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My baby graduates from college this weekend. Time has gotten 
away from me. When I launched this column and the magazine that 
hosts it, my new alumna was in the first week of first grade.

When they grow up well, you’re happy; but heartache accompanies 
their evolution, too. The older one – she’s been a working woman 
for almost two years now, with an apartment in Washington, D.C., 
a roommate, bills, and a daily commute. The younger girl – diploma 
in hand – moves to New York City in August to take a really cool job 
and – for a while, probably – spend every cent she makes. The sisters 
will be separated by no more than a comfortable train ride, as Dad is 
a world away, missing them both, down South. 

Ceremonies make me anxious. Schedules-determined-by-others are 
hard for me. I dread crowds and forced interaction, though I often 
realize that I’ve actually enjoyed both when considered after the fact. 
With college graduations, you’re guaranteed things: lots of people, 
fewer seats, impossible parking, uncomfortable clothes, late-spring 
heat that often yields to showers, small talk with people you’ll never 
see again, and at least one quiet, wistful moment when you realize she’s 
gone for good.

If you’re a regular reader, you know I talk about my daughters more 
than I should. I’ve been trying to cut back, but milestone events com-
pel me to publicly contemplate them. “I love them the same,” we say 
reflexively of our children. To admit otherwise seems sinister, in some 
way. In truth, we love them differently, and treat them differently, and 
consider them differently, because no two people are the same. When 
they were little, I projected fragility onto the older, elevating her to a 
place for princesses, while the baby became both my wrestling oppo-
nent and my clown. I did them disservice, as they dutifully lived the 
roles in which they had been cast. If I could redo it, I’d like to think I’d 
do it better. Maybe that’s what grandparenting is about. 

Anyway, the baby thought of herself as the less-cerebral one, more 
than once using the self-identifier: “dumb.” We pushed back hard 
against her in such moments, but she never fully surrendered to her 
potential, until she quietly did. And you should see (and talk to, and 
marvel at) the girl now!

Her wisdom and strength astound me. At the start of her senior 
year of high school, she lost her mom. For a time, she lost a part of 
her dad, too, to fear and heartache and uncertainty and guilt. In such 
times, things can go a long way the wrong way fast, and some kids 
never come back. But Gabby was my miracle. She composed herself, 
and she saved my life. On nights when I was too terrified to close my 
eyes because I believed I wouldn’t wake up the next day, she’d lay down 
next to me and coach me to steadily breathe. With just the two of us 
in our echoingly-empty big house, Gabby propped us up so the world 
would see that we remained upright. I, eventually, got healthier, and 
she got the best grades of her life.  

She’s a singer. She has a huge voice, and a heart that’s even bigger. 
I’ve tried to do the things that both a dad and a mom should do, but 
it’s not the same as having both for real. Gabby has never made me 
feel like she’s missing out on something. By thriving, she provides me 
a sense of reprieve. 

After graduation, we’re driving home, together, from Dallas. For 
two months, it will be just the two of us and the cat in our house, like 
it was five years ago. Then she’ll depart and begin the rest of her life. 
I’m looking forward to the time together, while I lament that it will fly 
by so quickly that later, it will seem like a dream.

I’m proud. I’m happy. I’m excited, and a bit scared and sad. I’m 
a father, of two amazing daughters, and now they’ve both officially 
grown up.  
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