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How the Father Loved

My father had a son. The son was me. My father’s 
own father had died the year before, and the birth 

of the child partially filled that hole. The child’s arrival 
was a relief. It was a spring day after a long winter. It was 
hope realized. The son was hope. I was the son, and I was 
hope fulfilled.

My father had a son that he didn’t know what to do 
with. So he carried his son with him everywhere he went.

My father had a son, and he became a stay at home 
dad. He didn’t consider himself a pioneer in gender 
equality. He didn’t see himself riding the front of the wave 
of stay at home fathers. He didn’t think about gender roles 
at all. 

My father had a son, who was more than he bargained 
for, as all children are. He knew children must be watched 
vigilantly, but even the quietest child—perhaps especially 
the quietest child—will escape from vigilance, only to be 
found playing in the toilet or hidden in a cabinet or gone 
altogether with only the front door left ajar.

My father had a son, and once, when the father fell 
deeply into the exhausted sleep of stay at home fathers, 
the son escaped the house in silence and walked through 
the playground and two blocks down the sidewalk to a 
busy intersection. The child was practicing, even at this 
early age, to always find the easiest escape. He saw the 
golden arches of a McDonald’s another block away before 
he decided to turn back.

1



My father had a son, and when the son grew old 
enough to want to prove his independence, the son told 
a story about walking unsupervised to McDonald’s when 
he was three years old, but the father assured him it wasn’t 
true.

My father had a son who went everywhere with his 
father: to garages and barber shops and grocery stores 
and feed mills and banks and other places where old men 
sat and loafed like it was Sunday afternoon, even though 
it wasn’t.

My father had a son who didn’t want to go with him. 
The son was tired of standing around, always being told 
not to touch, impatiently waiting in garages and barber 
shops and grocery stores and feed mills and banks and 
other places where old men sat and loafed like it was 
Sunday afternoon, which it never was.

My father had a son who wanted to stay home. The 
son was bookish and introverted, and when the father 
wanted to leave the house, he had to make the son go 
along, and there were tears and much fighting and general 
exasperation.

My father had a son who was bookish and introverted, 
and when the father wanted to leave the house, he left the 
son alone, because, he reasoned, the boy was old enough, 
and responsible, and it was what he wanted, and frankly it 
was what the father wanted too.

My father had a son who stayed at home by himself 
when other people thought he was too young.
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My father had a son who stayed at home by himself 
when other people thought he was just the right age. 

My father had a son who stayed at home by himself 
and only opened the door for people he knew.

My father had a son who stayed at home by himself, 
and although he was told not to, he opened his door to 
anyone and everyone.

How the Mother Loved

My mother had a son. The son was me. Her clock 
had been ticking in overtime, and the healthy birth of the 
child seemed even more momentous because of how long 
she had waited. The child’s arrival was a relief. It was the 
bloom of a rose long after the bush has been planted. It 
was the answer to the prayer. The son was the answer. I 
was the son, and I was the answer to my mother’s prayer.

My mother had a son that she left with her husband 
to raise while she went back to work. She was happiest 
at work, where she taught other people’s children. After 
school, the children returned to their own parents, and 
she returned to her own child.

My mother had a son that she left, anguished each 
morning by his cries not to go to school, not to leave 
him. Every day, her heart broke a little more, but she left. 
And every evening, when other people’s children had 
exhausted her, her own son greeted her unhappily, taking 
almost an hour every day to forget how she had left and 
why he must punish her.
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My mother had a son that she left, day after day after 
day, because she had to, and so she would fasten her 
hair in barrettes and gather her books to go teach other 
people’s children.

My mother had a son, and once, when the mother had 
fastened her barrettes and gone to school to teach other 
people’s children, the child, left at home alone, abandoned 
the silence of the empty house and walked into the darkest 
heart of the forest—each tree looking just like another—
until he was completely lost and could not find his way 
home again. The child was practicing, even at this early 
age, to always find the safe path back. He tried every path 
before he discovered that there were no safe paths.

My mother had a son, and when the son grew up old 
enough to want to prove his independence, the son told a 
story about walking unsupervised into the wilderness and 
never finding his way out, and the mother cried and cried 
until there were no tears left to give the son.

My mother had a son, and the son was bookish and 
introverted, because there was solace within books, and 
he learned that a book would never leave you.

My mother had a son, and although it took years, he 
finally grew old enough that he didn’t care when she left.

My mother had a son who learned not to show that 
he cared, although anyone who was watching would have 
seen his sad eyes from behind the blinds in the living 
room window as he watched the mother drive away and 
disappear.
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My mother had a son who looked for second mothers 
everywhere his eyes fell, mothers who wouldn’t leave him. 
But they always did.

My mother had a son who looked for girls with 
motherly habits.

My mother had a son who never learned to love 
women. He never trusted them, afraid that they would 
always leave him, like the mother, who always felt guilty 
but always left anyway, because by the time the truth was 
understood, the damage was already done.

My mother had a son who loved women too much. 
He became a serial monogamist, moving from one 
woman to another woman, always looking for something 
he couldn’t define or explain but knowing that what he 
found was never it.

My mother had a son who loved women too much. 
He stopped believing in monogamy. 

My mother had a son who didn’t love women enough.

How the Son Loved

The son fell in love over and over.

The son went to the city, where the sky was held up 
by concrete skyscrapers, and fell in love with women 
who wore thigh-high leather boots. He wanted to peel 
the boots off the women and make love to them in 
uptown hotel rooms, and there were many with whom 
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he did make love in uptown hotel rooms and also shitty 
efficiency apartments and sometimes in the alleys behind 
dance clubs where the music beat so loud that it almost 
blocked the smell of the garbage. 

The son went to the city and fell in love with the 
concrete and the skyscrapers, and he forgot about places 
where mountains held up the sky without the need of 
concrete, and he never went home.

The son went into the country, where the sky was 
held up by mountains, and fell in love with a teacher, who 
fastened her hair with barrettes like his mother, and when 
he made love to her, he pretended the barrettes did not 
remind him of his mother.

The son stayed home all of his life and never fell in love 
at all.

The son fell in love with gears and machinery. The son 
fell in love with mechanics.

The son fell in love with a mechanic and spent his 
nights smelling skin stained with oil and grease and the 
hard chemical smell of soap that removed the dirt but 
never the evidence of its existence.

The son fell in love with a man just like his father and 
spent his life trying to please him but never succeeding. 

The son fell in love with a teacher and a mechanic. He 
married one and fucked the other. 

The son fell in love with the mountains and the trees, 



because they were more dependable than the men and 
women he could not fall in love with, and he built a house 
in the country, where he learned the calls of cattle in the 
darkness, such as when a mother calls her calf to suck.

The son fell in love with books and the words inside 
books and the characters the books were about, so much so 
that he never learned to fall in love with a real person who 
breathed independently of an author’s desire, whose heart 
might bleed in time with his own.

The son fell in love with the whole world, and the 
weight of it was too much for any heart, much less one as 
weak and damaged and essentially human as his own.

7



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

DENTON LOVING lives near the historic Cumberland 
Gap, Where Tennessee, Kentucky, and Virginia converge. 
He works at Lincoln Memorial University, where he co-
directs the annual Mountain Heritage Literary Festival 
and serves as executive editor of Drafthorse: the literary 
journal of work and no work (www.drafthorsejournal.
org). He is also editor of Volume 4 of the Motif Anthology 
Series, published by Motes Books. His fiction, poetry, 
essays and reviews have appeared or are forthcoming in 
River Styx, [PANK], Main Street Rag and in numerous 
anthologies.

ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATOR

MONICA GARWOOD is an illustrator, painter, de-
signer, and Bay Area native. She graduated with a BFA 
in Illustration from California College of the Arts in 
2013 and currently lives in San Francisco.
Website: monicagarwood.com

© 2014 FLYLEAF JOURNAL
www.flyleafjournal.com


