
A Dad for a New World 
 

by Michael Beckett 
 

 

I haven’t seen my son in four years. Almost all of our communication is by text. Does that make 

me a bad parent? 

 

When some people hear my story, they say I’m not a parent at all. But they don’t understand.  

 

Let me explain. 

 

Eight years ago I started mentoring a high school senior, shortly after his father walked out. I 

live in Boston. Mtuseni lives in South Africa. In a settlement shack. Our initial contact was 

limited to brief webcam sessions hosted by a nonprofit. When that program folded, our 

communication switched to hours of texting every day, long monthly phone calls, and the 

occasional email. I’ve flown across the world to see him, and he’s endured the same grueling 

plane ride to visit me.  

 

During this time I’ve watched Mtuseni grow from a goofy yet earnest adolescent into an 

impressive young man who – despite his own circumstances – wants to help others. And those 

easy, breezy teen talks about movies and music and sports have been replaced by thoughtful, 

emotional discussions about family, politics, and life. There are pictures of his smiling face in my 

wallet, on my fridge, in my phone, and all around the house.   

 

I put him through college in Johannesburg and pulled strings and pried open doors to create 

opportunities in a country filled with dead ends for someone like him.   

 

I pumped up his confidence so the shy, insecure boy would speak up in class – and marveled 

when he later become co-president of the college student governing committee.   

 



I read him the riot act when he slept overnight on a bench outside a casino after his first 

freshman party – in a city that can become dangerous and scary at night.   

 

I cooled him down after his older brother moved back home and they fought day and night – 

and consoled him when he was killed by a car six weeks later.  

 

I tried to allay his fears during a spate of shack fires in his settlement one winter – swallowing 

my own agitation and anxiety. 

 

I’ve drained my savings, cranked up credit cards, and split cans of soup to pay for his tuition and 

expenses and airfare and necessities and “just because” money – and never regretted one cent.  

 

I’ve sent him boxes of new clothes to keep up appearances, vitamins to compensate for poor 

nutrition, and big batches of homemade cookies – which he says make him feel calm and 

happy.  

 

I’ve bought him more replacement phones than I’ve owned myself – each time paired with a 

stern warning that “this is the last time.” Until the next time.  

 

I’ve felt gnawing worry when he hasn’t been online for days – my mind constantly aware of the 

risks to his health and safety from violent crime and poor sanitation and dangerous drivers and 

things I would never consider happening here.    

 

I’ve beamed with pride and a face wet with tears as his image appeared on my Twitter feed, 

speaking at a leadership summit at the Newseum about the impact I’ve had on his life. 

 

I’ve stood in quiet awe watching him sleep, surprised and a bit frightened at how it’s possible to 

feel so much for one human being. And grateful for every moment of him being in my life: 

good, bad, and in-between. 



 

When he marks an achievement of any size, I celebrate with him. When he’s feeling down, I lift 

him up. When he’s running low on hope, frustrated by the challenges of life in South Africa and 

the slow pace of his dreams, I dig into my sometimes scant reserves of optimism and let him 

know that things will be okay – and that I’ve always got his back.  

 

By any account, that’s parenting – just not in the traditional sense. We’re a 21st century family, 

connected by technology and bound by love. The two of us have bridged wide gulfs in race, age, 

culture, class, religion, and sexuality to forge a deep, lasting bond. No small feat given the 

turmoil and divisions afflicting so much of the world these days.  

 

Mtuseni and I may not have shared DNA or formal paperwork. But in our hearts and minds, he’s 

my prince, my knucklehead, my champ, my son. And I’m dad.  
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_______________________________________ 
Michael Beckett is developing a book about the mutually life-changing journey he’s shared with his 
South African son.  
 
For more on their inspiring story, visit www.Michael-Beckett.com  and www.Long-Distance-Dad.com. 

http://www.michael-beckett.com/
http://www.long-distance-dad.com/

