at daycare, she starts crying to avoid school. And then, my friends, nothing can break a dad’s heart worse than handing off your crying child for another person to take care of. So many times I took my daughter to school just to see her crying and saying she didn’t want to go inside. The chubby two-year-old would beg, “Just today, Daddy! Waaaa. I don’t want to go to school, Daddy!” I’d have to take her back home so my wife could get the job done. My wife is way better at taking the kid to school.


    Insensitive people will say my daughter is just being whiny and trying to manipulate me. Oh, well, congratulations then, because it’s working. To me, they seem to be tears of disappointment, an honest lament from someone who expected more from me. I’m the worst dad in the world when it comes to dropping off a daughter at daycare. My period of adaptation isn’t over yet.
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        [1] A man without a country (2005).
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what he thought life was all
about, and he said,
“We are here to
help each other
get through this thing,
whatever it is”.”

Kaurt Yonnegut. Armageddon in Retrospect (2008)
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