Great Commission Northwest

Lowering the Price Father’s Pay      - by Mark Patinkin,   columnist,    Providence Journal
He’s a friend I don’t get to see often, but I was in his town not long ago and went over for dinner.  It should have been the best of times for him.  A year before, he’d gotten a major promotion.  Big job.


We’re the same age, 42, so I had understood what something like that means.  To a man over 40, matters of career become terribly serious.  You begin to think this decade is your last, best shot.  And he’d made it.  Very big job.  But he was down. Torn.


The hours were relentless, he said, the travel constant.  That would have been fine when he was single, but he’d basically lost a year with his kids.  And the pressure promised to get worse.  So he was thinking of giving it up, or at least choosing a slower track with the company.


“Hard choice,” I said.


At that, his children happened to run into the room.  He got off the couch, wrestled around with them for a few minutes, then they sped off.  He sat back down.


“No,” he said.  “Easy choice.  I’ve got five, six, maybe eight good years left with them.  Then they’re gone.  Game over.  Easy choice.”


I’m going through that post-40-male phase myself.  It’s different from a mid-life crisis phase, which is about wanting career change.  This is about wanting more.


So I’ve been working harder recently, on my newspaper column, on a book idea, on television features I’ve begun on the side. Then, last week, my little girl, who is 7, walked up to me as I wrote at my home computer at night.  


“Could you read me some stories?” she asked. Bedtime.


“I’d love to, puppy, but daddy’s busy right now.”


What made her next comment so hard was that she wasn’t angry: “Why do you have to work so hard, daddy?  You never play with us anymore.”


“Never” is an exaggeration – they know how to push your buttons early.  But it was as good as a blade to the heart.


I looked at her.  She has the same freckles I had at 7.  She’s missing two front teeth, and she got $3 for each – not to mention a piece of the Tooth Fairy’s dress – under her pillow, and I hadn’t been part of that because I was too busy.  And she’s getting taller now, up to my chest already.  I still remember how I used to hold all of her in one forearm.


My children are young enough – 7, 4 and 18 months – that I tell myself we have forever in front of us, so it’s all right if I work late sometimes, and weekends sometimes.  But the other day, watching television with my 4-year old boy, I pulled him onto my lap and he instantly wormed away. Cut it out, Dad: Cuddling isn’t a boy thing.


I understood. I was the same way.  But it also made me think:  It goes by so quickly.  

And how many night and weekend hours have I given to work instead of to them during this brief time that they are still interested in being with me?  It’s the crux of the 40ish-male dilemma:  Wanting more from career, but worrying about the price you pay as a father.


As I write this late at night on Father’s Day, it leaves me thinking about the choices men have just started to learn to balance.  When I think about that, an image comes to mind.


Whenever I’m out with my kids in public, older women almost all pause, gaze our way and smile a faraway smile, remembering.  

It’s clear what they are thinking: “Those were the best times.”


I neither can nor want to give up the call of work.  But those older women, I have a feeling about them.  I think they know an important secret.  A secret men like me can learn from.

