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Big-bad-wolf parents never win

Getting ready for his elementary school graduation, my son and I paid a visit to a nice children's clothing store, where I persuaded him that pleated pants and a button-down shirt would be more appropriate for this final grade school event than the basketball shorts and T-shirts he's become accustomed to wearing to the institution. I was standing outside the dressing room with another parent, who seemed to be on a similar mission, when my son came out and modeled his number.

"Looks great," I glowed as he turned and went back to change into his day-to-day uniform. "Now if only I could convince him to wear a tie," I muttered to the dad standing next to me, who smiled in acknowledgement. Then his son came out, also in something nice, and I expected some similar words of encouragement from this man, to the effect that the shirt, the pants looked so grown up. Instead, the man morphed into a maniac and began barking at his son: The boy hadn't changed quickly enough; he wasn't doing everything exactly as he should; the outfit was all wrong. 

We were patronizing a preppy little store; it's hard to fathom an ensemble for any occasion being that off in this place. This man, this father, had been smiling just moments before. I couldn't help but feel sorry for the son - wearing formal clothes for any event adds a stiffness to which kids definitely are not yet accustomed; now an added layer of a negative memory would hardly enhance the occasion on which these new clothes would be worn.

I'm not certain entirely where our culture hit on that huff-and-puff approach to parenting, why it seems so many dads think that bluster, and, frankly, fear, is the appropriate way to parent. The desired results may be fairly immediate - kids marching in step, doing immediately what they're told whenever an order is issued - but I wonder about the effects of such command-and-control in the long run.

A friend of mine whose father died when she was about 4 has a single memory of him: He spanked her. She has no idea what she did to incite the punishment; all she recalls is the sentence. Mention her dad to her and that's what she thinks of. Another friend whose father died when he was about 10 has a few more events about which to reminisce, but numbered among those is that his dad, teasingly, would pinch him with his toes while they watched television and then mock him when he said it hurt.

I wondered whether the man in the store had any idea how such negative memories can linger.

Admittedly, I've hardly contacted more than a random sample of people, once kids, now with kids of their own, about their memories of their parents, but it seems that mothers are never accused of such controlling behaviors. I have another friend, one of eight children, whose parents liked to go for Sunday drives in the car. Ten people would be smooshed into the vehicle in those days before anyone really cared much about seat belts. The dad, driving, with all those offspring in the car, had a rule: No talking. He probably had no idea that one day his kids would grow up and speak so disparagingly of those family outings, the ones where they'd be dressed nicely and packed too tightly into the family car while they drove and drove in silence and the dad just smoked his cigar.

Cars might somehow inspire the male gender to take charge in ways they wouldn't when their families were less mobile. My own father became a bit of a control freak on long road trips from Rochester to New Jersey, which we made regularly for every major holiday (Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, the Fourth of July) to see grandparents, cousins, whatnot. He'd drive for miles and miles after one of us kids said we had to use the bathroom, but, for reasons unfathomable, he simply refused to stop. I think half the reason I ended up with the man I did was because he was willing to stop at a service station if I needed to use a restroom - and even if I did not. "Want to stop and get a coffee?" he'd ask, to my astonishment. You mean we don't have to race to get there? I wondered. We can take a 15-minute break?

Kids do, it seems, sometimes respond more immediately to the men in their lives; I don't know whether it's the deeper voice or their larger size that will inspire a child to follow a directive from his dad that he was for the most part ignoring from his mother. But still, I don't think that kids should grow up and look back at their formative years and think of their fathers with fear.

Lori Tripoli lives in Bedford Hills with her family. Questions or comments may be directed to her at LoriTripoli@hotmail.com.
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