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Father and Son — A
Poem




Be more than his dad,

Be a chum to the lad;

Be part of his life

Every hour of the day;

Find time to talk
with him,

Take time to walk with him,

Share in his studies

And share in his
play;

Take him to places,

To ball games and
races,

Teach him the things

That you want him to know;

Don’t live apart from him,

Don’t keep your heart from him,

Be his best comrade,

He’s needing you so!

 


Never neglect
him,

Though young, still respect him,

Hear his opinions

With patience and pride;

Show him his error,

But be not a
terror,

Grim-visaged and fearful,

When he’s at your side.

 


Know what his thoughts are,

Know what his sports are,

Know all his playmates,

It’s easy to learn
to;

Be such a father

That when troubles gather

You’ll be the first one

For counsel, he’ll turn to.

 


You can inspire him

With courage, and fire him

Hot with ambition

For deeds that are good;

He’ll not betray you

Nor illy repay you,

If you have taught him

The things that you should.

Father and son

Must in all things be one—

Partners in trouble

And comrades in joy.

More than a dad

Was the best pal you had;

Be such a chum

As you knew, to your boy.

 


From
A Heap o’ Livin’

by Edgar A. Guest, 1916

 


 


 


Author’s
Introduction




This book is about how my
relationship with my son Raymond has developed and grown from the
day he was born all the way through to his thirtieth year. It’s
also about my striving to be a good father.

At the time of my son’s birth in
1981, I was a struggling writer. In order to support my family—my
wife Joan, my 10-year-old stepson Sol and Raymond—I had to take a
break from my writing career to focus on teaching full-time in the
San Francisco Unified School District. Before Ray was born, I
worked only as a part-time substitute teacher. During the second
and third summers of Ray’s life, when I was on vacation from
teaching, I took sole care of him when Joan returned to work as a
secretary for a law firm. I tried my best to write with the little
time given me by my infant son. What I found out was that caring
for a child is not only a full-time job, but it’s also one of the
hardest jobs in the world. A parent has to be aware at all times
during a baby’s every waking minute. A child’s nap of an hour, or
at most two hours, is the only respite a parent gets during the
day. I seized that narrow time frame with all that was in me. Other
than writing in my journal, I rarely found time to work on my novel
or stories that were percolating in my mind. The entries I made
during my son’s infancy take up a large part of this book.

As Ray started growing, I saw that
he possessed athletic ability. I was glad to steer him in that
direction because in my early years I was once an athlete. Being an
athlete bestowed upon me high self-esteem. I wanted my son to
possess the very same self-confidence I had, so I helped coach his
baseball teams from the time he was 9 until he was 13. I saw him
both struggle and stand tall on the baseball field in those five
years. When he entered high school, I sat in the stands to watch
him play football and baseball. Due to a serious knee injury that
occurred his sophomore year in baseball, Ray’s athletic career
dwindled down to nothing. Sports, though, is still a great bond in
our lives, since the San Francisco Giants, San Francisco 49ers and
Golden State Warriors play in our backyard.

Because of his knee injury, Ray
turned his energies to hip-hop music and sound engineering. He
became a DJ, and over the years he’s produced several CDs. He also
contracts out as an independent sound engineer. Today, as a
counselor for underprivileged teenagers, he connects with them by
helping them produce their own hip-hop CDs.

This book, culled from my journals
of the past 30 years, shows my true feelings for my son. When I was
writing the journal entries, I didn’t hold back any feelings
because it never occurred to me that they would someday constitute
a book. As a result, you get a completely sincere account of what I
was feeling at the moment.

From the time I changed my son’s
diapers to watching him evolve into a young boy, teenager and now
an adult, I’ve seen growth, maturity and a purpose in his life. In
addition to counseling young teens, Ray counsels incarcerated men
and women rehabbing from drug and alcohol addictions. I am
extremely proud that he’s chosen an altruistic route in life.

In this book you’ll be able to see
the development of a father-son relationship. At times over the
years I became impatient with Ray. I displayed anger when he quit
on himself, when he wasn’t being honest with me or when I caught
him smoking pot. Because my emotions burst forth before I realized
what I was saying, I sought the help of a therapist. What I learned
from Dr. Richard Vogel was to control my anger (most of the time)
and to be more trusting of my son’s judgment.

I know what it is to take total care
of an infant son, from warming his bottle to teaching him the
alphabet to being responsible for his actions. Now it’s his turn to
teach me what this ever expanding technological age has to
offer.

There has been one steady feeling
I’ve had for Ray, and that is I’ve always loved him with all my
heart and will always love him as we both enter new chapters in our
lives.

—Joseph Sutton

 


 


 



Foreword


Joseph Sutton has written a very
important book that describes, over the course of thirty years, his
relationship with his son Ray. His motivation from the earliest
days of his son’s life has been to provide him with the utmost of
care in the interest of creating a secure environment for his son.
It is somewhat unusual for men to invest and actively engage in the
day-to-day lives of their infant or toddler. More often than not, I
hear men remark that their involvement with their child occurred
later on when their child was four or five. Joe, on the other hand,
provides numerous examples of his desire to empathically attune
with his son even during infancy. Thus, Joe’s narrative becomes a
source of inspiration for the growing number of men who are
currently involved in fostering their sons’ early development, as
well as for those of us who become caregivers during their
adolescence, early adulthood and beyond.

Being a father of
an 11-year-old boy myself, I, like Joe, feel blessed in having the
privilege of raising my son and the opportunity to acquire
competencies like those that Joe continuously refers to in
Father and Son. These include the mentoring and overseeing of our
childrens’ acquisition of keen intellect and emotional
intelligence, the courage to set limits on potentially destructive
behaviors, the support for our sons to acquire athleticism and
kinetic skills should they be inclined to participate in sports,
and perhaps most importantly, the motivation to become more patient
fathers during tumultuous moments in the relationship.

I want to thank Joe for placing an
emphasis on the import of learning from our sons, providing many
examples that illustrate his openness to viewing Ray as his
teacher. His perspective inspires those of us who yearn for a
similar experience with our own sons—for a rewarding relationship
that requires the possession of sufficient humility to empower a
child with such authority.

Joe identifies patience as a virtue.
Clearly, one can extract from his writing the challenge that he,
like most of us, has faced when it is in our own and our child’s
best interest to respond in a more serene and less impatient
manner. The beauty of Joe’s narrative and his gift as a writer is
his transparency in conveying to us his anguish and at times
remorse when confronting the demon of impatience.

With regard to
impatience, Joe counsels us, “When I see my son strike out once in
every baseball game he’s been in this year, I want to tell him he
can’t strike out that much. But I hold my tongue.
Patience. It’s not easy to possess such a virtue.”

Father and
Son, in my opinion, is a must-read
for men approaching fatherhood, those currently involved in the
initial stages of childrearing, or those overseeing their sons’
maturation as they transition from adolescence to early adulthood
and beyond.

—Psychologist Richard Vogel,
Ph.D.

 


 


 


I Birth-10 Years,
1981-1991


 


1981 —
Birth
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Ray’s first week on
Earth

 


February 8, 1981

Raymond Joseph William Sutton is my
newborn son’s name. Seven-pounds, four-ounces, born at 7:47 p.m.
last night, February 7, one hour and forty-five minutes after Joan
and I arrived at Children’s Hospital. It was a beautiful day in San
Francisco, from start to finish.

Joan started having mild
contractions at 5:30 a.m. yesterday. She called the doctor and the
doctor’s response was, “Call me when the contractions are strong
and five minutes apart.” Her contractions eased off to 15 to 25
minutes apart after he told her that. He said they might go on for
a week if they’re that far apart. After the doctor spoke to her,
she went back to sleep and rested. I got up to make breakfast
around 9:30. My 10-year-old stepson Sol and I had eggs, bagels and
milk. Joan had a bagel in bed. Her contractions were still 15 to 25
minutes apart, and mild. They lasted from a few seconds to 30
seconds.

At around 1 p.m. we decided to go
for a walk in Golden Gate Park. But we didn’t get out of the house
until 3 p.m. because at 2 p.m. mild contractions starting coming
five minutes apart. Joan didn’t call the doctor because she was
afraid of a false alarm.

We drove to Golden Gate Park and got
to the place where she had been the day before, where there was a
lake and trees bursting with pink blossoms. Up above there were
white, puffy clouds in a blue sky—the same blue that would become
the color of Raymond’s eyes. The clouds filtered the sun’s rays
making it seem like spotlights were shining down from the heavens
above. It was surely a special day.

Joan was so
beautiful and strong. As we walked, every five minutes on the dot,
she’d have a contraction that lasted 45-60 seconds—and they were
getting stronger and stronger each time. She wanted to keep walking
so she could show me what she had seen a day earlier.

We would walk, stop for a
contraction, then pain. With each contraction she’d hold onto a
tree branch or I’d hold her up. On the last branch she held, she
noticed a man’s ring right in front of her. We didn’t know whether
it was silver, gold or brass, but obviously it was a good luck
omen. Joan didn’t want to rush to the hospital—she wanted to
breathe fresh air for as long as possible. She knew it was good for
her to be outside in the cool San Francisco air with popcorn clouds
and patches of blue in the sky instead of waiting in a sterile
hospital room. She knew it was good for her and she was right.

 


February 15, 1981

I’m sitting in a chair in the living
room waiting for both my son and wife to wake up. It’s 1:00 a.m.
They’re lying on the couch facing me. Joan will feed him as soon as
he wakes up. Raymond has grown quite a bit in his eighth day in
this world. He doesn’t cry anymore when his diaper is being
changed. That’s just one example of him starting to groove along
with things that need to be done instead of fighting them. He’s
sleeping longer, from three to four hours. He’s an alert baby.

 


March 29, 1981

My 75-year-old mother arrived on a
Greyhound from L.A. yesterday, the day Raymond turned seven weeks.
She’s in fine form physically, mentally and vocally. She sings all
the time, especially to Raymond, who seems to love the sound of her
voice.

Raymond, of course, is the finest
baby alive. He’s such a good boy. He smiles a lot and rarely
complains. He’s such a bright and cheery boy. He communicates with
his tongue sometimes. He rarely cries except when we’re putting him
to bed at night.

Joan is strong, beautiful and
wise.

Sol, my stepson, is smart, growing,
learning but can be stubborn at times.

I’ve been subbing for an English
teacher at Lincoln High who’ll be out for the remainder of the
school year.

 


April 12, 1981

Raymond seems
strong, handsome and smart. His disposition seems positive. I love
the little lad. He reminds me of one of the
20th
Century’s greatest sports figures: Babe
Ruth. He’s built just like the Bambino. To think that someday this
two-month-old baby will become a grown man. We named him after my
father, Raymond Sutton. I hope he’ll be as gentle and kind as his
paternal grandfather was.

I have an idea to write a folk tale
about my son. It’ll be about a baby who was born with a baseball in
one hand and a pen in the other.

My mom stayed a whole week. She
cooked, cleaned and helped with Raymond. She still possesses that
vibrant energy she’s always had. It was an honor to have her here.
Joan cried when the Greyhound bus took off.

 


July 8, 1981

The boy knows his name. He responds
to it every time we say it. His hand-eye coordination is improving
daily. He can hold an empty beer can in one hand. All in all, he’s
maturing at a fairly swift pace.

I’m taking care of
my son today. I fed him, changed his diaper, gave him a bottle of
milk, played with him, let him play with his toys while sitting up,
listened to him cry, moved him to four different spots to stop him
from crying and still couldn’t please him. I love my son very much
when he isn’t crying. When I see him smile and playing with his
toys, it makes a dent in my heart. Finally, he’s taking a
nap.

I have a little time to myself right
now and have to make the most of it. I can’t waste time. Every
moment I’m at my desk I’ll have to produce something, otherwise
I’ll never be a writer.

 


August 17, 1981 — Rambunctious
Raymond and a Check

A short time after Raymond was born,
Joan landed a job transcribing tapes for a court reporter. Since
both of us work at home and take care of the little tyke, it’s been
hard to define our roles as to who should do what and when.

Rambunctious Raymond is getting
bigger and stronger. He can crawl now and is beginning to sit up
and stand up on his own.

Today, just three
days before I turn 41, I received a $75 check from the
Fresno Bee for an article I wrote about meeting my favorite writer, William
Saroyan, who died three months ago. Saroyan was also my mentor. He
taught me to trust myself as a writer. Here’s what he wrote in a
short story called “The Genius”: “Don’t worry about style. Just put
it down on paper the way it comes to you and you’ll find it’ll be
full of style. Don’t even worry about grammar. That’ll be part of
your style, part of your originality.”

 


September 14, 1981

Sol is 11 today. We’re throwing a
party for him in Golden Gate Park.

I’ve been very
busy getting my collection of short stories together before school
begins next week. I finished the project yesterday. Tomorrow I’ll
be sending out The Immortal Mouth
and Other Stories to the Iowa
School of Letters contest.

 


October 3, 1981

Raymond is four days away from eight
months. He can crawl well and can stand up to the point of almost
walking. He can say “dada, dada,” which to him means he’s either
hungry, thirsty or wants his mom or dad, but especially his mom who
happens to be dear, beautiful Joan.

Poor Raymond. Sol
dropped him on his head today. Luckily, Sol was sitting, not
standing. Sol was white with fear that he might have done damage to
Raymond, but the kid, after sleeping it off for a couple of hours,
seems all right now.

He’s sitting on my lap at my desk
this very moment, banging away on my trusty Remington typewriter as
I write in this journal. Poor Raymond, he’s fallen from our bed
three times, from a friend’s arms once, and other countless falls
when he was standing or sitting. Boy, if parents knew their child
would land on his head so many times in the first year they’d never
have kids.

Raymond is coordinated even though
he’s fallen on his head scores of times. He’s strong, has
stick-to-itiveness, has a good sense of humor and is a little
spoiled at times. He still wakes up in the middle of the night.

I read a short story of mine, “The
Baby,” to one of my English classes at Lincoln High this week.
After reading the story, one of my students said, “Did you write
that?” “Yes,” I answered. And he replied, “I thought a famous
writer wrote that.”

 


December 26, 1981

Raymond is almost
11 months. For a few months he’d wake up two or three times during
the night. Now he’s sleeping through the night on a consistent
basis. The kid knows how to clap his hands, wave bye-bye, crawl
with a fluid motion and is on the verge of walking in a month or
two. Right now he can stand up and take seven or eight steps, and
then he goes plop
to the floor. Yesterday, while on his
stomach, he learned how to go down the stairs feet first. I’ve been
trying to teach him that maneuver, on and off, for the past three
months and, finally, he showed me that my effort has not been in
vain.

 


 


 


1982 —
One
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Golden Gate
Park

 


February 22, 1982

My son is walking
almost full-time and becoming more independent as each day passes.
I love every minute when I’m with him. He’s an individual already.
Joan said, “He’s a person.” My boy is a jovial
soul, although he’s beginning to complain or whine more often as he
gets older.

 


March 12, 1982 — Our First Walk
Together

Yesterday Raymond
and I took our first walk together. He actually walked about 10
blocks. He’s strong and durable. He would stop, on average, every
five steps. He was curious about everything—things on the
ground, things in storefront windows, things up high. The up high
thing that really caught his eye was an old-time ceiling fan at the
entrance of See’s Candies. He wouldn’t budge. He just stood and
stared at the long blades going ‘round and ‘round and
‘round.

The little lad is growing and
maturing every day. He doesn’t tear pages out of books anymore. He
looks at the pictures and makes the sounds of the animals he
notices. He goes “Grrrr” when he sees a lion and “Ow, ow, ow” when
he sees a cat or kitten.

He seems very content with the
world. Oh, sure, he gets frustrated every so often, but on the
whole he’s very confident and content with himself.

 


April 8, 1982

I haven’t had a chance to write much
at all. I wish my books would get accepted by publishers and my
stories by magazines, but since that’s not the case, I’ve got to
teach history and English at Lincoln High to make a living for my
family.

Just yesterday I was thinking that I
love Raymond so much. It’s such a pleasure being around a boy of 14
months who is growing and glowing as each day passes. I’d do
anything for him. I love him, no matter what he does.

 


April 22, 1982 — The Diaper Bag

Today I was
literally down in the dumps.

Joan phoned school late this morning
and told the secretary there was an emergency and that I should
call her right away. As soon as I received the secretary’s note, I
called Joan.

She cried into the phone, “The
diaper man couldn’t find the diaper bag I left outside this
morning. He said we’d have to pay a hundred dollars to replace the
diapers. I called the garbage people and they said they had the
bag. They said I can go down to the dump and pick it up—that truck
6A will be waiting for me. Raymond’s taking his nap now and they
told me to be there right away. What should I do, Joe?”

Luckily the lunch bell was about to
ring and I had a free period after lunch, so I zoomed on down to
the city dump, which is next door to Candlestick Park. I parked my
car and ran up to the man at the checkpoint who pointed towards the
supervisor waiting for me in a green pickup. As I approached his
truck, the supervisor said, “Are you the guy looking for the
diapers?”

“Yeah, that’s
me.”

Two guys, one tall and the other
short, jumped out of truck 6A when the supervisor and I arrived at
the dump.

“We’ll empty the
garbage here,” said the supervisor, pointing to the cement floor we
were standing on and not the enormous dump twenty feet below.
“It’ll cost you a hundred bucks to get someone to sweep the garbage
into the dump.”

“I’ll sweep the
garbage into the dump,” I said.

Tall and Short looked at each other
and laughed.

“You don’t know
what you’re saying,” said the supervisor.

“But I drove down
here to save a hundred dollars from the diaper company.”

Tall told the supervisor, “Forget
the hundred bucks, I’ll help the guy,” and Short chimed in, “Me,
too.”

It’s nice of these
guys to help out, I
thought, but why are they making
such a big deal out of sweeping some garbage into the
dump?

The plan was to let a little garbage
out each time and check for the diaper bag. The short guy tilted
the truck bed back and moved the truck forward as the tall fellow
and I searched for the white plastic bag. No dice. A second load
was let out. Nothing. A third load, and that’s when the tall guy
spotted the white bag of dirty diapers. There were at least 25
other white plastic bags in that monstrous pile, but this tall
fellow found the treasure that I so desperately wanted.

The next order of business was to
sweep the garbage into the dump. It was piled two to three feet
high and covered an area equal to a medium-sized bedroom. Each of
us had a shovel and we began chopping into the sides of the pile
and scraping it into the dump. That’s when I realized why Tall and
Short volunteered to help me. The garbage was like lead and it took
every ounce of energy to move it. There were all kinds of things in
that garbage heap and it made me sick to my stomach to look at. But
I wanted to show the two men how indebted I was by working doubly
fast so as to lighten their load. If it weren’t for me, they
would’ve been sitting in an easy chair at home with a bottle of
beer in hand.

I was huffing and puffing, groaning
and sweating, and didn’t let up for one second. It took us close to
45 minutes to scrape that ooey, gooey, smelly, slimy garbage into
the dump. I was completely exhausted and felt I’d been through a
wringer.

I offered Tall and Short all the
money in my wallet, $30, but they wouldn’t take it.

After I grabbed Raymond’s bag of
diapers, Tall offered me a ride to my car in his pickup. I couldn’t
stop thanking him for all he and Short had done. “You guys are
saints. I’m going to leave a cold beer for you guys next week and
every week after that.”

“Forget the beer,”
said Tall. “Any soft drink’ll be fine.”

Fortunately I made it back to school
in time for my next class.

 


June 1, 1982

There are two weeks of school
remaining. I want to write a bunch of stories this summer. Joan is
going back to the law office and I’ll be taking care of Raymond.
It’s going to be tough taking care of my son and writing stories
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