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Saturday Night
at the Movies

We’ve queued in the rain but at last we enter the cinema auditorium clutching two small children, a box of Liquorice Allsorts and what seems to be a gallon of Cola. We’re a little late and mumble apologies as people stand to let us through to our seats. Eventually we get coats, children, cokes and Liquorice Allsorts in place. We endure ten minutes of adverts, five minutes of trailers but at last it’s the big feature. We’re at the movies!

The film is Hook and it has a ‘U’ rating so no big scares in this one. How wrong we are. Some fathers will later testify that the opening scene scared them more than when they were twelve and sneaked into The Return of Dracula.

Let me paint the picture for you. The main characters: Parents: Peter and Moira; Children: Sophie and Jack.

Scene 1: The annual school play

The hall is full of parents, most of them mothers, but in the middle of the audience is Peter who’s in his late thirties and specialises in mergers and acquisitions. He’s ambitious, successful and, one senses, a little ruthless. He’s a ‘make it happen’ kind of man.

On his right is his son, Jack, aged eleven, and next to him his wife, Moira. On stage Sophie, aged five, is putting in a credible performance as Wendy in Peter Pan.

It’s a typical scene; video cameras are whirring, doting parents sighing, and grannies wiping away an odd tear. Suddenly his mobile telephone rings. It’s his partner Brad with news of the current deal. Peter cradles the phone to his mouth and whispers, ‘I can’t talk – I’m in my daughter’s school play.’ You get the sense that Brad wouldn’t have been put off even if Peter had said, ‘I can’t talk I’m just having a heart transplant.’ Finally Peter promises, ‘I’ll meet you tomorrow.’ But just then his son turns and says, ‘But, Dad, it’s my big baseball game – you promised to be there.’ Peter hesitates, then whispers into the phone, ‘Just a short meeting, Brad, I have to be at my boy’s game.’ He pockets the mobile, and smiles at Jack, ‘Son, I’ll be there – you have my word.’

Peter didn’t mean to break his word but the meeting with Brad goes on longer than scheduled and he realises he’s going to be late for the game.

Cut to the ball game.

Worried mum is asking, ‘Where is he?’ and Jack is searching the crowd with his eyes.

Enter young junior executive: ‘Hello, Mrs Brannon. Your husband is going to be a little late. He’s sent me to video the parts he misses – which one’s your son?’

Cut to road outside stadium. One hour later.

Enter Peter, tyres screeching as he pulls to a stop. The stadium is empty and silent.

If his children are finding his frantic lifestyle difficult, then his wife even more so. She is torn in at least two directions. She can see that her children are missing out on a father, but also that the day is coming when he’ll regret these years with all his heart. When he finally arrives home she makes a plea to him that has in it a hint of despair:

‘Your children love you. They want to play with you, how long do you think that will last? Soon Jack won’t want you to come to his games.

‘We have a few short years with our children when they are the ones that want us around. After that you’ll be running after them for a bit of attention. It’s so fast, Peter, just a few years and it’s over . . . and you’re missing it.’

Of course, in the real world there are deadlines to meet, targets to achieve, and bills to be paid. The pressure can be colossal. Many fathers are having to put in extra long hours just to hold on to their jobs, whilst others are experiencing the trauma of unemployment.

All that is true, but the sobering fact is that, whatever our situation, many of us have the ability to create unnecessary busyness. It doesn’t matter whether the demands of the job are great or small, or even if we have a job at all; we fill our lives with activity that robs us of time for things that matter.

When we live like that we are often popular outside the home. We are successful in our hobbies, honoured at work, and – to our friends – the very life and soul of the party. All of that would be fine apart from the fact that so often it leads to a day when we look back on the lost opportunity of parenthood with deep regret.

The issues of over-busy lifestyles and work patterns are not limited to men; women feel these pressures just as acutely. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that in cultures all across the globe we are seeing a crisis in the role of fatherhood.

This book is designed for busy people; you can read it in about an hour. At crucial stages there are ‘Sixty Second Pages’ that sum up the heart of what you’ve just read. There is a single ‘One Second Page.’ If you’re too busy to read anything else just read that. If you’re too busy for the ‘One Second Page’ – you’re in more trouble than you think!

Occasionally you’ll find an ‘Action Page’. I asked a number of fathers to tell me things they had done with their children that were simple yet proved to be significant in their relationship. Some are relevant to all children, others to particular age groups. Sometimes we ask ‘What can I do that will begin to make a difference?’ You may find some ideas on the ‘Action Pages’.

The lessons I share are born not of success but out of failure, although I am thankful that I learned some of them before it was too late for my own family. I remember well coming home from work and sitting at the meal table. My wife had long since given up trying to communicate with me at that hour of the day but two small children hadn’t: ‘Dad, I’m in the football team on Saturday.’ ‘Susan pulled my hair again today!’ But I was distant, my mind still with a client or planning the evening’s strategy. I would mumble a reply. And then the telephone would ring and a small boy would say, ‘Dad – it’s for you.’ And suddenly I would come alive – animated as I talked. And two young children would be watching me. They weren’t stamping or kicking; it would have been better for me if they had been. But the message they were getting loud and clear was, ‘This matters to him. This brings him alive.’ Changing that kind of lifestyle is, for me, an ongoing battle; this book contains some of the lessons I am learning along the way.

I know there will be some fathers reading this book who would love to give their children more time, but are separated from them because of family breakup. I do not presume that all of this book will be relevant to your situation but I hope that parts of it will be, and will help to make whatever time you are able to have with your child as fruitful as possible.

The role of fatherhood is not an easy one, and there are no guarantees how our children will turn out. Having said that, I feel there will come a time when each of us will look back and want to know that we have given this task our very best effort.

In this book there are ten goals that will help you and me in that aim. Each of them is a powerful tool in the work of a father and each has the potential to change your life and the lives of your children – forever.
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