How to be the Daughter of a Hero
By Lynn Dalsing

My father is a firefighter.  At a sleepover my sister was having one weekend when I was home from college, one of her friends called my dad “her hero.”  This has become more common since 9/11.  People send food to the fire house and go up to firemen and shake their hands for doing such a good job.  My dad hates this.  He knows that people just want to express their gratitude, but it embarrasses him.  

But he is a hero.  He’s kind, intelligent, funny, wonderful, and caring.  He mows the lawn and takes down the trash.  He saves people’s lives and cares about the men he works with enough to represent them in their union.  He even understands science.  He’s almost a god.
My dad has five jobs; he’s a firefighter, an executive board member in the firefighter’s union, a guardsman, an antique dealer, and an auctioneer.  Against all that, I feel a little selfish expecting my dad to sit down and watch The Mummy with me every time it comes on TV.  
It seems there are some rules to this daughter business.

To be a daughter of a hero, you must first learn to control and conceal jealousy.  My father is firefighter.  For 24 out of every 72 hours, he stands ready to rush into burning buildings.  These people he saves and helps and fixes up get a full third of his time.

It’s not pretty of me to admit it, but sometimes I’m jealous of these people.  I’m jealous that all they have to do if something goes wrong is call my daddy.  One man in the section of town my father’s station has done this more than once.  He slits his wrists, the right way, and sits down in a tub of water to thin the blood.  It takes 45 minutes for an adult to bleed to death from the wrists in a bathtub full of water.  This man calls 911 after about 15 minutes.  

I feel sorry for this man.  Because I don’t have the urge to hurt myself like that.  Because I have people to call if I ever feel the way he does.  Because he can’t be very happy.  But I’m also jealous of him.  He can call and take my daddy’s time and effort.  He can call and get all his wounds bandaged up.  He can do this and never have to feel bad for taking my dad’s time because for this man, that’s what my daddy is there for.  He never has to see how it affects my dad.  If I called my dad to tell him that I wanted to do that to myself, I would always have to see the worry in his eyes when he looked at me.  I hate to tell my dad my problems because I know he worries about me.  

To control this jealousy takes time, and it should be controlled, because it’s not fair and not rational.  It also takes a lot of work.  To conceal this jealousy is simple, you tell a story you’re very, very proud of, like so:

My dad once brought a man back from the dead.  

It was about two years ago, and a woman called 911 because her husband had stopped breathing.  Firefighters are first responders to medical calls.  So before the ambulance got there, my dad, his driver, and his back-end man showed up, sirens wailing, to find a dead man on the porch with his pregnant wife standing over him.  

My dad and his crew performed CPR.  They got back a heartbeat, and by the time paramedics arrived, the man was able to talk.  When the paramedics saw the bruising on the man’s chest, they couldn’t understand why my dad had performed CPR.  The reason was simply that the man had been dead.

My dad didn’t tell the man’s wife that he had been dead until after he was alive.  She was pregnant, and her husband was 27.  They still don’t know why he died for a few moments that day.

He never tells anyone just how scared he was when he thought he might have to tell this woman that her husband was dead.  I know he had to be, though.  He had to see that woman as my mom, not so long married, pregnant, and waiting for someone to tell her that everything would be okay.  

I know this because he’s my daddy, and he thinks he has to do everything for everyone.  He has to be there to save the city, or else it would burn down.  He has to stay in the Air National Guard, or else national security would undergo a complete meltdown.  
You must also learn to compromise if you are going to be a proper daughter of a hero.  To spend time with your daddy, you must be flexible both in terms of schedule and activity.  

It’s always been easier to talk to my mother.  We have more in common.  We read some of the same books, like the same movies, and watch British TV shows whenever possible.  We don’t always know what my dad does while he’s at the fire station for 24 hours and not fighting fires, but he tells us he’s too busy to read Harry Potter.  Sometimes these differences make it difficult for me to find things to talk about with him.  It hasn’t always been that way though.
I must have been about 12 the first time my mother told me that my dad thought I didn’t love him.  I must have been about 12 and playing basketball and going to the movies with my friends, and stunned and horrified that my growing independence was hurting my daddy.  

I didn’t like to fish.  Gooey worms.  Lots of sun, which my pale skin had taught me to hate.  And catching a fish, which, ultimately, I had no use for.  All this I never said, though, because my daddy took me fishing.  

He drove me out to Wild Bill Lake, which was nothing more really than a rather large pond with a dock, where we sat with our red and yellow plastic bobbers waving in the water.  On the drive out, he would listen to my endless ghost stories.  Some were paraphrased from Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark.  Others I just made up, about the places we passed along the way, about people in the cars driving the other way.  

“Did I tell you the story about the girl who had to always wear a black ribbon on her neck?” I would ask, knowing full well that I had.

“No, what’s that one?”

“Well, there was this girl, who had really long, beautiful black hair and who always wore a black velvet ribbon around her neck . . . ”

Finally, one summer, when my dad hadn’t gotten a chance to take me fishing, my mother told him that that was okay, that I didn’t really like fishing anyway.  She thought he would be happy that his little girl loved him enough to go do something she hated with him, just to be with him.  Only, he wasn’t happy; instead, he was upset that he had been forcing me do something I didn’t like.  

So he tried to come up with something else for us to do together.  We started going target shooting.  Which I liked, but the shooting range was in town, which meant no long drives, and no stories, and no quiet conversations while we sat waiting for fish to bite.  Which was what I liked in the first place.  Eventually, we stopped going.
Now, I try to use my love of movies to my advantage.  When I see a movie we would both like, I always get my family to go out see it with me again.  When I saw Ocean’s Eleven I remember being excited that it was a movie my dad would like to see.  When I went home for Christmas, I dragged everyone out to see it.  I later found out that my dad thought we were taking him to see a chick flick, but he went anyway so he could spend time with us.  

Next, you must have a dark sense of humor.  No shrinking violets who laugh delicately at stories about shopping and clothes.  I’ve heard from an author I know that this is the same with the children of police officers.  I learned this lesson in fourth grade.  
The fire inspector came to talk to our fourth grade class about fire safety.  I don’t remember how it came up, but he was the first to say to me that firefighters laugh so they don’t cry.  He told our class that sometimes firefighters will call people who have died in a fire “crispy critters” so that they don’t think of them as people that died.  So they don’t have to deal with how horrible their death was.  

I was a sensitive little girl who liked ghost stories and writing and basketball.  I remember thinking how horrible it must be to have to deal with that.  I was dismayed to think that my dad had to deal with things like that.  I turned it over in my head for a few days and decided that those firefighters must be right.  Sometimes you have to laugh at the things in life that aren’t really funny to deal with it.  There was another daughter of a firefighter in that class, and I often wonder whether that speech affected her.  

A less extreme example of this dark humor is the parrot story.  This happened a few years ago.  My dad went out on a call where a parrot was stuck in a tree, which is to say that the parrot wouldn’t come down even though he had the ability to do so.  In the end, one can’t help but sympathize with the parrot.  

My dad was around 40 at the time, and his backend man was a little older.  His driver, Vince, was a nice young black man who, since the two other guys were older, volunteered to rescue the bird from the tree.  The owner had been continuously telling the guys how he sold birds as pets (which in all probability he didn’t have the license to do) and how expensive this bird was in particular.  While Vince set up the ladder, the owner came over and told my dad, “That bird’s from Africa, and he’s scared of black men.  One of you two is gonna have to go get him.  He can’t go get him.”  
My dad looked at the man and said, “I think your bird’s just gonna have to get over it, because Vince said he’d get him.  And we’re not going.”

Though a racist “bird” is a sad and terrible thing, my dad just had to laugh so that he could get on with the business of making sure the bird was saved, which it was.
  

To be the daughter of a hero, you must also remember never to watch Backdraft or similar movies in the home.  This is a concession to my mother.  My father, sister, and I can stand to watch movies like Backdraft, but my mother can’t.  My father is SuperMan, I’ll grant you, but he’s scared my mother countless times.  He has a knee that hurts him often because a brick wall fell on him in a fire once.  He also once fell through a floor that was weakened in a fire.  It can be very scary to hear him talk about his job.  Thus, you must always be respectful of the feelings of other members of the hero’s family.
Finally, you must learn to recognize that being the daughter of a hero, while stellar for show and tell, can also be the source of a lot of neuroses.  As I grow older, I have found that I have inherited my father’s slightly insane work ethic and his need to do everything for everyone.  I work in a restaurant which gives me lots of opportunity to get both of these things out of my system.  My co-workers always find me willing to pick up a shift if possible and to help out whenever I can.  My tables (hopefully) find that there’s nothing they need that I won’t get for them.

Still, I’m learning to temper my workaholic and SuperGirl tendencies with the need to spend time with my family and friends and my need to have time to do the things I like to do.  So maybe, in a few years, my dad will be able to say (with reason, since he already says it) that he’s as proud of me as I am of my daddy, the hero.
� No animals were harmed in the occurrence or telling of this story.  Sorry seemed like a good joke at the time.





