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If you do not tell the truth about yourself you cannot tell it about other people.

—Virginia Woolf







Introduction By Michele Filgate

When What My Mother and I Don’t Talk About was published in April 2019, I had high hopes for the anthology. Given the caliber of contributors and the quality of the writing, I suspected that readers would be as impressed as I was by the complex relationships captured on the page. The months leading up to the publication of the book and then the year that followed were a mixed blessing: on the one hand, critical praise in national publications, high-profile media interviews, and emails from strangers who were comforted by seeing their own experiences reflected back at them. On the other: life-changing loss in my family as first my uncle and then my grandmother passed away, and then the dark months of early COVID-19, a slow span of time ruled by claustrophobic chaos, especially in New York City. An era of sirens and socially distanced grocery shopping and sanitizer. So much sanitizer. On nights when I couldn’t sleep, I’d open TikTok and let the hypnotic glow of cat and dog videos wash over me.

In those early days of lockdown, I didn’t know what life would look like when we returned to any sense of normal. Nor did I anticipate the anthology going viral on TikTok in late 2021 and again in 2022. I wondered why the book resonated with readers at those particular moments. Is it possible that the collective experience of the pandemic led to a deeper urgency to address the unspoken? It seems that way. Some people suddenly found themselves spending more time than they ever expected in close quarters with family members. Others were isolated from friends and relatives for many lonely months. Enforced togetherness and solitude can lead to the same result: a lucidity that allows no room for avoidance. As I read through the comments on those popular videos, the same question kept popping up: Where is the book about what we don’t talk about with our dads? It was a question I didn’t seriously consider at first, only because the first book was born out of the hardest thing I’ve ever written, and I wasn’t eager to return to anything associated with it. But the longer I sat with the question, the more I couldn’t ignore it.

It’s no secret that a lot of fathers aren’t known for being talkative to begin with. Or they circumvent difficult topics, like water circling a drain. Perhaps that’s what makes fathers simultaneously frustrating and fascinating—the pervasive elusiveness, the larger-than-life presence or absence. How can we begin to understand our fathers when most conversations mask deeper truths, or never happen to begin with? As a child of the eighties and nineties, I watched movies and TV shows featuring dads who had to mask their vulnerability and love for their children, including Mrs. Doubtfire, where Robin Williams plays a father going through a divorce who disguises himself as a nanny to spend more time with his kids. This was a refreshing change from the stereotypical portrayal of fathers as briefcase-toting breadwinners too exhausted or disinterested to connect with their children—or even worse, the absent father who abandons his familial duties altogether.

But in recent years, more and more stories have allowed for an expansive view of fatherhood. It’s not uncommon to see fathers as primary caretakers, or having a heart-to-heart conversation with their offspring, or questioning their own masculinity through words and actions. We are revealing a different side of men in popular culture, one that reflects the evolving norms of masculinity. We need new ways of defining what being a father means, and to let go of the ingrained and tired assumptions. That’s not to say that bad dads shouldn’t be held accountable for their behavior. But we also shouldn’t expect fathers to be like their sitcom counterparts, a caricature instead of a human being.



I have a lazy eye and have wasted a lot of time attempting to see what everyone else finds in Magic Eye illusions. But try as I might, and growing more and more frustrated as the minutes ticked by, no secret image would ever reveal itself to me. Sometimes that’s how it feels to write about a parent. You can spend what adds up to days of your life studying them, paying attention to the smallest details from their pores to the patterns of freckles on their arms, memorizing the way they walk across a room or say a certain catchphrase or drink a glass of water, but something remains stubbornly concealed.

On better days, writing about a parent can unveil that hidden picture.

In putting together this anthology, I searched for writers who could be bracingly honest about their fathers, whether or not they were still alive. I asked Heather Sellers to contribute after a friend sent me a Modern Love podcast where Heather confessed that her perspective had changed in the decade since publishing a New York Times essay about reconnecting with her estranged father. It’s fascinating to think about the ways in which our relationships evolve over time, bringing new information to light and shifting our positions on issues that had previously seemed set in stone. In Jiordan Castle’s essay, she expands on her gorgeous memoir-in-verse, Disappearing Act, to write about finding freedom in lasting love and subsequently detaching from her father, a repeat federal offender, after he returned to prison. Julie Buntin captures how hopeful a person can be for a relationship with a parent, no matter if they weren’t around to raise them. Isle McElroy writes about time spent with their father, an electrician, in the homes of strangers when they were a kid, and longing for his undivided attention. A father’s occupation is also a catalyst for Maurice Carlos Ruffin’s essay, which explores his father’s experience working at a predominantly white car dealership in suburban New Orleans and demonstrates how fathers can teach us who they are through their actions rather than their words.

Jaquira Díaz traces the rootlessness, artistic ambition, and connection to New York City that she shares with her dad—and the tragic loss that he keeps close to his chest. The stories we tell and don’t tell can be formative to who we are, and who our parents are. What happens when a family’s foundation is built on storytelling? “Every story about my father becomes a story about my mother,” Joanna Rakoff writes in “A Storybook Childhood,” an epic essay about a charismatic father who was swept up in a mythology of his own making. Robin Reif yearns for the coveted spot of “the son” in an essay about sibling love and rivalry. Kelly McMasters uses the lush language of the natural world to depict a deeply rooted relationship between father and child.

Coming to terms with aging relatives is a common experience, and Alex Marzano-Lesnevich addresses this in a riveting account of a father who once wielded the power in the relationship, but whose increasing fragility reconfigures that dynamic. Sometimes the best way to get a clear picture of a parent is by becoming a parent oneself, and Andrew Altschul’s essay about being a son and a father is an eye-opening look at understanding and unraveling toxic masculinity. Susan Muaddi Darraj’s “Baba Peels Apples for Me” explores the similar burdens placed on immigrant fathers and their eldest daughters. Tomás Q. Morín utilizes the popular game Operation as a central image in a piece that aims for precision and concedes to revision.

Readers of the first anthology will recognize two authors. Dylan Landis opens her essay with a startling request from her psychoanalyst father near the end of his life. Nayomi Munaweera returns to write about the ripple effects of her parents’ arranged marriage, widening the aperture of her original essay.

On publication day for What My Mother and I Don’t Talk About, my father came to the New York City book launch and sat in the front row. He was there to support me during one of his darkest moments, a month after losing his brother. I marveled at the strength he mustered just to show up. It’s an image that stayed with me as I worked on this new project: my father slumped in an uncomfortable chair, flattened by grief. But determined to be there. Each of the contributors in What My Father and I Don’t Talk About channeled a similar resilience as they wrote and revised their essays, turning toward the truth instead of away from it. May their tenacity serve as a reminder that continuing to break the silence is the only way forward—as individuals and as members of a wider community.

I will hold onto the words in this book forever. Just as I will hold onto my father, now in his seventies but still as young at heart as he has always been. We went for over a year without hugging each other during the pandemic, confined to our digital selves on FaceTime. But in that first surreal moment of being in the same room again, I wrapped my arms around my dad. I didn’t want to let go.





Thumbs-up By Michele Filgate

My father has untreated ADHD. Two years ago, at thirty-nine, I verified a longtime suspicion and was diagnosed with the same disorder. When we talk on the phone we talk at each other rather than to each other. Let me tell you something, my father says. Nancy makes the best meatballs. He tells me he fed some of the coveted leftover meatballs my stepmom made for him to a fox that frequents their yard. I think it’s sweet he shared them with a wild animal. I ran around the park today, I say. There were so many turtles on the log! By the time a sentence is out of either of our mouths, we’re on to the next topic, two frogs hopping around on lily pads, never diving below the surface.

For most of his life, his brother, my uncle Jim, was the person he frequently dialed and vice versa. I like to think of them as Irish twins, even though they were nineteen months apart. From the moment Uncle Jim was born, they became each other’s confidants. They’d talk about the guitars my uncle acquired for his impressive collection, or the latest Green Bay Packers game. They talked about the Studebaker their father had when they were kids, and the bands they used to be in or were in still, including Downhill Tangerine, an homage to some of their favorite classic rock bands from the sixties and seventies. They talked about my uncle’s depression, too. They talked what seemed like a million times a day, jumping from subject to subject, two brothers with the kind of shared conscience that comes from a lifetime of loving each other, annoying each other, and healing each other. Until healing was no longer an option.



Starting in childhood, my dad and his three younger brothers possessed that elusive talent so many spend their lifetime seeking and never find. Family gatherings inevitably turned into jam sessions in my grandmother Mimo’s piano room, where she taught countless students over the years, and where I’d stretch out on a dark brown velvet couch and watch my uncles and father morph into younger versions of themselves, each strum of the guitar drawing them closer to simpler days when their main concern was which girl had a hold on their heart. Who cared about mortgages and medical ailments and any of the other obnoxious responsibilities of adulthood? When they started playing Beatles songs together, four men became boys again, reliving the decades that had shaped them.



As a kid, I’d love it when Uncle Jim would stop by to visit, because he’d almost always bring me a pack of Bubblicious watermelon or strawberry gum just so he could hear me say THAAAAAAAAAAANK YOU with the a drawn out for emphasis, thaaaank you! like he was giving me a new bicycle or a hundred books, thaaaaaank you! for this candy I will stuff into my mouth one piece after the other after the other because the gum loses flavor so quickly and I can’t stand it once it’s a bland wad of nothing, thaaaaaank you! for the sweetness, thank you for being kind. He loved the way I said thank you like he was giving me the moon instead of a short-lived treat. Why didn’t I chew gum at his funeral in honor of him?

Instead, I watched as my father held it together in front of one of the longest lines the funeral parlor had ever seen. If only he were here to see how many people loved him, I said to Mimo. Perhaps a living wake would have saved him from taking his own life. The overhead light kept flicking on and off, as if by some spectral presence, the result of an employee trying to urge people to keep it moving as they paid their respects for their longtime friend and guitar teacher, one after another offering their condolences as my family greeted them with a numbed astonishment. What a musician. What a good person. What a tragedy.

Because my brain works in overdrive and I’m always thinking about the past, present, and all the possibilities for the future, the crowded room contained more than the living bodies in it. I pictured my dad and my uncle as ravenous and impish boys, eating oily slices of pizza the owner gave them for free despite knowing they were the pranksters who called an hour before and placed an order under a fake name. I saw them as twentysomethings sweating under the stage lights as they played for a rapt audience. I imagined my dad dialing Uncle Jim’s number, a sequence as familiar as his favorite chords. And I knew that months from that awful day, he’d reach for his phone on autopilot, wanting to share something with his best friend, forgetting for a split second no one was there to pick up.



From the comfort of home, my father reaches out to his adult children with the same frequency as the days when Uncle Jim was on speed dial.

He sends me a note:

Are you at work?

Yes!

[image: Emoji: Thumbs up.]

It’s his favorite emoji. I send him a NYT article about Trump being found guilty on all counts.

[image: Emoji: Thumbs up.]

I tell him to have fun on his trip to London.

[image: Emoji: Thumbs up.]

I ask him how he is.

[image: Emoji: Thumbs up.]

I send him a photo of my husband next to an old pickup truck that reminds me of the 1953 Dodge B4B he bought in honor of his brother. Made in the same month and year Jim was born, it’s one of his most prized possessions. Once again,

[image: Emoji: Thumbs up.].

He sends me links to articles about shark attacks in Florida and Cape Cod, even though I have no plans to go near the ocean anytime soon. Be careful!!!

He texts me photos of his (half-eaten) meals: hot dogs from a food cart in our hometown loaded with all the fixings, corned beef hash doused in ketchup, fried clams. (I’m allergic to shellfish, but looks good?)

Drive-by phone calls and texts are the main way he shows he cares, and they’ve increased in the six years since Uncle Jim passed away. Dad alternates between calling me and my sisters, my older sister who lives in Montana and my younger sister who until recently I shared an apartment with in Brooklyn. He has a knack for dialing at the most inconvenient times: when I’m on the subway platform as a train comes screeching to a stop or I’m sitting on the toilet or in a Zoom meeting. If I don’t answer, sometimes he tries me a few times in a row, a signal to most people that there’s an emergency. But most times, it’s not urgent. What’d you have for dinner? A quick FaceTime chat as he scrolls through social media or watches television. The equivalent of a thumbs-up. Okay, I have to go. Nance made meatballs.

He’s also a master of snail mail. Sometimes he sends me photos he printed from my Facebook page, including a picture from a recent trip where I’m standing in front of the house we used to stay in on Nantucket when my parents were still together. I thought you’d want a framed copy.

    He ships me (well boxed in plenty of packing material) a personalized pink sweatshirt with the phrase IT’S A FILGATE THING (YOU WOULDN’T UNDERSTAND). I store it in my dresser with the rest of my pajamas.

Once he sent me an article about UFOs, and I remembered the muggy summer night he picked me up from a community theater rehearsal in suburban Connecticut. What is that? he asked abruptly as he pulled over to the side of the road. We jumped out of the car, and I followed his gaze as he pointed out the lights above us moving impossibly fast in the night sky. We watched them wink out, leaving nothing but stars and a void.



When my parents first separated, my father, never much of a cook, would heat up cans of Chef Boyardee Beefaroni on the stove or buy me Big Mac value meals from McDonald’s on the weekends I’d stay with him. Some mornings we’d drive along country roads more populated by horses and American flags than humans to get to our favorite market, where my mouth would water as I waited for a bacon, egg, and cheese sandwich on a poppy seed roll. I’d slide the latest Archie or Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles onto the counter as my father took his wallet out to pay the cashier, and he’d buy the comic book for me without protest. Food and magazines and books were his way of showing love. It’s why when I had mono while I was an undergrad and could barely keep my eyes open, my father shipped a heavy care package of canned soups to the apartment I lived in in New Hampshire. Too weak to stand, I crawled to the front door and dragged the box inside, knowing it would get me through the worst of the illness.



My father loves some of his possessions almost as much as his kids. He’s attached to objects that serve as portals to the past. In his home office, he has constructed a shrine to his eternal youth: toy cars from the 1950s parked on glass shelves and cast in a soft warm light, a framed ticket and poster from the Beatles Shea Stadium concert he went to with Uncle Jim, a replica of the boat from Jaws my siblings and I bought him for his birthday: even ceramic figures of the Martians from Sesame Street. Surrounded by memorabilia celebrating juvenile joy, my father cocoons himself in a certain kind of suspended stasis, one that allows him to be five and twelve and sometimes seventy-three. Aren’t all fathers still boys at heart, capable of being charming and exasperating? And isn’t it easier to think of them this way, as boys equally delighted and distracted by their latest or fixed obsessions?



A few months ago, while sorting through drawers in my own home office and deciding what to keep and what to toss before I moved, I found a note my dad had tucked in my duffel bag the only summer I went to sleepaway camp, warning me to watch out for the bugs I so dreaded, and urging me to have fun.

I reread a card Uncle Jim’s ex-girlfriend handed to me at his funeral. Inside, a scrap of paper with words I made up as a kid. Uncle Jim loved them so much, he immortalized them.

I found letters from Mimo written to me on the antique rolltop desk I’ve since inherited. Dad brought it to the city for me and carried it up the steep flight of stairs to my apartment, while sweating and swearing.

Beloved Mish—where has the time gone, Mimo wrote on floral stationery. Seems like it was only yesterday that we went on our famous walks that produced some of your great stories.

    I think of my sweatshirt, emblazoned on the front with IT’S A FILGATE THING. Is this my family’s thing? The need to pin memories down, preserve them in a drawer, put a frame around them?



As someone with ADHD, pinning anything down is difficult. Moments come and go as quickly as my father’s phone calls. I want so many things: another pack of gum from Uncle Jim, another drive with my father to a market that no longer exists, to be back in Mimo’s living room, the sliding doors opening onto a deck overlooking snow-laced trees and Lake Windwing, my father and uncles talking over each other and communicating through a shared history of music. My grandmother bouncing her leg in time with “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” her low-heeled shoe, which matched her fuchsia blouse, dangling off her foot. When she died four months after Uncle Jim, I took that dazzling shirt and stored it in a sealed envelope, hoping to preserve her particular smell of lavender lotion and lake water. I haven’t dared open it since. I’d rather live in a world where my grandmother’s fragrance could still exist.

My father texts me a photo of Mimo’s house. It’s no longer owned by our family, and the front yard is overgrown, so green it hurts to look at. I feel a flash of possessiveness. How awful, I respond. How awful that we can’t hold on to everything forever—the homes and objects and moments and loved ones that disappear as quickly as those glimmering lights in the sky. But we can try.





Little Boy Blue & the Man in the Moon By Andrew Altschul

There are no photographs of my father holding me as a baby. Or, if there are, I’ve never seen them. He’s never brought them out and gotten misty remembering the day his first child, his parents’ first grandchild, was born. He was not in the delivery room that morning; it would be many hours before he met his son.

This isn’t surprising—in those days, more than half a century ago, fathers took no part in childbirth. Our modern idea of the supportive husband crouching at his laboring wife’s bedside, holding her hand as she screams and sweats and shits herself, would have baffled and horrified a man of his generation—and in any case, my mother was unconscious through the whole thing, as was also the norm.

It was early September, the damp heat of a late New Jersey summer. Six weeks earlier, a man had actually touched the moon. They’d gone to the hospital late at night, and once they wheeled my mother away, he didn’t see her again for eight or ten hours. What did he do during those hours? Did he pace the waiting room, take a walk, call his parents, watch TV? He can’t remember, he tells me. Was he anxious? Scared? Not particularly. So I’ve decided he felt happiness. Yes, I’m sure of this. He must have felt excitement, pride, anticipation—he’s done it, after all. He’s fulfilled the path laid out for him by his father, by his father’s father: college, law school, a good career, a wife, a child. Within a few years, there will be a house in the suburbs. He is a success. He is not concerned about the work ahead—the sleepless nights, the diapers, the laundry, tasks that will have no impact on his life, as the feeding and changing and bathing and strolling will fall to my mother and the night nurse, my father being expected only to keep bringing home the paycheck. One imagines the confusion a man of his generation would have felt if offered paternity leave: For what?

Sometime the next morning, a nurse leads him to my mother’s room. What time? No idea. And there she sits, his wife, drowsy and half-upright, a baby crooked in her arm and sucking from a bottle: tiny and pink, legs kicking, impossibly real, his. What goes through his mind? What does my father feel? He can’t tell me. But is it possible not to feel an overwhelming desire to hold it, him, me? Is it possible not to want—no, need—to press that baby to your bare chest, curl your body around him, sobbing with the beauty and pride and responsibility of it all, to cup his small head in the palm of your hand, your hand that seems suddenly huge and safe and strong, to rock that baby and sing soft nonsense syllables until its kicking calms, its little squalling sounds quiet, its bright, wide eyes flutter and fall beautifully to sleep? How could a man of any generation, holding his newborn child, not feel these things?



Forty-five years later, he held my son—his grandson, his only grandchild—for the first time. He sat on my couch in San Francisco, three days after my son was born, and I spread a blanket on his lap and brought the baby to him. The look on his face was one of terrified incompetence, but I insisted he hold the baby, showed him where to put his hands, assured him he need do nothing but hold him. I have a photo of this moment, my father cradling my newborn son, and I can’t look at it without a hot ache coming into my throat. He’s seventy-six years old, his brow furrowed in concentration, his lips slightly parted, his hands gentle and strong. It’s a happy moment. So why is there a glimmer of sadness in his eyes?



On his fifth day of life, we took my son for his first stroll. My wife, my parents, and I set out for a nearby park, the baby nestled comfortably in his blankets. It was a Friday morning in April; the streets of our San Francisco neighborhood were mostly empty. I beamed with pride as I pushed the stroller, the world warm and glowing all around us: I was a father.

A block or so from our apartment, I spied a figure coming toward us. In my memory he moves erratically, perhaps drunk, perhaps one of the men who slept outside the nearby BART station—but in reality, he may have been just an unfamiliar, nondescript male whose path would soon cross ours. What I felt, in that thoughtless instant, was like nothing I’d ever felt before: I stood taller, my chest puffed out, my grip tightened on the stroller’s handle. My breathing slowed and my eyesight sharpened. I’m not a large man, but in that moment I was enormous, monstrously powerful. This was pure instinct, pure atavism—I was ready to put my body between my child and danger, to destroy that danger with my bare hands.

A moment later, the danger passed: the man walked by without incident, probably bewildered by the forbidding stare I kept locked on him the whole time. And then it was just another beautiful morning, the breeze gentle, the sounds of birds and cars returning. My wife nudged me and asked what was wrong. But nothing was wrong. For a few seconds I’d been out of my mind, out of my self. I’d felt as an animal feels when its offspring is threatened: no words, no scruples, only violence. Now I felt slightly ridiculous. But nothing was wrong: I was a father.



For a year or so after my son was born, I found myself feeling angry at my father. Driving home from work, or pushing the baby’s stroller in the park, I would think of my father and feel my jaw tighten with resentment. It didn’t take long for me to figure out where it came from: the overwhelming love and protectiveness I felt toward my infant son, the pain I felt when I had to leave him, was not something I’d ever heard my father describe. It was not something I could imagine him feeling. Why didn’t he feel it? Why didn’t he ever say to my mother, “Let me hold him, I need to hold him”? How could he have left the house every morning and put me out of mind for eight, ten, twelve hours until he returned, breath warm and smoky with scotch, quickly ruffled my hair or maybe kissed my forehead as I slept before sitting down to eat the dinner my mother had cooked for him? And how might I be different had I felt from my father, every day of my childhood, the visceral and attentive love I am helplessly driven to lavish on my own son? Who might I be?



Tempting: to blame it on the times, on the generations. Tempting to say things have changed. But have they?

In the fall of 2020, with the presidential election just weeks away, Donald Trump and his minions opened the floodgates of nastiness against Joe Biden and his hapless son, Hunter. In the first debate, Trump unloaded on Hunter—his business failures, his history of drug problems, his discharge from the military—only to be parried gracefully by Biden, who not only defended Hunter but told the world how proud he was of his son, that he loved his troubled son. Trump’s cruelty, for once, didn’t work—much to the astonishment and fury of his supporters, who’d cheered wildly as he ran his sword through a victim who couldn’t defend himself, as he made the victim’s father watch. On my couch, with my now-five-year-old asleep downstairs, I actually flinched at Trump’s attack, at the gratuitous viciousness of trying to hurt a man’s child.

But viciousness—especially gendered viciousness—is part of the MAGA brand. Trump’s followers are disgusted by the warmth with which Biden talks about his wayward son, and by the quiet dignity with which he comports himself—a dignity that stands in glaring contrast to Trump’s flamboyant domination displays, to the sneering and manic cruelty of his own sons, Don Jr. and Eric, about whom Trump has never said a loving word in public (or, one suspects, in private). A few weeks later, John Cardillo, an ex-cop and prominent right-wing troll, tweets a photograph of Joe and Hunter. The adult son stares straight at the camera while the aging father, in profile, cups the back of his neck and kisses his cheek. It’s a deeply moving image, its black-and-white rawness revealing the indomitability of the father’s love, its enduring power over him. The text of Cardillo’s tweet seethes revulsion: Does this look like an appropriate father/son interaction to you?

If there’s one image that encapsulates the bleakness of American masculinity, it is that tweet, with its summary rejection of fatherly love. Reading it felt like being kicked in the stomach—how many times had I kissed my son like that? Even now, in the twenty-first century, American men are not permitted such love. We are allowed neither to feel it for our sons nor receive it from our fathers. To experience such love—to be made helpless by it, as Biden so clearly is—is to forfeit all claims to manhood, and thus to respect, influence, and power. To have been its recipient is to be crippled from birth, deprived of the proper training in imperviousness and cruelty. In America, every real man is an island. Love, true and enduring and unconditional, is something we must not feel. It is weak, womanly, inappropriate.

This is the message of Trump’s ongoing attacks against Hunter—the taunting, the name-calling, the suggestion that Hunter should be sentenced to death, a relentless campaign to destroy the father by destroying his only surviving son: Joe Biden is not man enough to be president, because Joe Biden is capable of love.



My father is not cruel. He’s not arrogant or domineering. He can be gruff, but he isn’t cold or withholding. He is, essentially, a kind man. As he’s aged, he’s become more vulnerable, more open in his affection; he wants to talk often, tells me how much he misses me, how much he loves me. But that’s not how I remember him when I think of my childhood. In fact, I don’t remember much—small things: the smell of his aftershave, the thin vine of cigarette smoke climbing from the ashtray on his nightstand, his conversational baritone resounding through the walls, the rumble of the garage door late at night and the drowsy excitement I felt lying in bed: Daddy’s home.

If I woke early enough, I could be the one to bring him his coffee, an honor he greeted with a half-sleeping grunt. Then, he was gone—to work or, on weekends, the golf course. He didn’t read to me or help me with my homework; we didn’t ride bikes or build model airplanes in the basement. I don’t remember him attending many of my Little League games—I doubt we played catch in the backyard more than half a dozen times. There were no camping trips, no heart-to-heart talks. It was my mother who explained about the birds and the bees during a family dinner at the Iron Horse Tavern, while my father tucked into a rib-eye steak. I don’t remember him teaching me how to do anything except make his nightly Rob Roy.

But I loved my father. Though I didn’t know him well, I admired him. I admired the way he wore a suit, and the poise with which he held a cocktail in one hand and a cigarette in the other. I savored the sound of his electric shaver, the voice of Johnny Mathis on the stereo while he and my mother dressed for a night out. I envied his quick-wittedness, the easy humor with which he circulated at a party. He was, in my estimation, debonair, successful, a well-liked man about town. His ease in the world amazed me. As I grew toward manhood, it shamed me. How would I ever live up to it?



Blame it on the times. In those days, fathers weren’t expected to do much of the parenting, only to take up the briefcase each morning, go forth, and succeed. It’s much different now—or so we like to think. Men are expected to do their share, praised for it. We want to coparent. Don’t we?

My wife hears no end of complaints from female friends about husbands who don’t contribute equally to the care of their children, who prioritize their careers, their friendships, their workouts, their happy hours, sometimes refusing to do their share but more often just being oblivious to it. Taking the kids to the doctor, filling out their school paperwork, buying their clothes, straightening tornado-struck bedrooms—such tasks inevitably fall to the mothers while the fathers watch Monday Night Football and grill steaks and catch up on Facebook. During the pandemic, stories abounded about the unequal division of labor in locked-down families, about men who for years had insisted they would absolutely love to do more with the kids but simply didn’t have the time. Now, the stories went, they had nothing but time and—surprise, surprise!—they still expected their wives to do the lion’s share.

Such reports astonish me. How can it be that, in the twenty-first century, so many men shirk their share of parenting? Why is it permitted? Please, let’s forget about biology and “maternal instinct.” Don’t tell me a mother feels a deeper bond, having carried the child in her body. I love my son every last agonizing bit as much as my wife does. I love him furiously; I am enlarged a thousandfold by my love for him. In my house, we come pretty close to fifty-fifty parenting. It would no sooner occur to me to leave the majority of the work to my wife than to drive on the left side of the road or cheat on my taxes. And yet, for all my self-celebrated egalitarianism, at times I’m tempted to shirk, to let my wife pick up the slack. I know I could get away with it, that my wife either wouldn’t notice or would roll her eyes. But why should I—why should men—get away with such behavior?

Maybe times haven’t changed that much. We still default to the old gender roles, the obsolete version of manhood—stoic, independent, tough as nails—despite ourselves and our well-meaning protestations. Men, even those of us who want to do better, still pay a price for noncompliance, a loss of status for expressing vulnerability, for needing or giving too much. Media and popular culture enforce this relentlessly. Have you ever seen a film, TV show, or advertisement in which a father is the primary parent and the mother the breadwinner? Or, rather, have you ever seen such a film that wasn’t supposed to be a comedy?



Sure, parenting is difficult and messy. Caring for an infant, caring for a child of any age, is hard, harrowing, frustrating work—does anyone really look forward to sleeplessness and vomit and dirty diapers and endless shrieking? Our son didn’t sleep through the night until he was twenty months old, waking in ninety-minute cycles and howling inconsolably for up to an hour—twenty months during which my wife and I often felt murderous toward each other and something less than adoring toward our bundle of joy. If someone had come to me during this miserable, unending fugue and offered to relieve me of this burden, to let me trade it in for a few extra, well-rested hours at work, I might have wept in gratitude. But no one offered me this deal.

I like to think I wouldn’t have taken it. I like to think the overpowering love and paternal instinct that surged up in me the night my son was born would have made that deal seem ridiculous, offensive. I like to think that nothing could have kept me from holding my son every day of his life, for hours on end—rocking him, singing to him, waking with him, cleaning his vomit off my shirt, his shit off my wrists, weeping in exhaustion at 3 a.m., nodding off next to his crib at noon, washing and folding infinite onesies. I like to think—no, I’m certain—that I would not have given these things up for anything in the world, and I’ve spent much of my life wondering, consciously or not, how my father could have. How, Dad?



It doesn’t help that he thinks it’s funny. It doesn’t help that whenever the subject of my infancy or my sister’s infancy comes up, whether he has a large audience or it’s just our family, he puts on his most rakish grin and says, “I think I changed your diaper… once,” then sits back to enjoy his punch line.

Here’s his favorite story—the one he saves for special occasions. I was fourteen months old, and it was the first time my mother left me alone with him. It was a Saturday afternoon, time for college football. But not just any college football: the annual Michigan–Ohio State game, and my father, an alumnus of both, would not miss it come hell or high water. So we’re home in our Fort Lee apartment on a pleasant afternoon, my father engrossed in the television, a beer on the coffee table. Maybe I’m playing with blocks on the floor, or maybe I’m on his lap—but at some point he notices I’m not moving much, not making my usual squeals and babbles. He picks me up and what shoots through his mind is HOT.

“Andy? What’s the matter?” He bounces me, shakes me gently. “Andy?” The baby’s head is lolling, his eyes glassy. It’s Saturday, there’s a great game on TV, but there’s something wrong, something definitely very wrong with the baby—and inexplicably, it is my father who has to deal with it.

At the hospital, he’s told I have a dangerously high fever—a convulsion, they’re calling it, probably brought on by a virus—but they’re giving me antibiotics and I should be fine. He did the right thing, got me there in time. Meanwhile, my mother is coming home to an empty apartment, the stroller still folded next to the door. I imagine her dumbstruck, dizzy with dread: nothing short of the Rapture could explain her husband and son’s absence. Eventually a neighbor tells her what’s happened. She finds my father at the hospital, talks to the doctors, sees her baby, who is now sleeping comfortably. It’s a happy ending. But what I want to know is, what did my father look like when she found him? What did she see in his eyes? Because in the fifty years he’s been telling this story, he’s never once talked about fear. He’s never teared up. His voice has never caught, remembering the time he feared his baby might die in his arms.

Instead, he punches me on the shoulder and says, “You ruined the Michigan game, you little bastard!”



When my son was five months old, he was admitted to a hospital in Colorado with a suspected case of meningitis. We’d been living in Fort Collins for six weeks—not long enough to find a pediatrician or even begin to unpack the stacks of moving boxes. We’d woken that morning and noticed that his fontanelle, the soft spot at the crown of his head, was bulging, warm to the touch; if you looked closely, you could see his pulse. At urgent care, they’d wasted no time in sending us up the road to the hospital. They’d need a blood test and a spinal tap, they told us. What they didn’t tell us was that the results wouldn’t come back for forty-eight hours, and that he’d need to be on IV antibiotics that whole time, just in case.

I don’t remember the drive to the hospital. I don’t remember filling out paperwork or finding our way through the labyrinth of hallways to where the doctors with the needles were waiting. It took almost two hours for them to draw my son’s blood and spinal fluid, two hours during which he screamed in uncomprehending agony at the dozens of unsuccessful needle sticks and bawled with hunger because they would not allow us to feed him until they’d gotten what they needed. I remember crouching in the corner of the exam room, tears running down my face. I remember literally pulling my hair. I remember bellowing in fury at the increasingly frustrated doctors. I remember the ending of Ernest Hemingway’s story “Indian Camp,” in which the husband of a woman who undergoes an emergency C-section without anesthesia slits his throat because he can’t endure the sound of her suffering; there were no scalpels at hand, but I remember whispering “I can’t take this” over and over. I remember—my wife and I both remember—fear. Bottomless, uncontrollable fear. This baby, this helpless creature, was our life and our charge, and we were failing him. We might lose him.

He did not have meningitis. After two nights in the hospital, my wife and I trading off shifts on a narrow cot, sitting by his bedside and singing to him, holding his hands so he wouldn’t pull out the IV, the tests came back negative and we went home. It’s a happy ending. But I’ve never told him the story. In nine years, it hasn’t come up. What will I say when it does? How can I convey the terror of those hours, the insanity that took me as I watched strangers stabbing needles at his flesh, as I listened to cries I was powerless to soothe?

I can understand the urge to deflect it, to make light of my terror. “You made me miss my yoga class!” I might tell him. Or, “Who knew a tiny baby could make so much noise?” Because telling him the truth—that I thought he might die, that my life would have ended, that nothing after that would have meant anything next to my failure to protect him—would expose the most vulnerable and frightened part of me, the part that fears I don’t deserve him, that I’m not good enough to be his father. And that’s something I don’t want him, or anyone, to see.

So maybe I’ll hide it. Maybe I’ll shrug it off, tell a joke, punch him in the arm like my father does to me.

No, I won’t.



I’m well acquainted with bravado. As an American man, I understand the need, the requirement, to project strength at all times, an air of imperviousness. For American men, the imperative to demonstrate masculinity by abjuring emotions like fear, grief, empathy, even joy, is ever-present, so fundamental we don’t see it anymore.

It’s a trap, set by our culture’s boundless misogyny, sprung in barrooms and boardrooms, schoolyards and social media posts, and, yes, presidential debates. “[M]any men are afraid to change,” bell hooks wrote
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