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Introduction




When my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer, she was, as I remind myself every day, as old as I am now. Thats to say she was not really old at all. More like advanced young. Perhaps pre-middle-aged. She was still youthful, spirited, energetic, and certainly should have had ample time here on earth to raise her three sons, sing into the cassette recorder, and eat salted tomatoesall things she really liked to do.

Alas, it wasnt in the cards.

She hid the dim prognosis from us and fought the good fight in a four-year struggle with no shortage of peaks and valleys. Hope ebbed and flowed; there were good times, bad times, and awful times, then one day in August 1983 there was no more time at all.

But she left some instructions.

Though shed dug in her heels at the onset of her disease and fought most valiantly, in the back of her mind she must have known she was in mortal peril. That worst-case scenario prompted her to put to paper some motherly guidancein the event of her untimely demise.

Shortly after she succumbedat an age I am now perilously close to myselfmy father handed me an envelope. Inside were three handwritten, single-spaced pages in my mothers trademark fancy cursive. Whoever taught her cursive did a great job; meanwhile mine looks like Arabic written while fleeing a mob.

When I read my mothers letter, I could hear her voice as she lamented the prospect of her death and hoped her children would make the most of the future without her.

Many times when were referring to the desires of deceased relatives, we say, Arthur would have wanted this or Tilly would never have approved but Im lucky. I dont have to guess. What I should or shouldnt be doing is likely to be found somewhere in those few pages.

Dont do anything foolish with your life, was an understandable motherly plea. Though Ive certainly done many foolish things, thanks to her I made sure not to wager my entire life on them in almost all instances.

Admittedly I did not fully honor her request to avoid taking foolish risks with drugs + alcohol + automobilesafter all, I went to collegebut I can say that I didnt take overly foolish risks during my immortal twenties.

That letter became and remains a priceless connection to her. In fact, its the only connection to her aside from a hand-knit pink cardigan Im not about to wear anytime soon.

I kept the letter in a safe place and even made backup copies in case there was a fire or a glacier melted. Every so often Id take it out and consult it. Sometimes to console myself with words from the mother I missed dearly. Other times to try to seduce a girl by showing her my emotional side. If you believe that to be in poor taste, let me remind you that, Mother specifically states, Find someone to love you and who you love.

I did, though it took a while.

When the someone I lovedmy wife, Ewaannounced she was pregnant, I realized I, too, would have a child in need of parental guidancein the event of my untimely demise.

Ecstatic with the news, I started writing a book specifically for our as-yet unborn child. The working title was understandably For My As-Yet Unborn Child. It was a collection of lighthearted, tongue-in-cheek essays for the aforementioned child-to-be. But when Ewa had a miscarriage, my motivation and sense of humor were temporarily immobilized, and I stopped writing the book.

When Ewa became pregnant the second time, I was ecstatic again. I immediately resumed the book. It was still a collection of lighthearted, tongue-in-cheek essays. It was still for our as-yet unnamed child, albeit a different one. But when she had a second miscarriage, my motivation and sense of humor were again temporarily immobilized, and again I stopped writing the book.

When Ewa became pregnant the third time, I was less ecstatic. Id say I was more cautiously optimistic, as youd be if a pretty girl said she liked your pink cardigan, or you heard through the grapevine that you might be getting a promotion. I was not about to assume anything might pan out. I was also certain of a supernatural book-miscarriage connection. As a result, I did not resume writing the book, which would have been a collection of lighthearted, tongue-in-cheek essays for our as-yet unborn child.

Except for Ewa and me having totally incompatible blood, the pregnancy was nearly flawless. Thanks to modern science, our plasma reconciled, and nine months laterright on targetEwa gave birth to an awesome and wonderful baby boy.

The experience took my breath away, though I had enough left to repeatedly exclaim, Oh my God! as Dr. Baxi relentlessly peppered me with questions about the pediatrician Id forgotten to line up.

We had a son. He had no pediatrician lined up. But even worse: He had no book.

Until now.

Brian Sack

NEW YORK CITY







    

Prologue





Dear Son:

Nondairy creamer is flammable, and your marriage will suffer if you go skinny-dipping with cheerleaders.

Thats knowledge and wisdom, respectively.

Having things like that in our brains is what sets us apart from ostriches and carp. Were smarter. We think. We know things.

What does a dog think when he hears a ridiculously loud motorcycle? Bark, bark, bark. But a human is different. Humans process things. They think, That guy is trying to compensate for something.

See? Were smarter.

Its no coincidence that pigs cant drive. A ferret has never been president. Not a single llama has ever walked on the moon. Even the mighty lion with his limb-crushing teeth and bowel-curdling roar is helpless versus a camouflaged Gary Coleman with a sniper rifle. We are the kings of the animal kingdom.

Hooray for us. Were great. But should we just rest on our laurels and be happy that we can outfox a chimp? Nein, I say. And Im not even German. Thats how strongly I feel.

Simply by virtue of being born human, weve automatically matriculated into Great Big Universitya school with a staggering curriculum and a campus that stretches as far as the eye can see. The problem is, they have the worst admissions policy ever. Absolutely everyone gets in. Theres not even a bar to raise or lower. So, sure, enrollment means youre smarter than a chimpbut by how much?

I want to help.

As a dad, I want my child to be the best, the smartest, the greatest. This book is my earnest attempt to help you achieve all those superlativesmy effort to give you a leg up at Great Big University. Assuming you can read, youll have access to some of the knowledge and wisdom Ive picked up over the years. The things that left impressions, taught me lessons, made me a better studentnot in the school sense, because technically I was a lousy student, but in the life sense.

These are the things I think you should know, the things I want you to know. The things I hope will set you apart from all the riffraff at Great Big University. It is automatic insight that quite possibly may come in handy sometime. Faced with a situation or dilemma, youll be able to say, You knowDad told me about this. And Id know what to do had I not skimmed that particular chapter.

So dont skim.

Think of this book as a CliffsNotes of some sortbut instead of learning who poisoned whom at the end of Hamlet, youre learning about Frenchmen, parenthood, marriage, and some middle-school terrorist who kept standing on my toe.

I truly hope this book is just the beginning of a lifelong quest to obtain and retain knowledge and wisdom. You can never have too much of that. The more of it you possess, the farther youll find yourself from something that pecks, slithers, hisses, or throws poo.

And that, darling son, is a good thing.

Love,

Your Father







Children laugh about four hundred times a day, while adults laugh on average only fifteen times a day. Thats because children dont have to change diapers or run from subpoenas.
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Change Starts at Conception


To preserve yourself as the center of the world, to stay your own best authority on everything, your own expert on all topics, infallible, omniscient. Always, every time of the month, forever: Use birth control.

Chuck Palahniuk






Any dad will tell you the birth of their first child is one of the most incredible, momentous events of their lives. Its an unforgettable milestone, not only because it signifies his transition into fatherhood, but because he sees a tiny shrieking head coming out of his wifes vagina.

Until that defining moment, a father-to-be has spent nine months hearing from everyone who has ever had a child. New parents, old parents, it doesnt matter. The fact that they have already entered the realm of parenthood entitles them, obligates them, to share their little secret. It goes pretty much, actually exactly, like this:

First kid?

Yup.

Things are going to change.

So, take it from me, another parent with a secret to share: things are going to change. Hopefully you will have already been aware of this.

It should not be news to an expecting parent that a baby is at the very least a major lifestyle disruption. Its one of only a few occasions, such as a first wedding or domicile relocation, that warrant a mass announcement. Even photo cards. Its an event so momentous it qualifies you for tax breaks. It gives you the right to unapologetically miss work. It is, in most every way, an extremely important event followed by approximately eighteen years of other, not insignificant, events. It is the beginning of an amazing adventure; like Homers Odyssey, but with less sailing.

You should certainly be well aware of this by the pregnancys third trimesterin laymans terms, the time right before all hell breaks loose. By this time, your wife has a studio apartment where her stomach was. Even being tired exhausts her. If watching your waddling, uncomfortable, ragged wife moan down the hallway doesnt suggest even vaguely that your life is going to change, you probably shouldnt be having a baby. The cruel irony, of course, being that by then its far too late to have reached that conclusion.

However, you can be forgiven for not having the slightest clue as to how your life will change. That particular wisdom only comes from experience, from baptism by fire.

Though I will endeavor to shed some light on what one can expect with the creation and introduction of a dependent life form, please be aware that the reality of parenthood is terribly difficult to express, and I cant truly do it justice. It does not lend itself easily to words, nor can it be better explained through songs and gesticulating. Like weightlessness and Tommy Lee driving a boat with an erection, parenting is something that demands it be experienced firsthand to be fully appreciated. Trying to explain parenthood to a nonparent is like trying to explain the sun to a drunken hillbilly. Sure, theyll nod and smile and stagger away with the basicsbig and hotbut they wont really grasp the sheer magnitude.

To force an analogy that needlessly incorporates Australia: Parenting is like emigrating to Australia in the 1800s. A person heard about it through word of mouth and written accounts and was vaguely aware of an exciting, interesting, and challenging new environment. But he wouldnt think much of it until one day he found himself headed there. After a long, tiresome journey, hed arrive, and only then realize that he had absolutely no idea what he was getting himself into. The animals bounce, the seasons are backward, and everyone around him speaks the same language but uses totally different words. And theres really no going back because it was a one-way trip.

Nevertheless, I feel its important you have some perspective on the changes brought by parenthood and how something that does nothing but soil itself and weep at odd hours can have such an absolutely staggering impact on your life.

There are many roads to having a baby, especially in this day and age, but to facilitate matters well stick with the traditional one: You find someone you want to marry, they feel the same way, and sooner or later you decide to have a baby. You will then do your thing, with the knowledge that if you are successful, you will wind up adding a baby to the equationthus changing your life in some fashion. There are no major changes yet, aside from the meticulous planning of coitusbecause at that point youre merely trying to have a baby. That endeavor can range from a laborious undertaking to, in my case, a terrifyingly effortless three minutes. But there is no actual baby. It remains a distant notion. Just as a bepimpled pubescent teen imagines how one day hell lose his virginity, a maturing man imagines how hell one day become a father. But losing ones virginity seldom comes to pass as one had imagined. The fantasy is a swollen-lipped, airbrushed Playmate swimming in satin sheets. The reality is your bum on cold vinyl and Maggie whacking her head on the rearview mirror as she steals your innocence in the passenger seat of a Scirocco; your rapid heartbeat the result not of passion, but terror that every passing vehicles headlights will somehow illuminate you through the frosted windows.

In that same manner, becoming a parent is also something you cant possibly fathomlike being attacked by an enraged neon monkey in a top hat.

Though subtle, change starts at conception. Your wife, having peed on an expensive plastic stick, emerges from the bathroom with an expression of glee, one hopes, and waves the stick in your face. You consult the box it came in to make sure youre reading the stick correctly. If you have, congratulations are in order. Still, there are variables. The pregnancy could fail. And anyway, the real change is nine months away. Nine months is nearly a year, and a year seems like forever. Granted, the older you get, the less like forever it seemsbut its still significantly down the road. The only immediate change this early into the game is that mom-to-be cannot continue drinking and smoking like she used to. If she didnt know that, she probably shouldnt be having a baby, either.

Eventually the pregnancy begins to show, and you realize that, yes, things will changebut its still a fairly abstract idea. The only real change you see is in your wife and her hormonal fluctuations. She loves you, she hates you, she loves you, she hates you. One moment shes moon-bat crazy for steak; the next its strawberries, feta cheese, Ben & Jerrys, tomatoes. During the infancy of the pregnancy, you notice strangers hesitating as they quietly try to determine if your wife is pregnant or just out of shape.

And then theres a little more change. Old boyfriendsthe ones whove made brief appearances during the course of your relationshiphear the news, dashing any hopes they may have had against the rocks. They force a smile, wish you luck, and quietly withdraw from your lives, any torch they may have held having been extinguished by the news.

As time passes, your wife looks like shes smuggling a softball, then a football, and then a basketball. It becomes more and more apparent that somethings going on. You come to realize that inside your beloved is a restless little creatureone you helped make. It kicks and punches, turns and hiccups. It uses your wifes bladder as a pillow, sending her to the bathroom every five minutes. You realize change is coming, but it still only manifests itself as an anonymous entity in sonograms with clarity as elusive as the Loch Ness Monster.

But life still proceeds fairly normally, and aside from a bloated, miserable spouse dashing to the bathroom when shes not raiding the fridge for salmon or cupcakes, theres little to suggest the real drama that awaits. You can still see movies when you want and sleep in when you can. You can be spontaneous, unless it involves your wife jogging. Any real change is self-imposed: the more neurotic among us panicking about room decoras if an infant cares about wall treatments. We hold baby showers and move furniture around. We familiarize ourselves with the nomenclature of new parents: words like onesie, Bugaboo, and swaddle. We shop for cribs and clothes and take informed positions on issues we hadnt ever cared about, like the pros and cons of circumcision, and breast-feeding versus formula.

In the final weeks before the due date, the reality of sweeping lifestyle reform finally begins to sink in. As the days tick away, the change is tangible. You can now imagine, in some small way, the potential impact this third party could have on your evenings out. On your work. On your spare time. On your life in general and your future as a whole.

And then come the lasts. The last time youll sleep in on a Sunday. The last time you can dash out to meet your friends for happy hour. The last time you can leave windows open or pennies on the floor. Youre days away from a new level of anxiety in air travel. A world of standing in the kitchen half-conscious, warming milk. A time when the freedom provided during your childs naptime is so precious that anything that could disturb ita phone call, a knock on the door, a dogs barkcan leave you cringing and cursing. Soon therell be a time when your time is no longer your time.

Regret sets in. Maybe you should have traveled more. Spent more time as a married couple. Had more sex. Lived abroad. Made more money. Youre on the cusp of something big, a major change. Even so, its something you still fail to fully understandlike the appeal of poker.

And then, D-day. Though youve had nine months to dig in and prepare for the invasion, youre not really ready. The armada is on the horizon. As you race to the hospital, it occurs to you that the life youve had will very shortly cease to be. Youll enter a couple, leave a family.

In the delivery room your wife curses you for doing this to her. She barks at you for ice, you bastard. And she feels the pain associated with the equivalent of pooping a watermelon. I can tell you now, this is the worst time to suggest she forego the epidural. I strongly recommend you obey the first and pretty much only rule of your wife in labor: Shut up and do exactly what she says.

Despite the fact youre witnessing one of lifes most natural events, theres little natural about it. Show me a guy whos used to a crowd of strangers staring at his wifes crotch and cheering her on, and Ill show you a guy whos married to a stripper in Tijuana.

And your poor wifes private parts. Armageddon. Territory youd once treated like your own personal Disney World now resembles a New Jersey industrial disaster. Theres your poor old buddybruised, battered, and bloodied like she went ten rounds with Tyson. All you can do is look on helplessly and encourage her to push as she screams and huffs and puffs and digs her fingers into your arm like it was fresh Play Doh.

And then, with a final push, your child is born. From the chaos and gore, a babyyour babyand as it coughs and sputters and shrieks, the reality hits you. Its magical, surreal, amazing: the universally understood moment that every parent talks about. The instant when you realize life is forever different no matter what happens. The center of your universe is relocated. What was so important mere minutes ago is laughably insignificant now. Life is no longer all about you; its all about that. And that is the soggy, wrinkled, shocked little creature now resting on your wifes empty belly. Behold, your greatest creation and your greatest Achilles heel. Theres no going back. Though you can be an ex-husband, a lapsed Catholic, a former heavyweight, or a deposed kingyou will always be a father. Its one title that can never, ever be taken away from you.

From this point onward, your heart now resides outside of you, remanded to the custody of something wholly incapable of taking care of itself. Something seemingly bent on its own self-destruction. The coming years of your life will now be suicide watch, a twenty-four-hour job centered around this selfish little creature who cries and screams, keeps you up, slows you down, and poops as soon as you dress it. A priceless Faberg egg with legs. A tiny little thing that is utterly powerless, yet has the ability to enrich your life as youve never imagined or to turn it completely upside down with no notice at all.

Finally, this momentous, terrifying, incredible moment makes it all clear. You realize that your decision of little over nine months agoas minor as it may have seemed at the timewas the greatest and most significant decision youve ever made in your life. As your exhausted wife drifts off to sleep and you stare at the amazing creature you both created, it finally hits you: Things really are going to change.





Elvis Presley got a C in his eighth-grade music class, yet became a music legend. But he also died on the toilet. So, maybe we shouldnt celebrate mediocre grades after all.
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