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How to Find Your Way
Even before I because a parent, I was a writer. Which is why it seemed natural to keep writing after the birth of my firstborn completely re-arranged all that I thought I knew about how the world works. Writing is how I process information - and the information comes thick and fast when you have a baby. Plus, the learning curve is steep.
Now, that baby is almost nine. Her brother is almost six. Parenting is just as challenging as it was those first few years, just in a completely different way. The information still comes thick and fast. The curve is still steep. But we’re all getting enough sleep now, which makes it all a little easier to take.
What follows are the monthly columns about my parenting process (such as it is) and philosophy (ditto). All have run in my local paper, The Daily Star. Some also appeared on austinmama.com. I have arranged them chronologically, to the best of my ability. My ability to keep track of what ran where when was never good. Adding two kids into that already chaotic system .... well. You can imagine.
What follows is five years worth of essays about living among opinionated small people. I hope you enjoy the ride as much as I have.
May 2005
For the record, I do not consider myself a parenting expert, nor do I play one on TV. Frankly, I’m okay with that. If I’ve learned anything during the last three years of parenting, it’s that all of your book learning gets chucked out the window when you are deep in the trenches of convincing a small child to wash her hair without screaming like someone is pulling her limbs off and beating her with them. Drs Sears, Spock and T. Berry Brazelton are all conspicuously absent at 2 a.m, when your kid is barking like a baby seal and you’re debating a run to the ER. Experts have their place, certainly, but their advice is frequently more theoretical than real-world based.
Plus, you can never picture these experts, who look so deliciously groomed in their author’s photos, dealing with the realities of peanut butter smeared into the new couch or a jelly bean jammed up one nostril. Expert theories are wonderful in the abstract, when you have a free minute to ponder the deeper meanings of being a parent, but don’t come close to the messy fact of the knee-biter set and the whirlwind of the average day with them.
This is why I am here. As much as I’d like to have an agenda when it comes to parenting, I don’t. I’d like to be one of those Attachment Moms, who breastfeed until the kid is chest high and able to unbutton my blouse. I’d like to be a firm proponent of the family bed or of strict Ferberizing or of Elimination Communication. If I had a dogma to cling to then maybe, just maybe, I would feel like a real parent, one who knows exactly what she is doing at every minute of every day and can cite chapter and verse for the reasoning behind the madness.
Sadly, I don’t think that that parent exists outside of sitcoms. Most of the time, granted, I feel on top of my three-year-old Diva’s parenting needs. She seems like a reasonably well-adjusted child, even if her hair is frequently in need of a good cutting. Every now and again, I have pondered leaving her on the stoop for the gypsies to take away. Mostly, though, she is a delight, even when attaching Dora stickers to the cat or screaming about wearing shoes.
I sometimes wonder if I simply have mommy-blinders on, the ones that make us blind to our child’s obvious faults. I do get the occasional drive-by critique – you know, you’re walking through the mall and a stranger feels compelled to warn you that your kid is about the perish because she’s not wearing mittens – but I refuse to take strangers seriously. Every mom I know, most of whom have raised fine kids, has been a victim of the drive-by. Until one of these respected moms pulls an intervention on me, I’m going to assume that it’s all going well enough, thanks.
But this ease is new. As a newly minted mom, I was a wreck, convinced that I was doing it all wrong. One day, my kid would one day climb a clock tower or take a hostage, simply because all of the experts made parenting seem like high-stakes poker game, where one lapse of concentration can lead to disaster. That’s not true, as it turns out. Owner’s manuals are gospel when rebuilding an engine or calculating compound interest. Humans aren’t nearly as straightforward. The Diva herself has made that perfectly clear. Despite my (and my husband’s) many mistakes, she’s still alive and learning.
That being said, I will go out on a limb and state that some parenting decisions are clearly wrong. Never leave your baby out in the snow. Never put narcotics in her bottle. Never let him run into traffic. Acts that cause immediate concern for the child’s well-being are almost always very bad.
But it gets fuzzier after that. Some experts claim that not breastfeeding is akin to child abuse. Others would argue that a household without two parents of opposite sexes is an immediate danger. One expert advocates beating your child with an actual Bible-style rod so that she isn’t spoiled. The line between clear hazard and mere opinion is a hard one to draw, especially on something so emotionally charged as child rearing.
If pressed, I’d define my parenting philosophy as “whatever works, within reason.” Remember, though, that I am just making it up as I muddle along, just like you.
June 2005
Just when I start to get cocky about the parenting thing, it slaps me down. The most recent example was just a few Saturdays ago, when the Diva and the Hub and I trekked to a local home-made ice cream establishment in the countryside.
Before I go on, I’d like to take a moment to publicly apologize to the staff and patrons of Pie in the Sky who were near the building that fateful afternoon. I’m truly sorry about the mess.
I’d also like to mention that nothing clears a room like vomit. Keep this in mind the next time you need to rid of some houseguests.
Up until the puke, that Saturday had been a pretty good day. The sun was shining. Our chores were done, more or less. For a change, I wasn’t too wiped out after a hot day of lugging around baby #2, who is due to make his entrance at the end of July. We decided to celebrate the occasion with a chili dog and a waffle cone at our favorite Otego institution. Besides, it was too warm to do something as industrious as cooking.
After a brief but intense negotiation with the Diva, during which we all agreed that ice cream came after dinner, we collected our dogs and took a seat on Pie’s porch. The Diva took two bites and proclaimed that her tummy was full. Both Scott and I agreed that she was obeying the letter of the agreement, but not its spirit, especially once she started demanding her treat right now. Like any good parent, the Hub convinced her to eat the rest of the hot dog, using a careful balance of incentives and threats.
That’s when the trouble started.
About five minutes after her last bite, just as I was finishing up, the Diva wandered over and informed me that she had to make “disgusting,” which has mysteriously become family code for vomit. The Hub and I sprang into action and tried to get her into a secluded grassy area, so that total strangers wouldn’t be disturbed. We weren’t quick enough. By the time I returned from begging for wads of paper towels, the porch was empty except for the puddles of disgusting.
Rather than accept a little preschooler public puke is a fact of life and that there are certainly less convenient places for it to happen (airplanes leap to mind), I couldn’t help but feel that I ruined the lives of all of those who had the misfortunate to be in the tri-county area that evening. I was also convinced that my kid’s life was ruined because I wasn’t sensitive enough to know she was going to do it in the first place. We should have some psychic bond, the Diva and I, where I know how she feels just by looking at her. Good mothers can do that, I’ve heard. They can on sit-coms, anyway.
Plus, we shouldn’t have forced her to eat something she clearly didn’t want. The puke was our fault, really, because we were pushing. Good parents don’t push hard enough to make their kids ill, right?
When the Hub and the Diva returned – he’d taken her for a stroll to see if her tummy had settled down – it was as if nothing had happened. She felt just fine. There was no fever, no lingering queasiness. The only thing that cheesed her off was that she still wanted pink ice cream with sprinkles. Given how healthy she appeared, I couldn’t come up with a reason to deny it. So we had some ice cream, which stayed down, as has everything else since.
During the drive home, however, I’d convinced myself that I’d royally mishandled the whole situation and that the price for my poor judgment would be severe. Something had to be terribly wrong with her if she vomited, despite all evidence to the contrary. We should have rushed to the ER. And I should know better than to give dairy to a kid who had a sick stomach. For the rest of her life, she’ll throw up in order to get ice cream. She’ll be this friendless, puking monster with a rampaging sweet tooth who will spend years in therapy and a fortune on dry cleaning because I’m a lousy mother.
The guilt kicker was that we’re about to bring another kid into the world, yet clearly only have the slightest sliver of a clue what to do with the first one. We must be plum crazy to have a second one, who I’m guaranteed to screw up in some novel way.
I was in a state once we reached our house. The Diva and the Hub chased bubbles around our backyard while I hid and sobbed. I wish I knew the right thing to do at every moment of every day, other than to simply mop up the disgusting and carry on. It just feels wrong, somehow, that it could be that simple.
After her bath that night, the Diva asked if I was OK. “I just don’t feel like a very good mommy right now,” I told her. “Let me give you a big hug,” she said. Then she did. And while it wasn’t some clichéd miracle cure, her sticky toddler embrace made all of my imperfections slightly easier to accept.
July 2005
If I were a betting sort, I’d lay good money that almost every woman who has weathered the journey through nine (technically, almost ten) months of pregnancy and the painful indignities of labor has the same thought the instant the baby is out: I never want to do that again.
And, yet, most of us do it again. In our case, the Hub and I have always planned to have two. Once we committed to the first one, I always knew that a second one was in the offing, no matter how painful it was the first time. Frankly, until the Diva hit two, I wasn’t sure I could force myself to do it again. But once she started to be her own little person, a second one started to be a good idea. Three is out of the question, rest assured. For us, kids are like cats. Two is enough. Your family may have different opinions.
Until now, I’d forgotten how intense most of the discomforts of having the Diva were. I haven’t the slightest idea what amazing chemicals our brains release to make us forget exactly what pregnancy is like, but some capitalist genius would make a fortune if he bottled it.
While the prospect of squeezing this current infant out of my body doesn’t fill me with the same sort of panic that it did the first time around, I do wonder if I have the stamina. After all, I’m now three years older, in my mid-30s this time, and spend a good deal of my week with a 3-year-old, which is exhausting in its own special way.
Plus, I’ve also remembered that I’m not all that fond of babies. Let me rephrase that – I like babies when they belong to other people, when you can coo and snuggle then hand them back. I’m not all that wild about my own babies, which is one of those things that mothers are never, ever supposed to say. While I loved my first infant and will love the second, there are times when the sleepless nights and constant vigilance get to you, where your fondest wish is for someone to hand the bundle to for a bit. The challenges are different as they get older and more to my parenting skills. Give me a kid with some language and a sense of self-preservation and we’ll have a party.
Living with a newborn is like bad reality TV and can be as physically punishing, especially after coming off of being pregnant. Right now, I’ve reached the point where the inner baby’s demands making it hard to meet my life’s demands. I spend most days waddling around and feeling as if I’m carrying a bowling ball around in a poorly knotted hammock. It wouldn’t be as much of a challenge if the bowling ball didn’t keep shifting and punching and kicking. By evening, it’s all I can do to flop on the couch. I’ve gotten a lot of knitting done, simply because I lack the energy to do something more productive.
The recent heat hasn’t helped. There are advantages to spending an Oneonta winter as a human incubator. I’m usually the first to gripe when the temps dive below 20. Last winter, we probably saved a good $60 because I broke a sweat in any room above 65 degrees. Rest assured that the extra cash has been converted to ice cream, which is one of the few things that keeps me from taking a hostage during our brutally humid days.
What also hasn’t helped is my inability to find a comfortable position. Sleep is next to impossible, even with a fortress of pillows and props. Sitting isn’t much better. I’ve given up on actually using my office chair, since a mere 15 minutes in it makes my hips and back scream. Sitting on the couch is comfy, but when I’m there the Diva wants to sit in my now non-existent lap. Once she settles in, the baby starts kicking and pushing at her through my skin like a caged wildebeest. On the plus side, the Diva finds this amusing.
What continues to boggle my mind is that women have been doing this forever, usually while also working in the field or kitchen or garment factory, without any air conditioning and for ten hours at a time. Right now, I start whining if I have to make more than a piece of toast. I haven’t the slightest idea how they did it -- although I suspect it’s easier to keep a stiff upper lip when you don’t have other options – but I admire them for their guts. I can’t help but wonder how many of them swore during childbirth that they’d never go through it again, only to have the memory fade once again.
My deepest, darkest fantasy involves a hotel room and a bed.
Mine is a rich fantasy, one that I continually embroider new details for, especially during the single-digit hours of the morning, when I am convincing one of the children to sleep. I can see my dream bed. It is queen-sized with clean white sheets and nicely puffed pillows, the sort that can make even the fussiest head feel like it is cradled in a cloud.
There is a lofty down comforter because the room is just cool enough that you want to slide under something cozy. Outside, it is snowing and you can meditate upon the flakes as they float to the ground. There is a nightstand that contains a lamp, the books I can never find the energy to finish, and a small bell, which will summon a helpful chap who will bring gourmet meals and fine beverages to my majestic mattress. Otherwise the door is locked. I have nowhere to be for the next 48 hours.
I’m just all swoony at the thought of it.
In the fantasy, I’m burrowed beneath my blankets tighter than a tick on a hemophiliac. I am snoring. Most likely, I am also drooling. Every now and again, I might get up to pee, since including a catheter in the fantasy just seems wrong.
I can only begin to tell you how tired I am. If you have a newborn in the house, you already know how deep the urge to hibernate can be. Granted, I’m not doing poorly in terms of quantity of shut-eye. On paper, I get about seven hours each night, which sounds bountiful when compared to the days when the Dude was even smaller and eating like a hummingbird.
These seven hours aren’t consecutive, of course, and that’s the rough bit. The Dude generally wakes up a couple of times to eat, even though all of the books tell me that he should be able to go 5-6 hours without a meal. The books lie. If he weren’t sucking down 8-9 ounces during each night feed, I’d think he was just waking up to get some company. But, clearly, he is still a hungry bird.
The Diva, however, is now waking up simply to get someone to come snuggle with her. Now, the Hub and I hop from room to room all night long. I get enough sleep to keep me from falling asleep while driving, but not nearly enough to be sustainable for the long-term. I crave so much more, if only because my body still seems to be making up for the rigors of birth and of those first eight (heck, 12) sleepless weeks. By my calculations, I should be all caught up by July. Of 2008.
Right now I simply wake up and feel slightly less exhausted but still pretty dang wiped out. That’s when waking up happens easily. Most of the time it’s an act of incredible will to simply open my eyes. Sitting upright is a Herculean effort that requires all of the gumption I can muster. My college students love to mention that they’ve just rolled out of bed for my 2 p.m. class. One day, one of them might die. No court would convict me.
I know. I know. Sleep when the baby sleeps. That is, quite possibly, the biggest load of lousy advice that well-meaning-but-clueless folk foist upon moms. Problem number one is that the baby sleeps in such erratic patterns during the day that I can’t even begin to trick my body into complying to his will. I’ve never been a good napper. While both of my parents can drop off on the couch during a lull in conversation, I’ve always needed to be horizontal in a quiet, moderately private room to actually drop off.
Problem number two is that there are two kids and they seem to have a devised a conspiracy to make sure their parents are always sleepy enough to be pliable on topics like snacks and treats. If the Dude has a great night, the Diva is up every hour. And vice-versa. I suspect that they’re running sleep-deprivation experiments on us for the CIA.
Problem number three is that my house would continually be covered in crushed Cheerios crumbs and cat fur if I dropped everything and slept. I can’t just let it go and the helper elves still haven’t shown up.
Problem number four is the fact that I work outside of my home at several different jobs. And while none of them is as difficult or as important as the care of my kids, I would like to keep working at them. As much as I’d like to tell my students, “No, I didn’t grade the papers that I’ve had for the last three weeks because I have to sleep when the baby sleeps” I just can’t, especially since I’m mean when they turn stuff in late.
I know that this will change. Round about age 2, the Diva rocked as a sleeper and kept it up until her brother arrived. I know she’ll get back on track eventually, as will he. When they are teenagers and are never seen conscious during the daylight hours, I’ll just laugh and laugh. But right now, when I’m up for the fourth time on any given night, my only comfort is my fantasy. Maybe if I’m a good little girl, Santa will put this room in my stocking for Christmas. He doesn’t even need to wrap it.
August 2005
For even the most prepared expectant parent, reality hits like a bear digging through a dumpster, shredding the contents of your life in its hungry pursuit of a yummy chocolate bar. Surprisingly, this holds true even with baby number two – and, I suspect, with numbers 3 and 4. Even the happiest, most competent and freakishly stable parent has had at least one dizzy moment where he wondered where the heck it all went wrong. Most mere mortals have moments like that on an hourly basis.
1. Now that my second one has finally made his arrival, I can’t help but revisit some of the tidbits I learned when the Diva was a baby. I could hardly call myself a parenting “expert” if I didn't feel compelled to share it.
It really does get better. Really. Those first few months are tough on an almost epic scale. Keep in mind that it will probably get worse again, so absorb the sunshine while you can.
With number 2, I now have a new mantra. This is hard, I whisper to myself, but this will pass. I can trust this because I know from experience that it is true.
2. Martyrdom isn't its own reward. For years, women have been encouraged to live vicariously through their families, sublimating their needs for the greater good. Needs, however, still have a way of spurting out, often in strange and damaging ways, which do more harm than simply doing what you needed to do in the first place.
Helpful folks often trot out the old war-horse about airline oxygen masks, about how the flight attendants caution you to secure your own yellow cup before attending to your children. While that's true, it calls to my mind images of what I'd actually be doing in the event that the aircraft lost its pressurization. The imagined terror distracts from the point, I think.
In short, do what you need to do. Paint. Read. Walk. Sit and stare at the walls for all I care. Do whatever it takes so that you can breathe. Screw the people who want you to conform to their definition of what a good mother is. Which leads to...
3. Everyone wants to tell you how to raise your baby.
On one of my first mall outings with the first newborn, as I was walking back to my car, a large older woman muttered just loud enough that I needed to put socks on the baby. Rather than point out that socks had been on the child's feet when we entered the mall, and that she was more than welcome to figure out for herself where they'd been stripped off and dropped, I flashed a nervous smile and slunk back to the car, feeling like I had no business being a mom.
The same holds true for the kind soul on my favorite walking path who informed me that the baby needed to wear a hat, because she'd be blinded each time we walked into a clearing. Or that the baby'd be sub-moronic because I didn't breastfeed through the first year. Or that day care would make her maladaptive and mean. Or that I was a selfish shrew who had no business bearing young because I went back to work before she was five.
Fine, I say. Your choices are yours. And mine -- for better or worse -- are mine. Unless my current pediatrician cautions me that I am doing something dangerous or foolish or both, I'm going to continue to follow one of the few pieces of advice that my first baby’s first ped passed on. Trust your instincts. The rest will follow.
4. Keep only two parenting books in your house. One should be a good reference tome, preferably with full-color pictures of rash taxonomy and a primer on poop. The other should be one parenting guru whose advice you agree with. More than that and you'll just make yourself crazy. No two parenting manuals ever agree on much of anything.
5. Like with horseshoes, close enough counts.
At the risk of sounding like a bad self-help book, the journey from helpless infant to competent adult is is very, very, very long. If you worry about every pebble on the path, you're going to be too stressed out to enjoy the ride. There is a lot of room for course corrections, once you start to rediscover where the hell you stashed the map. It will all be OK once you find your footing.
Watch out for that first step, though... it's a doozy.
September 2005
If nothing else, life with a newborn has made me nostalgic for the days when the Diva was this wee. I pine for this not because I miss the continuous feedings and lack of sleep. No, what I really miss are the days when she was simply noisy luggage who I could pack up and take out with a minimum of irritation.
One of these decades, I’ll once again get to experience the thrill of getting something done with efficiency and speed. It’s one of the few personality traits that I took pride in before I had children. The thrill that comes from, say, a trip to the grocery store that takes less than an hour and results in a fully-stocked pantry, from which I can make a week’s worth of pre-planned meals, is now a stranger to me. Such feats are impossible now that the Diva is three.
The Diva has evolved into a champion dawdler. She had no teeth until she was a year old. Sleeping through the night didn’t really happen until she was two. I have a sneaking suspicion that she’ll learn how to read well before she is potty-trained. And, yes, I do feel like a bad parent because my three-year-old is so ambivalent about using the loo. But the Diva shall not be rushed.
Most days, I’m OK with that. I’ve learned to budget extra time to get out of the door with her. Before she could talk, the process was merely tedious. I’d get her shoes on, which she’d pull off while I was wrestling her into her coat, which she’d squirm back out of while I was retrieving the shoes. Lather, rinse and repeat until I could manage to gain enough momentum to reach escape velocity from her black hole of diversionary tactics.
The Diva has a knack for making her dawdling expand to overflow the time that I allot for it. Even once we get outside, the meandering continues. She’s become a collector, of sorts, and can’t pass a pretty leaf or flower or acorn or pine cone or crabapple without stopping to pick it up. Before this stage, I hadn’t realized how many plants there are in Oneonta. I appreciate and encourage her botanical interests, but wish they had an off switch.
Adding to the dawdling if the fact that she now crafts flowing monologues about everything from shoes to weather to balloons to dust to dinner. I remember the time when I was thrilled by the sound of her little voice discovering the power of language. Currently, I crave ten minutes of quiet.
Still, the sheer tumult of words isn’t the true problem. The root of our continual lateness can be traced to three little letters: W-H-Y. A typical morning exchange, as I try to truck us all to our weekday destinations, runs like this:
“Please get in your carseat.”
“Why?”
“Because I want you to be safe.”
“Why?”
“Because accidents happen.”
“Why?”
“Because sometimes mommies and daddies hit things with the car.”
“Why?”
“Because they drive into a tree to make the ‘whys’ stop for just 30 seconds.”
“Why?”
It’s usually here that our negotiations break down and I have to resort to counting out loud in my best mom voice. Most days, I never make it to five, which is when I’d take some kind of action, whether it is simply picking her up and buckling her in or taking away her LazyTown privileges.
The one thing I can’t resort to is a time out, the standby punishment of most modern parents. First, a time out would make us later than we already are. Second, and more importantly, the Diva loves them. To her, a time out is a parent-sanctioned opportunity to sit and fiddle with your shirt buttons or quietly sing the alphabet song or ponder the Mid-east peace process. I secretly suspect she’s solved the cold fusion problem.
Even at their most aggravating, kids manage to teach you a thing or two. The Diva as she dawdles notices all the things that I rush past. Even the non-stop questions make me think about why things have to be a certain way. Some days, I loosen up and enjoy what she discovers. Other days, I just want to be on the move.
October 2005
Before I became a mom, I did not know how divinely powerful a big rectangle of flannel could be. Now, I have seen the light. Without Blankie, life would not be worth living – for all of us, not just the Diva.
Blankie is what your average pediatrician likes to call a “transitional object,” a totemic device that small children use to ease the pangs of insecurity that stem from growing up in a big, wide world. Some kids adopt specific stuffed animals; others clean cloth diapers or washcloths. A friend of mine was attached to an old queen-sized quilt and family photos show her dragging that huge, grubby thing around with her at all times. Kids always surprise you.
Like Ford Prefect and his towel, the Diva has her Blankie, a three-foot-by-28-inch-ish wad of yellow flannel covered in bears and backed by an equally-sized white wad of flannel. The edges are serged with white thread. I’m still at a loss as to how this particular blanket came to be the Blankie, but the heart has ways that the head can’t understand. She also has a separate lowercase-b blankie for use when she’s at Bugbee, a dainty pink receiving blanket scrounged from a bottom drawer when we moved. Lowercase-b blankie can only work its magic within her school’s four walls. Everywhere else, only the Blankie will do.
The Diva's response to Blankie is Pavlovian. Now, at three, all it takes is the sight of this flannel wonder to make her put her thumb in her mouth and drop her eyes to half-mast. Blankie is better than Xanax, when it comes to calming the rampaging toddler, which isn’t to say that it’s foolproof. When she’s really wound up, no mere fabric can turn the tide of her wrath. But, most of the time, a little Blankie is all it takes to regain her mellow.
After three years of near constant affection, Blankie is starting to come undone. The corners are gray from constantly being chewed (yes, she chews on Blankie like a deranged beaver). The constant travel with Blankie – I think it has seen most of the East Coast at this point – hasn’t been kind, either. Our most recent trip into Manhattan saw Blankie dragged out of the side of the stroller, through the city’s rainy, grimy streets. By the time we returned to Oneonta, Blankie could have walked itself to the washer. She still was chewing on its corners, no matter how many times I begged her to stop.
The real problem is that Blankie is starting to come, literally, apart at the seams. The thread that keeps the two pieces of flannel together is unraveling quickly. Some mornings, the Diva will present us with an enormous pile of it, which she pulled off while she was waking up. It’s a matter of time before Blankie requires serious repair. My secret hope is that the Diva could make do with just one layer of the flannel and we can save the other as a back-up
Part of me is tempted to slowly reduce Blankie’s size, inch by inch, until it is no more than a postage stamp of comfort. But it seems too cruel somehow, to slowly chip away at her tangible sense of security. My secret hope is that she’ll grow out of her need before Blankie comes completely apart. This is unlikely, I know, but a gal can dream.
I don’t know that we ever really grow out of a need for a Blankie anyway. It’s just that it starts to be socially prohibitive to drag one around past a certain age. Lately, whenever I read the newspaper or watch CNN, I wish I had my own Blankie to curl up with. I’ve asked the Diva to share a corner of hers, but she refuses in a way that makes it clear that it is a non-negotiable no. Blankie is her transitional object, thank you very much, and its juju might wear off if rubbed by adult hands.
I suppose we all have our Blankies. For me, there is little more comforting than curling up in a nice warm bed in flannel pjs when the world gets to be too stressful. My spouse carries a red glass worry stone with him most of the time. I have a college buddy who still has her old Blankie, now no more than some satin edging and a ratty strip of fabric, and she still snuggles with it on occasion.
But she’ll admit that her Blankie’s magic has gone. As adults, we just can’t achieve that same level of surrender, of pure belief that this one object can make all of the things in the world OK. We know it can’t, not really. The best that can be achieved no matter how tightly we wrap ourselves is a reduction of suffering rather than its elimination. While some flannel can ease the sting, the transitional object can only do so much once you’re old enough to know that its power is only temporary.
November 2005
It has been said that long distance running is the loneliest profession. Given that I am the sort who runs only when chased by bears, I have no personal evidence that this is untrue.
I do, however, spend vast amounts of time surrounded by children. The experience of being a mother isn’t that dissimilar from being a marathoner, I’d imagine. Mothering, however, is largely free of those goofy little shorts and sponges full of water.
Before I had kids, I didn’t realize how alone I could feel even when surrounded by other living, breathing bodies that are constantly touching me. The Diva’s earliest months were, quite possibly, the loneliest months I have ever endured. It’s not her fault, of course. She did the best she could when it came to conversation and general companionship. But there’s only so much one should expect from an infant.
Given that I was the first in my group of friends to have a baby, I had no idea how socially isolating momhood would be. While my child-free peers tried their best to provide support and comfort, they just couldn’t understand what the whole parent trip was like. No matter how many times you explain, those without kids can’t really have more than mild empathy about how completely your first baby shakes up your life.
Some lucky few have the advantage of living near their extended family. In any given group of cousins and aunts and grandmothers, there are usually a few who can lend both a hand and an ear to the overwhelmed new mom. My extended family – like a lot of them, frankly – are scattered across the country. While this creates many vacation opportunities, it is a huge drawback when it comes to dealing with the demands of child raising.
It wasn’t as crucial to have as much support with baby number two. Not because it was a piece of cake to add another child, mind you, but because I’d finally tapped into Oneonta’s underground mom network. Every community has at least one. The trick is knowing which doors to knock on and mastering the secret handshake.
These groups never advertise, not because they want to stay hidden like a floating crap game but because they are informal. There is no president of a Mom Network, nor is there a board of directors. It’s not a group like the PTA, where there are formal requirements for membership. Heck, those who aren’t mothers probably wouldn’t even know of its existence.
Moms tend to meet each other at places where kids hang out, like playgrounds and preschools and story times, which aren’t exactly hotbeds of traditional social power. Diapers or pacifiers or sleep schedules are frequently discussed while moms (and the occasional dad) keep their offspring from creating complete havoc.
And then you see the same moms again the next week at the same place. Or run into one of them in the baby food aisle of the grocery. Or buying diapers at B.J.’s. Before you know it, you are making plans to meet on purpose. Eventually, you end up meeting her mom friends and vice-versa. And, voila, you are in the network.
It’s a lot like dating, frankly, but the pitfalls of dating are better publicized. If you’re the sort who doesn’t mingle well or have wee newborns who you are hesitant to take outside, you are doomed. If you don’t realize that these packs of mothers are roaming the places where little feet patter, then you will never find them. First-time moms and strangers to the town take a while to find the fold. Once you join the flock, however, your life improves.
I fully believe that I can connect myself to any other mother in the area with five or six simple steps. Think of it as the Kevin Bacon game, but with babies.
Why would you want to do this? For simple social reasons, granted. But there are other advantages. With a few phone calls, I can arrange both a play date and get some advice on the perils of potty training that the books fail to mention. Or get advice on what to do inside with a crabby toddler on a rainy day. Or find a babysitter who is great with babies. Or a baby and a pre-teen. Or a baby and a pre-teen and a really big dog.
The network gives you the skinny on all of the stuff that you can’t find in a newspaper, online or in the phone book. A like-minded mom can take your kids for a bit when you need a break, simply because she knows you’d do the same for her. Plus, you have an understanding ear to bend when you just want to chit-chat about nothing in particular.
Babies, as fun as they can be, aren’t a substitute for interaction with folks who don’t require your help to burp. Only another mom (or, better yet, moms) will do sometimes. No one else on earth will know that no matter how much you kvetch about your children and their odd behaviors, you would rip the arms off anyone who ever tried to pry them away from you.
But you can never find advertisements designed to get moms in the same room to do nothing but talk. Yet you can always find someone to run with or where in the area to buy shoes and shorts. While running a marathon may not take a village, raising children certainly does. It would just be nice, however, if the village were less invisible.
January 2006
My father-in-law has a knack for speaking great truths using simple little sentences. Lately, two of his nuggets of wisdom have been caught in my head.
The first one was uttered in a Perkins in Rochester, where we traditionally all have breakfast together whenever we make it up to my husband’s homeland. During this particular breakfast, the Diva could not sit in one place and kept climbing from one lap to another, elbowing anyone who dared to restrain her. The Dude, not to be outdone by his sister’s monkey-like antics, wailed the entire time we were there, except for the last five minutes, which is when he fell asleep. The whole trip had been a nightmare, frankly, and the husband and I were cranky, tired and ready to sell the children to anyone who had a nickel and some earplugs.
In short, we were starting to reconsider the whole kid thing and wondered if we’d ever be able to eat in a restaurant at some point during the next 20 years. Our general weariness must have been easy to spot. During the five minutes of relative quiet that the Dude granted us, my father-in-law simply said: “some days are diamonds.”
Truer words have never been spoken.
It’s something I now mutter to myself whenever the wheels coming flying off. Given that the Diva is now three-and-a-half, which is much, much more challenging than the alleged “Terrible Twos,” it is a phrase that I mutter quite frequently. I’ve managed to stop rolling my eyes heavenward at the same time, though.
Some days are diamonds and you keep them polished in your memory for the times that aren’t so sparkly, when you are feeling like the most incompetent parent on the planet and convinced that your children will grow up to climb the tower and take a hostage. The diamonds keep you going.
One of those diamonds turned up during Christmas. My father-in-law drove down for dinner. The kids were both behaving like movie kids, the sort who never get ketchup on their shirts or drool all over the cat. Now that she can recognize most letters, the Diva spent the afternoon spelling out every word she could find. The Dude held court in his exersaucer, bashing two plastic blocks together and giggling with delight.
The adults were having a conversation about how different these two are. Maddy, when she was six months, would spend every single waking moment trying to absorb the entire world so that she could figure out how it worked. We suspected the she had solved both cold fusion and the mid-east peace problem but just couldn’t quite find the words to explain how she’d done it. She was a sponge, then, and has remained true to her babyhood. Even now, you can’t escape the nine thousand questions that pelt you every minute during her waking hours.
The Dude, in contrast, likes to smash things. Banging his fists on the table is also huge fun, if there is nothing available for smashing.
“He’s a much simpler creature,” my father-in-law said. “It must be the y-chromosome.”
Before you start ranting about gender stereotypes, my father-in-law taught second grade for 30 years, which means that he has a wide base of kids to draw this observation from. Plus, he helped raise both a girl and a boy of his own, which counts for something.
The resemblance between his two – my husband and his sister -- and my two is uncanny. My husband’s sister is older and excels at languages. According to family lore, she was the one who was always in absorb mode.
Her brother liked to smash things. When he got old enough, he also liked to set things on fire or blow them up. Fortunately, he has used this talent for good rather than evil.
But my father-in-law’s observation about the differences between the Diva and the Dude is one of those diamond moments. We felt like a family, right at that moment, one that will work together for the long haul despite how very different we all are. And there’s a sense of continuity, that our little clan is just another run at what has come before.
I find that this is a comfort, a diamond to admire when we’re all bogged down in the day-to-dayness of raising these two kids. Mostly, it’s a delight. But when it gets tough, it’s hard to know if you’re doing the right thing – or even if there is a right thing to do. While I know we won’t get it perfect this time, if nothing else, we will make a different set of mistakes than our parents did. Most likely, it will all work out in the end, just like it has before. After all, we’ve made it this far.
February 2006
The TV used to simply be another piece of furniture, one that occasionally displayed colorful images the Diva adored. Baby Mozart, created by that evil genius Julie Aigner-Clark, used to be reliable enough that it could provide 23 minutes worth of unencumbered time to grab a shower. Sometimes, those 23 minutes of having the tot out of my hair are worth sacrificing a few points off of her future standardized test scores.
Baby Mozart and his other composer buddies Beethoven and Bach used to keep the Diva enthralled, eager to find out which toy would be next up for the disembodied hand to play with or which puppets would fall prey to a spot of slapstick. But Baby Mozart doesn't grease the Diva’s wheels anymore. She knows all of his infantile tricks. Now, the Diva craves the hard stuff.
The first step to treats beyond Aigner-Clark's empire was Paz, that lovable penguin from TLC's commercial-free children's programming block. Paz, unfortunately, doesn't have his own show and is dosed out in seven-minute increments between the "real" programs like Brum, a very British show with a narrator who explains how brave a battery-operated car can be. Bad people are easy to spot on Brum, simply because they always steal the wackiest things, like sequined dresses or golden toilets. If you make it through Brum, there's the Save-Ums, a very Canadian cartoon about little aliens who pal around with monkeys and bats. I suspect it's an allegory about U.S./Canuck relations, otherwise it just makes no sense whatsoever.
But, soon, maintenance doses of Paz and his dim little friends Pig and Dog weren't enough for the child. She needed more. More! And so we discovered Noggin, the crack of kid's TV. Unlike its older sibling Nickelodeon, Noggin offers up the treats that make a preschooler's blood race. Like, Dora the Explorer, who used to be the Diva's favorite cartoon character. She can easily identify all of the principle players. While she likes Dora and her adventures, the Diva was most taken with Tiko, the lovable squirrel in a colorful vest. Just like the motions of the celestial spheres, her ways are frequently beyond my ken.
Dora and the Diva drifted apart not long ago, over issues known only to them. Perhaps it was simply because we've seen all of the episodes Noggin has available -- the only downside of commercial-free TV is the limited number of episodes. Perhaps it was simply an imagined slight, one unintended by both parties. Regardless of the cause, the Diva has moved on. Sure, she still wants to read her Dora books, play with her Dora Candyland and Legos, but the magic of the show itself has waned.
What has replaced it is Oobi, the world's most cost-effective puppet. Oobi is simply a hand and two plastic eyes, which are affixed to said hand. Despite its simplicity, the result is magical. Somehow, these talking hands -- Oobi, his sister Uma, his caretaker Grandpu and his best friend Kako -- can craft nuance and meaning with sparse tools and language.
Only one kids' show tops Oobi in my eyes: Bear in the Big Blue House, which I find delightful and the Diva wants nothing to do with. Instead she is drawn to Maisy, which makes my teeth grind, and LazyTown, which makes my fists clench. Kids these days, I tell you.
I find all of this surprising, to tell you the truth. It's not so much that her fascination with the idiot box that is startling but my response to it. I wanted to be all hard-core about mindless entertainment and keep the Diva away from it as much as possible. It hasn't worked out that way.
A lot of it has to do with the quality of children's programming. When I was a kid, with the exception of the PBS stuff like Sesame Street, Electric Company and Zoom, TV was a sugary paradise with little nutritional value. Thanks to those PBS shows, the bar was raised on what was acceptable. Now you'll still find the junk food, but there are quite a few apples and bran in the mix, too. Plus it all tastes better than it should.
The Diva herself also deserves credit for my 180 on TV. There are moments, certainly, where she does the whole couch potato thing, eyes glassy and hypnotized by the pretty lights. But those moments are few. Usually, we're reading books or she's chasing the cat or climbing the furniture or pestering her brother, who is completely unimpressed by the boob tube thus far.
Lately, she wants to spell out every word that wanders across the screen. She’s getting pretty good at it, too. First time she recognized the word “Dora” without any help, I was stunned. Then I remembered how I wouldn't know much about our legislative system or conjunctions had it not been for Schoolhouse Rock. You take knowledge where you find it.
Granted, this is one of those parenting divides, with a firm line drawn between the laissez-faire and the anti-advocates. Others may feel that my liberal TV policies are akin to abuse, that the Diva should be forced to do flashcards instead of bonding with Oobi. So be it. Personally, though, a world without Blue, Steve and Tickety is not one that is nearly is rich as it can be.
March 2006
I am a horrible mother.
During the past spring break, the Diva spent four days up in Rochester with her grandparents. Those four days – where we just had the one kid to look after – were as close to a vacation as we’ve had since the Dude was born. I can’t believe that I used to whine about how busy I was with just the one child. If I could go back in time, I’d let the previous me know that she needed to close her mouth and appreciate every free moment.
But that is not why I’m a horrible mother. I don’t think any mom of one can understand the chaos of two. Just like I have no doubts that moms of multiples or moms with more than two of different ages are shaking their heads right now and muttering, “Lady, you don’t even know.”
They are right. I don’t even know. And I can’t even imagine.
Here, however, is why I am a bad mother. On the day that the Diva was due back, I looked at my husband and said “You know, I almost wish she weren’t coming home so soon.”
Rest assured that I couldn’t feel more guilty about not wanting my kid back under my roof.
Let me explain, though. I love the Diva more than I could ever begin to express. In general, I miss her with an almost physical ache when she is away for extended periods, even when I know she is having a heck of a good time being spoiled by my husband’s folks. While I missed my kid in the abstract, what I didn’t miss was the drama of living with an almost four year-old girl.
I should have listened to all of those other moms who warned that little girls grow a little moody when they hit four. When we lived in Tennessee, in order to get to the baby room at the Diva’s day care, I had to walk her past the older kids’ rooms. Most mornings, a couple of us parents would chat in the hall outside of the 4-year old class, from which shrill shrieks and tuneless whining would emerge. “Enjoy the Diva now,” these wiser moms would intone. “Two and three are so much fun. Then you get to four…”They’d shudder at this point and wander away, looking like they’d been hit in the head with a mallet.
The warnings continued even after we moved up here. Almost every mom of a girl turns ashen when you mention age four. I thought they were exaggerating, just like I assumed that those who warned me that going from one kid to two is about the same as going from one kid to ten were full of poop. How bad can a four year-old be? It’s the same kid, right?
Oh, but it isn’t the same kid. Almost overnight, the Diva went from being perfectly reasonable and evenly tempered to living up to her nickname. Nothing meets Her Highnesses exacting specifications, which change on an hourly basis, anymore. She can go from playing contentedly to crying theatrically in the time it takes to say the word no. She has an opinion on every last blessed detail in her life. The only common thread between her desires is that they always run contrary to mine. My own mother, once she stopped laughing about my current trials with the Diva, snarked that 4 year-old girls can get a “little uppity.” This is an understatement in the same vein as “Texas gets a little warm in July.”
Witness yesterday’s exchange, which occurred as we were walking down some stairs to pick up her brother:
“When we get home, I want candy for snack,” she whined.
“You can’t have candy for snack,” I replied. “Candy is for dessert.”
“You’ve made me mad!” She screamed and stomped away from me. “Leave me alone.”
There were two seconds of silence, then:
“Mommy. Hold my hand,” she demanded.
“I thought I was to leave you alone?”
“Don’t talk to me!”
You can imagine the rest.
By the end of this simple walk, I was within seconds of strangling her, in a metaphoric sort of way, of course.
I have no doubt that the intrusion of her brother, who at 8 months could not be more mellow, throws a wrench in her plans to be the center of the universe. Despite his general laid-back-ness, he is still a baby and, as a result, demands more attention from us on a daily basis. Some of the Diva’s drama must stem from that. I completely understand her angst and do my best to remind her that she’ll always be cared for and loved.
But there are also must be devious biological forces at work. This emotional maelstrom is how preschoolers transition into big kids who can handle kindergarten. Without the defiance and the drama, she’d be stuck as a dependent toddler forever. The growing process is a test for us all. While her moods can be hard to endure, her relatively new responsibilities – like using the potty and respecting rules – must be hard. Intellectually, I understand this.
My patience, on the other hand, is growing threadbare. It is my authority – not her father’s – that is constantly open to debate. If my husband lays down the law, 9 times out of ten she’ll obey. If I lay down the law, 9 times out of ten, it’ll end in tears, pleading, screaming and whining, generally from her.
I know that this is all just groundwork for the teen years, where this little phase will seem like a spring shower when compared to a hurricane. Still, I could do without the drama. If that makes me horrible, so be it.
April 2006
As much as I hate to admit it, I am a writer. It isn’t as practical an occupation as say plumbing but it can be useful on occasion. I have a knack for drafting a killer Christmas card letter. I can type upwards of 80 words per minute so I can always find work as a temp. And I can always think of something pithy and wise to write in a greeting card. Except, of course, for right now.
Friends of mine just had their first (and probably only) baby. My tired brain has been working overtime to come up with some words that will sum up the experience of having children to write to them in a thematically matched card. I’ve got nothing, frankly, and will probably have to stick to the old chestnut “Congrats!” if I want to get the greeting in the mail before the kid can read it himself.
The irritating thing is that I’ve been trying to figure out how to put the kid thing into a few clever words for the last four years. Not long after the Diva was born I ran into another new mom. She saw that I had that glazed over look so commonly found in woodland creatures shortly before they are hit by cars and simply said “no one can tell you what it’s like, can they?” While that is true, it’s not so much that they can’t, like it was a secret Masonic handshake and they’ll be shunned if they spill the beans, but that there so many words to describe babies and kids that you end up talking for hours and only chipping the paint. To get it down to something useful that one could write in a greeting card has become my Grail.
What we all hear about, mostly because it’s the most gripping topic to tackle, are the irritations of parenthood. It’s like reading Paradise Lost. No matter how omni-everything the god character is, the devil is just always so much more interesting. He steals every scene he’s in because he’s just so fun to write about.
It’s like this: think about the last movie you saw that you hated. You could go on and on about the specifics of how and why and where it hit the crapper. Now think about the last movie you loved. Give me a description of exactly what you loved. Harder, no? It gets even harder when you think about the last flick you were indifferent about. Can you come up with more than “eh?”
Parenting is the same. I can write volumes about the ways in which the children – either alone or in pairs – have bunched up my knickers. Just this morning the Diva woke me up by poking me repeatedly on the forehead with one pointy little finger, incrementally increasing the pressure each time. I was half-tempted to keep my eyes shut long enough to discover if she would actually drive that digit into my skull. Prudence, however, prevailed.
Crabbiness makes for good copy, as does anger and disbelief and, frequently, wackiness. But it’s harder to put words to the quiet moments without trotting out threadbare clichés. This morning, when I went in to wake the sleeping baby, I did feel like my heart might swell up and explode when I saw his angelic little face. There are moments when the girl will snuggle against me, resting her head against my shoulder like she used to do when she was tiny enough to fit completely in my lap, when I truly wish that I could capture time in a bottle. If you have kids, there are no other words I can give you. You can feel it without my having to describe every last blessed detail. You know how soft a baby’s cheek is when you rub it against your own. You know how one little “I love you” can make not killing your 4 year-old worthwhile. While profound, these moments aren’t dramatic, nor can they fully be expressed by words.
Even harder to flesh out is the mundane. Most days, while they are good days in the sense that we all lived to see another sunset, are pretty boring. There are meals. There are baths. There are stories. The earth makes another revolution on its axis. The end.
Believe it or not, I toyed with the idea of putting that on the card. “There are meals. There are baths…” You can see why Hallmark has never returned my calls.
I thought that I might come up with something pithy and profound if I focused on the experience of when you realize you’re a parent. It started to become like a bad Jeff Foxworthy routine. (And, yes, I firmly believe that there are good Jeff Foxworthy routines.) You might be a parent if you match up a sock with apples on it to a sock with cherries on it because they are both fruit. You might be a parent if you’ve ever told someone to stop licking the dog. You might be a parent if you know every rest stop on every interstate within a hundred mile radius. And, now, of course, you can see why Jeff Foxworthy has never returned my calls.
It’s just so hard, this putting words to the parenting thing. You can see why so many of us take the easy way out and spend all of our most purple prose on the unpleasant times, simply because those are the most fun to write about. Otherwise, the whole experience would be described only with soft-hearted clichés and warm moments that just can’t be limned by language.
May 2006
Not a day goes by when I am not amazed that I can manage to get anything done. And by “anything” I’m including both the exotic – like grading student essays -- and the mundane – like taking a shower.
The Diva has now reached an age where she wants to help me with every last little thing that I do. It’s sweet, mostly, having her as my sidekick. Every time she follows me to the potty, I get a “good job, mom” whenever I take care of business with a minimum of fuss. After all, she likes it when she hears it in the same circumstance.
Not all of her help, however, is quite as helpful. If I even look as if I’m going into the kitchen to bake something, she begs to join me. She styles herself a wonderful egg cracker and insists putting this skill to use. We’ve all benefited from the additional texture the Diva adds to the most humble cake. Even if the dessert in question doesn’t require eggs, her form of helping involves eating straight brown sugar with a butter chaser – and then whirling around the kitchen like a very small cyclone.
The Diva also like to help out in the yard and with my latest gardening project, which is digging up all of the mint that is taking over the one useful planting bed we have. For what it’s worth, mint does really well in these parts and should never, ever be planted without some kind of safety device installed.
Sadly, she can’t reliably distinguish between useful plant and noxious interloper yet. She does, however, like to dig for worms and I’m more than happy to give her a bucket and a trowel and let her go to town. Every three seconds, however, I have to wander over to admire her finds. At this rate, I’ll have enough to keep the entire Oneonta area supplied with mint for their iced teas and juleps.
The boy is not much better. Now that he is starting to become mobile, no object within his mighty reach is safe. If his sister traps me in the kitchen or yard, I know what part of the house he is in by the echoes of destruction that reach my ears. Of course we have removed all of the truly dangerous items lower than 3-feet from the ground, but there are still plenty of toy baskets to empty, laundry towers to topple and bookshelves to trash. Plus, a cat is always in grabbing distance and the resulting dash for bandages and antiseptic is always good for a laugh.
Should I actually think that I can tackle a stack of student papers while they nap, that will be the day that naps do not happen. If I plan to accomplish nothing, two two-hour naps happen. But let even the smallest glimmer of grading cross my mind and at least one kid will snap awake. It is a conspiracy, I tell you. The grassy knoll people should study my house.
The continual distractions are bad enough when I am one-on-one with just a single kid. Together, however, they create a whole new level of attention deficit. For example, a typical weekend afternoon, during which I innocently decide to balance my checkbook (yes, it’s a thrill a minute around here), the following is bound to occur:
“Mooooo-ooom,” yells the Diva, despite the fact that she’s not three feet from me.
“Remember your inside voice,” I’ll say.
“Please put this dress on my Polly,” she’ll say. “I said please!”
I dress the Polly and she wanders back to the living room.
“Mooooo-ooom,” yells the Diva from the living room. “My brother grabbed my stuffed Clifford.”
“You’re playing with your Pollys,” I yell back. “He can play with Clifford.”
“But he’s chewing on it!”
“It will dry.”
“But I want it!” Then the tears start, followed rapidly by the wailing and drama that earned her the nickname.
I head to the living room to broker a détente.
“Mooooo-ooom,” she says, five minutes later while I maintain my checkbook-balancing pretense.
“What?”
“My brother is eating my Polly’s shoe!”
And so I go back into the living room to fish the wee chunk of plastic out of his mouth. For the 600th time, I remind the Diva to not leave her tiny toys places where the boy can get them or I will have to put them up. Or she could learn infant CPR – but it’s probably easiest to just put choking hazards in the closet.
I go back to my desk.
“Mooooo-ooooom,” she says, five minutes later. “Were you going to make some cookies?”
I realize that they have once again won this round.
This is where I’m supposed to come up with some Erma Bombeck worthy line about how this is all part of parenting and that I’ll miss it when it’s gone. In fact, I won’t. Miss it, that is. Nothing would thrill me more than completing any given task before I am pulled away by a doll shoe or writhing earthworm. One day, this will happen. By then I will be completely in debt from bouncing 4000 checks and will lack the funds to enjoy my newfound time.
June 2006
Because it is officially summer and time for such foolishness, my whole brood packed up last weekend and hit the Thruway for points north and west. We made it back to the City in the Hills a couple of days ago. You’d think that would be enough time to have waded through the vast hampers of laundry that we accumulated during the trip. That thought would be wrong.
Still, it was nice to get away. It was also nice to come back. Consider this the yin and yang of travel, especially when there are small children involved.
The kids have become excellent travelers. Mostly, the boy simply sleeps. Every now and again he’ll pitch a screaming fit, which reminds us to take a break, get out of the car and explore a rest stop. While bracing, these fits are expected from a 10-month old. Soon he’ll be a passenger like his sister, we hope. She passes her travel time by giving us a running commentary on every last idea anyone in the universe has ever had. The Diva is a car talker but it keeps her content in the carseat, which is all we can ask.
One of the new wrinkles in the Diva’s language development is that she now wants context for concepts that are hard to explain if you only have four years of life experience. For example, the Hub and I always do something that most adults do when driving on I-81 from Binghamton to Syracuse. Every time we pass the town of Homer, both of us say “d’oh!” You do it, too. Admit it.
The Diva, however, wanted to know why we said “d’oh!” We didn’t have a satisfying response for her, frankly, other than “There’s this cartoon that you’re not allowed to watch that has a character on it named Homer who says that a lot when he does something silly.”
“Like what?” she asks.
“Like he works in a nuclear power plant and is always eating donuts, which is funny because, well, … why don’t you ask this question again in a few years?”
Despite my inability to explain pop culture, I did introduce the coolest toy ever to the Diva during our recent road trip. Until I had a four-year-old, I had no idea how endlessly entertaining a rest stop bathroom could be. Did you know that you can flush a toilet by merely waving your hand in front of it? Ditto turn on the water? Ditto get a paper towel? And that you can crawl under the stall door and really tick off your mom who is stuck with her pants down and can’t chase you? Good times.
The boy is not without his charms as well and we discovered a few new ones while on the road. First, every grandmother within a three mile radius cannot resist him and is drawn to the boy like college professors to corduroy blazers with suede elbow patches. I find this delightful, frankly, and wonder if I’ll be the same if and when my kids have their own kids. Grandmas (and some grandpas) love this particular baby and he responds to them like an eager puppy. And, nope, I haven’t the slightest idea why. It’s cute, though.
Said grandmas, however, always feel compelled to point out what is or is not on the baby’s feet. Usually, he only has one sock on, having just pulled the other off for reasons known only to him. The other sock is usually in my pocket, where it will hide until I steel up my courage to wrestle it back on his icy toes. Smarter people would simply pull off the other sock so that dozens of grandmas aren’t forced to ask if I know that one of his feet is naked. I can never remember to do this, which is proof of something.
We also learned during this trip that coffee creamers – the type usually found piled in a bowl on the tables of most restaurants – are perfect playthings for the Diva and lousy playthings for the boy. That’s a little misleading. We’ve long known that she loves to stack creamers and single-serve tubs of jelly. For her, this is hours of entertainment that ranks second only to crawling under a stall door. Her brother, as we discovered, is not yet ready to be distracted by the creamers and can bite through one in less than three seconds. We also discovered that the cream inside must be under pressure, given how far away the diners were that we had to apologize to.
With each kid, I continue to marvel at how whatever you might need is not in the diaper bag when you need it. Usually, whatever the item is – change of clothes, spare diapers, anti-anxiety meds – is something that you took out shortly before you left your room and forgot to put back in the diaper bag. This same idea holds true for the suitcases, except whatever isn’t in them is almost always hundreds of miles away on your nightstand at home. This may be one of nature’s constants, like Einstein’s relativity theory.
After three nights of fractured sleep in strange beds and four days of having a wonderful time with family and friends, we all were more than ready to get back home to the comforts of the routine. In another couple of weeks, we’ll probably pack up again, this time for points east. Who knows what tidbits of knowledge we’ll pick up this time around?
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The process of raising kids is a mysterious one, especially when you attempt to discover the source of their quirks.
For example, I have no idea why the Diva takes such joy in collecting pine cones, dandelions and acorns whenever we go out on walks. Such things are irresistible and I’m used to making little heaps of these bits on our back porch whenever we come back from the outdoors. If an alien were dropped into our backyard, he or she or it could guess the season by what is heaped out there.
I am similarly clueless on why the Boy is so taken with things that he can smash. His newest obsession is smashing his food. Blueberries are especially satisfying, given that their innards are a different color from their outside.
Slowly, his joy of smashing is slowly being replaced by a fascination with anything with wheels. His latest heart-stopping trick is to fold himself in half in his stroller’s seat so that his head is down near his toes and his eyeballs are that much closer to the wonderful wheels. Right now, he can’t reach them but it is really just a matter of time before a finger gets smashed. Which, given his love of smashing, might be satisfying on a primal level once he stops crying.
The Hub has an inside track on why the Boy is the way he is because it is the way the Hub was, once upon a time. “I understand this one,” he says and once again reminds me that if the Boy continues to resemble his father we should never, ever let him have matches.
It is nice to have explanations for the Boy’s quirks. Our latest kid-related mystery – other than the always-popular puzzle we call “source of the puddle” – is how the Diva wound up being such a girl.
I am not suggesting that it is bad to be a girl. Given that I was one many years ago, I have a deep love for the state of girlhood. The fact that she is a girl isn’t the mystery. The enigma is how she turned into such an especially girly example of the gender.
As post-feminist parents who were raised on the idea that women shouldn’t be limited by their sex, the Hub and I were especially cautious with the Diva when it came to the toys she was offered. We did our level best to avoid dressing her in pastels. We have always made a point to balance each comment about her physical cuteness with one about her intellectual acumen. For two years, we begged relatives to eschew anything with princesses or Barbie splashed on the box.
Resistance, of course, is futile. We know that now. With kid number two, we haven’t even tried.
Four years on, the Diva’s favorite toys are exactly what you’d expect a girl to love. You can’t take a step in the house without stumbling over something pink and plastic. Quite a few of these smell like some sort of fruit.
Her room is Pepto pink, a choice that we let her make when we were repainting her brother’s room and already had drop cloths out anyway. It is so pink that you can hear it almost hum late at night when you walk near her door. While I can’t imagine ever falling asleep in a room so vibrant, she thinks it is the best room ever.
Her clothes are, for the most part, pink. Every now and again, she will wear a “diamond” tiara to preschool. On her tiara days, she struts into the place like visiting royalty, thrilled by the comments that her pretty crown always elicits. So far, she’s not demanded that anyone bow or scrape before her royal personage. When she does, tiara day may result in a swift, bloodless coup.
Her favorite dress-up outfit looks like Cinderella’s ball gown and has matching white opera gloves. For her last birthday, she desperately wanted a unicorn – a real one that she swore we could keep out in the garage. The Hub and I briefly toyed with the idea of a pony, a bottle of superglue and some creative crafting but reason won out.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/68221 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!