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To my father, of course








There are three stages of a man’s life: he believes in Santa Claus, he doesn’t believe in Santa Claus, he is Santa Claus.

—Author not known
 (but obviously a dad)
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FOREWORD



Why, you’re asking yourself, does this guy think he’s an expert on the topic of fatherhood? Forget the fact that I hosted a network show on parenting—I only did that for the catering. The fact is that as a longtime professional journalist I have been observing my father for fifty years, not counting the twenty years I’ve chronicled my own children, for a sum total of seventy years, which is remarkable for a fifty-year-old guy. This is the same math logic I use to calculate my taxes.

“You want to be a dad on a sitcom?”

That was what the legendary chairman of NBC, Brandon Tartikoff, asked me, wondering if I wanted to be a wisecracking albeit misguided father on a situation comedy for one half hour each week. I’d be the peacock network’s latest version of Bill Cosby, who at that same time was making hundreds of millions of dollars as he dispensed heartfelt advice that always ended with a punch line to his camera-perfect children, who were not really his children but highly compensated actors pretending to be blood relatives.

“Steve, you look like the perfect dad,” the NBC chairman added after I taped my show at 30 Rock.

I look like the perfect dad? That seemed odd because at that moment I was wearing heavy Pan-Cake makeup and a bib. To the best of my knowledge, the perfect dad does not wear eyeliner and a bib, unless it’s cross-dresser night at Red Lobster.


Instead I returned to television news and I did not take that sitcom job, which ran almost a decade and made the guy who did take the job tens of millions of dollars. My wife just showed me a photo layout of him in a recent In Style magazine surrounded by supermodels on his private island lighting a cigar with a fifty.

There’s more to fatherhood than looking the part; a real dad is someone who would do anything for his kids. My friend Mary, whose father was a legendary columnist during Hollywood’s golden era, didn’t know how to break some bad news to her dad. A clever, proud man, he was in his eighties and had slowed down a bit—he made Larry King look like Billy Elliot.

“Dad, I’ve got MS.”

Stunned, the father said nothing for a moment. Mary could see the wheels in his head turning. “Don’t you worry, we are going to lick this thing,” he said. “Do you want me to call Jerry Lewis’s people?”

Mary paused to reflect on his generous offer of cashing in one of show business’s most valuable assets, a favor.

“Look, Jerry owes me big. So does Dean, but I can’t collect from him, he and Sammy are long gone,” the former scribbler for Variety, Hollywood Reporter, and TV Guide confided to his girl.

“Dad, calling Jerry Lewis’s people would be great if I had muscular dystrophy,” Mary replied, “but I have multiple sclerosis. Maybe you could call Annette Funicello’s people?”

Disease confusion.

Fathers are generally big-picture guys who get all sorts of important details scrambled: diseases that start with the letter m, birthdays, times of school events, and with painful frequency even the names of their own children. Generally mothers never make those kinds of mistakes, because while they’re both parents, dads are different from moms.

That could be the greatest understatement since Noah turned on the Weather Channel and found out that the next forty days called for a 20 percent chance of light rain.

Mothers are reassuring comforters and healers who dole out unconditional love, while fathers are the family muscle, the providers, the tire-gauge-in-the-pocket practical guys who twice yearly try to be romantic.

“Roses, on a Tuesday?” Mom observed as Dad walked through the door. “Were you stopped at the light again?”

While there is no disputing that nine months of pregnancy is rough on a woman, she should walk a mile in a father’s Hush Puppies with thirty or forty pounds of wiggling kid around her neck for the first five years of a child’s life. Seeing a father able to stand up straight after a full day of piggyback rides without a trip to the chiropractor would be as remarkable as seeing Mary-Kate Olsen finish an entire niçoise salad.

“Pops, what time’s curfew?” Cain asked his father, Adam.

“Be home before CSI Mesopotamia.”

“But Dad…”

“All right, ask your mother.”

That was not what the youngster wanted to hear, because everybody knew his mother, Eve, wore the fig leaf in that family.

History has shown us that ever since the beginning, moms and dads have been different. In reality, new moms are better at parenting than new dads, but there’s a reason why: they are programmed to mother. What is playing with a doll if not mommy practice? In fact, there is a mega mother industrial complex made up of thousands of magazines, books, classes, and TV shows that instruct women on how to raise the perfect child. Once a week Oprah tells how to do it despite never having raised a child, unless you count Dr. Phil.

Spontaneously upon umbilical cord snipping they become lifelong members of a special sorority with every other mom, which explains how my wife was speaking to a total stranger on a buffet line when the woman confessed, “Forget knee pain, honey, I had an episiotomy with sixty-nine stitches.” Vaguely familiar with the procedure, I quietly crossed my legs and politely nodded in horror.

So they have a vast mommy-wing conspiracy. Meanwhile, across the gender aisle, fathers are usually clueless about what to do with that new baby at home. I considered it a good father-son outing if I didn’t accidentally break off an arm even though he had a spare. This is what happens to an entire species that has no special father TV shows, zero Maxim articles on “Nine Simple Cures for Diaper Rash,” and certainly no practice-dad toys. If you think G.I. Joe inculcates in a boy how to be a father, you’re nuts. G.I. Joe is not something to cuddle. He’s not even a toy. G.I. Joe is a molded plastic killing machine, and let’s keep it that way.

In grade school my brothers-in-law were momentarily fascinated by their sister’s Betsy Wetsy, to the point that they disemboweled her to see the doll magic that made her piddle. After their fact-finding jackknife surgery they returned the doll to the crib, where she was still fed her bottle, despite the fact that from that day forward Betsy peed from her armpit.

So a man doesn’t have much of a foundation in fathering. It’s more on-the-job training, and it starts the day he becomes a father, which for me was the greatest day ever. Those stories about how life changes are absolutely true. On the birthday of my first child, when I walked out of that hospital, the sky seemed bluer, food tasted better, and the songs on the radio were happy and apparently written just for me! I had a reason to be on earth; I was somebody’s dad.

I would witness my kid’s first steps, first haircuts, and the bloody loss of his first teeth. I am, however, not Superman. Nobody can be there for everything, which is how I can live with myself for being on the mower when my son said his first words, which my wife insists were “trust fund.”

Note to self: No more motivational baby books by Donald Trump.

As I prepared this book for publication I asked my daughter Mary, who’d known only a childhood in the leafy suburbs of New York, if she had any idea what my childhood was like growing up on the flat-lands of America’s Great Plains.

“Not really,” she started, but “I bet you sat around and popped a bunch of corn pills.”

For the record, I did not spend my Wonder Years lurking outside a Kansas grain elevator in some sort of a corn silk coma. But she proved what I had believed to be true—she didn’t know much about my life, which was not the case when I asked her about her mother’s history.

“Mommy had a convertible with a personalized plate that was BLUIZ, and that gray-haired guy on CBS took her to a Halloween dance.” She continued with such detail about her mother’s personal narrative that if there had been a piano sound track, it would have sounded like an episode of A&E’s Biography.

Mary didn’t know much about my life before she came along because just like my father and his peers in the Greatest Generation, we don’t like to talk much about ourselves. Some don’t want to brag; others don’t want to bore. Personally, after a hard day at work I’d rather go home and listen to their daily dramas from school rather than gossip over the dinner table about which of my associates was stealing office supplies.

These stories are all true, which will prompt some of you to question why I have not yet been charged with endangering a child or impersonating a parent.

While I have a highly visible job on the Fox & Friends program, in real life my wife and family are the stars. Kathy, my wife of more than twenty years, really deserves the complete credit for the wonderful children who were raised at our house. Allow me to introduce them: they are Peter, Mary, and Sally, whose names we have abbreviated for necklace-engraving purposes to PMS.

The other person who casts a long shadow over this work is my own father, Jim Doocy, who in 2008 finally retired after sixty-two years of working for the man. Now he has more free time to chat with me on the phone, which is terrific for me because he always has a great idea about how I can fix a carburetor, shingle the garage, or vacuum the refrigerator coil. He’s good with mechanical things; however, some of the newfangled digital stuff dumbfounds him. “Stephen, check your fax machine,” he told me this morning. “I sent you a fax. After you read it, send it back—it’s my only copy.”


I could tell him that the original is still in his machine, but there’s no reason for me to lecture him. Like many, he thinks the facsimile machine is like the transporter from Star Trek, magically transmitting whole sheets of paper through the phone lines. But I won’t tell him how it really works, because I don’t want to hurt his feelings. He’s the only dad I’ll ever have, which means I am honest and direct with him much the same way the Macaroni Grill is an Italian restaurant—not so much.
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Birth

Dad on Arrival




July 21, 1987, was the day I became a father. My wife, Kathy, had gotten pregnant nine months earlier on or around my thirtieth birthday party with things we had around the house.

My wife had been having contractions for over a month, and the doctor decided to induce the labor during the hottest, most humid stretch of the year, on the kind of day when Angelina Jolie would try to adopt a kid from Antarctica. For my wife’s induced delivery we showed up very early at the east door of the George Washington University Hospital, just a few blocks from the White House. This was the same trauma center where six years earlier they rushed President Reagan, when the world discovered that John Hinckley liked Jodie Foster in a much stranger way than Joanie ever loved Chachi.

We have a very romantic story. I met my wife for the first time when she was five. We weren’t neighbors or schoolmates or even vague acquaintances. I saw her on television, where she starred as the most incredible girl in the world, Mattel’s talking doll, Chatty Cathy. Pull a string in her neck and without moving her lips she’d start repeating one of numerous recorded sentences, bossing around whoever was unlucky enough to be holding her.

“Please change my dress.”

“May I have some tea, Mummy?”

“Will you play with me?”

A limited conversationalist, she’d incessantly repeat the same handful of demands over and over again. No wonder there was no childhood obesity back then—little girls were jumping through hoops for Chatty Cathy, one demanding hunk of rubberized plastic. At age five, I watched the commercials on our black-and-white Zenith in Kansas, not knowing that twenty-three years later I would not only meet Chatty Cathy but also marry her.

My future wife wound up a child television actress thanks to the confluence of geography, a persistent stage mother, and general cuteness. Their family lived in the San Fernando Valley town of Encino, which was crawling with A-listers. In my wife’s cozy neighborhood, Judy Garland, Tim Conway, and Walt Disney all had houses, as did the biggest movie star of all time. One day on the grocery checkout line my future wife was making a typical five-year-old’s demand for her mother to buy her a Hershey bar.

“Please, I want it!” she begged.

Standing her ground, her mother, Lillian, said no. The kid kept begging until some impatient man in line behind cleared his throat. The mother didn’t need advice on how to deal with a screaming kid, so she turned to give the stink-eye to the man. The buttinsky was John Wayne.

“Give the little lady the candy, ma’am,” the Duke directed.

The fear of insulting Hollywood royalty momentarily immobilized her, so he drove home his point by mouthing the word “Now.” A candy purchase was immediately made.

Directly across the street from my wife’s house lived the biggest TV stars in the world, Roy Rogers and Dale Evans. Monday through Friday they were shooting at rustlers and bad guys, but by Sunday morning they were always cleaned up for services at Saint Nicholas’ Episcopal Church. A sign in Roy Rogers’s front yard said BIENVENIDO, which translates “welcome,” which they did every Tuesday afternoon, opening the front door to the neighborhood kids.

“Who wants to see Trigger?” Dale’d ask as the starstruck children filed by the most famous horse in the world. Trigger didn’t mind the attention, but why would he? He was dead. When Trigger went to that big haystack in the sky, Roy and Dale had him stuffed and then placed him in their foyer. Maybe it became a neighborhood tradition, because when their neighbor Walt Disney passed away somebody apparently liked the idea of keeping Walt around, but they didn’t stuff him and put him in the hall, they just cut off his head and put it in the deep freeze.

“Okay, kids, when I open the refrigerator door, look on the left, and you’ll see the guy who invented EPCOT.”

My wife’s father, Joe, was a salesman for a New York–based lingerie company. When I eventually met him I admitted I was unfamiliar with that line of work, but he cleared it up by explaining, “I work in ladies’ underpants.”

My wife’s mother, a onetime New York model, started reading the show business trades, finding open auditions, and putting the kids to work. Barely knee-high to a William Morris agent, they did commercials for cars, fast-food joints, hair color, you name it; when they smiled and held up the product, America bought it.

“You deserve a break today!” My future wife lip-synched Barry Manilow’s jingle for McDonald’s while looking really cute in a paper hat.

“Here, O. J.” was her line when she tossed the Hertz keys to O. J. Simpson as he dashed through the concourse of the Palm Springs airport. Just think, had my future wife not given him the rental car keys, he might never have gotten back to Los Angeles, and American history could have been much different. Slow-speed chases are almost impossible unless the car is turned on.

Eventually she wound up at ESPN, as one of that network’s first on-air women, and later at NBC in Washington, where I spotted her in the commissary and made it my life’s mission to get a date with her. After a series of awkward encounters I eventually wore her down, for a mercy date. As I left her apartment that night I told her we’d be married. She presumed I was mentally unbalanced, but real life never lets you down—we were married five months later, and fourteen months after that, she was begging to have a word with the nurse who controlled her pain medicine as the real-life Chatty Cathy was about to birth a baby. Somebody please alert Mary Hart.

Back to that delivery day. After the hospital admission, she was escorted to a bleak labor room with very unflattering fluorescent lighting and changed into what they called a gown, but in reality, with the back side never fastened it was more of a labor and delivery apron. We asked what to expect, and they explained that sometimes a first-pregnancy delivery went fast, other times it dragged on, so to be on the safe side, her doctor was inducing the labor by injecting her with a potent mix of pharmaceuticals that would trigger some sort of hood release on her southernmost parts. That was the theory. However, the powerful drug Pitocin did nothing to her—she had some immunity to it, and instead we just sat there waiting. Think Amy Winehouse in stirrups.

“When should we start a college fund?” She sounded like a Morgan Stanley commercial.

“Why bother?” I said flippantly, unaware of the power of compound interest over twenty years; instead, I turned my attention momentarily to pressing matters. “Pass me the People magazine. I want to do the crossword.”

A five-letter word that means “review word for a successful show”?

BOFFO I carefully printed perpendicular to BORK, waiting for nature to take its course. Killing time later, I walked past the nursery with all of the bassinets lined up in rows with screaming strangers, and at that moment I wondered what my parents had gone through on my birthday almost exactly thirty years earlier. Family historians remember my mother had contractions for thirty-six excruciating hours—a labor any longer and they’d have made her an honorary Teamster.

Eighteen months after my mom and dad’s wedding and honeymoon in the Wisconsin Dells, where they memorialized their big trip by keeping every menu from every restaurant they visited, it was time for my world premiere. At two o’clock in the morning on October 19, my mother was in the delivery room of the town’s only hospital when her attending physician made the shocking announcement that my birth was delayed because I was essentially stuck somewhere between the Panama and birth canals. My heart rate was slowing into the red zone, so the doctor quickly gave nature a helping hand and dragged me into this world with a set of stainless steel forceps that looked like jumbo salad tongs.

And where was my dad? He was not in the room, he was not in the state, he was not even in the country. Eight months before I was born my father had entertained a hard-to-resist employment opportunity. The job promised exciting travel, accommodations, and a fantastic new wardrobe if you liked camouflage. He was drafted. After a basic training that made sure he understood the correct end of a rifle to point at the bad guys, the army lickety-split dispatched him to Stuttgart, Germany, to make sure disgruntled Mercedes-Benz employees didn’t take over the world on their lunch hours.

“Put down the cluster bomb, Dieter, and go rivet some diesels.”

My father saw me for the first time when I was eighteen months old. Despite missing hundreds of diaper changes, crying jags, and a near deadly whooping cough, I was by his account still adorable.

The stern draft notice from the Pentagon was the reason my father was not in attendance for my birth, but back then few guys were in the delivery room for the actual birth. Generally men would drive their wives to the hospital, park the car, and wait for an announcement. Fast-forward a generation and I was not only in the same room with my wife, but I was her labor and delivery coach, having spent at least half a dozen evenings in various community center basements learning Lamaze breathing, to help my wife during the miracle of birth. Here’s a news flash: that breathing is a scam. It doesn’t work. I prompted Kathy to pant and blow exactly as we’d been taught, and yet during several raving intervals she informed me that it felt like she was trying to pass a DeLorean.

The cynic in me wonders whether the breathing exercises were developed by nurses and doctors who had grown tired of the expectant father asking “Is it time?” and wanted to give both the man and the woman something to do while they waited for the baby to squirt out. It did nothing to ease my wife’s pain, but if it was simply a distraction to give her something to concentrate upon, may I suggest they abandon Lamaze and install a Guitar Hero 3. That way she has something with which to pass the time that’ll distract her from her contractions, and if she can score seventy-five thousand points before the baby is born, she should get free parking.

Thirteen hours after our predawn arrival a nurse noticed that our baby’s heartbeat had slowed down considerably, and there was some worry that he was stuck, which could mean the ultimate disaster: a lawsuit. A brief conversation in hushed tones and a flurry of activity as something was pulled out of a sterile drawer, and just as I was delivered three decades earlier, my son arrived courtesy of a set of giant salad tongs. Peter James, the most beautiful child the world had ever seen, made his debut with a handsome complexion the same color as Superman’s hair, blue.

That event marked the single greatest moment of my life. My legacy weighed seven pounds eleven ounces and would have stood twenty-two inches tall if he’d been able to stand, which that first day I wasn’t going to demand. The only thing he could do at that moment was lie there in a blue knit stocking cap like the neighborhood’s youngest felon waiting to knock over a 7-Eleven.

“We’ll just wrap him up like a tater and put him under the lamp,” one of the reliable nurses said as she placed him under the cozy glow of what looked exactly like the heat bulb at McDonald’s that keeps the fries warm; the only thing missing was the shaker of salt. Daydreaming about how my life had changed in that instant and how I finally had someone to watch wrestling with, I overheard the nurse querying the delivery team members, filling out his Apgar score, which I learned was how one evaluates a newborn’s physical condition. The closer to ten, the better the score.

“He’s a nine, very good,” the nurse announced.

His first test, and already he’s an A student! Later by the vending machines I met a new dad who proudly articulated his son’s grade. “He’s a seven,” he bragged.

“That’s a great score,” I said, which was a lie. Already so far behind my son. I should have just told that father to forget about Harvard and send an early-admission application to Clown College.

There was a further wrinkle to our delivery day. One week earlier, a baby had been snatched at a suburban hospital, and now that we could stop being worried about a healthy baby, we could advance to nonstop parental hysteria and worry that our only child was about to be kidnapped by some slug of the earth who craved what we had, a Smurf-blue baby. Ergo we made a pact that our baby Peter James would stay the entire time in my wife’s room and not the public nursery, which meant one of us would have to be awake around the clock eyeballing the baby. We did not consider ourselves paranoid, and the voices in my head reassured me of that, but my wife was positive a direct Bruno Hauptmann descendant was circulating nearby with a minivan and an extension ladder on the roof.

“You go home and get some rest,” Kathy told me as I kissed my only legal tax deductions good-bye. Amped up on adrenaline, I intended to go directly to sleep, but I was too keyed up, so I started calling friends and family members to tell them the good news. First our parents, then our siblings, followed by miscellaneous family members, lifelong pals, our Lamaze coach, and finally people at work.

“What are you doing home? We need to celebrate,” said one of my best friends who just like me also had a new son at home. My own father had told me that the night I was born, the guys from his army unit took him to one of Stuttgart’s finest beer gardens and served up what they did best, a large hangover.

“I really can’t, at six I’m on kidnapping duty,” I told him, which seemed like an easy dodge, despite the feeling that made me want to celebrate the greatest day in my life.

“One drink,” he pleaded. In fact, an adult beverage would actually help me relax. Besides, when a man wins an Oscar or the Super Bowl, do you think he goes home and falls asleep with the rich chocolate taste of Ovaltine?

“All right, but I’ve got to be home by midnight.”

On the way to my house, he picked up my boss, who would give me political cover with my wife if she ever found out about my cocktail guzzling while she was standing shotgun over our son, the future president of the United States. For my extra-special single celebratory drink, my friends had selected a very popular spot, which I’d read was a watering hole for celebrities, lobbyists, U.S. senators and congressmen, and even the mayor of Washington.

“Let’s go,” my buddy announced as he and my boss handed the valet the keys. Suddenly paralyzed, I could not in good conscience party with my pals while the mother of my child was two miles away in a lonely semiprivate hospital room with bad lighting, strung out on intravenous drugs and delusional that the bogeyman was going to stop by after visiting hours. There was one other major reason I was uneasy getting out of the car: they’d brought me to a strip joint.

“I came here when my son was born,” my friend divulged as he paid whatever it cost to see people naked. “When they find out you’re a new dad, lap dances are half price!”

The way he said it, it sounded like an unbeatable deal for the value-conscious porn addict, which I was not. However, it was the end of a very long day, and while my wife rode the storm with the benefit of an epidural, I was thirsty, and there was absolutely positively no way she would ever find out. I thanked my boss for paying the cover, which I knew he’d eventually expense as a business lunch with the sports guy.

Inside it was very dark, and the music volume was set to melt eardrums. Aside from our new-father fiesta, there were guys at three or four other tables aimed in the direction of an abandoned stage. The waitress stopped by to take our drink order, an amiable girl who wore a junior college cheerleader uniform that was three sizes too tight and way past anything comfortable. The only one who could pull off wearing that size in public would be Polly Pocket.


“What are you drinking, guys?” she screamed over the music in a voice at a volume one would usually associate with an airplane evacuation.

Despite my plan to have a single highball, I was told there was a two-drink minimum, so I ordered a double vodka, which was actually a sensible selection as it was not only pure alcohol, but it could be used as an antiseptic, which could be useful in that disgusting hell-hole of a club where a sane person would flush with his foot.

Just as the watered-down cocktails arrived I heard the police siren.

Uh-oh.

Simultaneously a door flew open and the room was filled with red flashing lights. My first time in a strip joint was the night of a police raid. Tomorrow the Washington Post would run a photo of me being led out with my hands over my face, under the headline “TV’s Father of the Year,” opposite a picture of my one-day-old boy being held by my future ex-wife, who’d been sitting up bug-eyed all night, with a frying pan in hand waiting for the evildoers to take our baby. From the perp-walk photo the new dad would appear to be sporting a skillet dent in the forehead.

When in mortal danger one either puts up one’s dukes or runs. It’s called fight or flight. I’m a flighter, opting for an immediate evacuation, and was surprised that my friends weren’t ready to run. Instead, they were clapping—what were they, members of the Police Benevolent Association, happy the cops were about to take us downtown?

Scanning the room, I saw that nobody was leaving, and curiously, there were no uniformed officers in the room. The siren was actually the intro of an Ohio Players song, and the lights were just part of the show. No police. I was momentarily convinced that karma was punishing me for being there. Add my hyperactive imagination, fueled by exhaustion and straight vodka, and my mind played a funny trick on me. I had punked myself. Thankfully, that night at the strip joint there was no bust. Allow me to rephrase that—I didn’t have to make bail.


In an ironic turn of events, the first performer was costumed as a registered nurse. Looking exactly like one of the two dozen angels of mercy I’d met that day, this Florence Nightingale was swinging a stethoscope à la Mae West’s feather boa. What a multitasker—not only was she an exotic performer, but with her diagnostic equipment she could detect mitral valve prolapse.

As she tossed her hat with a big red cross on the front into the front row, and long before she was able to gyrate out of her hospital whites, I excused myself from the table, but my companions didn’t care; they were, after all, devoted lovers of live theater.

Looking for the restroom, I found a deserted backroom saloon that had a couple pay phones and an odd feature for this type of business, a salad bar. Momentarily questioning who in his right mind would eat that stuff considering all of the germs and bacteria and belly button lint floating around, I spotted some of those little Chinese corns that have been a weakness of mine since college. Picking up a styrofoam plate and a plastic fork, I loaded it up with the second pair of salad tongs I’d seen that day.

It was delicious, but then again I was starving. I nonchalantly dined on a plate and a half of salad parts, and when I returned to the room the nurse was gone and a French maid was on the catwalk. I suspected this was a maid who did not do windows, but did everything else.

“I have got to go,” I barked on my return, but my companions were oblivious. As I left to hail a cab, they remained visitors to Silicone Valley.

The next morning at six I was at the hospital, where I found my wife rocking our baby, her head twisted uncharacteristically to the left. I estimated she had a three-Tylenol stiff neck. “I haven’t had a second of sleep and I’m dying for a bath,” she said, carefully handing me the boy. “What did you do last night?”

“Not much, just headed home,” I replied, which was technically true. I did go home, and I didn’t do much else, unless you counted eating a salad teeming with E. coli in the back room of a notorious burlesque theater. Completely truthful, to a point, I had that same nauseous feeling one has after a Steven Seagal film fest.

Around noon our friend Tommy Jacamo from the Palm restaurant, where we’d gotten engaged, brought my wife a lobster that was exactly the same weight as my son, seven pounds eleven ounces, which at that place would have cost eighteen thousand dollars, plus parking. By the time the lobster carcass was sucked clean, I was helping the new mom remove the napkins I’d festooned around her neck when my friend whom I’d left at the strip joint twelve hours earlier materialized at her door with a wrapper full of grocery-store flowers. A lovely thought. He then sweetly offered an unparalleled compliment to a mother who’d just gone through over a dozen torturous hours of delivery and a sleepless night in a scary metropolitan trauma center.

“What’s with the kid’s hair? You’re both blonds. He looks Cambodian.”

A wonderful bedside manner. He was the kind of person who really needed sometimes to edit his conversation but did not, which was evidenced by the next thing to spill out of his yap trap.

“Did you tell her about the strip joint?”

“Strip joint?”

“He’s kidding,” I guffawed, knowing that he would instantly gauge from the nervous yet brazen tone of my voice that this was a third-rail topic that must be derailed at that exact moment.

“The fancy one up from the Safeway.”

Luckily for him we were in a hospital, so in a few moments after I’d choked the life out of him and left his body near a Dumpster out back, somebody in a white coat could revive him, as long as he had a valid Blue Cross card in his pocket.

“Are you telling me…” I could tell by the tone of my wife’s voice that this would be the mother of all butt chewings. “While I was here after fifteen hours of labor on the hottest day of the year staying conscious so nobody would kidnap our baby, you were at a topless joint?”


“It was bottomless, too,” my soon-to-be ex-friend chimed in. “But he didn’t stay for that.”

What was he doing? Was this a hidden-camera segment for Montel? This must have been what it was like on that mountain with the Donner party at the moment they realized that they had limited buffet options. “If you’re not using your fingers…can I snack on your index?”

An unhealthy period of quiet swept across the maternity ward as he tried to change the subject, rapping his fingernail on the side of the plastic see-through bassinet, trying to wake up our son. Luckily, our blue baby with the thick black hair was a very sound sleeper. Sensing that his work destroying our family was done, my friend left.

“She wasn’t really mad, was she?” he asked a week later.

“Not at all,” I snapped back as I stared at his rib cage, trying to use mind control to stop his beating heart. In reality, she was hurt, but she had a 7-pound baby to tend to, and a 170-pound bigger baby to train. For that next year, I always wondered whether she’d memorized Raoul Felder’s 800 number, occasionally dialing it for practice.

While it’s easy to become a dad, the simple act of a birth does not make you a father; that is something that is learned along the way. Intelligence does not equal wisdom
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