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Matt is fourteen and he won’t wear a puffy coat to school 
even on days like today, when the temperature is several 

degrees below zero and the air hurts your face. After a warm January, 
the temperature plunged, and now we’ve dug a trench through the 
three feet of snow leading down our sidewalk, and the windows 
accumulate ice on the inside, yet we still must perform the ritual 
of parent-teen argument before opening the door. You need a coat. 
Don’t be stupid. Fine. Whatever. It’s one of the ongoing arguments in 
our household that has ceased to be about whatever it was originally 
about, and instead become a battle of wills over what is important 
and what is not, which behaviors can be coerced and which can’t, 
who he can choose to be and who he can’t.
 It’s no mystery why he won’t wear the coat: he doesn’t think 
it’s cool. Even though the air is cold enough to mess you up, it’s better 
to suffer the cold air than the ridicule – real or imagined – of other 
kids. Teens in YouTube videos and Netflix shows don’t wear puffy 
coats. A bomber jacket, maybe. Hoodies, definitely. But we live in 
Montana, where temperatures in the winter dip well below zero, so 
on days like today, after the usual grumbling, he shoves his puffy coat 
into his backpack in case he needs it. A reluctant compromise for the 
fashion forward.
 Matt is almost six feet tall, with carefully styled blond hair and 
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flattering clothes: slim khakis or jeans, sneakers, a black hoody. He’s 
all arms and legs, that kid, like one of those balloon noodle people 
that you see swaying and dancing in front of car dealerships. Shirts 
that that fit him in the chest are too short for his arms; those that 
are long enough for his arms billow out everywhere else. He’s a little 
goofy but also good-looking, with healthy blond hair and smooth 
skin that turns tan in the summer from the ten minutes of sunshine 
he accidentally wanders into from time to time. 
 Recently he has been coming home from school talking about 
designer clothes, wearing silver chains, and obsessing over his hair – 
which products to use, when it is too long, whether he should style 
it differently or have a stylist put coloring in it. I found him some 
Old Spice hair paste as a joke but it turns out he likes it (or at least 
he likes being in on the joke). In his bedroom, video game posters 
have been replaced by hip-hop stars: Kendrick Lamar, OutKast, 2Pac. 
He mixes beats on his computer with software that we gave him as a 
Christmas present. He wanders around the house with headphones 
on, nodding his head to hip hop, doing his best impersonation of an 
aloof American teenager. Michelle and I have our own clichéd roles 
to play, caring parents who don’t quite get it. I am the once cool but 
now a little out of touch stepdad who wants to connect. 
 Of course, I don’t actually care one way or another about 
the coat. I don’t think he’ll get sick, and it’s unlikely he freezes to 
death in the middle of town. But I’m an enlisted man in the army of 
parents, and I have a duty to do, which goes far beyond the question 
of a particular coat on a particular day, and has much more to do 
with the collective responsibility of parents to raise young people 
who are prepared to take care of themselves and to behave in ways 
that the adult world feels appropriate. It is his right and duty to resist 
this, to figure out for himself what is possible, to use his complex 
understanding of “cool” (or whatever the kids call it these days) to 
shape himself into a character that is revered or respected by other 
teens, even if this means freezing his ass off.
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 Before Will Smith was Will Smith the actor, before he was 
the star of the sitcom Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, the television show 
that began the work of bringing hip hop culture into American living 
rooms across the U.S., he was part of the rap duo DJ Jazzy Jeff and 
the Fresh Prince, who released one of the seminal tracks of late 1980’s 
youth culture, “Parents Just Don’t Understand,” in their 1988 album, 
He’s the DJ, I’m the Rapper. In the first verse, Fresh Prince warns 
kids that “parents are the same, no matter time nor place” before 
describing going school shopping with his mom in high school, and 
her picking out terribly nerdy clothes for him. He pleads with her: 
“Mom, please put back the bell-bottom Brady Bunch trousers/ But 
if you don’t want to I can live with that but/ You gotta put back the 
double-knit reversible slacks!”
 In the oral history of the song published by Esquire, Jazzy Jeff 
claims that Will Smith wrote the lyrics in about 15 minutes, and that 
many of them are based on his own experiences. If this is the case, it 
should perhaps come as no surprise that since Will Smith became a 
parent, he has always supported his children’s fashion choices. When 
he was interviewed by BET about his parenting philosophy after 
his then teenage son, Jaden, chose to model a line of Louis Vuitton’s 
women’s wear, he responded, “The greatest gift I can give my children 
is the freedom to be who they are…As a parent, if it’s an oak tree, I 
want it to grow as an oak tree. I’m not going to try to force it to be an 
apple tree.” He has tried to be a parent who understands, at least on 
camera.
 “Parents Just Don’t Understand” was the first rap song to 
win a Grammy, though Will Smith and D.J. Jazzy Jeff boycotted the 
awards ceremony because the network decided not to televise the 
first Grammy Award for Rap. The executives thought white American 
consumers weren’t ready for rap music – they were hanging on to 
those old fears about new forms, particularly those that grew out of 
black culture and black American experience: jazz, blues, and rock 
‘n’ roll had already underwent periods of demonization followed 
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by acceptance. The money men have to weigh the cost of offending 
conservative audiences with the potential profits of innovation, 
and the decision to award a Grammy for Rap without televising it 
was one of these. In retrospect, a commercially friendly track like 
“Parents Just Don’t Understand” that was catchy, clean, and free 
of direct references to social injustice helped transition rap into a 
more acceptable genre. The song’s focus was honed on the seemingly 
color-blind generational conflicts between parents and teens and the 
pleasures of consumption. Even if it wasn’t immediately accepted 
by everybody, it promised a cheesy and innocuous veneer that was 
easy to sell. You could hear it playing on the radio in any city in 
the country and find it clicking into adolescents’ cassette decks in 
bedrooms, on school buses, at summer camps. It was everywhere, 
and it was the first rap song I ever owned a copy of.
 I remember singing along to it at my grandmother’s house, 
which was backed up off a dirt road in rural Arkansas. I sat with 
my parents and aunts and uncles in the yard under a walnut tree as 
they conversed after a holiday meal and looked across the pasture. 
They sat in metal chairs of the kind you often saw in the country, and 
I sat on the ground, only halfway a part of the group, wearing my 
headphones listening to my Walkman while they talked about the 
size of the racks on the bucks they’d shot that season, or the evils of 
Governor Bill Clinton, or whatever it was that adults were interested 
in at that time and place. I must have been about eleven years old. 
 My parents were not thrilled that I was listening to rap music; 
according to them, it wasn’t real music. I sensed their disapproval, 
which made listening to it more appealing to me, and so I nodded 
along to the song under the walnut tree. In the last verse of “Parents 
Just Don’t Understand,” Fresh Prince steals his mother’s Porsche 
and takes it for a joyride, where he ends up picking up a girl who 
urges him to drive faster, which (predictably, inevitably) leads to him 
getting pulled over by the police. I didn’t think I was singing along 
loud enough for anyone to hear when I came to the line, “When 
the cop pulled me over, I was scared as hell!” But I was suddenly 
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aware that the conversation around me had stopped, that my aunts 
and uncles were looking at me with faces that alternated variously 
between amusement and minor disappointment. 
 What I did not know at the time and would not learn until 
years later was that my father had once spent the night in jail as a 
teenager when he and his friend had taken on of their parents’ cars 
without permission and headed towards Texas. I don’t know the 
details surrounding this situation, whose car it was or whether they 
had a plan beyond Texas. He’s no longer here for me to ask. I only 
know that he had a rocky relationship with his own father and that 
ultimately he did drop out of high school and move to Dallas to 
work in construction when he was about seventeen years old. His 
roommate there eventually became my uncle.
 My mother had left Odessa, Texas in 1970 at age eighteen 
to move to Nashville with her best friend, chasing whatever was 
left of the spirit of the 60’s.  When they ran out of money and ideas 
a few months later, she and her friend began driving to Dallas to 
see her brother and my (future) father at the apartment where they 
sometimes raced palmetto bugs for fun. My parents were married 
soon after, and eight years later I would be born to two conservative 
adults who I can only imagine bore little resemblance to the kids who 
found each other while they were trying to escape the stories their 
hometowns had tried to write for them.
 When my parents spoke of this period of their life, it was 
always with a fondness, a wistful nostalgia. This part of my father’s 
life is shrouded in mystery to me, and when I see photos of him, he 
is a stranger. In their wedding photo, he wears a pinstriped, double-
breasted grey suit with an olive green dress shirt and a green and 
black striped tie. He is probably a hundred thirty pounds in the 
photo, and the suit does not flatter his slender frame. Sideburns creep 
down from his ears, and you can see the faintest trace of a mustache 
coming in on his upper lip. He wears his hair combed forward, and it 
occurs to me that I never knew him with hair on the top of his head, 
much the way that my stepson has never known me as anything but 



14

NONFICTION

the middle-aged bald man that I am. 
 By the time I knew my father, he was a man who could be 
counted on to wear Levi’s jeans with Reebok sneakers. He wore thin 
cotton polo shirts only if they had a front pocket, where he stored 
an ink pen and a pack of cigarettes. Always a beard and a baseball 
cap, bearing the logo of the St. Louis Cardinals or the NRA or a 
local plumbing supply company. I don’t know how old I was before I 
realized that perhaps he had not always been this man, and though 
I loved him, I always swore I would never buy a pair of Reeboks like 
the ones he owned, and I never have. He drove American pickup 
trucks, and he despised power windows, which were one more thing 
that could break. He liked classic rock, believed in hard work, was 
suspicious of the government, and drank coffee from morning to 
night. He was a full-fledged citizen of the adult realm, and on that 
day that I sang along with Will Smith in my grandparents’ yard 
pushing against some of the unsaid rules of our conservative family, 
there was little evidence that he had once run away from that very 
house.

3
 Now it’s the season of music in my own house, and Matt 
bobs to the beat in the periphery. Headphones in the living room. 
Headphones in the car. A speaker in the bathroom so that every 
morning we here his rap music while he takes a shower. We bang on 
the door. Turn it down! Hurry up! Half an hour later he saunters out, 
fully dressed in khakis and a hoody, hair gelled, moving slowly as a 
person underwater. 
 I don’t want to be that white parent complaining about their 
kid listening to rap music, but here my wife and I are asking each 
other, “Is seven a.m. too early to hear someone shouting about 
bitches and murder?” Michelle, a preacher’s kid and our resident 
expert on propriety, performs her imitation at the dinner table on a 
night when we’re all in a good humor, spewing a string of profanities 
while thrusting her neck in rhythm with an imaginary beat. Matt 
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hides his face in his hands. Mom, that’s…not what it sounds like. 
Spontaneous dance parties occasionally erupt in our living room. 
We move to mindless music, the playlist a hotchpotch of songs from 
distinct moments in our shared family history: Usher’s “DJ Got Us 
Falling in Love Again, Pitbull and Christina Aguilera’s “Feel this 
Moment,” Aha’s “Take On Me,” “Pompeii” by Bastille, and other 
tunes that recall family road trips, concerts we’ve attended, school 
assignments. Everyone dances, the dog barks, and twenty minutes 
later we are out of energy and back to doing the dishes. Other times, 
like right now as I’m writing this, he introduces us to new artists. 
Aries. Yung Manny. The late XXX Tentacion. Then we follow him to 
his room, where he plays for us the beats that he has been working 
on, tells us about rappers that he met on SoundCloud who asked him 
to make them a track.
 Then he goes to sleep with his Bluetooth speaker on. We try 
to be open-minded, but we are also trained to worry about words. 
We are English professors. We worry about the power of language, 
the way language imbeds itself in our being, shapes what we see and 
how we think. I find myself saying things like, “You don’t want to fill 
your head with violence and misogyny while going to sleep.” But then 
it becomes really hard to articulate why dancing to Pitbull singing 
the praises of materialism is okay, or why it’s easy to laugh off Fresh 
Prince’s discovering that the girl he picked up in his song and who 
was unbuttoning her shirt in his car is actually a twelve-year-old 
runaway.
 The scope of the hypocrisy of parents, and their baffling 
blindness: it’s a familiar story until you are living it, until you are the 
one who doesn’t understand. 

4
The narrative that we get wiser as we age is often demonstrably false: 
we all know people who are stuck in old ways of thinking, who repeat 
tired clichés, who stop asking questions about how the world works. 
And the rest of us, how do we know we are growing and maturing, 
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and not just rotting from the slow exposure to all of the toxic ideas 
that “normal adulthood” in our culture requires? What is it that we 
see when we’re young that we lose the ability to see when we’re older? 
What does it mean to swap the fears of adolescence for the fears of 
adulthood? 
 I’ve been thinking lately about the elusive longing of the 
American teenage male, his search for identity, the loss of innocence 
-- that subject of so many novels, the Holden Caufield character 
who is disgusted by phonies, S.E. Hinton’s tough and sensitive teens. 
I’ve been trying to remember what it was like to be that age, to have 
so much want coursing through my body and to feel my personal 
ambitions bumping up against my communal obligations. I wanted to 
fit in, I wanted to stand out. To make the world a better place and to 
simultaneously find prosperity, drive a nice car, be admired. I wanted 
to prove myself. I wanted to be in control. I wanted to go wild. 
Being in the house with my teenagers has awoken some old ghosts 
from my own days in junior high school. A quarter century is a long 
time for memories to stay buried, and they have awoken hungry, 
roaming around the corners of my mind wide-eyed and alert, flipping 
over old ideas and scrounging around for something familiar. I 
suddenly have the distinct memory of sitting on a sidewalk at an 
empty ballpark after school, waiting (for what, I wonder) with a girl I 
had a crush on, and whose name I now forget. She regarded my long 
shorts, my suede converse one stars.
 “Do you skate, or are you a poser?” she asked me. 
 I think I assumed she had some cache of knowledge that 
I didn’t have access to. That’s what it felt like, growing up with a 
good family life right outside of the city in a little working class 
neighborhood. I hadn’t even thought about skating as a lifestyle – 
there was nowhere to skate where I lived even if I’d wanted to. I don’t 
remember how I responded, only that the question rattled me: the 
sense that there was some identity I should be reaching for. We talked 
there in that place for half an hour at a time, several afternoons for a 
couple of weeks, and then our friendship dissolved.  
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But that’s not the memory I share with my kids. Instead, I tell them 
about Mr. Bob.
 Mr. Bob was a substitute teacher at Joe T Robinson Middle 
School, home of the Senators, just outside of Little Rock, Arkansas. 
The school was one of those outdoor designs, and the students there 
an eclectic mix of black and white, rural and urban and suburban, 
working class and comfortably upper-middle class. I had a white 
friend there who dated a black girl and wore the colors of the wrong 
gang, so he was often harassed by rednecks and gang members 
alike to the point where he was afraid to go to the bathroom. Later, 
in high school, I smoked my first joint with him, and later still he 
became first a Baptist Minister and scholar and then a Trump-
supporting conservative who would unfriend me on Facebook. To 
this day I still feel like he has embraced a false identity, like the real 
version of himself is the confused kid I used to know who was full of 
contradictions, and his new identity is a mass-produced mask that 
he wears for convenience. Then again, maybe the same could be said 
about me.
 Such was the confusion of that place and time, though, when 
so many available identities were crammed together in those narrow 
hallways. We had the usual suspects: the gangstas and the cowboys, 
the slackers and the stoners and the good old boys, the preps and the 
drill team and the do-gooders. But we also had the gangster cowboys, 
who might wear a gold chain over a polo with sneakers and a cowboy 
hat, an “Old Town Road” aesthetic three decades too early. There 
were kids who wore cowboy boots and Starter jackets, dusters and 
Air Jordans, baggy shorts with polo shirts. There was no Instagram, 
no accepted standard that we could discern, no social checks on the 
chaos of middle school fashion. Every summer, some kids came back 
from break with a whole new wardrobe and identity. The beautiful 
thing about junior high school was that you could try anything, 
because none of us knew who we were trying to be yet. 
 But Mr. Bob: Mr. Bob knew who he was trying to be.  I don’t 
remember when I met him, only that he was one of those magical 
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figures that appeared as if out of myth. Mr. Bob drove a Corvette, 
wore gold jewelry, and favored windbreakers and jumpsuits that 
called to mind mob types in Jersey. Other days he might wear silk 
shirts, or tight jeans with a leather jacket. He was probably around 
fifty years old, and he wore his salt and pepper hair carefully spiked 
up an inch or so in the front, then brushed the long hair in the back 
straight down to his shirt collar. He kept his hair well-brushed, and 
it always had a slight sheen from whatever product he used. It was 
perhaps the most meticulously crafted mullet I’ve seen. He paired this 
with a horseshoe mustache, a permanent tan, and strong cologne. 
 Sometimes Mr. Bob’s wife would be there in the parking lot, 
or visit during a class. She was blonde, of course, and younger by a 
decade or two.  I don’t remember much about her except that they 
were handsy, that he liked to kiss her publicly, that the dynamic 
between them seemed to be performed, though I didn’t have the 
language for that at the time. He showed up one day with candy that 
he gave to us.  “It’s my birthday,” he explained. “In some cultures, the 
person whose birthday it is gives the gifts.” He parked his Corvette in 
the faculty lot and told us about the money he had, about how he just 
did this substitute gig because he cared, because he liked kids.
 I don’t remember Mr. Bob ever actually talking about 
schoolwork or any school subject during class. In fact, I remember 
very little of what he said – only the gist of it, which was generic 
anti-intellectual advice, the kind you might get from a bad uncle in 
a made-for-TV movie. He was more an idea of a man than an actual 
man, and I recall only a foggy montage of him standing outside the 
doorway with a placid look, or pacing in front of the class talking 
about himself. It was a look attempting to be profound, and maybe 
he did hold some knowledge that we kids didn’t yet understand, but 
when I think of him now I read only a very particular type of sadness. 
Just as I don’t remember meeting him, I don’t remember when he 
stopped coming around to the school, only that at some period of 
time we didn’t see Mr. Bob around anymore. He seems to have been a 
figure conjured by our collective adolescent ideas about masculinity, 
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a ridiculous and pitiable figure that was the culmination of all of our 
contradictory notions about the world and our place in it. And yet 
there was a power in his image, in his desire to give form to all the 
yearning that young men can’t articulate. 
 We talk about crises of masculinity, how hard it is to get 
through to young men: What is it you want? Who do you want to be? 
I count myself among the men who feel driven by some unknowable 
force that can’t be named, only talked around: You want to find that 
thing in us, to pin it down, hold it up to the light for evaluation. But 
it’s not there, it’s already dissipated, or wriggled free, or died and 
crumbled. 
 I saw Mr. Bob one more time, a few years later, when I was 
in high school and running around with a buddy of mine. We were 
roaming around town in my friend’s Jeep Wrangler after installing 
new speakers in custom boxes, and we were thumping bass loud 
enough to rattle the windows of nearby cars. We stopped for gas, and 
there was Mr. Bob working the register, hunched over in his Texaco 
shirt, seeming a decade older even though only two years had passed. 
He wouldn’t make eye contact, and as we walked out, I asked my 
buddy, “Wasn’t that Mr. Bob in there?” 
 “Shhhh. He doesn’t like it when people from the school 
recognize him.”
 “What happened?” I asked, but no one knew. It didn’t seem 
possible that he could have had such a reversal of fortune so quickly. 
That’s probably what prompted me to realize that he had never been 
rich, that it was a nothing more than a game of pretend he had played 
with the world. Like all of us kids, he was trying to convince himself 
and everyone else that he had it all figured out. I rode along in the 
jeep silently, a little angry, brooding, feeling something dark and 
shapeless moving through my mind. I’ve since come to realize that 
feeling as a kind of loss. I was falling through the empty space where 
Mr. Bob used to be, but he was as gone the way of Santa Claus and 
The Easter Bunny. I fell through that emptiness, and then I didn’t 
think about him for over a decade.
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 I want to connect with Matt. I’ve tried doing the dad things 
that I think are important, and these very things often demonstrate 
the degree to which I don’t get it: helping with homework, watching 
superhero movies, coaching little league, playing video games. These 
attempts are always tenuous; he stops playing sports, he outgrows 
his games, he blows off homework. We tried becoming Rockets fans 
together, but he’s more interested in Chris Paul’s line of shoes than in 
James Harden’s step-back three. 
 When I saw that Big Boi was going to be on the Super Bowl 
halftime show, I thought we might share a moment, since I like 
football and he likes hip hop.
 “Hey Matt, Big Boi’s performing at the halftime show,” I say.   
 “Come down and watch with me and your sister.” 
 “Big Boi?” he says.
 I point at the OutKast poster on his wall. “That guy.”
 “Oh.”
 “I thought you were an OutKast fan,” I say.
 “I just thought it was a cool poster.” 
 At first I find this strange but then I remember that when I 
was in junior high school, I had posters on my wall of hard rock and 
heavy metal bands. One particular poster, probably my favorite, was 
a poster by Iron Maiden that said “Tailgunner” on it, and had what 
appeared to be a zombie-rockstar-soldier shooting a four-barreled 
machine gun from the back of an old airplane. However, I didn’t 
listen to Iron Maiden: I found their music unlistenable even then. 
I think I had decided I was the type of guy who would have that 
poster, but even after all of these years, I still haven’t bothered to learn 
anything about the band. 
 It occurs to me that I could have unintentionally taught Matt 
the worst I have to offer, that all of my weaknesses and insecurities 
might be seeping into his behaviors. What’s worse, I can’t even trust 
my own motives anymore. Do I really want us to be Rockets fans? Or 
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have I just absorbed the idea that this is what a healthy relationship 
with my stepson would look like? I never cared much about the NBA 
before we began watching the Rockets together, but now I’m a fan.
 It’s hard for me to imagine what our relationship would be 
like if it weren’t mediated by all of the images we’re exposed to. My 
wife watches 13 Reasons Why with Matt, which she describes as a 
bonding experience. I believe her, but I’m also nagged by the idea that 
one of our most authentic family experiences is watching a television 
show that continues to create cultural mythologies about teens and 
their families. 
 And of course, life for our kids is different from from our 
lives at that age. After an episode, we ask, How much of this show 
is accurate? Is this what high school is like for you? Matt often 
volunteers information: Kids these days…the sentence will start. And 
then he will tell us about Juuls or what happens on social media or 
about a silly meme that everyone under the age of eighteen shares 
that the rest of us have never seen. He wants to share his world with 
us, even as that world naturally defines itself against our generation. 
I get a text from Matt at school: he shares with me a picture of his 
algebra teacher’s computer screen, the freshman football coach who 
is watching League of Legends video livestreams on his PC when 
Matt comes in for class. I both find this funny, and I wonder what, if 
anything, they are actually learning in Algebra. I am hopelessly old-
fashioned.
 If you go back several generations in my family you see 
pictures of stern-faced men. It’s easy enough to imagine them arguing 
with their sons not only over coats but over the farm, over the civil 
war, over moving or marriage or booze or God or any of the other 
possible catalysts for generational rifts. These stories are in every 
family, not just my father’s. My wife’s father, like mine, left Arkansas 
for Texas, where he enrolled at Baylor and played basketball, and 
where his father never visited him. And my wife’s father’s father, who 
left his family Florida and never discussed them. Will Smith was 
right: Parents just don’t understand. Never have, never will. And so I 
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will tell Matt: my father didn’t understand, nor his father before him, 
and someday, if you are lucky, you also will not understand.
 And yet, I feel like my generation of parents is different. I 
wonder: Is this urgency I feel the urgency that every generation feels? 
Are the stakes higher for our kids, or does it just feel that way? Did 
other generations feel they were up against a force with no name, no 
center? Did they sense an impending decay not just of their own way 
of life but of what they understood as life? 
 And now that Will Smith is a parent rather than a teenage 
rap star, does he feel it? Watching his YouTube channel where he 
celebrates his son Jaden’s twenty-first birthday, or watching his wife 
and daughter’s Facebook show, Red Table Talk, where he calls an 
emergency family meeting to provide a dietary intervention and 
introduces his family to a dietician with some dubious ideas about 
the power of diet, I’m not sure. The scenes are so crafted, you can’t tell 
if they’re being a family or just performing the idea of family.
 But in 2013, he starred alongside his son Jaden in After 
Earth, a post-apocalyptic film that he developed the original story 
idea for. Will Smith convinced M. Knight Shamalayan to flesh out 
his story idea and direct the film. The story takes place a thousand 
years in the future, when Earth has been abandoned due to an 
environmental cataclysm and humans live on a different planet and 
are involved in intergalactic war. In the film, Will and Jaden play a 
father and son who are soldiers, and whose space ship crashes on 
a now uninhabitable Earth. Will Smith’s character’s legs are broken 
in the crash, and he has to rely on his son to help him. His son’s 
character has to travel on a fetch quest to retrieve a part for a rescue 
beacon, fending off giant cats and birds and “thermal shifts” that can 
create deadly changes in temperatures.  The movie is both bad and 
ridiculous, but it’s interesting to me that this is the movie that Will 
Smith chose to make with his son, one where he finds himself unable 
to help his son on his journey across an ecologically transformed 
Earth in order to save them both. I feel you, Will: I’m also worried 
about how our kids will survive on our changing planet, the battles 
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they’ll have to fight, and how helpless I feel to aid them.
 I fear we have failed our kids in much the same way the 
boomers failed us: we’ve failed to enact our vision of a better world, 
retreated to consumer pleasures or trenchant cynicism, or worse, 
the delusion that everything is okay. We who were pissed off in the 
90’s, now comfortably smug with our mortgages, are sighing and 
shaking our heads at corporate malfeasance and political corruption, 
recycling plastic bags and watching Netflix while the oceans fill with 
trash and nationalist ideologies proliferate. The mountains around 
my house are full of brown and white patches of bare lodgepole pines, 
whole swaths of trees decimated by bark beetles that are thriving in 
the suddenly warmer climate. It’s been flooding in Houston again. 
The American president is being impeached, but isn’t cooperating. 
Turkish troops are on the ground in Syria. All of this I see out my 
window, or through my screen, next to advertisements for Nike, next 
to billboards selling sandwiches and propaganda, next to Facebook 
posts from people I love about how Obamacare is a front for Muslims 
controlling non-Muslim populations, next to photos of a former 
classmate’s kids tasting snowflakes in Colorado.
 In my most raw and honest moments, I don’t know that there 
is hope for the planet. I think the future’s going to be worse, that 
society as we know it is very likely to crumble into either anarchy or 
a police state, and that resources will be scarce. I fear that raw power 
will be applied more brutally than it is today, and it is already plenty 
brutal. How do I responsibly raise a kid for that future?  In a culture 
defined by patterns of consumption and denial, by the illusion of 
wealth, the ideas of the good life that we inherit, the ideas of cool, 
what is it exactly that we hope we are preserving when we raise our 
children to be “productive members of society” or “good citizens” or 
any of the other code words we use for generally polite people with 
jobs who are civically engaged but not a threat to topple the social 
order that is responsible for rising levels of inequality, ecological 
collapse, and most other menaces to the planet?
 This, too, parents just don’t understand. I’m sorry, Matt: We 
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don’t understand how to help you be more than just an individual 
pitted against other individuals in a dreamscape of beauty and 
destruction, but rather one of several billion humans who could 
help save our planet, our values, and whatever is worth saving about 
humanity. We don’t understand how we could get so lost in the 
pleasures of the self that collective goodness is no longer a part of 
our paradigm. We don’t understand the amazing capacity of humans 
not to see, to deny the reality unfolding in our faces. And your 
world remains shrouded to us. Because we’ve lost touch, because 
we don’t know what it’s like to grow up with smartphones, because 
we never worried about school shootings, because there was no 
YouTube, because I’ve never worked a vape, because the future is 
more uncertain now than ever, for these and so many more reasons, 
we can’t understand what it’s like for our children to grow up in this 
world. 
 But perhaps more than that, we’ve forgotten something, or 
we’ve lost something: we can’t unlearn from our experience in the 
world, we can’t unknow what we know about how the world will hurt 
you, and we can’t go back to believing that we’re invincible, that any 
future is still possible. We’ve seen too much and we know too well, 
and we’ll never be able to understand again. The best we can hope for 
is to understand ourselves.
 We do know a few things about the world: that it is more than 
an image, that love lurks in the hidden corners of the Universe, that 
there will be moments of pleasure and love and human connection, 
that you will have late night conversations with friends and lovers in 
which you try to figure out your place in the world. We know that 
you’ll know joy, that you’ll interrupt your afternoon someday to so 
something kind for a stranger. We know you’ll make something. We 
know you’ll continue believing as long as you can that things will be 
okay, and that maybe things will be okay, or okay enough for you. 
And then maybe you’ll have kids and discover all of this for yourself. 
We know all of this, and it isn’t nothing – there’s beauty and goodness 
and love, all waiting for you in the future. We just don’t know if it will 
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be enough. 
 We can’t protect you from cold hearts, but we can protect you 
from the cold: So we insist you wear a coat, that symbol of protection 
that parents provide for their children. The world is going to pummel 
your soul, and we can’t stop it, but we can try to make sure you stay 
warm while it happens. We cling to this because the truth is we have 
no idea how to prepare our children for the world that awaits them, 
a world where facts don’t align with policy, where the world withers 
around our ski trips, and where the spirit is only skin deep. But we 
can perhaps give you a little something to protect your body for a few 
hours.

6
 I can’t maintain a fever pitch, even though I worry every day 
about the future of the world. A radical change in how we live – in 
how we think, how we act, how we raise our kids to be better than 
us – is the only reasonable path forward. 
 But I have no intention of rioting in the streets, even if it’s 
called for. The couple of times I’ve been to protests, even for causes 
I believe in, I’ve been disgusted by the sense of righteousness of the 
crowds, the way the mindless energy of numbers sweeps everyone 
up into a frenzy. I remember watching everyone shout, “This is what 
democracy looks like!” in D.C. nearly twenty years ago, and my 
friend saying, “It looks a lot like mob mentality to me.” 
So instead, we try not to buy plastic. We eat less meat. We attempt 
to compost, try not to waste food or electricity. We vote. We make 
excuses. It’s not enough.
 I’ll write this essay, and then spend my evenings reading 
novels, drinking wine, catching up on work, and watching television 
when I have time. We’ve finished all the seasons of 13 Reasons Why. 
I was driving to the gym with Matt the other day, where we’ve begun 
lifting weights together, and I asked him if he’d ever seen Fresh Prince 
of Bel-Air.
 “No, but I’ve heard of it. All the rappers seem to have watched 
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it,” he said.
 “I was reading about the way it’s referenced in some of the 
lyrics the other day--”
 “’First things first, rest in peace, Uncle Phil,’” he said, reciting 
a J. Cole Lyric. He has the album on vinyl.
 “You want to watch it together?” I asked. 
 “Sure,” he said.
 “It probably hasn’t aged well,” I warned him.

 Several months have passed since I wrote the first paragraph 
of this essay, and whatever I thought I knew about parenting has 
disappeared. I know enough about life, but, like most parents, very 
little about the nature of the love that drives us, the push and pull at 
the center of our relationships with our kids as they grow into adults 
and define themselves as separate human beings. Even if I had a good 
idea, why should he listen to a parent? The teens are very sure of 
what we don’t know, what we can’t understand, and veering instead 
towards their own uncertain futures.
 I think back to Will Smith’s metaphor about raising teens: 
“As a parent, if it’s an oak tree, I want it to grow as an oak tree. I’m 
not going to try to force it to be an apple tree.” But oak trees don’t 
produce apple trees.  If Jaden wasn’t born as Will Smith’s son, would 
he have the freedom to dress how he wants, access to opportunities to 
make music and films? 
 I don’t mean we shouldn’t let our children express themselves. 
I think we need to look at their relationship with the world around 
them. If we’re going to use tree metaphors, let’s think about ecology, 
and the way different lives depend on each other. For instance, in my 
yard, there are aspen trees, whose roots are connected underground – 
they are, like our families, really just one tree.
 This morning, October 30th, 2019, as I sit down to revise this 
essay before sending it to an editor, we find ourselves in the midst 
of another cold snap. It’s five below zero. Matt is now in high school. 
The manager of the local Gap, whom we’ve made friends with, has 
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offered him a job when he turns sixteen, though that is a year away. 
He’s already a new man: Gone are the posters that were on his wall 
in February. They’ve been replaced by his record covers from the 
records he bought from the local record shop. He has tacked them 
onto the wall, along with some squares of red and black acoustic 
foam that he has hung in the shapes of diamonds, and a Kandinsky 
print that was hanging in our basement.
 Matt sits at our breakfast counter this morning, leaning over 
a bowl of oatmeal with apples and walnuts and a fruit smoothie, a 
required healthy breakfast before the junk lunch he will choose from 
McDonald’s or Wendy’s. He points to the whiteboard that we keep 
on the refrigerator with a running list of items we need: cat food, 
Halloween candy, flour. Under Matt’s name, the lists reads shampoo, 
face wash, hair gel, acne cream. He got one pimple over the weekend, 
so he recently added acne cream to the list.
 “Mom,” he says. “Can you write ‘desperately needs’ next to my 
name?”
 Then he’s off to high school, where he takes quizzes with 
questions about how old Shakespeare was when he died, watches 
videos about chemical composition of stars, and engages himself in 
his real intellectual work: studying the outfits and behaviors of his 
peers. When he gets home, we’ll ask him how his day was, what he 
learned. He’ll say fine, not much. We’ll press for more, what happened 
in each class, until he rolls his eyes, stares at his shoes. It doesn’t 
matter. The conversation ends the same way most days: what do you 
care about? Round and round we’ll go, through the slow and painful 
work of growing up. 
 I do notice, as he walks out the door, that he’s not wearing the 
outfit that he had planned on today. Last night, before going to bed, 
he came downstairs to ask Michelle about it: light jeans with a dark 
denim jacket, white shirt with highlights, white Steph Curry shoes 
with cobalt highlights, the whole outfit a study in shades of blue. 
Instead, he’s wearing a puffy vest over a long sleeved tee as he heads 
off into the subzero temperatures, to face whatever unknown world 
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awaits him on the other side of doors to the high school. The puffy 
will at least keep his core warm if for some reason he is stuck outside. 
It’s not nearly enough, of course. It never will be. 


