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Why I'm no longer a fan of Baby Daddy

I was going to write about the girls' (too big, too loud, but quite fun) birthday party, but before I do that, I just have to vent. If you're readers of Baby Daddy you know that both Steve Almond and I live in the Boston area. We thought that, in the spirit of blog-raderie, it might be fun to get our kiddos together for a play date of sorts. Yeah. Well. BIG Mistake. Josie seems so sweet and sociable on her dad's blog, but in reality, I'm sorry to report, she's a total prima donna. Get that girl a onesie that says "Princess" on it, stat.

 Here, for example, is Josie is holding court in one of Elsa and Clio's bouncy seats. Note how my girls are sweetly fawning all over her (the mean girls always do hold a certain sway over the nice ones, don't they?) while all she cares about is trying to get into a more flattering pose for the camera.

 Of course, you really can't blame the child in these situations. It's all about the parents. Or, one parent in particular, in this case. Within five minutes of their arrival, Steve started in with his stage-dad one-upmanship: "Hey, Josie, can you tell Elsa and Clio how many unique hits your blog gets per week? Remember how to say ga-jillion?" and "Josie, why don't you ask Elsa and Clio if they've ever been recognized in public by their readers?" and "Josie, remember how we talked about being extra nice to Clio and Elsa because their mommy hasn't published a book yet -- not even one, let alone a ba-jillion, like your daddy --and how that's very, very sad and pathetic?"

 What was even worse was the running list Steve kept of "bloggable moments" during the visit. Every time Josie did something cute or funny or impressive (in Steve's eyes), out would come the list. (I had to lend him a pen, which he stole, incidentally.) He advised me, in his condescending way, that I really should start doing the same. "Not that I read your blog much," he said, "Because I'm too busy answering Josie's fan mail in the funny little voice I've created for her, but I've noticed that your material is a little repetetive. I mean, you've posted three videos of your girls doing their so-called 'dancing.' It's cute once, maybe cute twice, but three times? Come on."

 He then turned on our animatronic, singing snowmen and told Josie to show us the routine he'd choreographed for her. And yes, I admit, it is impressive when a 15-month-old can do two grand jetes and a pas de bourree couru followed by the "running man" without missing a beat. But I don't think that automatically makes her "high superior queen of the baby blogosphere" as Steve kept calling her, in an annoying cutesy-wootsy voice. And it certainly doesn't justify this kind of behavior:

Honestly, I feel sorry for Josie. How could she not be expected to turn into a little monster with this kind of parenting? I just hope I won't repeat Steve's mistakes with my precious, perfect little angels. (Who, incidentally, you can buy autographed 8x10 glossies of for $20 each. Suitable for framing. Contact me privately.)

Posted Jan 02 2008, 11:00 PM by Roper with 17 comment(s) 

Only Make-believe

OK, OK. Game over. I confess: my last post about the play-date with Baby Daddy and co. and his subsequent rebuttal, were totally planned by the two of us, purely bogus and meant only for fun. In truth, I think the whole Almond family is delightful, particularly the newest member. We were just goofin'.

 It wasn't our intent to dupe anyone -- we thought folks would know we were kidding. We just wanted to satirize the whole fawning, "my kid is the center of the universe" nature of parental blogging. And maybe also mock how snarky and downright mean people can be to each other on blogs -- as if basic standards of courtesy and kindness somehow don't apply on the internets. The fact that so many readers thought we were being serious suggests that the situation is even worse than I thought. Are there people out there who are really that horrible to each other in their blogs? Yeesh!

 If you were offended or unamused or annoyed by our silliness, what can I say: it's hard to resist a little mischief now and then. Especially after the stress of the holidays. Self-indulgent mischief? No doubt. But then, isn't this whole business of baby blogging (All narrative blogging? All memoir, commentary and opinion?) a little bit self-indulgent on some level? We were attempting to make fun of that --- and ourselves, by extension -- too. Gosh, It's so, like, totally meta and post-modern and self-aware of our self-awareness. Blah blah blah. Snore...

 Anyway, back to the regularly scheduled program: We had a sweet, loud, absurd and chaotic party for Elsa and Clio to celebrate their first birthday last week. We slightly underestimated how many people would actually accept the invitation and more than slightly overestimated the size of our house, so it was a wee bit crowded. But it was also a lot of fun. I now have a new theory, that the ear-shattering baby screaming you endure in the early months of new parenthood actually serves an important purpose: it deafens you slightly, so that a year later, when you start having parties and play dates with multiple babbling / crying / yelling babies and toddlers, it doesn't bother you quite so much.

Here's a snap of the grand celebration. Note the bedecked garland o'er the windows -- my Very Martha solution to the fact that if we'd gotten a tree, the babies would have eaten everything on it and/or pulled it over. Note also our friends Steve, Erin, and Josie Almond beneath said garland, eating Oswalda and Clita's birthday cake. (We invited them; they didn't crash. Honest.)

Happy New Year, dear readers.

Toys in the Attic

Posted Jan 07 2008, 09:14 AM by Roper with 24 comment(s) 

Not to be confused with Flowers in the Attic, everyone's favorite gothic-soft-porn-incest-child-abuse literary opus, or the rockin' Aerosmith album. I'm talking about our own attic, and the box of toys we now have stored in it, labeled "Future Gifts for Elsa & Clio." 

Over the past year, starting when the girls were born, through Christmas and their recent first birthday, friends and family have given the girls tons of wonderful gifts, for which we are incredibly grateful. We've had to buy next to nothing when it comes to clothes, books, and toys. I don't think the girls have an obscenely excessive amount of stuff (although if you saw the primary-colored plastic explosion that is our living room on an average afternoon, you might beg to differ), but I do thing they've got plenty. And they're still in a stage where they're almost as entertained by a piece of tupperware or the TV remote as they are by a stuffed bear or a plastic Fisher Price....whatever. They're also not yet really aware of things as being "gifts" or "theirs."

So, a few times, when we've gotten gifts that they already have a lot of (stuffed animals, for example) or that they're a little too young to appreciate (coloring books, baby dolls, more advanced puzzles) we've squirreled them away into the aforementioned box, to be presented on future occasions. (And by then we will have forgotten who they are from, and can take credit for them. Heh heh.)

I realize that some people may think this is cruel or stingy or just plain kooky of us. Take the baby dolls, for example: a neighbor of ours who came to the girls' birthday party gave them each a very sweet little baby doll. Great gift, and when the girls unwrapped them, they were obviously interested, and started poking at the babies' eyes (A recent new favorite obsession of their: eyes). It was very cute, and prompted kind-hearted souls like my mother to plead with us to take the dolls out of the boxes. But the thing is, Elsa and Clio were just as interested in the cardboard boxes containing the dolls as they were the dolls themselves. Alastair and I think that it will be much more fun for them to get their baby dolls when they are a little older, and perhaps more emotionally prepared for the responsibility of caring for infants. Er, I mean, when they'll get, on some level, that these are little pretend babies for them to hold and kiss and take care of. Not just hunks of plastic that happen to have those "eye" things and --- oooh! Cardboard!

So, now the baby dolls live in the attic, forgotten and forlorn, and at night they come alive and say creepy things in little baby doll voices while a broken music box, somewhere, tinkles out a discordant tune. Bwah ha ha.

Is it wrong of us to ration gifts in this way? Obviously, in the future we won't be able to simply pull presents out from under the girls' noses without their noticing. And I don't want to be somebody who makes "no gifts" rules, because I believe that giving gifts is as much a pleasure for the giver as it is for the recipient. At the same time, I don't want Elsa and Clio to grow up expecting -- and therefore feeling entitled to -- tons and tons of stuff. Gifts are better appreciated, I think, when they're fewer and farther between. Then, I've always been sort of a romantic when it comes to the appeal of scarcity -- something only someone who has grown up in the midst of insane plenty can be. I remember reading Little House in the Big Woods as a kid and thinking there was something wonderful about how Laura Ingalls was thrilled beyond belief to receive for Christmas just a rag doll, a stick of peppermint, a candy heart, and an orange. An orange! Such an exotic treat! I guess I'm hoping that when we bring those baby dolls down from the attic, they'll seem a little more like that: something rare and special and unexpected.

While I'm on the subject of gifts, I should mention that for the girls' birthday, three fabulous people responded to my recent complaints about clothes that say annoying, stereotyping things like "diva" and "princess," with some excellent, non-spoiled-brat-messaged apparel. The girls' fab nanny, Jean, went so far as to have t-shirts custom made that say "Wicked Smart" (Clio) and "Future CEO" (Elsa). Now all they need are some onesies that say "Mommy steals my presents and hides them in the attic in an attempt to make me less materialistic" and they'll be all set.
Mommy don't play that.

Posted Jan 10 2008, 09:27 AM by Roper with 7 comment(s) 
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Clio is suddenly very much into the dropping game. You know the one: where baby drops (or flings, in Clio's case) a toy or pacifier or cup out of the crib or stroller or highchair, then cries for an adult to pick it up and give it back so she can do it again. And again. And again. 

Um...can I opt out? Just not give the dropped object back more than once, so that maybe she'll learn that if she drops something on purpose, then that's it -- it's gone; mommy is not a golden retriever? Is she too young to learn that type of "lesson"? Or is there some hidden developmental or emotional benefit to this particular activity that I would be depriving her of? 

Don't get me wrong. I'm happy to play all manner of give-the-toy-take-the-toy (thank you!) games in the context of play. But when it's mealtime and she's repeatedly tossing her cup onto the floor, or naptime and she keeps chucking her pacifier out of her crib (or into Elsa's), or if it's a situation like the other day when we were out at a store and she kept flinging her stuffed turtle out of the stroller then crying to have it back, then flinging it again with a big grin, it's not so amusing. At least, not after the second or third fling. Admittedly, it's tough not to laugh the first couple of times a baby chucks a stuffed turtle. Turtles being inherently funny.

In that case, I actually did stop giving the turtle (tee hee) back to her after a few times, let her cry a little, then managed to distract her by making funny faces or monkey-like gestures or something. When I gave the turtle to her again a little later, she held onto it. So maybe she is capable of learning that throwing things is not cool. And maybe if I'm consistent about not "playing," and can resist laughing (which no doubt encourages her) we can move onto some other game -- one that doesn't reinforce the idea that what baby casts away, mommy shall re-deliver. (Boggle, maybe?)

Writing this, I'm reminded of when I used to babysit for a friend's son when we were in grad school, and would totally play the dropping game with him for long stretches of time after he woke up from his naps. He was a little older than my girls are now, and loved to drop stuffed animals out of his crib for me to throw back in. Hell, it was fun, it passed the time, I didn't have to worry that I was reinforcing a behavior that, in other contexts, is completely exasperating. Gally, if you're reading this: sorry
And the winner is...

Posted Jan 12 2008, 08:01 PM by Roper with 3 comment(s) 

I know a lot of you were rooting for the underdog -- we were, too -- but it looks like Elsa is going to be the big winner in the Ultimate Walking Challenge. On Wednesday, she suddenly started being able to stand unsupported, and on Thursday, she apparently took a few steps for Jean, our sitter. On Friday, on several occasions, she took three, four, sometimes even five steps toward us, smiling all the while, obviously excited by this new adventure. There were, of course, three times as many failed attempts, where her bottom half couldn't quite keep up with her top half. (Hot tip to would-be walkers: don't forget to move your legs!)

As exciting as it is, each time we've watched Elsa walk -- sitting there smiling and encouraging and reaching out our arms for her -- I can't help feeling a pang of guilt, knowing that Clio is being temporarily ignored. Not that she seems to care in the least. The first time, she clapped and grinned right along with Elsa and the rest of us. It's lovely the way they both seem to take vicarious pleasure in each other's happiness rather than get jealous.

Still, I find myself trying to "even things out" by turning my attention to Clio after it's been on Elsa for a little while; to praise her and play with her and encourage her to try walking, too. (I don't think she's far from it; she's great at standing on her own, and even better than Elsa at squatting down.) I have this fear that at some point she's going to start developing a complex about Elsa always being a step (ha) ahead. But maybe that's just the overachiever in me, projecting. Maybe, in fact, Clio will be happy to hang back and do her own thing while Elsa blazes ahead: You want to start coloring inside the lines, big sis? Hey, that's cool; I prefer to keep things experimental. You want to get your driver's license the day you turn sixteen? Sweet -- you can give me rides.

It's insane how early you can feel these dynamics creeping in. As hard as I try not to pigeonhole or project, I can't help wondering: twenty years from now, after they've taken psych 101 and maybe a creative writing course or two, are they going to come back and accuse me of irreperably messing them up or unfairly shaping their destinies because of how I perceived them and, hence, treated them as infants/toddlers? They'll have this blog for evidence, too! Shit! (Of course, that's a whole other conversation: the revenge of the blogged babies.)

All I know is, it's impossible to treat two babies exactly the same way, because they're two completely different people. And although I love them in equal measure, I love them completely differently -- something I never could have fully grasped before I had them. I just hope that the separate but equal (whoever thought that could be a good thing?) intensity of my love will come through to them, always.

They like me. They really like me.

Posted Jan 16 2008, 07:45 PM by Roper with 16 comment(s) 

So, picture this: it's a weekday morning in the Baby Squared household. I am upstairs getting ready for work, trying to find pants that won't fall off my flat-and-deflated-by-nursing-ass* and a top that will fit over my inflated-by-nursing boobs** that actually somewhat go together. Alastair, meanwhile, is downstairs in the kitchen making coffee and doing last night's dinner dishes, listening to NPR. Elsa and Clio play contentedly nearby, stacking mega legos and eating Cheerios and trying to crawl into the dishwasher. They are happy. They are calm. When I approach, they smile at me. "Hello, mommy," they seem to say. "Welcome to the kitchen of domestic bliss! We're so glad you're here. And how lovely you look! Come, nourish yourself, and bask in the light of our smiles before you head off to your daily toil!"

Now, picture this: It's five minutes later. Alastair is sitting at one end of the kitchen table with a bowl of cereal and a cup of coffee, scoffing at the Muzzy brochure I've forced him to read, cracking wise: "Oh, big deal, your kid can count to ten in French. You need a $300 set of DVDs to teach her that?"

Meanwhile, I'm on the other side of the table, trying to eat my breakfast while two small babies are grabbing onto my legs and/or lifting their hands to be picked up and whimpering pitifully, tears and all. So, I pick up one baby and put her on my lap for a little while, at the same time trying to talk to the other baby, eat my cereal left-handed, and move aside objects that the baby on my lap is trying to grab (coffee, cereal bowl, a New Yorker from last June, etc.) Then, when that baby seems content, I put her down and pick up the other one, which causes the recently dumped baby to start whimpering again, of course. After a few more minutes of this, I try to get them both to stand and look out the window at the snow and the birdies -- something they occasionally seem to enjoy -- which works for about 12 seconds (1.5 bites of cereal) until they're both clinging and whining to be picked up again. And occasionally bumping their heads on the kitchen table, which is exactly as tall as they are, which gets them even more upset and more in need of mama love.

Alastair (who, meanwhile, has managed to eat his breakfast, refill his coffee and read an entire thirty-seven-thousand-page article on Eliot Spitzer in his New Yorker ) looks up at me, smirks, and says "Ha ha."

See, they don't do this to him. And when I'm around, they (usually) won't settle for him as a substitute. This new cling-fest is almost completely mommy-focused. It doesn't just happen in the mornings, either. When I'm alone with the girls for any stretch of time lately it's "Pick me up! Pick me up! Hold me! Love me!"  On the one hand, it's quite sweet and flattering. On the other hand, it means that I have to focus my full attention on them all the time. No more playing for a little while, then puttering a little -- doing dishes, checking email, etc -- while they play on their own or together, then playing with one baby, then the other, then puttering a little more. No sirree bob. The past few days, it's been all about them, them, them. I mean, what the hell? It's like they think they're the center of the universe or something!

It would be easier to deal with if it were just one baby. But they seem to set each other off. When Clio gets clingy, Elsa seems to think: Hey! I've got needs, you know! and she starts in, too. It's a logistical impossibility. Picking them both up at the same time, while do-able, is not easy, and is arguably dangerous. (Hercules, the legs! Lift with the legs!)  

I can fit both of them on my lap at once, when sitting on the floor, but just barely. In a chair -- like at breakfast -- forget it. And Clio often won't settle for mere lap-sitting, or sitting in front of me on the floor. Her big thing right now is being picked up and carried around so she can point at various objects and say "da."

I don't always give in to the girls' pleas to be up in my lap or arms. Otherwise, I'd be holding a baby all the time. And while I know that in some cultures this is the norm....well, it ain't my culture. (And again -- two babies.) Sometimes after a little bit of kvetching, they end up being fine just playing with me or with each other. But other times a.) it's just easier to give in, or b.) it's so sweet I can't help myself, dammit. Because, after all, there will come a time when they'll be embarrassed even to be seen driving in the same car with me, right? So, how bad can it be to be desperately wanted by them now? Not that bad, I guess. Just a wee bit tiring.

*This is not a good thing, I assure you.

**This most certainly is

Walk this way

Wow -- my second Aerosmith reference in two weeks. My true colors (leopard print and turquoise, that is) are really starting to show, eh? Well, as the boys from Boston said, you ain't seen nothin' till you're down on...um...on the floor, watching your kids take their first steps. Which we've been doing a lot of lately. And yes -- that's right, kids, plural. Inspired by her big sister, Clio has started walking a little, too. She's a bit more tentative, but she sure is having fun.

The timing for this couldn't be better. Alastair is headed off to the UK for a week tomorrow, and I'm headed to NYC for AWP the week after that. (The first time I will be away from the girls for more than 10 hours!! More on that later...) Both of us were worried that we'd miss the big ambulatory moment(s), so it's nice that they've already happened. And it's also nice that it's not really one moment, as legend (and TV commercials) would have you believe. At least for our kiddos, this walking thing -- like everything else -- seems to be incremental. There have been first steps, and now there's occasional, sort-of-walking. At some point, walking will presumably overtake crawling as the preferred means of locomotion, but we're not there yet.

The coolest part of all of this is how much fun the girls appear to be having with their new accomplishment. They seem quite aware that they're venturing into new territory, and quite pleased with themselves as a result. It's a hoot. So, if you need a toddling baby fix (and who doesn't?) here's a highlight reel of a recent walking-fest in our kitchen on Friday night before bedtime. (With apologies to Arthur, who we're totally copying by posting this.)

As you view our less-than-spotless kitchen floor, ask yourselves -- as we often do -- at what point do Cheerios cease to become food and become, instead, dirt? If you know the answer then, surely, you are on the path to enlightenment.

McMurphy's Law

Posted Jan 23 2008, 07:30 PM by Roper with 7 comment(s) 

I added the "Mc" in honor of the fact that Alastair is currently in Scotland (which is a key element of this story). McMurphy's law, in our case, goes a little something like this:

If your husband leaves for the UK for a week on Monday night, leaving you alone with your twin one-year-old daughters, then on Tuesday morning, you will wake up feeling nauseated and shaky. While changing the diaper of one of your daughters, you will have to stop mid-change, leaving onesie and PJs unfastened, plop daughter onto the floor and run into the bathroom to puke.

You will then fumble your way through dressing your babies and yourself and proceed to go to work even though you feel like absolute shite, because, seeing as McMurphy's law is in effect, you will also be in the midst of the PROJECT FROM HELL, on a tight deadline, and it's not the kind of thing you can easily pass off to someone else.

You'll soldier through a few hours of work, until people start giving you funny/scared looks as you shuffle greenly through the corridors with a shawl wrapped around you, and you realize you really need to go home and get in bed. (But you also will bring your work home with you, because you've still got to get in a few more hours.) When you wake up from your nap, it will be to the sound of one of your daughters (McClio), downstairs with Jean, crying inconsolably. When you go downstairs and pick her up, she will promptly puke all over you. And continue to puke approximately every half hour for the next three hours. (In between puking and cleaning up after it, you will be trying to get work done, of course.)

You get the gist of it. Yes, yesterday things were looking grim in the Baby Squared household. I was bracing myself for a terrrible night -- I thought Clio would continue throwing up, and that it was only a matter of time before Elsa joined in. And, of course, I still felt like crap, and had a raging headache owing to the fact that I'd barely eaten or drunk anything all day.  I made a panicked, tearful call to mom and dad (not thinking they could actually do anything, just looking for parental love) and called on a friend, who delivered Pedialyte and a much-needed hug.

Then McMurphy showed me a little mercy. Clio slept soundly through the night, and today she was feeling much better -- almost her normal self. The bug has migrated to her lower GI tract, where it is much less unpleasant for her, apparently. Elsa is, so far, still healthy. (Still waiting for the other McShoe to drop there...) I'm feeling better, AND we brought in a freelancer to help me with the big bad project. So life seems much less overwhelming.

I actually considered blogging last night in the midst of my misery, because I knew you guys would come through with sympathy and cheerleading and your own tales of sick baby woe to make me feel better. Turns out, even just knowing that was a great comfort. So I decided to turn off the computer and get some much-needed rest instead. (McThank you!)
Twins at the table
Posted Jan 27 2008, 09:35 AM by Roper with 6 comment(s) 

Now that everybody's digestive tracts are more or less back in functioning order, I thought I'd take a few minutes to document the unique systems of table manners that the girls have developed. I personally find many of these rather annoying and exasperating, but who am I to judge what may seem like perfectly reasonable practices to Elsa and Clio? I'm talking etiquette relativism, here. Just because I don't understand it or agree with it doesn't necessarily make it wrong. 

Elsa's rules of etiquette: 

1. Just as wine should be served in a stemmed glass, milk should be served through a nipple. Plastic or real, it doesn't matter. But under no circumstances should milk be served in a sippy cup. Water in a sippy cup is fine. Milk in a sippy cup? Gauche, gauche, gauche!

2. If you do not feel like eating something, you should bunch your lips up, close your eyes, and shake your head "no." But a lady always has the right to change her mind. Just because you refuse a spoonful of something in one instance doesn't mean you can't open your mouth and whine to be fed that same food six seconds later.

3. The graham cracker Clio is eating is better than the one you have. Take it!

Clio's rules of etiquette:

1. If mommy is going to eat or drink in front of you, she has to give you a bite or sip of her food or drink. You don't have to actually accept it. In fact, you can turn away when she offers it to you. The important thing is that she offers. Repeatedly. It's just a matter of respect.

2. Food is always better when served to you directly out of a bowl, plate, or tupperware container. It doesn't matter if you already have some of that food in front of you on your highchair tray. Point at the container it was taken from and insist that mommy let you take some directly out of the container. Again, you don't have to actually eat it. (Don't be silly!) Feel free to throw it on the floor or drop it onto your sister's highchair tray, if that's what you're into.

3. After taking a slug of milk or water from your sippy cup, it is traditional to fling the cup gleefully aside onto the floor. (You know how sometimes people do a champagne toast, then throw their glasses at the fireplace? Same thing, pretty much. Except be sure to cry for your cup back several seconds later.

Both Elsa and Clio Agree:

To indicate that you are finished eating -- or if you just feel like having a little fun -- use both hands and, with a rapid wiping motion, clear all of the food off of your highchair tray onto the floor. It makes mommy say that "no" word, but seriously, what's she gonnna do about it? Stop feeding you? She is powerless. Your high chair is a throne. You are the sovereign. Show no mercy!

Mama steps out
Posted Jan 30 2008, 09:28 PM by Roper with 5 comment(s) 

Well, this is it: for the first time since my girls were born 13 months ago, I am about to spend the night (and the next three) away. More specifically -- if you must know -- I'm in Tijuana, at a place that rents rooms by the hour. I've got a bottle of tequila and a new friend who says his name is "Juan Smith." We're about to get in his Yugo and drive ten miles from here to do peyote and play strip poker in a double-wide with some Serbian mobster friends of his sister-in-law, so I have to be brief.

Tomorrow morning -- after the peyote has worn off -- I'll go into New York for the AWP conference. I have no real practical reason; it's primarily just for fun, to see various writing friends, and maybe to soak up a little creative inspiration. Some excellent writers will be reading and talking about craft. There will be parties with free drinks, and little bottles of shampoo and body lotion in the hotel room. And for the first time in over a year, I'll be able to sleep late.

I thought that by now, Elsa and Clio would be fully weaned, but they're not. Until two days ago, I was still nursing them first thing in the morning and before bed. On Monday night I didn't nurse them in the evening, but last night they were both grabbing at my shirt, trying to get at the goods, so what's a girl to do? I gave in. And I did end up bringing my pump down here to...er...Tijuana. My plan is to pump in the mornings, so that at least when I get back home, if the gals haven't totally adjusted to life without the boob, I can go back to nursing them once or twice a day. Who would have thought it would be so hard to give this up? I honestly think they're ready, for the most part (last night's booby-grabbing was an aberration). It's me who isn't.

It was tough to say good-bye. Absolutely. And at the same time, I must admit: as I was packing and making plans, I couldn't help feeling a little giddy. Strange -- it's not like it's some huge adventure to  spend four days in New York. I grew up an hour outside the city. And before kids, I frequently traveled to far more exotic places, for much longer stretches of time.

But today I found myself getting that old Lonely Planet thrill as I chose what clothes to pack and plotted subway routes, programmed friends' numbers into my cell and tucked a few emergency Luna bars into my suitcase. Driving down to my in-laws' this afternoon (OK, fine; I'm not in Tijuana) it was surprisingly liberating to have it be just me and a stack of CDs in the car. No crying or whining. No acrobatic maneuvers to retrieve lost bottles and pacifiers. And when I arrived, I just got out of the car and went inside and had a glass of wine. No babies to carry. No changing, no feeding, no lugging bags and bags of gear. It was just self-sufficient, self-contained little me again: one suitcase, one purse, one laptop. (And, yeah, one extra bag with the breast pump.) It was a little like reuniting with an old friend: Jane before she was Mama Jane. I remember her! That girls was all right.

And still, at the restaurant we went to for dinner tonight, I was magnetically drawn to the one baby in the place. I came back to the house and started looking at pictures of the girls. I called A. and told him to kiss them -- and himself, barely back from the UK -- for me, repeatedly.

On the balance, though: I'm damned glad to be doing this. I think it will be good for me -- to spend a few days focused purely on me me me. I am determined not to feel guilty about enjoying it. Though it seems like something of a paradox, I  do think it is possible to relish the time fully and still miss my family dearly.

In the meantime, the peyote and the strip poker are calling. (My in-laws are crazy like that.) So, Buenas noches, mis amigos. See you in a few.
Did you have a good time?

Posted Feb 03 2008, 08:10 PM by Roper with 9 comment(s) 

(An interview with myself)

I caught up with myself during the Super Bowl halftime show for a brief interview to discuss my recent trip to New York -- my first time away on my own since the babies were born. I was dressed in jeans and a rumpled gray, faux-wrap sweater, and apologized for being so tired -- I'd driven up from New York that afternoon, and had drunk a little too much and not eaten  quite enough over the previous few days. After exchanging pleasantries and making chit-chat about the halftime show (could that moving neon guitar headed for the neon heart have looked any more...er...obscene? Who are those cheesy 'groupies' in the concert audience? Are they paid actors?) we got down to business.

 Me: So, me, what was it like to be away from your babies for the first time?

Me, Also: You know, it was actually really great. It's not that I didn't miss them; I definitely did. But it felt really good to be on my own for a little while, just thinking about writing and my career, seeing friends, not having to think about taking care of anyone or anything. It was nice to reconnect with this part of myself I hadn't gotten to spend time with for a while, with no agenda or expectations. And, of course, I was in New York City, which kicks ass. Honestly, I was kind of giddy the whole time. Even mundane things -- sleeping until 8:30 a.m., walking down the street alone, poking into shops, buying a hot dog from a vendor on the street -- felt like a big adventure.

Me: It sounds like you didn't really *suffer* at all. Or feel guilty. Or wish you'd stayed home. What kind of mother does that make you, Jane?

M.A.:  A happy, well-balanced one?

Me:  Right. That's very post-post-feminist of you. Very empowered, or something. Anyway. What were some of the highlights of the trip?

M.A.: Gosh, me, there were so many. I visited the Babble.com headquarters and saw Ada and Gwynne, the editors, which was really nice. I went to a reading and book release party for a guy named Toby Barlow who wrote a novel in blank verse about werewolves in L.A. called Sharp Teeth. At the conference, I saw some wonderful writers speak and read. I saw old friends, met new ones, and even got to hang out and shoot the shit with (gulp!) Russell Banks. I went to MOMA, which was amazing. I can't believe I'd never gone before; it was incredible to see so many great, celebrated works of art in one place, up close. Like Jasper Johns's [sic] American flag: I'd seen pictures of it, but it's not the same as seeing it live. Did you know there's all this newspaper gessoed onto the canvas? It has so much texture. You can't just can't see that in a photograph.

Me: Um, right. That's really interesting. But I don't hear you talking about Elsa and Clio. Weren't you thinking about them at all?

M.A.: Sure. I was thinking about how much I want to bring them to museums and talk with them about art when they're older. I bought them a book -- "Andy Warhol's Colors"  -- in the gift shop. I saw a mom and her 2-year-old twins and talked to her and told her how much I missed my kids, and how nice it was to see her there with hers.

Me: And then what? You went back to your hotel room and looked at pictures of the babies and called Alastair and sobbed quietly into your pillow?

M.A.: Um, well, actually, no. I went to my room and changed, did my hair, went down to the hotel bar and had a drink and talked with some people I knew from my MFA program, then went with a friend to a bar downtown called the Crocodile Lounge, where you get a free pizza with every drink you buy. (Sweet!) Then we went back to the hotel and went to a dance party. And then, feeling socialized-out, I went back to my room and read for a while, then went to bed.

Me: That sounds really selfish. I mean, nice.

M.A.: You know, I didn't have to agree to do this interview. I could be watching the game. Not that I give a shit about football, but it is the Patriots. And I work in advertising, so I should be paying attention to the commercials. But instead, here I am giving you my time and you're passively-aggressively asking me to justify myself---

Me:  No, you're right. You're totally right. I'm sorry. It's just that -- well, I haven't done a lot of interviews, and I guess I'm kind of nervous. I'm sorry.

M.A.: Well, thank you for that. I appreciate it. (Awkward pause.) Is there anything else you wanted to talk about?

Me: No, no. Oh--wait. Well, yes, actually: just one more thing. What was it like to come home to the girls and Alastair?

M.A.: It was even better than the trip.

Me: Which is saying a lot, isn't it?

M.A.: Yes. Exactly
Me: I feel like we really understand each other. Like we really connect, you know?

M.A.: Now you're pushing it.

Terror in the tub!

Posted Feb 06 2008, 09:11 AM by Roper with 14 comment(s)
Something strange is happening. Until recently, Elsa was our little waterbaby. She loved taking baths. Or as Woody Allen might say, she more than loved it. She lurrvved it. She would get all excited when she heard the water running, and, once in the tub, would splash and laugh and generally have a good time, playing with bath toys, giggling with Clio, letting me make shampoo horns in her hair, etc. But the past few times we've tried to bathe her, she's been miserable. Not just whining or complaining, but all-out screaming, standing up and putting her arms around us, desperate to get out. This, of course, sets the empathetic Clio off, and she starts screaming, too

We have no idea what's going on. The water isn't any colder or hotter than usual, and neither is the room temperature. She doesn't have any diaper rash or cuts or anything that might be irritated by the water -- not that we're aware of, anyway. It's just like all of a sudden she does NOT want to be in that bathtub. The only thing I can think of was one possibly, slightly traumatic bath event that occurred a week or so ago, when Alastair was away: after I'd taken both girls out of the bath and was putting Clio's diaper on, Elsa leaned too far over the edge of the tub and fell forward into the little inflatable tub inside, which was still full of water. I caught her right away and pulled her up, so she got only the briefest dunking, but she was frightened by it (as was I). She calmed down quickly, though, and I bathed her one or two other times after that without incident.

What gives? Can a toddler suddenly develop, for no apparent reason, an intense fear and/or loathing of the water? I felt like I was torturing the poor girl last night by not letting her get out of the tub. But her hair was quite crusty with banana and oatmeal and god knows what, and really needed washing. She'd also performed one of her trademark explosive poops earlier in the day, so she needed a good scrub. But hoo boy. Not happy about it. Maybe she's reverting to her newborn days, when she also didn't like baths. (Despite how completely different she looks now, the facial expression of bath-agony is remarkably similar): 

I wish I knew why this was happening, so I could respond accordingly. Maybe she saw that brochure about lead content in our water that the city sent us recently? Or maybe she's initiated some kind of politically motivated hygiene strike? ("I refuse to bathe until babies are enfranchised!") Anyway, several possible solutions come to mind: 1.) Bathe the girls earlier -- not right before bedtime -- when they're not quite as cranky and tired. 2.) Try getting into the bath with them and see if that helps. 3.) Sponge baths and crusty-haired babies until further notice.

Any other ideas?
R.I.P. Morning Nap

Posted Feb 10 2008, 12:30 PM by Roper with 11 comment(s)
Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to say farewell to a dear friend: the two to three hour nap that Elsa and Clio have taken each morning for the last eight months.

I think we can all agree, it was a good nap. A merciful nap. The kind of nap that allowed us to go back to bed and get a little more sleep, if we so chose. The kind of nap which is in part responsible for the fact that I've manage to write almost an entire second draft of a novel since the girls were born. The sort of nap that was always there for us, whether we needed to catch up on email or do household chores or even just enjoy a nice cup of coffee and a magazine in peace. We knew that the morning nap -- unlike the less predictable, much shorter afternoon one -- would never let us down, and we were grateful for it.

But for everything, there is a season. And the season of the morning nap has now passed. Though we tried in vain to make it linger, we realized -- as we always realize -- that we are powerless in the face of two wide-awake babies who will have none of it. Babies who will fling their pacifiers out of the crib and scream bloody murder until mommy, who was supposed to get to sleep in today and would have made some different choices last night had she known she couldn't, has to drag her tired butt out of bed and hang out with them for the next three hours. To everything, turn, turn, turn, etc.

Of course, this cloud does have a silver lining: the girls seem to be sleeping later in the mornings these days, until the humane hour of seven, even seven-thirty. And, with hope, they will take a nice long early afternoon nap, which we will love and embrace and accept just as we did the morning nap. It won't be the same, but we will survive. We will go on.

Good bye, morning nap. You will be missed.

Booby Blues, Anyone?

Posted Feb 12 2008, 04:50 PM by Roper with 39 comment(s)
There's a lot of awareness and information out there about post-partum depression. But what people don't talk about -- at least, I'd never heard it -- is that weaning can also lead to moodswings and depression. It makes total sense, when you think about it: You've had prolactin and oxytocin (the same stuff that's in ectasy, for God's sake) coursing through your veins for months -- a double dose of it, in my case. Take it away, even gradually, as I've been doing, and you're bound to have a bit of a come-down.

Yesterday, I finally decided -- after much hemming and hawing and saying "well, maybe next week" -- that I was ready to finish weaning the girls. In December, I'd cut down to nursing just three times a day, then to two in January, and finally, just before my trip to New York, down to once, first thing in the morning. Since then, maybe because they're getting more from their evening bottle than they were getting from me, the girls have been sleeping later -- until seven or seven-thirty a.m. instead of six or six-thirty. I need to be out the door to work by 7:30ish myself and don't want to wake the girls up early just to nurse them. They need their sleep, and Alastair appreciates the extra shut-eye, too. Given the fact that their nap schedule is in transition, too, this just seemed like a natural stopping point.

And the girls are totally fine with it. Honestly, for the past few months I've sometimes felt like I was forcing them to nurse. I was lucky if I could get them to stay on the boob for more than a minute or two at a time.  Who wants to lie in once place, waiting for the let-down (which started taking longer and longer) when you could be chugging a bottle while walking around the room? 

So, we're stopping. This is day two of no nursing. And I feel like utter shite, my friends. I feel grumpy and hazy and foggy and down. I feel like staying in bed, burrowed under the covers, or lying on the couch in my PJs watching bad TV. I keep heaving heavy sighs. My veins hurt. Everything feels like a huge effort.

How do I know all this is a hormonal thing? Well, I started feeling not-so-hot soon after I cut down to one nursing, and it's gotten sharply worse since yesterday. I'm also familiar enough with depression to know when it's circumstantial and when it's chemical. In this case, I suppose, it's probably a little of both, one fueling the other. Stopping breastfeeding -- especially when you're pretty sure you won't be having any more children -- is an emotional thing. It's definitely the end of an era, and I can't help feeling a sense of loss and nostalgia. My little babies are growing into children, and it's bittersweet. But I don't think I would suddenly feel better if I changed my mind and decided to nurse them a while longer. (That is, not until the hormones re-upped.)

I guess what I'm saying (See? I can't even write clearly...) is that I'm pretty sure this the right time for me to wean. I think if I did it two, three, six months from now, it would probably feel exactly the same. This feeling of utter...uck...is not guilt or regret or grief, but my body chemistry recalibrating itself.

 I just hope it doesn't take too long. 

 Sorry for such a depressing post. Here -- I'll end on a lighter note, with a very silly picture of me taken a couple of months ago, full of oxytocin and prolactin and breastmilk. And check out that rack!
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Ah. Those were the days.
Blog in the fog

I wish I could say that I've recovered completely from this bout of PWD (Post-weaning depression). I am definitely feeling somewhat better, but I'm definitely still not myself. When I do feel better, though, I'm thinking maybe I should go on the road as the spokesperson for PWD awareness: do the daytime TV circuit, give out PWD bracelets and bumper stickers, get into a fight with Tom Cruise -- the whole nine yards. Seriously, it's so strange to me that there isn't more information out there about this. Even the LaLeche League web site had basically nothing on it about the post-weaning hormone crash. Crazy!

Anyway, here's a round-up of tidbits from the last week or so, plus some random fab hat pics. (Please forgive the scattered nature of this post. Think of it as a reflection of how the inside of my brain feels.)

1. Reports of the death of the morning nap have been greatly exaggerated. To our sheer delight, the morning nap boycott has turned out to be a passing thing. The girls are still taking two naps; the morning one is just starting a little later and not lasting as long. We'll take whatever we can get.

2. Elsa has a new word: "Nana." It primarily means "banana," but is increasingly used to refer to any food. Meanwhile, Clio now knows the names of all the meals, as indicated by the fact that if you say "breakfast," "lunch," or "dinner," she will make the sign for "more"  (which we've taught them in conjunction with meals) or "eat." Elsa also knows the sign for "cup," which she uses for cup and bottle. Next week we plan to teach them the signs for "fricasee," "julienne" and "yes, I'd like freshly ground pepper with that.
3. In my hormonally-induced torpor, I confess to using TV as a mother's helper of late. The girls don't stay interested for very long -- 10 minutes at a stretch, tops. But it's something. Anyway, I just thought I'd pass on the sum total of what I've learned from children's television in the past week: 

    *

      Curious George is a monkey so he can do things we can't. (I think it's important to add that he can also do things that most monkeys can't.)

    *

      Dora may be a good role model for girls, and it's cool that she helps kids learn Spanish and all, but her voice is really fucking annoying. 

    *

      Teamwork/cooperation is the most important thing in the world. Nay, the universe. 

I'm sorry I don't have more exciting news to report, in a more entertaining fashion. It's been a pretty tough week. I really appreciate all your comments and support on the last post. It's nice to know I'm not alone in this. Hopefully, it'll be over soon, and I'll be back to my well-adjusted, generally happy self. Except with much smaller breasts.
The Bath Is Back

Posted Feb 22 2008, 05:29 PM by Roper with 22 comment(s)
As mysteriously as it left, it has returned -- the girls' love of their bath. As I described in a recent post, bathtime has been a scream-fest for the past few weeks. We tried everything: bathing the girls individually, getting in the tub with them, bathing them at different times of day, bringing all manner of toys into the tub. We tried the coddling "pacifier bath" and even the indulgent "bath with bottle." No luck. The gals were determined to be miserable. Ironically -- all the while -- they still seemed to get excited about taking a bath before it happened. When we said "Let's go take a bath! We can go splash splash splash!" (big, maniacal smiles plastered onto our faces) they smiled back and started flapping their hands -- their little sign for "splash splash splash." But as soon as they hit the water....meltdown!

It started to get a little bit better. Over the past week, we were able to get about a minute or two of tear-free bath time before they started. And then, suddenly, last night, it was just like old times:
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We're all very happy with this new development. Bathing two babies is enough of a production as it is. Speaking of which, a question, to satisfy my own curiosity: do you / did you bathe your bambinos every day at this age? We generally stick to a bath every other night, unless it's been a particularly messy day. A lot of baby books and web sites reference a nightly bath, but we've never done it. I guess some people like to keep their bedtime ritual super-consistent, so I can see that logic. As for actual need -- well, I tend to think we're a little cuckoo in this country when it comes to bathing frequency. But this may just be an instance where I'm happy to cry "twins!" and take the more lackadaisical route.

We've recently added another item to our (semi-consistent) bedtime routine: dental hygiene. Or, "brush brush brush" as we have, for some idiotic reason, decided to call it. Our pediatricician suggested that we get each of the girls a toothbrush and start getting them used to the idea of brushing, even though there's precious little to brush. (Two teeth for Clio, two complete and two half-emerged for Elsa.) They seem to love it. Elsa thinks it's hilarious to pretend to "brush" mommy and daddy's teeth, while Clio really seems to have the hang of it, and actually gets a little bristle-against-incisor action going on. It's pretty fun.

As for mama's blues, well, they're still there. Some days are better than others. But I'm taking good care of myself (as is Alastair), and with any luck (and maybe a little help from Dr. Eli Lilly?) things will improve soon. Stay tuned.

My date with Elsa

Posted Feb 26 2008, 01:22 PM by Roper with 17 comment(s)
On Sunday, I did something I've never done before: I spent a few hours alone with just one of my daughters. And it was lovely. 

Alastair and I had talked in the past about trying to do this at some point -- "breaking up" the girls so that each of us could have a little one-on-one time with each of them -- but never managed to do it. In fact, the only time I've spent a signficant amount of time alone with one of the girls is when I took Clio to the hospital back when she was four months old. (She had broken blood vessels in her legs which could have indicated a bad infection; she was fine.) That wasn't exactly what you'd call "quality" time. 

But on Sunday, it just sort of happened. I hadn't left the house in nearly 48 hours, owing to snow and my general lethargy, and thought it might be good for my mental health to get out for a few hours. I suggested that the four of us attempt to go to Full Moon, a kid-friendly restaurant in Cambridge I'd been wanting to check out. But Clio, who had a cough and had been feverish the day before, was in no shape for an outing, as indicated by her refusal do anything but lie sleepily in my or Alastair's arms on the couch. And bringing a sick baby into a restaurant full of other babies and toddlers is definitely not cool. So Alastair suggested that he stay home with Clio and I go out with Elsa.

"But I don't want to go out to brunch alone," I said.

"You won't be alone," replied my husband, who is much wiser and saner than me. "Elsa will be with you."

Elsa, meanwhile -- I kid you not -- had toddled into the front hall and gotten her coat. So, it was settled: Elsa and I were headed out for an adventure, just the two of us.

If she took note of the fact that the carseat next to hers was uncharacteristically empty, it didn't seem to phase her. She grinned and laughed and said "nana!" as we drove. ("Yes, Elsa," I assured her, "we're going to go eat, very soon.") The restaurant was a zoo -- crammed with young parents and their kids, most of whom were either a year or two older than mine, or still in the newborn-sleeping-obliviously-in-the-carseat phase. We were told there was a twenty-minute wait, but I wasn't about to pack up and go somewhere else, so we hung out in the little play area near the back of the restaurant, where there was a train table, a little play kitchen, and lots of dolls and plastic toys for Elsa to infect herself with.

There were also a lot of two, three, and four year-olds. And can I just say: little kids can be real jerks. I know, I know, it's normal for kids to go through a developmental phase of being possessive and grabby; they're all id and ego, no superego in there yet to temper things. But still, I wanted to smack some of these little buggers. More than once, bigger kids came over and grabbed toys right out of Elsa's hands. (Fortunately, she didn't seem to care. At home she's usually the one grabbing toys away from Clio, so I think she was shocked more than anything.) At one point, when she dared to reach toward some dolls that a little girl was shoving quite violently into a toy dump truck, the little girl yelled "no!" and glared at Elsa and then at me like I'd just tried to bite her. Next, Elsa reached for a plastic toy celery stalk which apparently "belonged" to the slightly smaller girl sitting nearby. That girl screamed "no!" and grabbed it and glared. Then the first girl threw her arms protectively around the smaller girl, still glaring at me, and said "That's my sister!"  Well, excuuuuuuse, us! We didn't realize you and your sister were QUEEN OF THE FUCKING WORLD.

I know. I'm so mature.

I'm sure my girls will go through the exact same phase, and surely they won't seem like little monsters to me. The thing is, at this point, I just have no idea how to deal with or even talk to two and three-year-olds, especially in a public setting where I don't know them or their parents. Must I yield to their demands? Am I supposed to act parental? Hell, I don't know. I think I said something to the little glaring girl (the older one) along the lines of "you know what, she's just a baby, so she doesn't know about how to share toys. She wasn't trying to take your dolls away. She just wanted to touch." I believe this elicited further glaring.

During the whole outing, I was just so proud of Elsa. She toddled around picking up toys and bringing them over to me, and charmed the pants off of other parents waiting nearby by patting their legs and smiling up at them. She hung at the train table with the little boys, totally calm when they grabbed trains out of her hands or shoved past her on their way somewhere else, ignoring their parents' cries of "look out for the baby!" (It's funny; Elsa seems so toddler-like to me now that she's walking and understanding more, but seeing her among kids a year or two older, it's very clear that she's still a "baby.") Once we were shown to our table in the corner, she sat across from me in a highchair like a little person, and we shared pancakes and chunks of melon and played peek-a-boo and talked about the Democratic primaries (she's for Hillary, I'm for Obama). She only once flung her sippy cup to the floor intentionally, and was just generally chill and well-behaved.

In fact, she seemed much more at ease than me. Part of it may have been that I was still feeling rather foggy, owing to this depression. But mainly, I think it was that because I'm so used to juggling two babies at once, being with one was a little disorienting. When I'm out in public with both girls, I think I feel immune to the judgement of others, in part because I assume (modestly) that they're thinking "wow -- twins; how does she do it?" and in part because I'm too busy and distracted to worry about what other people think. But in the restaurant, surrounded by all these other parents, I found myself wondering: am I doing this right? Is this how you're supposed to interact with one baby? Do they think I'm her aunt or her babysitter or some deranged kidnapper? Granted, going to a restaurant alone with a baby isn't the most typical thing to do in the first place. But the oddness of being on my own with Elsa certainly added to it.

 The whole thing was so...what's the word I'm looking for....um, EASY!  Easy in and out of the car (no need for a stroller; I could just carry her). No chasing two babies going in two different directions. No worrying about what to do with the other if one has a meltdown or a diaper disaster. I could even go to the bathroom without a major production. I just brought Elsa in with me. Just like that!

 What was especially nice was that I could focus on just her. All my attention, my eye contact, my energy was 100% for Elsa. And you know what? By the time we got home, I really felt closer to her. Like I knew her a little better, and had bonded with her a little more. I felt bad for not doing this sooner. A little guilty for not being able to give her (or Clio, for that matter) my full attention all the time. Even a little jealous of all my friends with just one baby. But mostly, I felt good about finding this new way to spend time with my children.

I want to make a point of spending time with the girls separately from time to time, throughout their childhood. Because as conscious as I am of treating them as individuals, it's still easy to get used to thinking of them as a unit. Or at least an inseparable pair: salt and pepper, yin and yang. And that's not right.

I don't just have twins; I have two daughters.

Babies who prey on the weak

Posted Mar 01 2008, 02:01 PM by Roper with 9 comment(s)
Last week, I started to write a post entitled "Alpha Twin" about Elsa's tendency to lord her two extra pounds and nine extra minutes of life experience over Clio -- stealing her toys, taking her graham crackers, initiating wrestling matches, etc. Then we had our "date" and I was feeling all gushy and bonded with her, and decided to write about that instead.

So, this was going to be the alpha twin post. And it still is, sort of, except the alpha twin in question is, at the moment, Clio. See, Elsa now has the cold that Clio had last week, and Clio is totally taking advantage of the situation. She's been snatching toys away from Elsa, whacking her on the head -- even doing Elsa's infamous "hoodie-skiing" maneuver. It works like this: if your sister is wearing a shirt or sweatshirt with a hood, you grab onto it and cackle merrily, letting her tug you along as she attempts to escape, sobbing.

Seeing this fascinating switcheroo, I can't help wondering: is it just natural for whichever baby is bigger / stronger / more hale and hearty to dominate the other one? Or is Clio consciously taking advantage of this opportunity to seek revenge? As for Elsa, when she's  feeling better again, will she back off, now that she's walked a mile in Clio's Robeez?

In Elsa's defense, I don't think all of her usual alpha twin manhandling of Clio is malicious in nature. Sometimes she's just trying to play (as in"hoodie skiing") or show affection, and it comes out a little too rough. (With babies, there's a fine line between "patting" and "whacking," as our cat would certainy attest.) But there are other times when Elsa is clearly trying to push Clio around. Like the other day when they both wanted to stand at the kitchen window and look outside and Elsa kept pushing Clio aside and standing right in the middle with her arms spread out so there was no room for her. In that case, she was just being a jerk. (Is it wrong to say your baby is being a jerk?)

This may sound weird, but it's actually been something of a relief to see the tables turned. We're going to have to do a lot of refereeing between the gals over the next, oh, seventeen years, and it would be a real drag if Elsa was always the one who "started it." And I don't want to feel like I always have to stick up for and protect Clio. The two of them will have to figure out how to work things out on their own. So although Elsa may well continue to be the alpha twin, it's reassuring to know that beta baby can kick some ass too.

Winter Getaway
Posted Mar 05 2008, 09:00 PM by Roper with 12 comment(s)
We spent last weekend at our friend Heidi's family's beautiful house in the Berkshires. We had a great time, although I must admit that packing for the trip was a royal pain in the ass. I've decided that this age, between one and two years old, is probably the most gear-heavy time in a child's life. Add the twin factor, and it's one hell of a job to get out the door.

-- 2 Pack-n-Plays (because they're too little for beds but too big to sleep in the bed or share one crib) Don't forget the crib sheets (+ extras in case of disaster)

-- 2 portable feeding chairs (because they're too little to sit at the table but too active and messy to be fed in our laps.) 

-- A few familiar toys and books (because tupperware and keys don't quite cut it as the only playthings anymore.)

-- More than enough clothes (because they are incredibly messy eaters, and still have the occasional diaper blow-out.)

-- Safety devices / gates as needed (because at this age the babies are ambulatory but have no sense of self-preservation.) 

-- Backpack carriers or stroller (because although they can walk, they can't actually *get* anywhere.)

-- All the usual other stuff: diapers, wipes, cups, feeding spoons, washcloths, towels, bibs, snacks, etc.

-- If you happen to think of it, your own clothes and toiletries

This is why most of the time, when people say "you guys should come out and visit with the girls sometime!" I smile and nod politely. But who can turn down a weekend with good friends in the beautiful Berkshires? All the stress of packing melts away once you're sitting by a fire with a glass of wine in hand, looking out at a snow-covered lake. Or watching the "I'm F****ing Ben Affleck" video in your PJs with your pals:

Here's our friend Megan with Clio, her own daughter, Marlie, and Elsa (looking much larger and more menacing than she actually is, on account of the angle). Megan's an awesome mom friend to have, because she's all about the "It Takes a Village" approach to hanging out with other folks' babies -- pitching in, picking up, keeping an eye out, lending and borrowing things without a second thought. She's village-rific.

 Because the house was full of steps and staircases, and because we didn't want to spend the entire time chasing after our hellbent-on-destruction progeny, we borrowed a play-yard from another MOT for child containment purposes. Elsa and Clio both thought it was really fun to hang out in one little corner. (What does this make them? Claustrophiles?)

 On Saturday afternoon, we suited up and headed out for a walk in the snow. As you know, I'm not a proponent of dressing twins alike. But I got these snowsuits on clearance and they only had one color left. And even I must admit, the girls look damned cute in them -- like a pair of little pink ewoks. (And the matching shoes were a gift! Don't shoot!)
We all walked out onto the frozen lake, through squalling snow:
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Then we came back, fed the young'uns dinner, ate cheese and crackers, and did a lot of goofy playing and cuddling on the lovely hardwood floors. 

It was well worth all the packing. 

(Special thanks to our hostess with the mostest and photographer extraordinaire, Heidi Cohen, and her charming new beau.)
Please, let it be food poisoning.

Posted Mar 09 2008, 08:31 PM by Roper with 9 comment(s)
Has anyone ever wished for food poisoning before? (For themselves, I mean.) Of course, I'd rather not feel sick at all. But I'm really hoping the reason I threw up last night and felt nauseated and weak all day today was that I ate something a bit "off" yesterday. Perhaps the leftover chicken I had for dinner. Because if it's a virus, that means chances are Elsa and Clio are going to get it, too, and I can't deal with any more sick babies. They just got over colds. Then before that it was a stomach virus. Colds before that. And more colds. They don't even go to daycare, for God's sake!

As for me, I have been sick more times in the past six months of my life than I think I've been in the previous six years. Several colds, a stomach virus and a case of (I hope!) food poisoning. Oh yeah, and a month-long bout of clinical depression which still hasn't entirely cleared up. Grrr. What gives? I've heard a lot of people comment that this has been a particularly bad year for illnesses, but I feel like people say that every year. Does having children weaken your immune system? It's not like I'm sleep deprived. I eat well, I drink a lot of water, I wash my hands. Don't these viruses realize I'm trying take care of two toddlers, hold down a job, and write the great American novel, among other things? Could they show just a teensy little bit of mercy?

In other, healthier news, on Saturday, at the invitation of BabyMama (wife of Babby Daddy), we joined her and Josie and apparently every child under seven in the city of Arlington, Massachusetts plus their parents at an Indoor Beach Party for little ones in a school gym. And let me tell you, that Josie sure is a bitch. (JUST KIDDING!!!) 

Seriously, we had a great time. There were beach balls and inner tubes for kids to play with, cardboard boxes and containers for them to make "Recycled castles" with, wading pools full of toys and a couple of "sandboxes" with rice for sand. There was pizza and ice cream and donut holes (three of the four junk food groups), Beach Boy tunes, and general chaos. Outside it poured rain, but inside it was surf city, man.
Adding to that genuine "real beach" feel, was the fact that a couple of times I no idea where one or both of my children were. Keeping tabs on both of them at once wasn't easy, especially when Alastair ducked out for a few minutes to run an errand. But it was a pretty friendly crowd. And, unlike at the real beach, there was no ocean for the girls to wander haplessly into. Mostly they just went toddling up to various groups of parents and kids and stared longingly at their food. Here's Elsa in action:

I was amazed, actually, at how independent and adventurous all three girls were -- Josie, Elsa, and Clio. They were happy to walk around and explore, braving belligerent three year-olds, barrelling six-year-olds and lots of distracted adults. Clio stuck a little closer to us, but struck out on her own a few times. She also had some inner tube adventures:

As did Elsa...here seen making her new "uh oh" face. And hanging on to a souvenir from the Recyled Castle-making area. (You venture out in the driving rain to the next town over for something fun and different, and what do they do? They play with tupperware. Just like at home.)

So, that was our day at the beach. I guess with so many people crammed into one space, tossing around baby-slobber-infested beach balls and things, it's not terribly unlikely that I could have picked up some kind of virus. But until somebody small starts puking, I'm going to hold onto hope that it was salmonella, e.coli, anything -- just not another something we can all catch!

Killing the Blues

Posted Mar 12 2008, 10:21 PM by Roper with 59 comment(s)
Last month, when I wrote about the depression I was experiencing after weaning, a commenter asked if I could talk more about my predisposition toward depression -- a detail I'd timidly revealed only in the comment thread. The truth is, while I'm pretty sure that this depression was triggered by the hormonal and emotional event of weaning, I also know that it probably wouldn't have happened (or have been so severe) if I didn't have a history of depression.

Since that commenter's request, I've been thinking a lot about whether or not to write more about depression here. I've sort of glossed over it in my recent posts, either being glib and offhanded about it or just avoiding the subject completely. On the one hand I feel like: well, nobody comes here to read a blow-by-blow of the state of my mental health. This is supposed to be a blog about my parenting experiences, right?  And while I reveal a lot of myself on this blog, there's certainly plenty I don't. Why should I write in detail about my experiences with a disease (condition, tendency, whatever) that's still so widely misunderstood, under-understood, and stigmatized. Do I want total strangers to know that I take antidepressants? Do I want the people at my work who read this blog to know? Or friends who I haven't revealed this to yet?

On the other hand, I feel like by dodging the issue, I'm just contributing to the stigma. If I had diabetes or migraine headaches or MS and it affected my day-to-day life, including my interactions with my children, wouldn't I write about it here? I think I would. I hope I would. Why should I be cagey or embarrassed about something that's both a common health issue and a part of who I am? This other hand is the one that (obviously) has won out. So, though it may make some folks uncomfortable, and though it may be slightly off-topic, I want to talk a little bit about depression. Bear with me.

First, some background: I started having occasional depressive episodes about ten years ago, and have been on and off (but mostly on) medication ever since. I stopped meds when we began trying to conceive, but it didn't go well -- the conceiving or the depression -- so I went back on, though at a lower dose. My doctors and I decided that the benefits of not being depressed far outweighed any risks that my medication could pose to my girls, both while in-utero and while nursing. (There are, in fact, no known risks with my particular med.)

I did OK; I had only one bout of depression during my pregnancy, and a few tough days post-partum, which is pretty much par for the course. But then came this recent period of depression triggered by weaning. (And perhaps pushed along by the emotional intensity of leaving my girls for the first time when I went to NY, and possibly a few other personal factors.) Anyway, a couple of weeks ago, I saw my doctor, and went back up to a higher dose of meds.

I'm happy to report that I'm feeling MUCH better now. You know, there's an advertising campaign out there for some antidepressant that uses the line "Welcome back." It's fucking genius. (I say that both as a copywriter and a depression sufferer.) That is exactly what it feels like to come out of depression. You come back. To yourself, your loved ones, your perspective, your life. If you're on the right medication, at the right dose, you don't feel euphorically happy or oblivious or without emotional range. You just feel like yourself.
I think it's really hard to understand clinical depression if you or someone very close to you hasn't experienced it. Lord knows I didn't. It's not something you can "shake off" or vitamin-supplement or talk your way out of. At least, not for me. And not for a lot of people who have it a helluva lot worse. Depression is highly individualized, so I can only talk about how it is for me, but when I'm depressed, it feels very phsyiological. I get lethargic and fatigued and foggy. I move more slowly than usual, sleep more than normal, and don't have much appetite. My eyes itch. My limbs feel achey and strange. I feel surges of dread for no reason, or suddenly feel like crying.  I can't concentrate or think clearly or make decisions. My memory fails me, and I feel like I don't quite have a firm grip on reality or a perspective on the larger reality of my life. Everything feels like an enormous, unpleasant effort: going to the store, answering the phone, getting up out of a chair. But most of all -- and worst of all -- I can't experience pleasure in much of anything. It's not so much a feeling of sadness as it is an utter lack of happiness. I can know, rationally, intellectually, that everything in my life is fine; I wouldn't change a thing. And yet, still, I feel like shit.

This is what much of the last five weeks were like. Luckily, I had good days (those were the days when I was able to eke out a blog post) and good hours during not-so-good days. For better or worse, I'm quite adept at soldiering through, faking it, functioning. I think this is due to both the relative mildness of my depression and my go-getter-ish personality. If you encountered me at work on a particularly lousy day, you might just think I was a little spacey or distracted; maybe just getting over a cold. (Or maybe just an unfriendly bitch. Ha!) But I'm lucky. I've never felt suicidal, and I have a husband who gets it -- he has depression, too, and talks about it openly -- and who is incredibly patient and supportive. I have financial security, a great network of friends and family, and health insurance.

Another thing I am grateful for is that I never felt so low during this past month that I neglected or mistreated my daughters. I may have been distant at times, impatient and short-tempered at others. But I still tried very hard to act present, even when I didn't feel that way. They could actually still make me smile and laugh. And I think they're too young to really notice that I was acting weird. The one time I curled up in a fetal position on the floor of the nursery in the midst of playing with them, they just climbed all over me and yelled "da da da da da da!"

OK, reading back over this post, it seems slightly melodramatic and self-indulgent (Fetal position? Oh, please). I don't mean it to come across that way. There are people who suffer far, far more profoundly from depression than I ever have, sometimes for years on end. It's not like I've been dying or anything. I guess I just want people to know that depression is real, and to try to be forgiving and patient and empathetic with those who have it. I want people who think that they might be clinically depressed to get themselves checked out, and know that it doesn't mean you're a wimp (or a hypochondriac) because you go to a shrink or take meds or can't just "snap out of it." I want, someday, for it to be as acceptable to say to someone "I'm having a rough day with my depression" as it is to say "I think I'm coming down with a cold."

I also want other women who are predisposed to depression to know that weaning can trigger a depression. And I want you all to know that my "booby blues," weren't completely out of the blue, which was what I implied by omission, because I was chicken. And depressed.

But I'm not anymore.

(Welcome back!)

Moo, Baa, La la la

Posted Mar 16 2008, 06:06 PM by Roper with 9 comment(s)
Like parents across the nation and -- I assume -- around the world, Alastair and I have spent a substantial amount of time teaching our kiddos the sounds that various animals make. Why do we all do this? I mean, seriously, could anything be *less* useful in life than knowing that a duck says quack quack quack, a horse says neigh, a cow says moo, etc.? Even if you live on a farm, this is not terribly relevant information. What does a cow eat, what do I do if my cow is sick, what does a cow get on the open market these days -- these are all potentially helpful things to know. But what a cow says? I'll bet farmers almost never get asked that question.

Nevertheless, our children's books are full of animals, and "baaa" is easier to pronounce than, say, "refrigerator," so, in spite of the lack of practical applications, Elsa and Clio are really getting to know their animal sounds. They've been doing "moo" for a while now, though it's more like "mmmm." (Which, if you think about it, is more what a cow actually sounds like. As a farmer will tell you.) Elsa is really good at "Woof woof woof," always said with head bobbing in time. (Sometimes she just bobs her head and skips the woof-woof-woof altogether.) Clio is great at sheep ("baaaa" with the tongue stuck out). Both girls are good at snake (shshshhhh), and if you show them a monkey or gorilla, they'll say "hoo hoo" and hit their chests with their hands.

Clio has an especially enterprising approach to all this nonsense. If she doesn't know what sound a particular animal makes, or is feeling sillier than usual, she'll just make something up. If you go through a book with her, for each animal she'll do either a squeal or a squawk, or a cute little falsetto "ba ba ba!" -- a different sound for each animal, it just has nothing to do with what that animal actually says. I wonder if maybe she's doing animal sounds in other languages. You know, like how in Spanish a dog says "gau gau!" and French it says "fromage! fromage!" or whatever.

The animal sound thing is fun, but I also can't help feeling a little like I'm asking the girls to perform stupid human tricks when I prompt them. It's a lot more interesting now that they're just starting to acquire some actual words. Both of them say "nana" to mean either banana or food in general (a slight tonal shift changes the meaning, like in Chinese), say "dada" for daddy, and call the cat something approximating "gaa." Elsa has also recently picked up car ("Caw!") and fish ("shh"). I'm not sure why these two words "stuck" over others -- we use the word "book" probably ten times as much as "car" and definitely more than "fish" and she's still not saying it -- but for whatever reason, they did. One Elsa's favorite things to do now is stand at the front window and point at the cars parked on the street, going "caw! caw! caw!"  To Clio's credit, she also sometimes says car ("cah!") when Elsa says it, but I'm not 100% convinced she knows what it means. Her real specialty is comprehension. She can point to her eyes, nose, mouth, ears, and feet when you say the words. And I can say "Clio, go into the kitchen and get your cup" or "Clio, come help me do my taxes," and she totally gets it.

As someone who plays with words and language for a living, I'm loving the fact that we're starting to get into the whole language acquisition phase of things. You really don't realize how fascinating and amazing it is until you start to see it firsthand. And, of course, everything is more fascinating and amazing when it's being done by your own children. I may feel quite differently once they learn to say things like "no" and "I want a Bratz doll" and "Can I borrow the car?" But for now, it's a hoot. (aka "what an owl says.")
Cry Baby

Posted Mar 19 2008, 03:14 PM by Roper with 21 comment(s)
Elsa is really starting to get on my nerves. I know, I know, I'm not supposed to stay stuff like that. And most of the time she is, of course, delightful. But it seems like she's doing a lot more crying and whining lately: to be picked up, to be fed, to be given her cup or bottle, to be taken out of her high chair.

A couple of times over the past few days, she's even thrown all-out tantrums. This is definitely a new development. Both times, she was in her high chair eating and then suddenly -- seemingly out of the blue -- started freaking out. We tried giving her different food, holding her, giving her her cup, etc., but she was, for a few minutes, inconsolable. She even kicked and flailed when I tried to hold her. So finally, we just let her walk (more like stomp) around the room crying and screaming until she calmed down.

I have no idea what she was upset about. Her food wasn't to her liking? Her peas and carrots clashed? She was worried about the economy? I don't know if it's normal for 14-almost-15-month-olds to start throwing tantrums, but if it is (please tell me it is....) I would wager it's due to communication frustration. There's so much now that she can tell us -- she knows the sign language for "drink" and "eat" and "more." She can lift her arms up when she wants to be held and shove a book at me when she wants to be read to. She even sometimes points at her rear end when she needs to be changed -- a new and promising skill. But I'm sure there's much more going on inside her head that she can't get across: I'm sick of mac and cheese! This bib is scratchy! I'm tired and bored and my college savings funds are nosediving while you sit there trying to get me to eat chunks of over-microwaved Boca burger! Agggghhghghgh!!

 My instincts tell me that at this stage of the game there's not a whole lot we can do during these outbursts except just give her some space to cool off. As for the other, more low-grade whining and crying, I don't know. Since day one, Elsa has been a bit of a drama queen (not that I'd ever dress her in a shirt that said so...), and her crying has always seemed somehow very *emotional.*  I love the fact that she's passionate and intense and stubborn. But it's definitely becoming more of a challenge. Although I am generally able to keep my cool ("Everything's OK, sweetie, Mommy's getting your milk right now, please be patient," or "Mommy can't pick you up right now because she's changing Clio's diaper, but I'll play with you as soon as I'm done" etc. etc.) -- the occasional, "What is up with you, Elsa? Chill, girl!" does slip out. I'm beginning to have dire visions of the future -- tantrums in the grocery store, battles over bedtime, notes sent home with the principal, squad cars pulling up to our house with -- OK, OK, I'll stop.

At least this is one time where the twin thing is a comfort. While Clio certainly does her share of crying and whining, too, she's generally much more mellow. So at least we can be reasonably sure that Elsa's behavior isn't a result of our doing something horribly, dreadfully wrong. I don't think...
Slumber party

Posted Mar 23 2008, 09:51 PM by Roper with 13 comment(s)
This weekend, my mom and the gals and I went down to my aunt's house in my old hometown in Connecticut for my cousin's wedding shower. I hadn't originally planned on bringing Elsa and Clio along (The packing! Oh, the packing!) but I'm very glad that I did. They got some QT with their great aunts and first cousins once-removed and various others. They danced to Donna Summer's greatest hits. They ate Mexican corn and bean salad with cilantro. (Anyone know what Mexican corn and bean salad with cilantro looks like when it comes out the other end of a baby? Did you say Mexican corn and bean salad with cilantro? You win!!) The only disappointment was that they didn't get to meet / be met by their great, great aunt for the first time. She was supposed to come up from Philly for the occasion, but she couldn't find her teeth. Ah, well.

For me, one of the nicest parts of the weekend was having the chance to sleep in the same room with the girls -- something I haven't done in a long time. I was worried that we'd wake each other up -- I'd stub my toe in the dark on my way in or they'd cry or I'd snore or all of the above -- but except for a brief bit of crying from Elsa when I first snuck into bed, we all slept soundly through the night. In fact, it was nice to be able to just go over and rub Elsa's back in her crib and shush her and tell her I was right there. It brought me back to those early months when they slept in a co-sleeper crib next to our bed, the two of them, side by side, all wrapped up like little burritos, sweet as can be.

However, allow me clarify: it brought me back to the sweetness of having two babies sleeping nearby. But it did NOT make me miss having newborns. It did not make me miss not having my evenings to myself or waking up every two, three, or four hours in the middle of the night to nurse. Lots of people we know who had their first baby around the same time we had ours  are now thinking about or already having their second, and when I think about them, I thank my lucky stars that we got our two kids in one fell swoop. This is not to say that I never ever entertain the possibility of having a third child. But after I entertain it, I send it home: Buh-bye. Drive safely.

Everyone says that you get a sort of amnesia when it comes to babies -- you forget the discomfort of pregnancy, the pain of birth, the exhaustion and difficulty of the first few months. Hence the survival of the human species despite of the availability of birth control. But I think having twins delays the onset of that amnesia, because right now, the thought of having another baby is absolutely exhausting. Maybe I'll feel differently in a few years. But for the moment, this is absolutely perfect -- and plenty.

Am I gloating? Yeah, OK, maybe a little.
Laughter is not the best discipline

Mar 26 2008, 08:56 PM
As I've noted on previous occasions, Clio is a silly baby. From the very beginning, she's made us laugh. Something about her expressions, her mannerisms, her overall demeanor is just...silly. She loves to giggle, particularly when broad, physical humor is involved. And she's prone to doing random, silly things, like tilting her head from side to side and saying "blah blah blah blah blah" (my best guess is that this is an imitation of me) or spontaneously going into a perfect downward dog. We never taught her this; she just does it. And with such excellent form!

The latest twist on Clio's silliness, however, is not so innocent. It turns out she finds it very, very funny when I say "no" to her. And she finds it downright hilarious to test limits. Por ejemplo: there is a floor lamp in our living room that she likes to grab onto and shake. It's got a pretty sturdy, weighted base, so I don't think she's likely to topple the thing, but still. This is not behavior I want to encourage. So I firmly tell her, "No no, Clio, please don't touch, I don't want the lamp to fall and hurt you, etc. etc." And Clio finds this very funny. She takes her hands off the lamp, smiles, and then holds on again, waiting for my reaction. So I say "no" again. She laughs. I say no some more, and finally she lets go. Then she tries just touching the lamp with one finger, grinning and twinkly-eyed, to see what I'll do. 

And my friends, I can't help it: I simply cannot keep a straight face. I try so hard, but eventually I break down. I just can't look at her (That smile! And one finger! That's sophisticated humor!) and not laugh or smile. And I know that this is not helping her learn that when mama says no, mama means it. Granted, I don't think I'd have a hard time staying stern if she was, say, putting her finger into an electrical outlet. But I'd like her to respect my "no's" in general, whether she's in mortal danger or just doing mischevious stuff like throwing her food on the floor or shaking lamps. 

What should I do? Should I ignore her when she tests limits? Not look at her when I say my no's? Or do I just need to work harder on my poker face? I will admit that there's also this (weak. weak!) part of me that does't want to show anger or displeasure with her, lest she think that it's not all right to be silly and playful sometimes. I mean, I'm guessing it's pretty tough for a toddler to try to sort out why some things are OK and some things aren't. Why is it all right to stand up in the crib, but not in the bathtub? Why is it OK to throw a ball, but not a cup? It's my job to teach her these things, and hopefully to get her to realize when mama means business. But I suspect it's not going to work too well if I'm giggling the whole time.
Who among us is not powerless in the face of a baby with good comic timing? Help!

Let’s Get Some Shoes

Published Mar 31 2008, 11:40 AM
Shoes are a hot topic in the Baby Squared household these days. The word -- pronounced "shizzz"-- is a popular addition to the girls' growing vocabulary, and if you give them a pair of their shoes they will attempt, quite adorably (and futilely), to put them on their own feet. They also find it fun to pick up any grown-up shoes that might be lying around and deliver them to us. It's quite a sight to see a two-and-a-half foot tall toddler hauling around a size 13 sneaker. (Those would be Alastair's, not mine.)  

Up until now, the only shoes Elsa and Clio have ever worn are Robeez. But now that they're walking and spring is on its way, I'm thinking they need some more substantially-soled shoes for pounding the pavement, hitting the playgrounds, hanging in the back yard, etc. The soft soles are great for learning to walk and great for indoors, but I don't think they'll offer much protection against wet or rough surfaces. We've got one alternative at the moment: a single pair of pink suede slip-on mocs that my mom found at the LL Bean factory store. They're awfully cute, and very sturdy. The problem is, Elsa and Clio HATE them. 

Compared to their usual, barely-there Robeez, these things must feel like cinderblocks. The first time I put them on Elsa, she tried to shake them off her feet, then cried until I took them off, and the second time, more recently, she just sat down and pulled them off herself. Yesterday I tried putting them on Clio, and that didn't work out either. After clomping stiff-leggedly around for a few steps in them looking like a cherubic Frankenstein's monster, she stood in the middle of the kitchen floor like she was bolted down there, and cried for me to pick her up. When I didn't, she got down on all fours and proceeded to crawl out of the room. She refused to go bi-pedal until I took the offending clodhoppers off. 

They fit fine; at least they appear to. But obviously they don't feel good. So, I will now commence a search for some other, sturdier-than-Robeez shoes that the girls will actually wear. My local Mother of Twins Club has their big bi-annual tag sale this weekend, so I'm hoping to score big. If not, I guess I'll hit the Stride-Rite outlet. But I worry that other non soft-soled shoes will be met with the same reaction. Does it just take time for toddlers to adjust to "real" shoes? Should I make them suck it up and deal? Tell them: "Hey, you think this is bad? Wait until you have to stand for an hour in three-inch satin heels dyed to match an overpriced bridesmaid's dress you'll never wear again"? Because 15-month-olds respond so well when you put things in perspective for them like that. 

 Shizz: The sequel
Published Apr 03 2008, 10:07 AM
You all had such great advice to offer on my recent shoe queries that on Tuesday afternoon I got to feeling quite inspired, and took the girls over to the nearest Stride Rite outlet (Arsenal Mall in Watertown, for all you fellow Bostonites out there...) to get their feet measured and, perchance, to buy some shoes.

Things started out well. Despite the fact that they'd only taken about a 20-minute afternoon nap, the girls were in good spirits as we loaded up into the car. (Cah! Cah! Cah!) People held doors open for me as I maneuvered the double stroller into the mall, which put me in a "maybe humanity is OK after all," sort of mood -- a mood good enough that I felt only mildly, not completely, nauseated as I passed a Victoria's Secret display featuring cotton t-shirts for teenieboppers that read "Think Green, Live Pink," paired with matching panties. (Yeah, fine, I guess it's not a totally bad thing that environmentalism is trendy; but wouldn't a better way for people to save the earth be, er, not buying so much shit they don't need?)

Anyway, at Stride Rite, a very nice young man measured the girls' feet, and we found out that Elsa is a 5 to 5-1/2 and Clio is a 4-1/2. While Elsa had her small, gigantic foot on the Brannock device, Clio whined to be taken out of the stroller, and while Clio had her lil feets measured, Elsa toddled off into the next aisle saying "shizz! shizz! shizz!" I tried, for a few futile minutes, to let them both walk around, but it was like herding cats. Cats that walk in opposite directions pulling boxes off the shelves and saying "shizz!" (I am starting to understand the benefit of those "leashes" some people use with their toddlers.) 

So, back into the stroller my little shoppers went. This was a big let-down, of course, after the fun of cavorting freely about among rows and rows of shizz, so they whined and I had to give them graham cracker after graham cracker (why did we ever teach them the sign for "more"?) to keep them quiet while I attempted to browse. But there was nothing suitable in their sizes for under $25, deals and sales notwithstanding. I am really spoiled, having gotten by almost exclusively with gifted, second-hand, and hand-me-down clothes and shoes up until this point. And I'm cheap as hell. So the thought of spending even $50 total on shoes they'll outgrow in a few months made my inner Scrooge shudder. Also, I knew there was a Marshall's at the other end of the mall.

But we had no luck there either. The only decent pair of flexible, sneaker-like shoes I found in the girls' size were ugly and shiny and iridescent pink and had not one, not two, but THREE Disney cartoon princesses on them. They were decently priced -- $14.99, I think -- but I just couldn't do it. A time will come -- sooner than I think -- when they will probably be begging me for this shit, and I will probably relent. But until then, I'm sorry. No. I really don't feel like advertising a multi-billion dollar media and merchandising empire on my children's feet, unless, of course, Disney Inc. would like to pay me to do it. 

So, there you go. I'm too much of a yuppie snob to do ugly pink Belle and Ariel from Marshall's, and too cheap to do tasteful and orthopedically correct from Stride Rite. But at least I got the girls' feet sized, so now I can go to this weekend's tag sale armed and dangerous. Or do some E-bay stalking. And then, when I don't find the right shoes in the right sizes, I can get in my car and go to some big-box discount store and buy crappy $10 shoes made in Indonesia by the same 12-year-old children who make the "Think Green, Live Pink" T-shirts for Victoria's Secret. Yay, me!

Meanwhile, today, Elsa and Clio played in the wet grass in the backyard in barely big enough hand-me-down Robeez that look like they've been chewed on, swallowed, and then spit up by dingos. And they could care less.

Shoeless! 
Shoeless! 
Moonlight sleepin' on a midnight lake.
I really need to stop overthinking this and buy my daughters some fucking shoes.
Baby Gym Rats

Apr 06 2008
On Friday afternoon, the girls and I went to Together in Motion, a very cool indoor kids' play gym, along with my friend Christina and her one-year-old, Amelia. It was the perfect rainy day adventure. (And no shizz are allowed, let alone required!) Elsa was so excited that at first she just ran around on the mats yelling with throaty glee and waving her arms. Then she declared herself queen of a small structure some parent had built, where she discovered the fun of sliding down the mat -- and the frustration of attempting to climb back up. 

When we first arrived, there were only a few other kids, most of them the girls' age or just a little older. But it got more crowded, and some bigger kids showed up, which made it tougher for Christina and me to just sit back and yap while our kiddos ran amok. Not that you can ever really have quality conversation with your friends when you're doing the play date thing: "So, what do you think of---Oh! Look! Yes! You have a ball! That's good!---Sorry, you were saying?---No, honey, you have to be gentle with the little boy, gentle!-- Sorry, I really am listening. You were saying before that you think Obama -- Don't put that in your mouth! Yucky!"

And so on. Honestly, I find it a little stressful. I've never been good at social multi-tasking. I can barely manage a conversation with someone while I'm driving, let alone while trying to keep an eye on two toddlers. Plus, I always worry that I don't pay enough attention to my friends' children (usually just one of them) because I'm too busy trying to keep up with both of mine. So to any of my gal pals with kids who may be reading this: I'm sorry I'm a lousy play date. It's not you, it's me. I want to keep dating, but let's also make sure to go out on our own for a drink sometime, K?

In a public place like Together in Motion, there's also the challenge of trying to figure out how / how much to interact with other parents. The obligatory small talk sort of reminds me of freshman orientation at college. Then, it was What's your name / Where are you from / What dorm are you in / Do you know what you're going to major in / Awkward Silence / Drink some more.  Now, it's How old is she/he, What's his/her name, She/He is so cute / Thank you / Where do you guys live? / Awkward Silence / Cheerios, anyone?

And I still have no idea what the proper protocol is for dealing with other parents when it comes to intra-kid refereeing. Example: At one point, Clio was sitting playing in an area where a couple of older boys, four or five years old, decided to start building something. They kept barelling obliviously past her, wielding giant, vinyl-covered pieces of foam, missing her head by mere inches. Their mother was very much aware of this, and told them repeatedly to please be careful, look out for the little girl, etc., which I appreciated. But since Clio would be equally happy playing elsewhere I scooped her up and said to the other mom, with a smile, "It's OK, we can just go play somewhere else."

And then the mom--who was probably only a couple of years older than me, if not the same age--said, with what I think might be described as a "wan" smile, "Well, they also need to learn to be careful. It's something you'll find out."

Oh, well gosh, Madame Veteran Super Mom, I'm so sorry for disrupting your important parental lesson. I really should have been more considerate and left my diminutive 15-month old child there to get trampled on by your sons, for the sake of their social development. Forgive me. I'm just so new at this.

Ah, well. Maybe I read the situation all wrong. Maybe I just looked so clear-eyed and youthful that she assumed I was a 19-year-old au pair, and that was why it was OK to talk down to me. Yes. That must have been it.

 
My Daughter, Myself

One of my big fears when I found out that I was pregnant with twins was that I would love one more than the other. This has certainly not turned out to be the case. I love both Elsa and Clio to an equal, insanely powerful degree. What I didn't anticipate, however, was how differently I would love them. In fact, I don't know that I really realized before they came along how individualized the nature of love is. But it makes all the sense in the world. Every person is unique, so how could the love you feel for them not be unique, too? 

But I have now violated my own rule against using the word "love" more than three times in a single paragraph, and must move on to the primary subject of this post: my relationship with Elsa

 

One of the things I'm very aware of in my love for Madame Elsa is a sense of recognition. That is, I see a lot of myself in her. Who knows what it is, exactly? We have the same blood type, hair and eye color; the same chubby cheeks. My parents see a resemblance between her and their memories of me at her age. But it goes beyond the physical. Mostly, I just feel the resemblance between us -- this sense that we are cut from the same cloth; that we approach the world in simliar ways. And as much as this sense of kindred spirits delights me, it also scares the crapola out of me. 

What does it mean, to have this flesh of my flesh, soul of my soul in the world? I see the possibility of a deep and abiding friendship; a kind of connection that I've never had with another person. On the other hand, I see the potential for great battles and clashes of will. We may end up like magnets with our matched (stubborn! passionate! self-absorbed!) poles facing, pushing each other away. 

It's impossible to predict, and I certainly don't want to get myself into a whole head trip about how alike or different we are, or how we'll relate in the future. Lord knows I don't think of Elsa as a "mini-me" -- or want to. But I can't help the fact that sometimes, when I look at her, I feel like I'm looking at the child I used to be. It's scary.

This is me, circa early 1976, just shy of two years old. (Please note the insane 70s wallpaper, the patriotic '76 bicentennial brochure, and the smiley face pin on the bulletin board.) I see a little of both Clio and Elsa in me in this pic, actually. 
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And here's me with Elsa at my parents' house this past weekend. The groovy outfit Elsa is wearing is one that I wore when I  was about her age -- my mom kept it in storage all these years. I don't know if anyone else will see a resemblance between us (either when I was a toddler or now) but I do. 
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And as long as I'm posting family photos, here's another one from the weekend, of my mom (who people have always said I resemble, which I take as a great compliment) with the girls. What Crazy Clio is doing in this picture pretty much sums how and why I adore her in such a joyful and doting and unexpected way -- equally powerful and primal but completely different from the way I love Elsa. But that's a subject for another day.

Salon de Bebe

APRIL 13, 2008

Now that the girls have got some serious hair on their heads -- well, Elsa does, anyway -- we're faced with what to do about it: long, luscious locks or pert, sassy bobs? Clips and elastics or wild style? Naturally luminous color or playful highlights and sultry lowlights? (Just kidding!)

Elsa's got significantly more hair at this point, and I've pretty much decided (me being self-appointed style consultant for my daughters, God help them) that we're going to grow Elsa's bangs out. She appears to have inherited my hair, which is thick and grows fast, as well as my somewhat low forehead, so I'm thinking this is the right look for her. And more importantly, easier for us to manage. She's getting better at actually keeping barettes in her hair when we put them in, instead of immediately pulling them out. The trick is not to make a big deal of it. So, please, if you ever see Elsa in person, don't say "Oooh! Look at your pretty barette!" because she'll remember it's there and take it out. Just be cool. Be like "hey, nice shizz." Or whatever.

Clio's hair is finer (like her Dad's) and doesn't seem to be coming in as quickly or growing as fast, especially on top. She's got a bit of a mullet going on, which I plan to remedy soon. But we think she can really rock the bangs look, so we're gonna go with that. Also, she has no patience for barettes. More specifically, she likes having a barette put in -- whenever Elsa's got one, she has to have one, too -- but she immediately takes it out, then hands it to me to put back in again. I'll do this about three times before we say "bye bye" to the barette. And then I just have to hope she won't go and pull Elsa's barette out

Elsa, who increasingly seems to think of Clio as her own life-sized doll, also thinks it's fun to attempt to style Clio's hair. Clio isn't so into it. (There was crying shortly after this picture was taken.)
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Oh, and if you're salivating over Clio's adorable corduroy overalls, I'm sorry to say that this fashion statement can no longer be made. This outfit also came from my mother's attic stash; my little brother wore them, circa 1978 (with a bowl cut, natch).

My Bookish Babe

Apr 16 2008, 07:18 PM
I have always been a bibliophile. Not only do I enjoy reading books, I enjoy looking at and holding and smelling them. If it were socially acceptable, I would probably lick them. When I was a kid, I used to build little dens and forts in closets and nooks for the express purpose of crawling inside and reading. When we got a clubhouse for our backyard and started a club for neighborhood kids, the first thing I did -- after appointing myself president and writing the club handbook and anthem, naturally -- was set up a lending library. A long-held dream of mine is to one day have an office with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and one of those sliding ladder thingies. And given the choice between going to a movie, watching TV or curling up in a comfy chair with a good book -- well, you get the point. 

So, how psyched am I that Clio is suddenly obsessed with books? Quite! She is constantly thrusting them at me, demanding that I read them to her, eager to point out everything that she recognizes. If she sees a bird or butterfly, she'll do the fluttering hands sign for butterfly. An elephant gets our own made-up sign for elephant: arm as trunk, and a sort of trumpeting sound. Horses get bronx cheers (close enough), and cows get "mmm."  Mouths (ma), eyes (ah), shoes (shz), cats (ba), fish (shh) and babies (dieh dieh) also get mentions. If she doesn't know the word, sign, or sound for something and wants to know, she'll point at it and say "da da!" and I'll tell her. It's like she suddenly *gets* this notion of words being connected to things, and is desperate to learn them all.

I've always read to the girls before bed, once they're in their cribs. Lately, Clio has been demanding to have her own book, too. The only trouble is, she's very picky. She reaches out toward the bookshelves making that terrible grunting "I need!" sound that toddlers (mine, anyway) are wont to do (ieeeh! ieeeh! ieehh!) and I bring her book after book. She pushes them away, one after another, until I hit on the right thing: The Very Hungry Caterpillar? No, no, too predictable. Noah's Ark? Religious propaganda! Hop on Pop? Don't insult me. Touch and Feel Farm Animals? Touch and feel this!

Eventually, something will strike the right chord. The Rainbow Fish? Hmm....yes, that looks interesting. Let me read the back cover blurbs and the author bio. Hm. Yes, all right. I'll give it a try. If The Guardian liked it, I suppose it can't be too bad... And then she'll plop down on her butt in her crib and read, sometimes with the book right-side up, sometimes not. For the past week, I've left her with a book in her crib to fall asleep with after saying good night. (And several times I've had to go in an hour later and remove said book because she is lying on it, uncomfortable and crying.)

Alastair thinks I'm being too accomodating by bringing her all these books until she finds one she likes. He suggested I just offer her two or three and let her choose one.  Yeah. Well. I tried that tonight, and she handily, annoyedly rejected them all and resumed grunting and reaching (ieeh! ieeh! ieeh!) until I brought more. A book from the second round, Baby Kittens, held her attention for a while, but then when I attempted to read some nice, imperialist poems aloud from A Child's Garden of Verses while she looked at her kittens, Clio decided that that was the book she had to have. So I scooped both her and Elsa out of their cribs, held them in my lap (something they're very into lately, to my extreme delight) and started reading them "My bed is a boat." I got about three iambic pentametric lines into it before Clio was crawling across the room looking for something with more farm animals in it.

I don't blame her -- in fact, I commend her -- for being picky. I'm the same way; when I'm looking for a new book to read, I'll often flip through a bunch of them before I hit on one that feels right. And it doesn't always work out. I don't feel compelled to finish books just for the sake of finishing them anymore. There are too many great books out there, and too little time. 

I love that Clio wants to read, but not just any old thing. She's a nerd after my own heart
Transition Accomplished. 

Apr 20 2008, 09:22 PM
For the past couple of weeks, the girls' nap schedule has been kinda funky. The morning nap started shifting to late morning, ending at noon or even later, and the afternoon nap started becoming quite brief, if it happened at all. It was tricky, unpredictable, and sometimes exasperating

Clio has been the primary instigator of the change -- she's always seemed to need a bit less sleep than Elsa, and lately the contrast has been sharper. But as devoted as we are to our children, we are not so devoted that we're willing to put up with two separate nap schedules. Also, we're spoiled: they've always been good sleepers. I think this is a combination of genetic good fortune (we are both extremely lazy) and concerted effort on our part, with help from Dr. Weissbluth. (Healthy Sleep Habits, Happy Child is our bible.)

On Friday morning, Alastair was working and I was home with the girls, and I'm not quite sure what possessed me -- The balmy spring weather? The promise of morning trips to the zoo? Sheer derring-do? -- but I decided to see what would happen if I didn't put them down for their morning nap.

I expected a total meltdown, especially from Miss Elsa, who generally turns into a cranky, eye-rubbing, whiny little...something...at around 9:30. And that did start to happen, but I promptly took the girls outside, and we played with the $1.99 drugstore balls I'd bought for them the other day -- you know, the same kind you had as a kid: marbled with various colors, kept in a big, cage-like container at the store. This outdoor play seemed to give the girls a second wind. Then we did some mega-lego construction, watched a little Sesame Street (sue me), and had an early lunch. I put them down for a nap at about 12:15, and they slept for almost two hours. Not too shabby! We put them to bed a little early in the evening, and that seemed to work out fine. For three days now, they've been on just one nap.

The key seems to be keeping them (and us) occupied in the morning. So, on Saturday morning we went out with them to buy some gardening supplies (the Home Depot is a wonderland of excitement!) And today -- drumroll, please -- we went to church. Something that we hope to continue doing fairly regularly, until the girls rebel and become Orthodox Jews or Baptists or something. Why would that be rebellion, you ask? Well, it's a Unitarian Universalist church. Pretty liberal, pretty crunchy. But it reflects our values, and -- we hope -- will give the girls some grounding in the Judeo-Christian tradition whence they came, while also introducing them to other faiths. Having gone to church (Congregational) throughout all of my childhood and adolescence with my family, I also really value the community that a church (or synagogue, etc.) represents. 

I can't believe I'm saying this. For stretches in my life, I hated going to church. But here I am, a parent, glad in retrospect that I had the experience. Along with piano lessons and not being allowed to eat sugared cereal.

Anyway, we first checked out this particular church on Christmas Eve, 2006, when I was great with child(ren). Then we went a couple of times when the girls were very small, and content to be held or nursed throughout the service. But since then, their nap schedule -- and our Draconian insistence on sticking to it -- has precluded the possibility. Until today.

We were planning to keep the girls with us during the service (ha!), but a nice church lady told us that there was, in fact, childcare at the annex across the street. We had assumed it was for older kids, but lo and behold, there was a nursery room full of age-appropriate toys, several small children/toddlers, and nice, responsible teenagers to look after them. We've  never left the girls on their own before except with their regular sitters (in our home) or their grandparents. I feared that Clio would have a meltdown when we left. But she did just fine. In fact, she apparently did some dancing. And both of them ate a LOT of goldfish crackers. (No surprise there.) Meanwhile, we got to sit and enjoy the service. Though it pained me a little to leave them -- Clio, especially -- I also think it was probably good for them. And us. 

Don't get me wrong -- we will miss the morning nap. Alastair moreso than me -- he's home with the girls four mornings a week when I'm at work. That nap was a nice little reprieve; a time to enjoy a cup of coffee and a magazine, catch up on email, or just catch a little more sleep. But as today demonstrated, there are upsides to the one-nap-a-day regimen. 

Full disclosure: the girls didn't sleep very well this afternoon after lunch. In fact, I'm not sure Clio got more than 15 or 20 minutes. It wasn't pretty. But I'm hoping that once they get used to this new routine, they'll start taking a nice, healthy two-ish hour nap on a regular basis. I have faith. (See what going to church once a year will do for a person?)

Words fail me.

Apr 23 2008, 08:45 PM
A couple of times, readers of this blog have commented that I write more about Elsa than Clio. The unspoken implication, intended or not, is that I'm more focused on, or even more fond of Elsa. My initial reaction to these comments has been, naturally, anger: How dare anyone, especially someone who has never met me (and who probably doesn't have twins, let alone write a blog about them) make such an accusation? Why do they feel compelled to make it? Why casually poke at such an emotional landmine? Haven't they seen Sophie's Choice, for God's sake? 

Then I take a deep breath, pour myself a glass of wine, and remind myself that this comes with the blogging territory. When you write about yourself and your private life in a public forum, you inevitably open yourself up to scrutiny as well as support. You have to be at once thick-skinned and humble, and remember that your blog is not you, nor is it a mirror held up to your heart. It is writing. As such, it can offer readers a glimpse into your life and your self, but it can't possibly give them the whole picture -- nor would you want it to. You try to remember this, and you hope that your readers remember it, too. Most of them do.

But after the most recent comment suggesting favoritism, I did look back over my posts to see if there was an imbalance; if Elsa routinely gets more pixels than Clio, and/or is featured more prominently in posts. And I'd say that yes, on the whole, I've tended to write a little bit more about Elsa than Clio. And often when I talk about both of them, I lead with Elsa. It's certainly not conscious, and it certainly doesn't reflect the degree of my love or focus toward them. But I couldn't help wondering: what's the deal? Mind you, I don't feel that I owe anyone an explanation. I only offer it here because I found it an interesting insight to arrive at, as a writer and as a parent.

What I arrived at was this: I think I find it more difficult to write about Clio than I do Elsa. Maybe it's because I tend to *get* Elsa a little more. As I mentioned in a recent post, I feel like we're alike in many ways. Furthermore, she's very outgoing and assertive and active, which tends to make for better stories and easier lead-ins. But Clio -- Clio is subtler. I find it harder to capture her essence in words the way I can (or presume to be able to) with Elsa. Maybe I'm afraid to try. She is unlike anybody I've ever known. My feelings for her are unlike any I've ever felt. Even trying to write this, I'm struggling. So, here; some fragments.

Ephemeral, mysterious, puckish, protean, quixotic, mercurial, chimerical. Where did she come from? What makes her do the kooky, quirky, delightful things she does? How can a person be so dear? How can someone this innocent exist in this world? She should disappear, like some unstable element. She is sublime. I don't believe in angels, but sometimes I swear Clio must be one. (NB: this does not mean she always behaves like one!)

Sensitive Clio. Peacemaker Clio. She cries when other people fight or hurt themselves or get upset, when dogs tussle, when our cat growls at the big long-haired Tabby on the other side of the sliding door. Alastair and I can't even play-wrestle in front of her. Her eyes will fill with tears. She has such deep empathy.

 I have never been a touchy-feely person, but Clio makes me one. I worry that I give her more physical attention than Elsa, but she just seems to need and want it more. She'll sometimes just mouth my arm or shoulder and coo: "ahhhhhhhhhh." She loves touching my face and pulling me close, and I feel honored every time she does. I don't deserve this. 

 

Then suddenly, she writhes and stiffens and wants space. She takes her own time; processes things at her own pace. She can't be pushed from the periphery when she doesn't want to be.

I am afraid I am going to lose her. Ever since she was a few months old, I've had this terrible, irrational fear that I'm going to lose her somehow -- to illness, to tragedy, to the fairies stealing her away in the night -- and it makes loving her hurt. It's the most primal, aching love I've ever felt for anyone. Maybe I am more protective of her in my writing as a result. Maybe I want to keep her a little more to myself.

So, now it probably sounds like I favor Clio, right?  Do me a favor and don't answer that. 

xoxo,

JR
Take my twins -- please!

April 28, 2008

I try to stay positive on this blog, and not gripe or groan excessively about the challenges of bringing up babies. Because relatively speaking, I've got it pretty good. And I don't mean just in the I-could-be-starving-in-a-war-torn-African-nation sense. Even in the mother-of-twins sense, I'm lucky. I've got financial stability, an awesome husband, a bunch of kickass virtual pals (that would be you), etc. My daughters are healthy and vibrant and almost always sleep through the night: seven to seven-thirty with nary a peep. How can I complain?

Well, I'm going to anyway. Because recently it feels like things have gotten a LOT harder. Having two mobile, basically non-verbal but very spirited 16-month-old daughters -- while wonderful in many ways -- is also freakin' EXHAUSTING. (Yes, this is going to be a post full of ALL CAPS.)

Being at home is by far the most relaxed scenario. The first floor of our house is pretty much child-proofed and the girls have their run of the place. They're capable of entertaining themselves to some extent. But they also like climbing and riding on things, which requires assistance. They want to be read to, but rarely both from the same book at the same time. They fight over toys and hurt each other by accident. They're constantly hungry.

The weather's been mild lately, so we've been taking them out into the back yard, which is a nice change of pace.  But being outside also means trying to keep Elsa from eating wood chips, then running to help Clio go down the slide again, then rescuing Elsa when she crawls up the back porch steps and can't get down, then picking Clio up to look at the birdies in the tree in the neighbors' yard. Seriously, I should have the body of a 19-year-old field hockey player given the energy I burn just running after the two of them. Instead I have a sore back, a flabby tummy, and circles under my eyes. Oh yeah, and NO BOOBS.

Of course, hanging out flabby, boobless and exhausted in the yard is cake compared with actually trying to go out to, say, a playground alone with the girls. In that setting, at any given moment, it's pretty likely that I'm neglecting one of my children. I am that mom at the playground that you hate: the one who is nowhere to be found while her child is eating sand or whacking your baby on the head or climbing up a precarious set of steps en route to the curly slide, leaving you morally obligated to rescue her. But it's not because I'm busy chatting on my cell phone or flirting with the cute dad by the swingset. It's because I'm chasing my other child, who is also eating sand, whacking someone on the head or climbing toward certain peril AND probably needs her nose wiped, too. I'm sorry. Forgive me.

Then there are social events. And I use the term "social" very, very lightly. We went to our friends' daughter's first birthday celebration this weekend, and while it was a lovely party, we basically spent the entire time wrangling our daughters as they traipsed about reaching for drinks, fighting over toys, stealing other babies' sippy cups, toddling obliviously toward staircases, etc. Not that we wouldn't have to do this if we just had one 16-month-old. But in that case, at least, we could take turns. And if, say, we had one baby and one child that, oh, I don't know, UNDERSTOOD AND SPOKE ENGLISH, maybe we would only be in frequent as opposed to perpetual motion?

You know, the newborn months were hard: the constant feedings, the night waking, the lack of two-way interaction. This current phase is infinitely more fun and rewarding. Every day Alastair and I find new ways to communicate with and love and enjoy our children. 

But God, are we tired. (TIRED!)

In Which I Poison My Daughter
By roper | May 2nd, 2008 at 6:19 pm
Don’t worry; this isn’t the sequel to my last post about how having two toddlers is running me ragged. What happened this morning was purely accidental, and fortunately relatively benign. But it was a good example of how toddlers manage to find hazards you’d never even considered before. 

It was after I’d given the girls breakfast, and we were all hanging out in the kitchen — the ladies playing with their rubber balls, me cleaning up. I opened the dishwasher to empty it and noticed that the hinge was catching and squeaking in a weird way. I ducked into the bathroom, where I was pretty sure we had one of the ten-thousand cans of WD-40 that ”Santa” puts in my Christmas stocking when we spend the holidays at my parents’ house. (Along with windshield de-icer, batteries, and usually a pair of nail clippers. When did Santa get so damned practical?)

Ironically, as I was looking for the WD-40, the thought I had was “hm, I wonder if maybe I shouldn’t use WD-40 with the girls around,” thinking they could somehow get it on their hands and into their mouths. But I realized this was silly, because they really wouldn’t be able to get at the hinges of the dishwasher door. But I was pleased with myself for being so conscientious. 

Until I came out of the bathroom, and saw Elsa poking at her tongue, making a “yuck” face and whimpering slightly. Her wrist had some kind of white gunk on it, and I thought at first that she’d spit up. (Not a common occurence these days, but it could happen.) I quickly realized that whatever was on her hand and in her mouth smelled far too springtime-fresh to be spit-up. Then I saw the open dishwasher door (bad mommy!), and the residue of the liquid detergent left behind in the detergent holder, scored with little finger marks. It was like some badly edited film: shot of mother examining child’s mouth and hands. Cut to dishwasher. Zoom in to detergent cup. Back to child. Shot of mother’s eyes gone wide. High-pitched, panicked violin music up.

I grabbed a washcloth, soaked it, and rubbed it around in Elsa’s mouth, which she tolerated quite patiently, then gave her some water to drink, and decided that this really wasn’t so bad. She’d probably only gotten a tiny bit of detergent in her mouth, and swallowed little, if any. Hell, parents used to wash their kids’ mouths out with soap for swearing, right? And this was dish soap; you put it on things that go into your mouth. How toxic could it be?

But I thought to be safe, I should read the back of the detergent bottle. It said: If product is swallowed or gets in mouth, rinse mouth out (check!) give glassful of water or milk (check!), and contact poison control or doctor immediately. Um…shit. OK!

Until this point in my life, ”Poison Control” had always just been a number on a refrigerator magnet, or a sticker on the phone. I didn’t think anyone actually ever called it. As I dialed (I found the number on a refrigerator magnet whose origin utterly escapes me) I half expected to get a recording saying the number was no longer in service and hadn’t been since 1989. But sure enough, a nice woman answered, I told her about my little situation, and she said I’d done exactly what I should have, and there was nothing else to do. “Just keep an eye on her for the next fifteen minutes,” she said. “If she vomits, she’ll do it in that timeframe.”

About ten minutes after I’d hung up the phone, as if on cue, Elsa had a teeny, tiny little puke on the kitchen floor. She barely seemed to notice it had happened, and just went along her merry way. 

Phew.

What a way to start the weekend, eh?
Regression

By roper | May 7th, 2008 at 11:50 pm 

We were doing so well with the whole pacifier weaning thing. Really, we were.

 

We started using the things with the girls at an early age, following the 5 “S”s school of self-soothing: suck (that’s the pacifier), swaddle, shush….um…shit. Swing? Sway? Something to do with movement. And another one. Sambuca?

Anyway, the point is, we were not bashful about giving the girls pacifiers in their early months, especially when trying to get them to sleep. Gradually, we made pacifiers the province of 1. The crib and 2. The car. (And kept them on hand for outings to stores, where they ran the risk of getting antsy.) Lately, the only time they really use them is in their cribs, while they sleep, and we’re fine with that for the time being.

But last week, Clio started getting extremely cranky. She was breaking a top tooth (our children are still freakishly toothless for their age: Clio only has 2 teeth and Elsa only has 4), and obviously uncomfortable, running a slight fever, too. So we let the pacifier rules slacken a little and gave it to her outside of her crib. But it got to the point where she was asking for it all the time. 

As it turns out, she had an ear infection. Her fever was up at 104.5 on Friday night, which was more than a little disconcerting. She’s never had a fever that high before. And — SPOILER ALERT FOR A 10-YEAR-OLD MOVIE — ever since I saw that movie City of Angels, with Meg Ryan and Nicholas Cage, I’ve been haunted by the opening scene, where a toddler gets a really high fever and the mom puts her in a cold bath, then takes her to the hospital, but she ends up dying. (I wasn’t even close to being a mother when I saw the movie, and yet it terrified me.) So, we called the doctor and administered medication which, fortunately, worked, and took her to the doctor’s the next day. Her right ear was nice and red and full-o-pus.

So, at least we knew what we were dealing with. She’s definitely improved since we started giving her antibiotics. However, she’s gotten used to having her pacifier now, and still whines for it regularly. And all you mothers of twins out there know what happens when you give one twin something: the other one wants it, too. So, now we’ve got Elsa jonesing for a pacifier whenever Clio is, which is often. Tonight they were so eager for their pacifiers they begged to be put into their cribs as soon as I got their pajamas on them, just so they could suck on the damned things. I’m hoping that as Clio’s ear infection wanes and her tooth comes in we can gradually get her — and Elsa — back to their more moderate pacifier usage. Because I’m just not down with this regression thing. My hope has always been that by the time they’re two, we can get them off the plastic teat completely. But we’ll see…

Clio Goes Commando
By roper | May 10th, 2008 at 9:15 pm
A quick anecdote: Yesterday was rainy and miserable, and after a rather cranky morning (we were determined to resist Clio’s pleas for her pacifier, and though it meant listening to her scream for about 20 minutes, we won. We won!) I decided to take the girls over to our local indoor play gym. We had a blast. Elsa did a lot of running around flapping her arms and screaming with excitement, and Clio did a lot of playing with balls. She and I also teamed up on Elsa and rolled her around in a cylindrical mat thing, which Elsa absolutely loved, the little thrillseeker. 

As we were getting ready to leave, and Clio was walking around waving and saying “bye!” to everyone in the lobby area, I noticed a big clump of something coming out of the bottom of her overalls. At first I thought it was a wad of napkins or something that she’d stuffed in there (??) then I got closer and saw that it was, in fact, her diaper. (Not dirty or even terribly wet, thank God). Somehow in the midst of all her running around, it had come off and out from under her onesie and down the leg of her pants like some kind of crazy baby party trick. She literally played her pants off. 

Someday maybe we’ll watch Flashdance together, and during the scene when Jennifer Beals takes her bra off from under her shirt, I’ll look over at Clio — who will be at least 13, because I wasn’t allowed to see that movie until I was that old, and I’ll be damned if she can – and say, “you did that with your diaper once when you were little.” And she’ll roll her eyes at me and say, “I know mom, you told the whole world on your stupid blog.” And I’ll remind her that I also told the world how much I loved her and how awesome she and her sister are, and hopefully she’ll say, “Yeah, I guess so.” And then, hopefully, we’ll turn off Flashdance and watch something better instead, because, really, it’s not a very good movie.

Eating Out With Toddlers: A Primer

By roper | May 13th, 2008 at 2:40 pm
Before A. and I had the kids, we loved eating out. It was one of our favorite things to do together, and we always did it a little more often and little better than we could really afford, but it never felt like money wasted. We’d spend lazy Saturday mornings drinking bottomless cups of coffee and stuffing ourselves with omelettes at various breakfast joints, have drinks and appetizers in the middle of the afternoon in the midst of long, leisurely rambles through Boston or Cambridge. Occasionally, we’d splurge on a nice dinner at a place where the waiters are annoying (“what we’ve done is we’ve taken a filet of salmon, we’ve rubbed it with saffron, then dragged it through a vat of roasted, pulverized almonds, then nailed it to the wall and thrown little snails at it…”) but the food is so-o-o-o good.  

When the girls were teeny tiny newborns, and basically all they did was sleep, we went out a few times with them in their infant seats and ate normal meals, like normal adults. Those days, needless to say, are long gone. We’ve tried to go out with them a few times more recently, and I’m sorry to say that it’s really not that pleasant. In fact, generally, I would not recommend dining out with twin toddlers. But if you are foolhardy enough to attempt it, you might find the following tips helpful:

1. Bring food. Forget about this notion of waiting to “order” food because it’s a “restaurant.” Once you get your kiddos in a highchair, and assuming it’s near a mealtime, they’re gonna want to eat. So bring a snack and a sippy cup to hold them over until your order arrives. Or ask the restaurant to bring you some bread, stat. No, forget that; it takes too long. Bring your own. 

2. Bring toys, too. Or books, if that’s what they’re into. Basically anything they can hold onto before and after eating so they won’t reach for the knives / Sweet and Low packets / wine glasses / your plate / etc. (Of course, they will anyway). In a pinch, spoons make pretty good toys, as do paper napkins. 

3. Go at an off-peak time. Everyone will have a better time if the restaurant you go to is not crowded, so you don’t feel rushed and there are fewer other customers for your children to annoy. And by off-peak, I mean really off-peak. We made the mistake of going out this past Sunday morning to our neighborhood breakfast
hotspot at around 9:00, thinking that we’d beat the hungover college crowd, but instead, we hit the older people and
families with young kids crowd (duh). We felt stressed out the whole time. At one point Alastair looked across the table at me and said “This sucks!” A better strategy might have been tip #4.  

4. Go to a mediocre restaurant. It’s less likely to be crowded, and let’s face it: it’s not like you’re going to have an exquisite gustatory experience when you’re moving knives and glasses and coffee cups out of reach of your children with one hand and shoveling food into your own face with another. Also, your child will prefer whatever you’re having to whatever you’ve ordered for them, so you won’t get to eat much of it anyway. If we’d gone to the cavernous, dimly-lit breakfast place across town staffed by surly Eastern European women instead of the aforementioned breakfast hot spot, we might not have gotten fresh fruit on our plates, but we might have actually enjoyed ourselves. 

5. Don’t do it. Just don’t. Unless you absolutely have to — you’re on vacation or something. Really, you’re better off just staying home (it’s cheaper, too) and make eating out a special, adults-only treat, as we did last night, to celebrate our anniversary. We got a sitter for a couple of hours and went to a great restaurant with annoying waiters and overpriced wine and not a highchair or booster seat in sight. And it. was. wonderful.

Feeling The Pinch
By roper | May 19th, 2008 at 1:23 pm
The other night, I dreamed that our local Star Market was doing a promotion where they were giving away something like 100 free frozen turkeys. Everyone was so excited about it, and it was such a big deal, that there was even going to be a parade, led by the mayor of Somerville, where the turkeys would be driven through the streets on a float. Now, if that’s not a dream about rising food prices, I don’t know what is. 

 Anyone else out there starting to feel the pinch? I’ve noticed that we’re definitely spending more on groceries and household goods these days. Granted, part of this is the fact that the girls are starting to eat more  “real” food. Make that a LOT more. I feel like we’re constantly running out of whole milk, bananas, bread and other staples. Meanwhile, we’re going through more diaper wipes (a direct consequence of aforementioned real food) and dish soap (ibid), as well as tissues to wipe constantly running noses. (Maybe it’s time to bring back the handkerchief?) Add to this the fact that we’re using more water and energy (more laundry, more baths, more dishes to do) while simultaneously attempting to keep putting a bit of money into savings for retirement and the girls’ college funds, and our checking account balance is definitely looking a little anemic these days. In fact, last week, for the first time in I don’t know how long, we were overdrawn and had to dip into our savings for a cash infusion. 

We’re far from impoverishment, of course. But I do increasingly find myself looking for specials and sales, and doing a lot more price comparison. For the first time ever, I’m thinking of our little vegetable garden — which we’ll be planting soon — not just as a nice addition to the yard, but as an actual, affordable food source. (What’s up with the price of tomatoes these days??) We’ve also recently made the decision to try to eat less meat — mainly for environmental reasons, but there’s no denying the economic benefit. I’ve dusted off my favorite vegetarian cookbook and stocked up on legumes. Last night we had an eggplant-and-lentils-over-rice thing for dinner, and believe me, this is no small adjustment for my husband, who’s of the “it’s not really a meal if it doesn’t contain meat” school. 

But if all this belt tightening doesn’t work, we may just have to take more extreme measures. Maybe we’ll start renting the girls out to childless couples who want to “practice” being parents for a day. Or develop a way to convert all the food they fling off their highchair trays into fuel. On the other hand, maybe we’ll just have to get going on our Von Moock Family Singers act and take it to the streets. Alastair sings and plays the guitar, I can sing harmony, Elsa can bang on things and shout into an empty toilet paper tube (it’ll be a very avant-garde act), and Clio can be the go-go dancer. You’d throw a buck into our hat for that, right? 

The Word of the Month Club

By roper | May 22nd, 2008 at 3:10 pm
In the beginning — well, back when the girls were around 11 months old – there was “Dah!” meaning dog, (or pretty much anything with four legs) and it was good. About a month later came “nana” (banana, then any food), and soon after that it was “cah” (car) and “shizz” (shoes) and so on. But it seemed like each time a new word was acquired, the old one suddenly fell out of fashion and they’d rarely if ever say it. (Dah? What’s a dah? Come on, Mommy, let’s talk about shizz!)

There are definitely still word “fads” around here — “babies” is the big one this week — but in the last month or so it seems like finally the girls are hanging onto multiple words, and employing them with increasing accuracy. Clio is the more verbal of the two; she tends to use more words (and signs) than Elsa, and is eager to learn new ones. Elsa, meanwhile, is more interested in honing her gross motor skills (i.e. climbing, pillaging, plundering, ransacking).  Of course, we suspected all along that this might be the case. Elsa was always ahead physically, but Clio started cooing and babbling well before she did. Ah, yes, I remember it well…..(Flashback! Wavy screen….)

Ha — at the time, this seemed incredibly impressive and interactive to us. It’s all relative, ain’t it?

Anyway, we’re having fun seeing both girls add more words to their vocabularies. I’d say between them they have maybe 10 or so in all, and they obviously understand much more than that. But the real language “explosion” that I hear people talk about hasn’t come yet. In fact, I think in general E & C are a little behind the curve in their language acquisition skills. I’m not worried, though. It’s supposedly normal for twins to talk later than singleton kids. It can be due in part to premature birth (not the case here, as ours were born at a healthy 37 weeks, at 5 pounds each), but can also be a result of the way caregivers communicate and interact with twins. It’s a little sad, actually: twins don’t get as much one-on-one time with parents or caregivers, so they don’t get as many opportunities to learn and practice verbal communication. And because wrangling twins can be stressful and tiring, caregivers tend to talk to their kids a little less and use more quick directives (“drink your milk,” “don’t take your sister’s book,” “come here,” etc.). Apparently this is why second children sometimes talk later, too.

Then there’s the “Twin talk” theory; that twins communicate with each other in their own “language,” so they’re slower to learn the language of us big people. I haven’t really seen much evidence of this between Elsa and Clio, unless you count stealing toys or food away from each other causing the other to scream and cry as some special form of “communication.” Or, maybe their twin talk is so secret and sophisticated that I don’t even notice it. Maybe they send telepathic messages to each other: “Hey, mom’s trying to get us ready to go out somewhere in the cah. Let’s both poop!”

I’m curious to hear from readers — especially moms of twins – when did the language thing really “take off” for your kids?

Dumb Parenting
By roper | May 27th, 2008 at 12:02 am
I don’t mean the stupid kind — though I certainly do plenty of that. I mean the kind where I am incapable of speech (to use an archaic and, yes, I know, un-PC term for it). I’ve had a a strange sort of head cold since Wednesday, culminating in total laryngitis this weekend. My voice has varied from Kathleen Turner-esque (sexy!) to little more than a whisper (creepy?) with occasional moments of near-normalcy if I haven’t spoken in a while. 

You wouldn’t think it, but not having a voice is a major handicap when it comes to looking after two madcap 17 month-olds. I feel rather like Mister Noodle, sans mustache and pseudo-Edwardian getup. (For those of you who are better parents than I am, and don’t let yourself let your children watch TV, Mister Noodle is a mime character on Sesame Street, in the “Elmo’s World” segment, played by the fabulous Bill Irwin.) I’ve been mastering the art of exaggerated expressions, mouthing of words, and modified prop comedy.

Mostly, though, I just feel powerless — I can’t say no / stop / don’t / etc., nor can I effectively summon help. (Though I wonder if maybe I could do some kind of inaudible, high-pitched squeal, like Aquaman…) This afternoon, for example, all four of us were hanging in the backyard, and while I was helping Clio up the climbing structure, Elsa was over by the garden, coming perilously close to a garden rake. Normally, I would have said (to Alastair) “Baby, Elsa’s about to step on that rake…” but instead, all I could do was wave my arms, advance a few steps toward him, point at the rake and mouth “rrrr-aaa-kke!” in hopes of averting Mr. Noodle-worthy slapstick comedy. (Baby steps on rake, rake handle hits her on head, birds fly in a circle over screaming baby’s head, etc.)

To which Alastair replied, “It’s OK. I’m watching her.”

To which I would normally say, “Yeah, no, just move it.” But, having an inoperative larynx, all I could do was bug my eyes out in exasperation and shake my head. And by that time, he’d returned to planting tomatoes. (Elsa, fortunately, did not step on the rake. She found some empty plastic plant pots to bang together instead.)

I also didn’t have it in me to protest too vehemently when Alastair suggested that we hose the girls down in lieu of a bath. I did manage to make the point that, while it was warm, it was also breezy, and therefore not the right day for all-out garden hose fun. So, in some kind of weird compromise, he ended “misting” the girls with the hose instead. It wasn’t clear whether they liked it or were just confused. Really, they were more focused on putting cedar chips into empty flower pots and pouring dirt on themselves.

Anyway, the upshot was I ended up in the house afterward with two grimy, shirtless, barefoot little girls, hungry for dinner. The twentysomething tenants in the house behind ours were drinking beers and grilling, and Alastair was out front washing the cars, and things felt generally summery and Memorial-Day-Weekend-esque. So I turned on the classic rock station and poured myself a glass of white wine, and the girls ate ravioli with their fingers, topless and bibless (what would be the point?) and we all rocked out to Jethro Tull’s “John Barleycorn.” I still couldn’t talk, but the gals seemed to find my air-drumming hilarious. They both ate, like, a zillion strawberries. And then I took them out of their high chairs, and more dancing ensued. Picture it: two adorable, half-naked, pot-bellied baby girls holding hands and grooving and giggling on a sunny evening. Anything I might have said — even if I could — would have been totally superflous.

Never Blog Angry
By roper | May 30th, 2008 at 12:06 am
I’m sure that’s one of the most important rules of blogging. Right up there with “don’t blog drunk.” But I have got to tell you, dear readers, I just changed two crib sheets, and I am PISSED.

Can I just say? I hate hate hate hate HATE changing crib sheets. 

Seriously, my idea of hell would be a million cribs, lined up in a row, and a stack of a million fitted cotton crib sheets to wrangle onto them. Put some bumpers on those cribs, and have them be up against a wall — oh, and throw in a couple of whining, overtired toddlers fighting over a book nearby – and I’m pretty much in the ninth circle. 

Is there a reason that the manufacturers make the things exactly two centimeters too small, so that you have to use every ounce of strength in your body and tear off at least one fingernail attempting to get the last corner on? Is it right that you should have to pry the mattress out of the crib, crawl on top of the rails and assume all manner of compromising positions for such a simple task? I mean, I know the sheet’s got to be tight — SIDS and all — but come ON. All I’m asking for is a little give – an extra smidgeon of fabric, a dab of Lycra – anything! 

Now, mind you, I don’t change the crib sheets very often, because we use those “Super crib sheet” things that go over the actual fitted sheet and can be easily snapped on and off. But sometimes when they’re in the wash, the girls will end up sleeping a nap or a night or two on the regular sheets, and sometimes even when the super crib sheet is on, it moves out of place and the sheet below gets drooled on or spilled on or what have you. Honestly, I think the last time I changed the sheets was maybe two months ago. But as far as I’m concerned, once a year would be too often. 

Maybe we just registered for the wrong brand. Maybe Carter’s (Carter’s! Aren’t they supposed to know what they’re doing?) is working off some outdated standard crib mattress size template. Or maybe they’re just a bunch of sadistic a**holes. (Is Carter’s a Babble sponsor? Er….hey, guys! Love your PJs!) Maybe I’m the only one with this problem. At this point, I don’t particularly want to go out and buy new sheets. But if there was some brand out there that promised easy-peasy changes or patented “No-curse-corners” I might change my mind. 

There. I blogged angry. I’m sorry. I promise that my next post will be poignant, thought-provoking and hysterically funny, rife with adorable photographs. For the moment, though….GRRR!!! Crib sheets!!

Step Away from the Peacock, Ma’am

By roper | June 2nd, 2008 at 11:49 pm
We took the girls to the Franklin Park Zoo this weekend, along with some friends of ours and their almost-two-year-old girl and new baby boy. The last time Alastair and I went there — childless, unmarried, living our rock and roll (er, folk music and cultural events?) lifestyle — we had a traumatic experience, wherein one of the gorillas repeatedly vomited and ate it in what we think was an attempt to repulse and scatter the gawking crowd. (It worked. And I can’t say I blamed the ape.) So we went to the zoo with some trepidation. But we knew that the girls would enjoy it. It’s fun to have them finally be at a point where they seem able to absorb and appreciate new experiences like this.

Within minutes of entering the park, Elsa started stalking a peacock. It was just walking around — I guess they let them roam free; they can’t fly too far — and she charged right toward the thing, determined to touch it. I literally had to hold her back. She is absolutely fearless when it comes to other living creatures, to a sometimes dangerous degree. Then, I suppose it’s confusing for a toddler: you’re constantly bombarded with images of animals in books, toys, etc., you’re always being asked what they say, and you’re encouraged to touch or get up close to some of them. (Pets, pett-able barnyard animals, etc.) Then, all of a sudden, here’s this awesome looking bird walking around a few feet away, and your mom won’t let you get near it? What gives?
Clio kept a bit more space between herself and the animals. She was more interested in the structural and architectural aspects of the zoo: manholes, fences, benches, etc. There was a moment where she seemed a little freaked out by the gorillas. Maybe (knowing Clio) she just felt sorry for them, being contained like that. We didn’t see any vomit ingestion this time, but it was still a little upsetting to see the gorillas there behind glass. Their gazes and gestures are so eerily human. Not that I’m anti-zoo or anything; I think that having gorillas (and other animals, particularly endangered ones) in captivity is probably good for raising awareness and support, which, ultimately helps protect their brethren in the wild. But it’s kind of weird, if you think about it, to go gawk at a bunch of unknowing martyrs for the cause of conservation when we’re the ones threatening their environments to begin with. You know?

Food Fight!
By roper | June 8th, 2008 at 6:27 pm
We’ve got some eating issues in the Baby Squared household lately. In the interest of A.) Making sure I’m not the only one out there going through this B.) Letting you know that you’re not the only one out there going through this, and C.) Getting free advice, I feel I should share.

The most annoying problem by far is the throwing of food. Lately, when the girls don’t feel like eating something, instead of just not eating it, they drop or fling it onto the floor. Broccoli? No thank you. Get the wretched thing out of my sight, please. Flick, fling, plop. Then they make the “more” sign in hopes that I will give them whatever it is they do want to eat, usually fruit, yogurt or Annie’s cheddar bunnies. When they’re feeling particularly punchy, they just start wiping their trays clean, flinging everything onto the floor. (Walls, etc.; while cleaning the other day I had to pick encrusted bits of mac and cheese off the windowsill with my nails — what was left of them post crib-sheet changing, that is.) 

This is Elsa’s specialty, and we respond to it by sternly saying no, food is not for throwing, it’s for eating, etc., and take her tray away for a little bit, then give her another shot a few minutes later. The typical result: she eats a little more, then starts flinging again. Rinse, and repeat. It seems like despite our efforts to be “strict” about this one — eventually, we say OK, that’s it, meal’s over — it doesn’t seem to stop her from letting out her inner John Belushi the next time around. She knows it gets a reaction. So, what to do? Are toddlers this age capable of learning table manners or should we just let them act like Visigoths? (No offense to any Visigoths out there; I’ve just heard your table manners aren’t the best.)

The other issue is snacking. And this may be the cause of the uptick in pickiness / food flinging at mealtimes. Increasingly, it seems, the girls ALWAYS want to be eating. Clio seems particularly bent on carb-loading in the afternoons (a girl after my own heart). “Kah-ga,” meaning cracker, is one of her favorite words. I try to give her things like fruit and cheese as snacks if she’s already had crackers or dry cereal, but the girl will whine and fuss until she’s got something flour-based in her maw. Maybe I am just giving in too quickly. But she is damned stubborn. And do you know just how annoying a toddler’s whining is? Of course you do. And you know how much easier it is to give the kid the damned cracker rather than try to distract her with educational activities or take the time to cut up an apple and then convince her to eat that instead. It’s even worse when two toddlers are whining at once, like they’re going to DIE if you don’t give them more cheddar bunnies RIGHT NOW. 

I suspect that I’m giving in too quickly to their demands. I know kids this age need snacks, but I’m guessing that we shouldn’t let them “graze” as much as we do. On the other hand, they seem awfully damned hungry. (But maybe it’s just an oral fixation thing?)  I’d love to hear from the masses: Do you put limits on how much your little ‘uns eat between meals, or are you spineless like me? Does it matter? Am I setting them up for a lifetime of poor eating habits? 

In the meantime, I’m about to embark on a perilous outing: I’m going with the girls, in 95 degree heat, to a toddler-filled birthday party for 4-year old twins (whose hand-me-downs make up a good part of Elsa & Clio’s wardrobe!), sans husband. All I can say is: I hope there’s beer.

Twins = Bubonic Plague? 
I recently read this article in Boston Magazine, and it really bummed me out. The author, Julie Suratt, a mother of twins herself, notes that Massachusetts has the nation’s highest twin birth rate, then says, “I have to wonder if this deluge of doubles is a good thing for their parents—or for our area as a whole. I adore my boys and wouldn’t trade them for the world. But I would no more wish multiples on a couple than I would bubonic plague.” Yikes! 

Now, I realize she’s exaggerating for the sake of impact with the bubonic plague thing. Being funny and all that – I’ve tried it myself a few times. But the tone of the whole article is decidedly negative, and really rather whiney, in my opinion. Many of Suratt’s complaints about the difficulties of raising twins could easily apply to raising any two (or more) children close in age. And to hear her kvetch about the cost of twin supplies and gear — as someone from my MOT club noted – you’d think she’d never heard of a yard sale, Craig’s list, borrowing from friends or, God forbid, making due with less (I count three double strollers on her list…) And didn’t anyone give the poor woman a baby shower? 

“Our tally for diapers (at least 20 a day) and formula (16 bottles a day) for the first year was about $5,000. Add to that the clothing, furniture, and gear (to wit: double stroller, double jogger, double snap-n-go stroller, two highchairs, two playpens, two infant car seats, two toddler car seats, two cribs, two swings, two bouncy seats, two baby Bjorns…), and we probably spent $15,000.”

(And, man, she must have had crazy-poopy babies to go through 10+ diapers per kid per day! I don’t think we ever used that many, even in the earliest months.)

A big part of the article is spent discussing the role that assisted reproductcive technology (ART) plays in the burgeoning Mass. twin population, and the burden that twins pose on the healthcare system, due to premature births, complications, etc. The author makes a reasonable point in suggesting that fertility clinics educate their patients more fully about the chances of multiples with ART, encourage the transfer of only one embryo in IVF when possible, even if it means lower success rates for the clinic. But the fact is, infertile couples want success, too. Many try multiple IVFs to no avail. Implanting multiple embryos is done with the hope that even just ONE will develop into a pregnancy. Is it wrong for a couple to try for that? Has Suratt considered how painful and frustrating it is to face month after month, year after year, of failed attempts to conceive? (She conceived twins “naturally” as they say, without any ART.)

I didn’t actually have IVF myself; I got pregnant through a combination of ovulation drugs and an IUI. The chances of multiple pregnancy in this type of procedure are actually higher than with IVF, but the process is much less involved and much less expensive. With my particular issue (polycystic ovaries) my insurance and the clinic I went to wouldn’t have let me go straight to IVF – a much costlier and more involved process – without trying IUI first. (My fertility doc was, in fact, the one mentioned in the article.) 

Would the author have had me lobby to go straight to IVF — one embryo, of course, to avoid the risk of twins – and pose a greater burden on the healthcare system? Or would she say, “why don’t you just adopt?” — the phrase that makes anyone who’s dealt with infertility feel instantly homicidal toward the sayer? (“Just adopt.” Uh huh. Hey, if your spouse dies, why don’t you “just remarry”? If your wedding ring is stolen, why don’t you “just replace it”? If you lose your job, why don’t you “just move somewhere else and get a new one?”)

Suratt also complains that twins are taking up too many spots in daycare and preschool, but that’s just silly when you consider the fact that the overall birth rate in Massachusetts has actually declined over the past 15 years. (Thank you, Mass Department of Public Health.) 

I’m not denying that twins pose unique and often formidable challenges both to parents and to society as a whole. And it sounds like the author had a particularly difficult experience, with the premature birth of her boys, and her struggle with post-partum depression. I sympathize, and I know that everyone has different experiences in becoming a parent. I just worry that articles like this perpetuate a belief that twins are some kind of, well, plague on society. (Would anyone dare say that the pre- and post-natal care that keeps more disabled babies alive today than in the past is a bad thing because it’s a burden on parents and taxpayers?)

Anyway, I didn’t mean to spend a whole post critiquing an article by a fellow MOT who is most likely a very nice and reasonable person, and whose article was probably sensationalized and negative-ized by her editors for the sake of controversy. But I guess I did. So to end on a bloggier and more positive note: any expectant twin moms who are reading this and freaking out – or any twin moms who are feeling overwhelmed by the challenges (which certainly exist!) of raising twins — I hope you’ll check out my post from last year on the top five reasons why twins rule. (And add your own items to the list.)

We Got Them Nanny Blues
Things were going so well. I got a little promotion at work, I finished my novel, Obama won the nomination, and the honeysuckle bush in our neighbors’ front yard is almost in full, fragrant bloom. So, it was inevitable that something crappy was going to happen. And here it is: we just learned that our beloved nanny/sitter, Jean, is leaving next month. She got a great full-time nannying job out in the midwest, closer to where her son lives, which is where she wants to be right now. I am happy for her, but we will miss her SO much, as will Elsa and Clio.

Jean started sitting for the girls when they were four months old, when I went back to work. She only comes twelve or so hours a week, during the times when both Alastair and I are working, plus the occasional “date night.” But she’s so great with the girls, so reliable, so helpful, that she’s really become a part of our life, and we’ve come to count on her. (I still don’t think I’ve fully processed the fact that she’s leaving.) She’s also just a genuinely nice person — a great parent to her own (young adult) kids, focused on her family, generous, etc. When we were first looking for someone, right after the girls were born, I imagined that we’d hire some young college or grad student, not a middle-aged woman with grown kids of her own. But in fact, as a first-time mom, I really liked having someone who was more mature, and a mother herself.

Fortunately, our back-up sitter, a very sweet and energetic young Ecuadorian woman (who I encourage to speak Spanish to the girls. Bonus!) is available to help out over the summer once Jean leaves. But she’s in school, so we don’t know if she’ll be able to help on a regular basis in the Fall. So, it might be back to ole Craigslist again. We actually had good luck with it the first time around  – we found both Jean and Adriana, our back-up gal that way, plus several other people who would have been good; there were mostly just schedule issues. But we also had to wade through replies to our ad from people who inquired with such impressive messages as (and I quote) “sounds good. how old r they and how much duz it pay?”  (Answers to both of these questions were in the ad, incidentally.) 

It ain’t easy to find a sitter that you like and trust, who’s willing to work part time, has her own car, is reliable and responsible and flexible, is loved by your children, knows and understands them, AND brings you free Avon samples. Sigh.

Toddlers are like Sharks
By roper | June 19th, 2008 at 12:01 am
If they don’t keep moving forward, they die. OK, maybe they don’t die. But they definitely get fussy. I proved this theorem today at our local Stop and Shop. Not that it needed proving. In fact, honestly, I don’t know what I was thinking, but we needed food and I thought it might be fun to see if the girls were  finally big enough for one of those cool shopping cart that looks like a car, with the little cab and two steering wheels in front. They were. In fact, they seemed to really dig it. But only as long as I was moving. (I mean, who wants to sit in a parked car, right?)

So, picture yours truly doing laps around the produce section, trying to gather up all the exotic ingredients for this big vegetarian jambalaya thing I’m planning to make (damn this resolution to eat less meat! Damn it! Damn it!) as well as other produce items, without letting the car(t) idle for more than twelve seconds at a time. Whoops, there went the tomatoes. Hey, was that parsley? Or watercress in disguise? Okra? Where are you, okra? (Why the am I making something with OKRA in it, for God’s sake? I’m from New England!)

 

Meanwhile, middle-aged and elderly onlookers are making googly-eyed smiles at the girls (who are, no doubt, googling back) while I blithely ignore them. I’m trying to fill a bag with green beans here, people! Only have a few seconds! Must separate nice beans from withered crap….and then Clio or Elsa starts squirming and whining and attempt to crawl out of the car, all the while saying “dow! dow!” (translation: free me, please) So I rock the cart back and forth for a little while, which quiets them temporarily, until they remember that they’re not six months old, and then I have no choice but to move on. Good-bye, beans. Good-bye, deli counter. Good-bye to the old lady screaming, “WELL AREN’T YOU TWO JUST ADORABLE???!!!”

I must have walked about three miles in that grocery store today. Which is great for the ole abs and glutes, I guess, but it was possibly the most inefficient shopping trip ever. It was also not a particularly budget-savvy endeavor. No time to comparison shop when you’ve got impatient passengers leaning on their squeaky horns and fighting over the steering wheels. (Yes, that’s right; the fact that there was a steering wheel for each of them did absolutely nothing to prevent them from squabbling.) By the end, I was basically plucking things off the shelf at random. Organic split pea soup with ham? Hey! I bet the girls will love this! (Wrong, wrong, wrong.)

Needless to say, I don’t think I’ll be repeating this activity anytime soon. Unless you’re just picking up a few quick things, grocery shopping really is best left a solitary endeavor. Or an endeavor for young, childless couples, free to sniff each peach and nectarine, make ribald banter over chicken parts, and linger languidly in front of the extra virgin olive oils. Ah. Those were the days.

Of course, there’s always Peapod (Stop & Shop’s delivery service) which we’ve become big fans of over the past year. But as convenient as it is, I miss the sensory experience of actually seeing and selecting my own foodstuffs. (See “chicken parts” above.) And it pisses me off that they put, like, one thing in every damned plastic shopping bag. So, I suppose the best solution, for now, is squeezing in solo grocery runs wherever we can. Unless, of course, there are any personal-shoppers-and-chefs-in training out there who are looking for on-the-job experience. (Unpaid, of course). 

Anyone? Anyone?

http://www.babble.com/cs/baby-squared/2008/06/22/what-elsa-and-amy-winehouse-have-in-common/
How Elsa is like Amy Winehouse

By roper | June 22nd, 2008 at 8:30 pm  Comments12
Is it the devil-may-care attitude? Perhaps. The ratty hair? Only after particularly messy meals. The drug and alcohol addiction? Not as far as I know. The millions and millions of dollars? Oh how I wish. No, what Elsa and Amy have in common is a nasty little skin infection called impetigo. Now, mind you, I don’t follow the doings of Miss Winehouse too closely, and apparently her courageous battle with impetigo is old news. Newsweek, that bastion of serious journalism, covered it back in April. But I wasn’t aware until we got home from the doctor’s office yesterday when I did a Google image search for impetigo and up came dozens of shots of Amy Winehouse’s bumpy-looking face (along with a bunch of grody photos of much worse impetigo than Elsa has). 

In Elsa’s case, it’s a quarter-sized sore on her upper arm that looks rather like a popped blister. When it first showed up a few days ago, as a little red spot, we thought maybe the strap of the carseat or stroller had chafed her, and it had gotten a little irritated. It didn’t seem to bother her at all, though, so we didn’t think much of it. But a couple of days later it was suddenly much bigger, and there were some other little red dots around it, so we took her to the pediatrician. It took the doctor approximately .08 seconds to glance at her and say, “impetigo.” (Which, when I’d seen written on lists of ‘common childhood ailments’ I’d always assumed to be pronounced im-PET-i-go. In fact, it’s im-pe-TIE-go.) 

Here’s what it looks like….

[image: image8.jpg]



“It’s a summer thing,” our doctor explained. In warm weather, when more skin is exposed and kids get generally grubbier, bacteria are more likely to get into little scrapes and cuts and things, and the body sometimes just doesn’t fight them off. Then she told me it was highly contagious, at which point I immediately began to itch. So far, though, it doesn’t look like anyone else in the familiy has gotten it. Elsa’s on antibiotics now, and seems just fine. 

 Even though this is a very common ailment among small children — and hard-living British rockers, apparently – I couldn’t help feeling slightly guilty. But only slightly. Though we’re relaxed about letting the girls get grubby when they play — something I feel is an important part of being a kid — we’re also pretty good about cleaning ‘em up afterward. Some microbes are just really damned wily. So, you let your kids play in the dirt, it’s the chance you take, I guess.

What I want to know is: what’s Amy Winehouse’s excuse?

Waffles and Bubbles and Flowers, Oh my!
By roper | June 26th, 2008 at 8:13 pm  Comments13
The whole language acquisition thing seems to be picking up ’round here. The girls keep surprising me with new words. Last week, I was getting the their breakfast ready – Kashi waffles topped with applesauce, always a big hit — and when I brought it to them, Elsa exclaimed “wa-foo!” 

Oblivious as always, I first just smiled and repeated, in my dopey mom voice, ”Yeah, wa-foo!” and then it hit me: by George, the girl is saying waffle! How long has she known this? Has she been holding out on me? Practicing in her crib at night? What else can she say? Pancakes? Eggs Benedict? So, of course, I started hooting “Yes! Waffles! That’s right! Good girl! Waffles!” and trying to find ways to use “waffle” logically in sentences for the rest of the day. (“Remember at breakfast when you ate a waffle?” ”You look very waffle today, Elsa!” “Dinnertime! We’re not having waffles!”)

Soon after that — maybe even the same day — the three of us were hanging out in the back yard, and Clio started pointing toward the porch and saying “buh buh! Buh buh!” I caught on a little quicker this time: she was pointing at a container of bubble stuff on the rail. She wanted me to blow bubbles! And so I did, until I was dizzy and had to sit down. Elsa has also started saying bubbles, but pronounces it slightly differently, more like “bah-boo.” 

Isn’t it odd that two babies raised in exactly the same household, who hear each other talk alll the time, have different dialects? This is the case for a lot of the words that they both know. One of the most interesting examples is the fact that Clio says “Mama” and “Dada” while Elsa says “Mommy” and “Daddy.” Fascinating! (And can I just say how totally wonderful it is that they’re starting to call us this? Granted, they still ocasionally call random strangers, mailboxes and ducks “mommy,” too, but most of the time they get it right.)

It’s also interesting to me that they don’t both have the same words. Elsa has flower (“flou”) and stairs (“dee”), but Clio has baby (“bay-bees”) and eyes (“ise”). I’m sure someone could have fun coming up with a complex and ridiculous theory on the psychological significance of this, or what it suggests about the girls’ future lots in life. (Elsa is going to be a landscape architect and Clio is going to be a doctor?)

Anyway, now that I know the girls are getting better at this talking thing, I’m trying to work more intensively with them on certain words, including “please,” “thank you,” and “yes.” (Because Lord knows they’ve got “no” down pat.) I’m more conscious of not dropping sh- or f-bombs in their presence. And I’m also thinking I should try to sprinkle some Spanish words in here and there…our new sitter, who’s Ecuadorian, will be able to help with that when she starts, which I’m excited about. Como se dice “waffle” en Espanol?

The 18-month Lull

By roper | July 1st, 2008 at 1:33 am  Comments10
As of this weekend — Saturday, to be precise – Elsa and Clio are 18 months old. Or one-and-a-half, as Alastair prefers to say. He thinks they’re old enough to be referred to in years now, but I want to hang onto their babydom just a little while longer, so I shall keep referring to them in months. But only until they’re thirteen.

 The last few months have been, admittedly, rather challenging at times. I think it peaked at sixteen months, around the time I wrote this post, whining about the physical exhaustion of running around after two very active, very needy toddlers. But I feel like in the past couple of weeks, things have turned a corner. Maybe it’s because the girls have gotten a bit more physically confident and independent — they don’t fall flat on their faces quite as often, or get as upset when they do. Or maybe it’s because their language skills are suddenly blossoming, so it’s a little easier to understand what they want — not to mention a helluva lot of fun teaching them new words. Or maybe it’s because we’ve adjusted. Just as the line of babyproofing in our house grows higher and higher (They can almost reach the kitchen counter now! Damn!) our patience and endurance climb to keep pace with their level of energy and interactivity.

My arm strength, I think, has kept pace, too. Babies are the ideal form of weight training: a gradual increase over time, so you don’t even notice that they’re getting heavier and that your arms are, in turn, getting more buff. On the flip side, I’m definitely noticing that my back is more frequently sore. Though I try to bend my knees when I’m picking the girls up, it’s not always possible. Like when I’m lifting them out of their highchairs or cribs, or out of swings at the playground. The ole lumbar region has definitely seen better days. 

Still, I’ll take 18 months over 16. As I’m writing this, it occurs to me that maybe one of the big reasons things feel a bit easier is that the girls have started calling me Mommy / Mama now. Does that make me a completely vain and narcissistic person? (Asks the mommy blogger…) Just because my girls call me Mom — which turns me to Jell-o pretty much every single time – I find it easier and more rewarding to be with them? Add in the fact that they crawl into my lap when they want me to read to them, and occasionally even offer up a spontaneous kiss, and what can I do? I am at their mercy. The sore back, the endless cleaning of thrown food, the temper tantrums (theirs) and futile reasoning (mine — as in, “Clio, you already had a turn with that puzzle; it’s Elsa’s turn now…”) …are all much more tolerable when they’re balanced by cuddling and giggling and earnestly anunciated attempts at words. (Wa-foo!)

Which isn’t to say that I’d call things “easy.” This morning, for example, Clio pitched a total fit at the doctor’s office. (Their 18-month checkup.) She was happy as a small, pudgy clam in the waiting room, but the second we got into the exam room she got decidedly tense, and when we took her clothes off and tried to weigh her — forget about it. She was one angry little baby. Not that I blame her. It’s humiliating to strip down and get poked and prodded at, no matter how old you are. And it adds insult to injury when the doctor keeps getting your name wrong. (I’m not Chloe, I’m CLIO, dammit! And I don’t care if you have cute frog stickers on your stethoscope, I do NOT like being objectified in this way! Give me my clothes!)  

But still, somehow, this sort of incident doesn’t rattle me or stress me out like it might have a month ago. This is the way of parenthood, it seems: you go through times when you feel like you’re at your wits’ end and wonder when you’ll ever get a break when, suddenly, it gets a little easier. And then something changes and it gets harder again, but soon enough, the rewards recalibrate with the challenges, and you reach a sort of happy medium; an equilibrium. For a little while…

The Problem with Pictures

By roper | July 4th, 2008 at 5:06 pm 

Comments19
I know how much y’all love the cute pics of the girls. And I try to deliver as often as possible. The thing is, a little situation has developed. See, we’ve occasionally let the girls look at the back of the digital camera to see the pictures of themselves. So now, every time the camera comes out, Clio wants to see the babies.(Babies! Babies!) Which makes taking her picture decidedly challenging. Observe
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Mom quickly snaps a pic of Clio in her new chair, but she’s already on her way over…
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She sees the camera. “Babies! Babies!”
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“Babiiiiiieeees!!!”
This happens pretty much every time I try to take Clio’s picture. As a result, I have an absurd number of pictures of Clio charging toward the camera. (And an imbalance of pictures of Elsa just playing or smiling or otherwise not grabbing the camera out of my hands.) Sometimes if I’m stealthy, I can manage a pic of the two of them together…
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Yes! Cute shot of chubby twin toddler legs!  Now, maybe if I can get them both to turn around at the same time….
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Too late. Clio’s onto me.
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“Babies! Babies!”
You see what I’m up against here? 

Unfortunately, this fascination with the camera isn’t one that can be easily solved, like the cell phone issue. For a while, the girls were snatching our cell phones (they can now, inconveniently, reach the kitchen counter and dining room table, where we often leave them), holding them up to their ears and saying “Oh? Oh?” and occasionally placing accidental calls. (Elsa managed to inadvertently call her grandmother once, which I thought was fairly impressive.) I found an old, non-working cell-phone to let them play with, but it has since disappeared under some piece of furniture. And they didn’t like it that much anyway — no beeps, no pictures. 

So the other day I bought a toy cell phone for them. It was a hit. (And there was hitting, too, seeing as I was foolhardy enough to buy only one of them. But now that the thrill has worn off, the girls are doing a better job of sharing.) Sadly, there’s no such thing as a toy digital camera that I’m aware of, and there’s almost definitely not one featuring pictures of babies. Elsa and Clio, specifically. (Hm…writing this is conjuring up a vague childhood memory of a Fisher Price toy camera I had as a kid…you could look into the viewfinder and push the button and see pictures of zoo animals…wow. I haven’t thought about that thing in years…)

Oh, and were you admiring those cute new chairs? Well. Let me tell you. They’re made by a certain upscale home goods purveyor we’ll call, oh, Ceramicshack Children. But they’re a bit pricey, especially if you’re going to buy two. This thrifty mama, however, knows the way to Ebay, and scored the pair of them–brand new–for just a little more than the price of one if I’d ordered them directly from the Ceramicshack. And the gals lurrrrve them.

So, on that very consumerist, all-American note….Happy Independence Day, readers! Here’s to life, liberty and the pursuit of bargains. Huzzah!

Poison Control Call #2

By roper | July 9th, 2008 at 1:34 am Comments15
Me: Um, hi, I think my daughter may have swallowed a crayon. Or part of one.

(We were drawing — Elsa and Clio and me. Well, sort of. They’ve just gotten to the point where they vaguely understand the concept of scribbling. They mostly prefer putting the crayons in their boxes and taking them out again. Anyway, Elsa was standing on the paper — a cut-open paper shopping bag, actually — and I thought it would be fun to trace her foot. But not long after I did, she became mildly distraught. I thought it was because I got some crayon on her toenails. Not that this is the sort of thing that would normally bother her, but who knows? Maybe the girl just didn’t dig blue toenails, right? It’s a little out there, a little weird. So I wiped off the crayon as best I could, but she kept whimpering, and it gradually escalated to crying. Then she was putting her fingers in her mouth and making “yuck” faces, much like she did after she ate dishwasher detergent.)

PC: She’ll be fine. Crayons are non-toxic.

(Phew!  Yes, that’s right! In fact, I’ve known this for as long as I could read. I remember looking at Crayola crayon boxes and seeing those words, front and center: “Non-toxic.” (And then something about different brilliant colors…) And I remember asking my mother what it meant. In fact, I’ve probably known that crayons are non-toxic longer than I’ve known that bees die when they sting you and no two snowflakes are alike. Not that this stopped me from calling poison control…)

Me: OK, but she seems pretty unhappy. She’s been crying for like ten minutes, and she’s sort of hiccuping and burping now. And she just looks really uncomfortable.

(In fact, she’d squatted down in a corner and was looking red-faced and slightly bug-eyed, almost like she was trying to poop. I tried to give her water, but she wasn’t interested. Clio, meanwhile, had started whining in sympathy. Which made it hard to hear the poison control lady when she said….)

PC: She’ll be fine. Crayons are non-toxic.

(Right. We established that. When I was four.)

Me: But is it possible that she’d feel sick after swallowing one? I mean, I don’t know for sure that she did swallow a crayon. It’s just sort of a theory. We were drawing, and I was tracing her foot, and then all of a sudden she got upset. But now she’s making these kind of weird sounds, and….

PC: Is the crayon caught in her throat? Is she choking on it?

 (Yes. My daughter is choking on a fucking crayon, and I’m here talking on the phone with you.)

Me: No. She’s not choking. She’s just…I mean, I’m just wondering, would swallowing a crayon make her this unhappy?

(Even if it was a sucky, undesirable color, like burnt umber, or that stupid “cornflower” that barely shows up?)

PC: It probably just didn’t taste good. Try giving her a popsicle or a drink of water or something. She’ll be fine.

Me: OK. Thanks. A sphincter says what?

PC: What?

Me: Exactly.

(Within five minutes, Elsa had recovered completely and was snuggling in my lap pointing and yelping at pictures of bunnies and fish. I still don’t know whether or not she actually swallowed a crayon. We’ll see if a brilliant-colored, non-toxic little something shows up in her diaper tomorrow…)

Babes on the Bay

By roper | July 13th, 2008 at 11:53 pm  Comments8
Apologies for the long pause between postings. We’ve been away for the past few days, staying with family friends in beautiful Marion, on Buzzards Bay, near the Cape. We brought the girls down last summer, when they were just six months old, and as we were leaving today we were told that if we brought them back next summer, too, that was it; we had to come down with them every year from there on out. Fine with me! It’s a beautiful spot, and has all the elements of my ideal family summer getaway: the ocean, green grass and shady trees, an outdoor shower, shelves full of books, big family dinners, an easy, do-what-you-want-when-you-want sort of feel.

Not that we were exactly lounging around. The gals kept us good and busy. But it was easier in some ways than last year, when they were still nursing every three hours and didn’t sleep through the night. And this year they could actually do things — besides just smile and spit up. They colored with markers (none were swallowed, as far as I know) and kicked balls around in the yard with the big kids. They played with all manner of toys, representing three generations (A 1950s stacking toy, 1970s Fisher Price people, a present day Spongebob sprinkler). And, to my delight, they discovered the joys of playing in the sand — something I always loved to do as a kid.

They were not, however, fans of the ocean itself. We tried to get them to dip their feet in, but they would have none of it. Even when we were holding them up in our arms, while we stood in ankle-deep water, they were totally freaked out. This was the first time they’ve experienced the ocean with enough awareness to be frightened by it. I can’t say I blame them — the wind, the waves, the noise, the vastness. Definitely a little intimidating. 

I’d be lying if I said it was a relaxing weekend. With twin toddlers, I don’t think a genuinely relaxing vacation is possible, unless, perhaps, you bring a nanny along. (Not that I know this from experience, alas…) There’s just too much packing and schlepping and chasing and cleaning and feeding and dressing and undressing and sunblock slathering for it to feel exactly “restful.” Gone are the days of leisurely walks, falling asleep while reading a good book, playing an uninterrupted game of cards or Scrabble. (Do I know how to party or what?) But it was, nevertheless, extremely refreshing. Good company, good eats, gorgeous scenery, etc. And as devoted as I am to you, my fellow Babbleonians, it was nice to leave the Internet behind for a few days.

Before I go — one last photo, of yours truly. 
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 Can anyone guess why I am wearing an eye patch? (Made last summer by a nine-year-old boy, for playing pirates)

A.  To draw attention away from my unnaturally pale limbs and shamefully un-beachy attire

B. Because that morning, Elsa had inadvertently poked me in the eye with a paint color chip, and when we arrived in Marion, for some reason, it started hurting again, like a motherf*er, and I got tired of holding my hand over it to keep it closed.

C. Because I’m a pirate. (Duh)

D.  All of the above

Kiss me, baby

By roper | July 17th, 2008 at 7:10 pm  Comments18
You ever just feel so madly in love with your children you want to kiss them on the mouth? Not in an incestuous, inappropriate way, of course. More like a hungry, aching, gleeful sort of way. Like Cookie Monster, if you will. Me want to kiss delicious baby!  Me cannot resist any longer! Num num num num num!  

And I do kiss them on the mouth sometimes — a quick parental kiss on those teeny, soft little lips. But who ever thought I’d want to do even that? When I was a kid, I hated it when adults tried to kiss me on the mouth. My grandfather always puckered up for a loud, sillly smack on the lips, which I obliged but never really felt comfortable with. (He smelled like cigarettes and had very high blood pressure, so his lips were always slightly purple.) I even complained if my parents’ kisses on my cheek were too wet. “Too much slush,” I’d say.

Before having children, I had no idea how physically connected to them I would feel. And I don’t mean just the whole breastfeeding chapter, though that was lovely and snuggly, to be sure. (That is, until I couldn’t get the girls to nurse for more than, like, thirty seconds before they were crawling off to do something more interesting.) I just mean the constant — and growing, it seems — desire to hug and hold and, yes, kiss them. It is fueled (oh, how it is fueled!) by the fact that they themselves have now become cuddly little creatures, who seem to need — not just tolerate — physical closeness: Elsa will reach up to be held and say “mommy!” with a smile, or come and sit in my lap to be read to. Sometimes Clio, in the midst of playing, will come over and lay a little hand on my shoulder or knee for a few minutes, just because. And when I kiss her good night, she reaches up and pulls my face down closer for a kiss. She pulls my face down! Can you blame me for wanting to gobble her up?

Maybe that’s it. I don’t actually want to kiss my children. I want to eat them. 

I am mindful of the fact that as they grow older, there will be less and less cuddling and holding and smooching and squeezing. It’s hard to believe that someday those chubby little feet won’t be mine for the nibbling (and probably won’t be chubby or little, either). There won’t be long, giggling kisses goodnight. No one will sit in my lap. And when that time comes….well, I guess that’s right around when parents start jonesing for grandchildren. And buy dogs to hold them over in the meantime. 

But I’m guessing that when you become a grandparent, though you get to enjoy some of that sweet physicality again, it’s not quite the same or as powerful as what you feel with your own children. So I am relishing this time of physical closeness with my daughters. And trying to keep myself from inadvertently ingesting any part of them in the process. Num num num num num!
Escape to the Mall

By roper | July 20th, 2008 at 2:42 am  Comments8
It is hot. Damned hot. Step-outside-and-it’s-like-opening-an-oven-door hot. Too hot for the backyard or the park, at least in the middle of the day, when the sun is at full force. So today, I took the girls and myself (the Mister’s out of town) to that air-conditioned mecca of merchandise: the mall. Believe me, malls are not high on my list of Places I Like to Spend Time. In fact, I kind of loathe shopping. But I needed to get out of the house — particularly with A. being out of town and me being, well, bored — and the eighteen-month-old air conditioned options are limited. They’re too young for a matinee movie. Museums are expensive and logistically difficult. A long drive burns gas. You might as well shop.

It actually went reasonably well, to my surprise. I even managed to accomplished two of the three optional shopping goals I set for myself: a going away present for Jean, our sitter; a pair of pants to replace the ones recently stained and ruined by Elsa’s antibiotics for impetigo (we couldn’t get her to keep much of the stuff in her mouth), and a casual sundress for wearing on damned hot days like this. #1 and #3 were accomplished; I knew #2 was ambitious, but I actually did try on a couple of pairs, so it was a decent effort.

The first time I tried to bring the girls into a dressing room with me (handicapped dressing rooms are your friend!) they got antsy. As I’ve written before, toddlers require perpetual forward motion. Sitting in a parked stroller is not fun. Even while watching your mother put on a ruffly, puffy, empire-waisted sundress that makes her look like a giant cupcake and was obviously designed to be worn by someone ten years younger, ten pounds lighter and six inches taller. (Though I am highly doubtful that it would look good even on a woman of that description.) 

There is, however, a corollary to the no-parked-stroller rule: Sitting in a parked stroller is, in fact, perfectly acceptable as long as you have a snack cup full of cheddar bunnies (or other snack) in your hands. Once I figured this out, we got through three more dressing rooms, and I succeeded in finding a sundress that didn’t require me to be an anorexic, spray-tanned co-ed to look good in. I wasn’t able to find the kind of pants I was after, but I did get to search pretty thoroughly, even braving the sale racks in Macy’s. This is thanks in part to the many passersby who stopped to smile and talk to the girls, keeping them occupied while I rummaged. Elsa definitely enjoyed the attention. In fact, you’d think the girl was running for mayor of the mall or something. She was working the crowd like crazy, smiling and saying “hi” to anyone who looked in her direction, waving from her stroller, wrist swiveling, like a little royal. (Clio preferred the company of herself: she got excited any time I parked the stroller in front of a mirror.)  

To reward the gals for their good behavior, we made a prolonged stop at the Lego store. There’s a little play table with chairs, where they could sit and haplessly attempt to stack and separate legos (they were the smaller, older kids’ kind — too tough for them). Mostly, though, they just ate their cheddar bunnies. Hey, whatever works. Not long after that — had to stop in Williams Sonoma to admire fancy kitchen equipment I can’t afford and don’t have time to use – we headed for the food court. I seriously considered just cruising around getting free samples for the girls’ lunch — they were all in such perfect, bite-sized pieces! But eventually I bought a ham and cheese crepe thingy, which I cut up and let the girls attack with plastic forks. (Now that they’re such utensil experts, they don’t want to eat anything with their hands anymore). 

It was after 12:30 by then, and some serious eye-rubbing and whining began. On the way out of the mall, we passed a big display where they had a bunch of Wiis set up, and young, spray-tanned co-ed salesgirls helping people try them out. I was really tempted to jump on and see how I did at the hula-hooping game. (There was a time when, despite my total lack of hips, I was a really good hula-hooper.) But I knew that to stop again would be pushing it. The girls were tired. We were out of cheddar bunnies. It was time to go home.

Understanding Clio

By roper | July 23rd, 2008 at 12:22 am  Comments18
Over the past few months, Clio has gotten increasingly…how do I put this?…particular. First it was books, as I wrote about in this post, a few months back. Then, it started happening with sippy cups. We noticed that if we filled two different colored cups, Clio had strong preferences about which one she wanted: pink trumped all, and purple or orange were better than blue or green. Try to hand her the wrong color cup, and she’d push it away and say “no” until you offered her the other one. 

Then, just when I thought I had her color preferences all figured out, she changed her game. She started consistently refusing the first cup I offered her, in favor of the second one, regardless of color. And then sometimes — in a cunning and exasperating twist — once she had that one, she’d whine until I swapped it for Elsa’s cup. (Elsa, bless her heart, could care less.) So now I just hold up both cups and let her choose.

What’s even stranger (or cuter or more annoying, depending on my mood) is that she also has preferences when two items are EXACTLY THE SAME. Por ejemplo: we have two identical toothbrushes, which we use interchangeably on the girls. The same color, the same design, everything. But lately, Clio won’t accept the first one I hand her. Or she will, after I try offering her the second one. Or maybe, if Jupiter is aligned with Mars and the date is a prime number and the Sox are playing at home, she’ll take the first toothbrush the first time. Who can predict — let alone understand — the ways of the Clio?

Sometimes I think she just likes the process of it all: the chance to assert what she wants, then refuse it, then ask for it again. Other times I wonder if it’s a twin-specific thing. Is she trying to prove (to herself and to us?) that she and her sister are not interchangeable? That she has very specific needs and wants, and we can’t expect to treat her and her sister them the same way, even when it comes to something as simple as offering  them a toothbrush or a cup or a cracker? I’m just glad that this fussiness hasn’t extended to all aspects of life — clothes, shoes, diapers, car seats. (Can you imagine? No, mama, I don’t want to be on the left! I want to be on the right, where Elsa is. No, no, no! Not over here! On the left! That’s what I said! Yes it is. Why are you looking at me like that?)

I am reminded of a classic snapshot in one of our old family albums, labeled “The Tantrum in Tomorrowland.” It was taken in 1980 on our first family trip to Disney World, and features my father, in a shaggy beard and slightly too-tight, bright red, Jack Tripper-esque shorts, grinning with sarcastic fervor while holding my writhing, screaming, three-year-old brother in his arms. What happened was this: we’d all started to climb a staircase to some sort of rocket thing, my father leading the way. My brother piped up and told my father that he wanted to go first. So, my father obligingly stepped back down to let him go ahead. But no. My father had already ruined it. My brother couldn’t go first — it wasn’t the same — because our father already had. There was no remedying the situation. He (my brother, that is) proceeded to scream and cry inconsolably for at least fifteen minutes (I think at some point my mom and I left and went on the Mad Hatter teacup ride….) until he finally fell asleep, right on the pavement.

I really would prefer to avoid this kind of scenario. 

Every time I hand Clio the wrong cup, I fear that she’s going to snap because I didn’t comply with her need to have everything just so. I’m sure this control thing is a natural developmental stage, and it’s silly of me to take it too seriously. Still, I find myself bending over backward to do things the way Clio seems to want me to, just to keep her from freaking out. It’s probably not a good habit to get into. But they’re such small, innocent things. Like the other night, when she insisted on sleeping in the hooded towel I’d put on her after her bath. (She’s a big fan of having things on her head – except when she’s completely opposed to it.) What’s the harm, right? 

Or should I be trying to break her of these little pecularities and get her to chill? Is my complicity fueling unhealthy, compulsive behavior? Or should I continue to take the path of least resistance and humor her? Please advise.

The Adventures of Miss Elsa

By roper | July 25th, 2008 at 12:08 pm Comments9
I’ve written a couple of posts focusing on Clio lately. So, since being a mother of twins means treating your children exactly equally all the time (sarcasm alert), I thought I should give a quick update on what the Elsa girl has been up to.

Bottom line, she’s as intensely, passionately, boldly Elsa as ever. Which is both a good and a bad thing. I mean, I think it’s really cool that she’s resourceful and brave enough to figure out how to push the dining room chairs into position so she can climb up onto the dining room table. On the other hand, SHE’S CLIMBING UP ONTO THE DINING ROOM TABLE! 

And she knows she’s not supposed to. If I catch her attempting it — times when I’ve forgotten to turn the chairs over onto the floor and am busy doing something irresponsible and neglectful like, say, emptying the dishwasher or going to the bathroom – I very firmly tell her “no” and put her back down onto the floor. She’ll give me a sly smile and point to the table and say, “no, no.” And then next thing I know, she’s trying to up-end the chair and go for it again. It’s exasperating. And a little scary. And yet, there’s this part of me that can’t help loving how ballsy the girl is.

But she’s also been engaging in less dangerous, more constructive pursuits. Like helping out with the cleaning (she’s way into “scrubbing” things with tissues).

And helping take care of Clio. (She’s into “washing” her in the bathtub, as well as feeding her…)

And when she isn’t helping out with domestic chores or mounting the furniture, she plays in a Flock of Seagulls cover band.

Other interests include saying “hi” to people, repeatedly and unceasingly, until they say “hi” back; building with Mega Legos; industriously transferring buckets of water from the wading pool to a large bucket nearby; ”petting” the cat; going up and down stairs; sleeping like a rock; eating like a horse; and coming up behind me while I’m sitting down and putting her arms around my neck, leaning against my back and squealing with delight. The girl’s all right.

Apologies in advance if I don’t post for a while (I know, I know, how will you survive?) We’re headed out of town for a little family vacation, and internet access — and my inclination to use it – may be spotty. I promise to take lots of pictures, though. Have a fabulous week!

Top 5 Cutest Vacation Moments
By roper | August 2nd, 2008 at 12:50 am 

Comments2
So, we’ve spent the last few days at my aunt’s house on the Jersey shore (Ocean City), along with lots and lots of relatives. It was very sweet to bring the girls to a place that is the source of such fond childhood memories for me. My family used to go down every summer for a few days or a week, when it was my grandmother’s summer house. Time spent there consisted of long, sunburned days at the beach, playing in the sand and trying to catch the perfect wave on a boogie board; late afternoons reading or playing cards with Grandma on the porch; nights playing miniature golf and arcade games (Skeeball, anyone? Paperboy? OutRun?) and going on rides on the boardwalk. 

I’m tired of complaining about how vacations aren’t relaxing anymore. They aren’t. And it sucks. Indeed. But it’s also a whole new kind of rewarding to introduce your children to…well, everything. And, to be fair, grandparents and cousins and aunts were all very helpful with the girls, and A. and I actually did get to sneak away on our own a few times.

Unfortunately, Alastair’s got the camera with the pics, and he’s on tour in DC while I’m up here in NY at the in-laws’ house for a couple of days, so I can’t provide a pictoral summary of our adventures, but will do so as soon as A. and I are both in the same state again. In the meantime, I give you the top 5 cutest vacay moments….

5. Elsa repeatedly running down the wet sand on the beach toward the ocean, squealing with glee, and then, any time a wave approached, turning around and running in the other direction, saying, ”No! No! No!”

4. Clio riding on the Tin Lizzie kiddie ride at Wonderland Pier, holding onto the steering wheel for dear life, looking slightly in shock the whole time, only sneaking quick, sideways glances at us as we waved to her like lunatics from the side. We weren’t sure if she was terrified or was having the time of her life and just being a very responsible driver. It turned out to be the latter. When it was time to get off, she cried for more. Next stop: the fire engine ride!

3. Elsa and Clio dancing and twirling around on the pavement in front of the “Music Express” ride. (Their thrill-seeking mother watched from the Spanish Galleon ride, with her l’il brother. We pretended to barf on the teenaged kids in front of us, and they totally freaked out. Heh heh.)

2. Elsa and Clio sitting in their booster seats for dinner after a particularly cranky afternoon, eating peanut butter and black raspberry jam sandwiches, jam covering approximately 80% of the surface of their faces, arms, and hands.

1. Elsa and Clio playing Ring Around the Rosy (or “Ashy” as they call it) with their second cousins (is that what my cousins’ kids are?): four sweet-as-can-be boys ranging in age from seven to thirteen. They were absolutely awesome with the gals, and watching them feed their Ashy addiction was about the sweetest thing ever. I think E & C really enjoyed having four big brothers for a few days. 

1a. (Because a Top 6 list just doesn’t work….) Elsa and Clio playing Ring around the Rosy with each other — holding hands, dancing, and giggling when they “all fall down.” I haven’t yet managed to capture this on video, but I must. Seriously. It could be a frickin’ commercial for a fertility clinic. 

Pics to come soon!

Postcards from the Jersey Shore

By roper | August 4th, 2008 at 12:45 pm `Comments13
We just got home from our vacation, and I’ve got many a picture to share. But first, may I just rant totally off-topic for a moment? It appears that the cat sitter we hired, who was supposed to come every other day while we were gone, did not come AT ALL. The cat’s food and water dishes were empty, the litter box full, the mail sitting on the porch under the mail slot, untouched and — most telling of all — the tip we left for the sitter untaken. 

 

I am absolutely livid, and quite tempted to write the name of the pet sitting service here so all you Bostonians / Cantabridgians / Somervillians, etc. out there can steer clear, and spread the word. But I’m going to refrain until I actually talk to the owner and find out what the deal is. Maybe there was some kind of terrible, tragic emergency. But still. If it had been a two week vacation, we might have come home to a dead cat. Thank goodness she’s a resourceful kitty. It looks like she managed to get into the big bag of dry food. And I could swear there was one more bottle of Sauvignon blanc here when we left…

Anyway. This issue aside (grrrr), it feels good to be home. While I’m not particularly looking forward to going back to work – things have been ker-azy busy lately — I must admit, in many ways it’s a lot easier than running around after the girls all day in unbabyproofed houses. But enough kvetching. Here. Some golden vacation moments:

A. encourages Clio to “splash splash splash” at our first trip to the beach. She wasn’t a fan of the water, but she was a little less freaked out than she’d been on our trip to the beach at Marion. Baby steps, baby steps.

Elsa was funny when it came to the water. She seemed to like it in theory — she’d run down toward it with gusto, and splash a little in the wettest part of the sand. A few times she even seemed to like it when a wave washed over her feet. But mostly, she’d turn tail and run in the other direction. It was like she enjoyed the danger…until it was real. All too real.

Having thoroughly tortured them at the beach the first morning, we decided to force the girls onto amusement park rides in the afternoon. We thought they’d like being up on the horseys on the Merry-go-Round, with mom and dad holding them, of course. But they were totally spooked. Now I know what that dumb bench thing on Merry-go-Rounds is for. (Full disclosure: they still didn’t like it, especially Elsa.)

What Elsa did like was hanging out with her handsome second cousins, three of whom are escorting her to dinner here, down fashionable St. James Place ($180). 

And here she is with the fourth second cousin, watching some family-friendly, age-appropriate television. (Jaws, I think.) 

Everybody’s favorite dark horse, Clio, was the big daredevil when it came to amusement park rides. She’s more timid in many things, so I totally expected her to freak out when we tried putting her on the kiddie rides. But if you want to see God laugh, pigeonhole your children: it was Elsa who kicked and screamed. Clio — though she looked to be in mild shock the whole time — seemed to really enjoy herself. She steered like her life depended on it and asked for “more” when the rides were over. In a few years, who knows? Maybe she’ll be joining my mom and me on the big kid rides…

Excuse me, now. I have to go play with my poor, neglected cat.

Introducing Bobby

By roper | August 7th, 2008 at 7:40 pm  Comments18
I’d like to take this post to introduce the newest member of the Baby Squared household, Bobby. Who, you ask, is Bobby? Did we buy a hamster? Is it a long-lost cousin come to crash on our couch? Or have I been secretly pregnant for the past nine months and this is our new baby boy? No, no, no. Bobby is bright pink and made of molded plastic. There are two of him, actually — one upstairs and one down. And Bobby isn’t his actual name, it’s just what Elsa calls him. It. OK, OK, enough with the personification ruse. I’m talking potties, people.

 

 

(You’ll forgive me for not including any pictures in this post.) 

At the girls’ 18-month checkup last month, our pediatrician asked if the girls had started showing any interest in the potty. I replied that besides walking in on me while I was using it (the grown up version, that is…Robert?), and once or twice splashing in it when I forgot to put the lid down, not really. But at around 15 months, Clio had started letting us know when she wanted her diaper changed. First, she’d just point in the vicinity of her rear. More recently, she’s started saying, “poo poo” too, as has Elsa, usually just before she’s about to go. I told the doctor this, and she said that we ought to buy a potty and start explaining to the girls what it was, and see if we could get them to sit on it, maybe before bedtime. 

So, I got a pair of potties at The Baby Superstore Which Must Not be Named and now we occasionally try to get the girls to sit on them, with or without diapers on, just to try to get the idea. I’ve gotten Elsa to sit a couple of times, but Clio hasn’t been terribly willing. (Though she is very interested in taking the inner receptacles in and out.) They do  both seem to understand, though, that their potties are for the same thing Mommy & Daddy use the big potty for — “poo poo” and “pee bee,” specifically. If they walk in on me in the bathroom now, I let them watch, and I explain what’s going on. (Sorry, TMI, I know, but I suspect this is how they learn….) I’ve also gotten in the habit of saying “bye-bye [insert appropriate euphemism here]” when I flush the toilet. As a result, they seem to think that’s a big part of Bobby culture. (At one point, while we were on vacation, I found Elsa in my aunt’s bathroom, waving at the toilet, saying “bye bye!”)

I think they’re quite a long ways from actual toilet training — they’re only 19 months after all — but it is cool that they’re starting to make the connection between what happens in their diapers and what happens in Bobby. Today, when Elsa started saying “poo poo,” I brought her into the bathroom and she sat on the potty on her own, diaper still on. She didn’t actually go, but it felt like a step (seat?) in the right direction. And the other night we had an incredibly exciting occurrence: I was giving the girls a bath, and Clio started looking….concerned…and squatting weirdly. I said, “Do you need to go poo poo?” She nodded and said, “Poo poo!” and I whisked her out of the tub, onto the potty, and by George, the girl dropped her little bomb right on target! I clapped and praised her madly, then we flushed and said “bye bye.” I was giddy for the rest of the night. (Clio wasn’t nearly as excited.)

Now, here’s the part where I ask your advice: what exactly is the correct protocol for cleaning these things — the Bobby, I mean; not the babies — after use? I know I dump the goods into Bobby Sr., and then do a quick wipe with toilet paper. But then what? Should I rinse the receptacle out in the sink? The tub? (If the girls aren’t in it, obviously) The toilet? Should I designate a special Bobby sponge that I use to wipe them down with cleaning spray or something? I’ve always felt stymied and a little squeamish when it comes to cleaning things that have touched human waste. Like, I’m never quite sure how to rinse off a toilet brush or plunger after I use it, or where/how I should soak the girls’ clothes if they get soiled. 

I feel rather ridiculous asking, but if there is some standard Bobby-cleaning procedure you have that works, please do share. (Any other potty training tips are much appreciated, too!) 

Poopophobia

By roper | August 11th, 2008 at 9:27 pm  Comments13
Sorry to post yet again about bodily functions — I won’t do it again for a while — but with little’uns it’s kind of hard to avoid. My apologies, also, to future Elsa. I have visions of her coming home from school on her compost-powered hoverboard, in tears, having just seen this post broadcasted on the web-browser blackboard in her homeroom by some mean, popular hacker-girl trying to sabotage Elsa’s chances at winning class president. “Mom, you told the entire world about my elimination habits 15 years ago on one of those “plog” things? What’s WRONG with you? Now no one will want to go to the prom with me!” (Because some things will never change…)  

 Of course, the long-term effects of this blog on my children and their prom date prospects are a whole other can of worms, which I will surely open and examine here sometime, but not today. Today, let’s talk about #2.  And how lately, Elsa seems quite upset by the whole business of doing her business.

I don’t think this has anything to do with Bobby, incidentally; it started before I even really tried getting the girls to sit on the guy (which I still don’t do with any real regularity — ha. Regularity.) It actually began a few weeks ago, when she was constipated. Trying to go was obviously difficult and uncomfortable for her, and many times Jean or I would end up holding her or trying to comfort her while she strained and whimpered and her face turned red. It’s really a heartbreaking experience to watch a constipated baby or toddler, as I’m sure many of you out there know. You want so much to help, but there’s really nothing you can do. They don’t find it particularly funny when you start chanting “Push it out! Shove it out! Waaayy out!” or get excited when you tell them this means they can have all the blueberries and dried apricots they want — mommy won’t say “no more” after a while like she usually does out of fear of the opposite problem.

So, poor little Elsa. Straining and crying and making all manner of weird faces over the course of a few days, until things improved, with help from some pureed prunes and adjustment of the milk / water intake ratio. Now, things are back to normal, er, consistency-wise. But she still gets upset every time she goes number two. Just before, she cries and says “poo poo! poo poo!” Frequently, she won’t go, and this happens a few times before she finally does — and afterward, she’s usually instantly fine. I don’t think it bothers her to have a dirty diaper. It’s just the anticipation and the process itself.

(I’m Sorry, Elsa. This is so not helping your prom date prospects. But you know what? If some guy is so shallow and immature as to let your poopophobia at 19 months keep him from dating you, well, I think you can do better. Anyway, why is he scouring the web for posts about you from 16 years ago? Isn’t that kind of stalker-ish and weird? I’m going to speak to the boy’s parents. What’s their iHologramphone number?)

I’m wondering if maybe she’s still traumatized by the constipation experience, and now associates #2 with pain and suffering. Or is this something else? The anal retentive stage? I thought that came later. And was something little boys were more prone to… Anyway, we just continue to comfort Elsa when she’s upset, encourage and praise her for going #2, and for the moment I’m not going to push the Bobby, which hasn’t gone over well in these situations. Hopefully, soon, this too shall pass. Just like a … oh never mind.

Prom is for losers anyway, right? 

 Mommy’s turn to cry

By roper | August 15th, 2008 at 8:57 pm  Comments11
Remember how I said I wasn’t going to write about bodily functions anymore?  I lied. Well, sort of. This isn’t about Elsa and Clio’s bodily functions, but my own. Puking, specifically. I spent several hours last night engaged in this delightful activity, my stomach repeatedly, violently insisting on purging itself of its contents long after there was nothing left to purge. It was wretched. On the bright side: at least there was women’s gymnastics to watch in between pukes. And the US kicked ass!

After the medal ceremony and some final, valedictory heaves, I basically lay in bed moaning for awhile, because I felt so completely awful — aching, shaky, spent. Eventually I fell asleep. Today, fortunately, there’s been no more puking. But lots of aching and nausea and feeling exhausted. As I write this, I am snacking on my children’s Goldfish crackers, bringing my total caloric intake for the day up into the triple digits, I hope. (Another bright side: easy 2 pound crash diet!)

Seriously, though, what is the deal with parenting and getting sick? I think I have been sick more times in the past nineteen months than in the previous ten years of my life combined. Colds, stomach bugs, headaches, even pink eye once, for God’s sake. And the girls don’t even go to daycare! I take as good — or better — care of myself than ever in terms of diet and exercise, and the girls have been consistently sleeping through the night for almost a year, so it’s not like sleep deprivation is the culprit. Has anyone else had this same experience? Maybe it’s just the overall intensity of having to juggle so many things and be so “on” for the girls all the time. Or maybe I’m just getting old.

Alastair has also gotten sick quite a bit, too, though the lucky bastard always seems to get a milder version of whatever virus is sweeping through our household. He wasn’t feeling well a couple of days ago — nauseous, tired, etc. — but he did NOT spend three hours praying to the porcelain god every twenty minutes. Now, of course, I’m just waiting for the inevitable: Clio is going to get sick (she always seems to catch stuff first), and then Elsa, though probably not as bad (like her Dad, she seems to get the “express” version of everything). 

I suppose I should count my blessings. At least it’s a weekend (what a way to spend a weekend!) and at least Alastair is here to help out. And at least 19-month olds are totally understanding and accommodating when you say stuff like, “mommy feels sick and is just going to lie here on the couch and sip ice water while daddy runs an errand. Can you two just play nicely with your blocks together for at least 30 minutes? And not whine for me to give you sips of my water? And fix yourselves some lunch if you get hungry? You’re the best.”

My apologies for such a lame and mopey post. I just can’t bring myself to write up any amusing yet poignant anecdotes or shockingly profound musings on the nature of parenting. You know, like I usually do. But here: a cute picture of the girls to tide you over until such time as I don’t feel like utter shite. Be well, my friends!

The best things in life

By roper | August 19th, 2008 at 12:00 pm  Comments14
On a few recent occasions, I’ve noticed that the girls have shown interest in other kids’ ”pretend” toys — dollhouses, train sets, play farms, etc. — so I started keeping my eyes open for something along the same lines to add to their toy collection. (The toy collection which, incidentally, is gradually overtaking our living room, spreading like a brightly colored, plastic rash.)  I did some Craigslist searching, bid halfheartedly on a Fisher Price Noisy Farm on eBay (and didn’t win), and posted on my MOT club listserv, but to no avail. In the end, it was Freecycle that did the trick.

Freecycle, in case you’re not familiar with it, is a network of community groups/ listservs for giving and getting free stuff. It’s a great way to get rid of things you don’t need any more but don’t want to bother trying to sell or wouldn’t be able to, and also a wonderful way to score a whole variety of random stuff for yourself – everything from computers to books to extra zucchini from people’s gardens. Its main purpose is to reduce waste, but it’s also a great way to save money. So if you’re both cheap and green(ish), like me, you absolutely must check it out. 

When I tried to explain the concept to my husband he was aghast. ”You mean people just give stuff away? For free? Why don’t they sell it? What’s the matter with these people? I don’t like it.” I reminded him that while he was an economics major in college, he’d ended up becoming a folk singer, and it really wasn’t very folk-singer-ish of him to be skeptical about such a lovely, communal sort of system, now was it? (He didn’t really object anyway. He just likes to play Ricky Ricardo to my Lucy whenever I come up with some kooky new harebrained scheme, like exchanging free stuff with random strangers.)

Anyway, I posted on my local Freecycle list to see if anyone had a dollhouse or toy farm or the like that they were giving away, and a few days later got a response from a woman in the next town over who had a Dora dollhouse, complete with furniture, that her daughter didn’t play with anymore, that she’d be happy to hand over. Wahoo.

 Now, if I had my druthers, of course, I’d give the girls a lovely, handcrafted wooden dollhouse constructed by unionized elves and painted with organic, all-natural paints. I’m not a huge fan of plastic toys based on TV shows or other trademarked characters, and at this point the girls don’t know Dora from a small, explorer-shaped hole in the ground. But druthers are expensive and this dollhouse was free. Free, I tell you! And as trademarked characters go, Dora’s probably not a bad choice, right? She teaches kids Spanish and Latino culture and…um…explores things. More importantly, the girls love the dollhouse, and I got to feel like a total hero bringing it home.

 The first thing they did was try to sit on the little dollhouse chairs. Ha! I find this so funny and so fascinating: they know it’s a chair (even though it’s only three inches high) and therefore assume — quite logically, if you think about it — that it’s meant to be sat upon. Then we put the dolls (it came with Dora’s mom and some little boy with a backpack. Diego?) on the beds and said “Night night.” The real hit, though, was the miniature jungle gym, complete with slide. After trying to climb onto it themselves, the girls figured out that they could make the dolls go down the slide. And they even said, “wheee!” as they did it, just like they do at the playground — totally unprompted. So cool! I love seeing them figure out this concept of pretending, drawing on material from their own lives. 
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Unfortunately, they also figured out how to trip all the little devices in the house that can “talk,” so for the next hour I had to listen to Dora screaming things like ”LET’S GET SOMETHING TO EAT FROM THE REFRIGERATOR! EL REFRIGERADOR!”  Fortunately, this feature can be turned off. 

Watching the girls play with the dollhouse, both me and Alastair grinning and laughing, I was reminded of pictures of my brother and me on Christmas morning, playing with new toys, our mother or father looking fondly – even giddily — on. As a kid, you have no idea just how much fun it is for grown ups to give you things. I’m sure that the joy I took — and continue to take — in watching Elsa and Clio try out their new toy is ten times the joy they get from playing with it. What a delightful and surprising thing to be able to experience this part of childhood again, but in a completely different and more profound way.

 And did I mention the dollhouse was FREE??!!

Off we go, again

By roper | August 22nd, 2008 at 8:52 pm  Comments8
We are about to leave for another week’s vacation, this time up to Sandy Island, on Lake Winnepesaukee. Long-time readers (does a year count as long?) will remember that we took the same trip this time last year. And we’ll most likely continue to go to Sandy for the last week of summer — or Week 9 as it’s called up there – for many years to come. Alastair’s been going with his parents since he was four, and I’ve been going on and off (mostly on) since way back when A. and I were college sweethearts. (Can I get an “awww”?)

 I’m feeling more relaxed going into this than I have other recent family trips, maybe because I’ve finally adjusted to the fact that vacationing with two babies/toddlers isn’t vacationing as I’ve always known it, and that’s OK. I am prepared. I am at peace. I have no illusions, and am determined to try enjoy it in all its chaos: dining hall meltdowns, sand-and-sunblock-sticky limbs, nights stuck in our cabin, etc. It also is going to be a lot of fun, I think, now that the girls are more person-like and observant, able to interact and explore and enjoy. And, oh yes, I will be accepting any babysitting help that is offered and begging for it if it isn’t. (Julia: take note!)

 I won’t have internet access on the island, so I probably won’t be able to post for about a week. But please don’t go away! Come and read again! Here…I’ll create a cliffhanger: the First-Ever Elsa and Clio Current Events Trivia Challenge. But no answers until I’m back. Oh, the suspense. 

1. This past week at bedtime, Clio has been screaming her head off and refusing to go to sleep unless Alastair or I
a. Put all of her stuffed animals into the crib with her

b. Read her “Jamberry”

c. Leave the light on

d. Come back in and rub her back

2. Clio screaming her head off sounds like
a. Feedback from a microphone too close to an amp

b. A recording of a chainsaw played back at double speed

c. A duck being stepped on, repeatedly

d. All of the above, on shuffle/repeat

3. Lately, Elsa has been pitching a fit every time we
a. Change her diaper

b. Try to put a bib on her

c. Pick up Clio

d. Step on ducks repeatedly

4. Recently, Elsa and Clio have started using the word ”dentoo,” which we are fairly sure means
a. Thank you

b. Tissue

c. Tattoo

d. Dentyne

5. Clio has recently learned how to  (Choose as many as apply)
a. Drink from a “big girl” cup

b. Flush the big toilet (aka “Robert”)

c. Blow her nose when you hold a tissue up to it

d. Keep a barette in her hair for more than 5 minutes

e. Separate an egg

f.  De-program our satellite TV using the remote 

6. Elsa has recently learned how to (Choose as many as apply)
a. Say “please”

b. Climb up the slide (i.e. go the wrong way) at our favorite playground

c. Get guys to buy her drinks 

d. Walk down stairs by herself 

e. Really piss off the cat

f. Open the refrigerator

7. True or false: the other day, when Clio’s feet were stinky after wearing her sneakers all day with no socks, Alastair sprayed Lysol on them. (Her feet, that is.)

8. True or false: you’re not supposed to spray children’s feet with Lysol, dumbass!

 

 And we’re back.

By roper | September 2nd, 2008 at 1:17 am  Comments10
Home again, after a week at family camp in New Hampshire, followed by a few days in Vermont, where Alastair played in a folk festival. I am pleased to report that we had a really lovely time. In fact, this is the first time we’ve gone away with the girls that I wasn’t dying to come home by the end of it. The secret: expectation management. As I mentioned in my last post, I went into this vacation with my eyes wide open, knowing it was going to be tiring and chaotic and nothing like pre-child trips of yore. But I very consciously decided not to be grumpy about this, and try, instead, to savor what is so fabulous and rewarding about having Clio and Elsa along for the ride. 

Like introducing them to the wonderful game of bocce. The balls were a little too heavy for the girls to pick up, so we played a little-known, ancient variation on the game where you run up and down the bocce court waving your hands over your head and squealing, and occasionally kicking one of the balls. (It’s still played this way in a certain village in Sardinia, I’m told.)

Really, with a little creative adaptation and irresponsible parenting, lots of games can be adapted to include twin toddlers. We’re going to lobby for Baby Pong to be included in the 2012 Olympics. (Please note: no children were harmed in the making of this photo.)
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We also spent a lot of time on the swings, of which there were many. The girls currently refer to swings / the act of swinging as “whee!” 

Predictably, the girls weren’t enthusiastic about spending time in the lake, but on one occasion they did a little wading and splashing.

We also managed to steal a little time for ourselves, with help from many wonderful folks on the island, first and foremost Alastair’s parents — or “Abu” and “Jaycee” as the girls call them these days. (Abu is short for Abuelito, and Jaycee is some kind of corruption/blend of ”Grandma J” and “Joyce” we think…). I managed to make some respectable headway in “Middlemarch,” Alastair defended his crown as men’s singles tennis champ, and we made it out to some of our favorite evening activities. Like talent night.
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Yep, that’s me in the middle, channeling Steven Tyler, singing “Walk this Way” at the talent show, with the kickass staff band. I sounded like crap, but I totally had the moves. (And the snakeskin pants.)

The girls did their share of partying, too. They loved the pre-dinner cocktail parties at people’s cabins, where they did carb-loading that would put Michael Phelps to shame. 

Of course, it wasn’t all Aerosmith and Pepperidge Farm all the time. Elsa was teething, and had some rough days, when she’d periodically start wailing miserably for no reason. Clio had a couple of all-out screaming fits, both diaper-rash and fatigue-induced, right as lunch started, so I ended up back at the cabin eating PB&J while she napped. And the mosquitos were vicious. Still, it was easily our best family vacation yet. More thoughts on that to come, but for now I leave you with a family portrait, which may be a serious contender for this year’s holiday card….
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Oh, and for anyone who’s been waiting up nights for the answer’s to last week’s trivia challenge:
1. D (Clio went through a phase of screaming before bed unless we stayed there and rubbed her back. We did it a few times then finally realized we just had to let her cry it out and break the cycle. It worked.)

2. D (All of the above. She seems to have developed a whole new crying vocabulary of late.)

3. B (Elsa has been fighting wearing a bib when she’s overtired. And once she refuses, Clio refuses too. Joy!)

4. A (They can say ‘Thank you’! Sometimes…)

5. C, D, F (Blow her nose, wear a barette, totally f*** up our cable box)

6. A, B, D, E (Say please when cajoled, climb up the slide, walk down stairs by herself, has tried to lift the cat by her tail)

7. True, regrettably

8. True. (I’m almost certain)

Two of a kind. Or not.

By roper | September 4th, 2008 at 9:14 pm  Comments13
We make such a conscious, concerted effort to treat Elsa and Clio as individuals. We don’t dress them alike, we never refer to them as “the twins,” and when talking about their personalities, we try not to do it in a comparative way (as in “Elsa is the more outgoing one”). One of the biggest pleasures of watching the girls grow up is seeing their very unique personalities develop and define themselves, frequently obliterating our expectations and assumptions along the way.

At the same time, ironically, our biggest logistical goal has always been to keep them on the same schedule, for the sake of our own sanity. Right from the get-go, we did it as much as possible: if Elsa needed to be nursed, Clio would get nursed at the same time or right after, whether or not she was particularly hungry. When we put Clio down for a nap, we put Elsa down, too. To this day, the girls get fed, bathed and put to bed at the same time, and the large majority of the time, it works out just fine. Which is kind of amazing, when you consider how different they are as individuals.

We’ve also been pretty lucky on the sleep front: both girls are good nappers, and we were able to get them both sleeping through the night (and by that I mean twelve to thirteen hours at a stretch) by the time they were nine months old — a habit they have kept up beautifully. Clio has always needed a little less sleep; she’s usually the first to wake up. But the discrepenancy has never been particularly large or inconvenient. Until now.

Clio, it seems, is becoming a morning person. Whereas both girls used to sleep from 7:00ish at night until 7:30 or even 8:00 in the morning, lately Clio has been getting up more like 6:00 or 6:30. Her waking up ritual: she throws her blanket, Gloworm doll and pacifiers out of the crib with gusto, then proceeds to wail until we come in and get her. And because Elsa is almost always still sleeping — or looking groggily up at us as if to say, “will you get her the hell out of here?” — we’ll take Clio into our bedroom and attempt to get her to lie in bed with us while we steal a few extra minutes of sleep. But usually she’s not interested. She’ll sit up and start identifying parts of our faces, complete with full index finger/nostril penetration when she gets to “nose.” She’ll climb down off the bed and start walking around the bedroom picking up random objects. Or — and this is the worst — she’ll pitch a violent screaming fit for no apparent reason, is absolutely unconsolable, and wakes Elsa up in the process. And then we’re all miserable and cranky.

It’s a drag. 

I know, I know. Having one child wake up an hour or two earlier than the other is not the end of the world. Parents of different-aged siblings have to deal with it all the time. I’m spoiled, and should thank my lucky stars that our girls sleep as well as they do, and have for so long. I should rejoice in and respect their differing sleep needs just as I do their different personalities and appearances, right? How fascinating, their different biological needs and unique circadian rhythms! Nature over nurture! Chicken over egg! Eggs over easy!
Or, do you think maybe if we started dressing them in matching pajamas and re-named them Tiffany and Taffany* they’d sleep the same amount?

*Actual names of g-g twins, seen once on a college application forms by a friend of mine who worked in an admissions office.
The 20-month bump

By roper | September 8th, 2008 at 11:57 am  Comments13
I’m sure I’ve said this before, but every few months or so, it feels like the girls make a great leap forward developmentally. They can be cruising along at more or less the same social / verbal / physical level for weeks and weeks, then all of a sudden, they surge forward on the winding path from babyhood to childhood. 

 

 

 

The latest leap seemed to coincide with our recent vacation, (which I think is part of what made it an especially rewarding trip) and was all kinds of fun to experience. The novelty will no doubt wear off soon enough, but there have been some particularly heartwarming and adorable developments.

 Language-wise, things really seem to be picking up, with both girls more frequently imitating words that they hear. We had our first “Oh-sh**t-we-have-to-start-watching-our-language” moment recently: while we were up in New Hampshire, Alastair discovered that he’d sat on some surface with pine sap on it, and complained loudly about having this gross stuff all over his ass. At which point Clio declared: ”Ass!” We’ve also started to do that classic parent maneuver of spelling out words that we don’t want the girls to hear us discussing, lest they obsess. Some (“m-i-l-k”) are decidedly easier than others (“S-e-s-a-m-e-S-t-r-e-e-t”). But the best recent language event was the time I sneezed and Elsa said — clear as day — “Bless you.” 

 Interesting things are also happening in the way the girls play. They finally seem to have figured out — and manage to remember about 80% of the time — that crayons are not for eating. And they’ve gotten to be pretty good scribblers. The other day, Elsa even drew something resembling a large, purple potato. This is exciting, seeing as most of their work consists of back-and-forth lines in the same direction. Can broccoli-shaped trees with the requisite squirrel hole be far behind? I’m also wondering if pretty soon I can try giving them Play-Doh, but I suspect that may still be too tempting for them to put in their mouths. (Hell, I’m 34 and I still want to eat the stuff.)

They also suddenly seem to have strong feelings about stuffed animals and dolls – Elsa in particular. When we arrived at our cabin at family camp in New Hampshire, there were a couple of stuffed animals  left behind by another family, and Elsa got quite focused on them, hugging and kissing them and arranging them on one of the beds to go “night night.” Then, when we were staying with friends in Vermont, she formed a fast, passionate attachment to an Elmo finger puppet and a hard plastic horse (“horsey!”) both of which she insisted on having in her crib with her at night. (I forgot to pluck horsey out of the crib before I went to bed, and was therefore woken up at 3am by Elsa, crying and whining in her sleep because she’d rolled onto the thing and couldn’t get comfortable. Stupid horsey.) Anyway, there’s something surprisingly sweet about watching kids personify (and animalify?) toys.

But one of my favorite new developments is an increased — or at least more clearly expressed and initiated – desire for physical contact: cuddling, hand holding, lap sitting, wanting to be picked up. I guess that last one can get a little tiring — especially because when I pick one kid up, the other wants to be picked up, too, which is almost impossible. But it sure does feel nice to hold your daughter in your arms, knowing that it’s because she wants to be held. Fringe benefit: my arms are more toned now than they’ve been since I was 20.

Naturally, there have been some not-so-great things also associated with this latest developmental surge. The girls are more willful and stubborn about what they want, and more inclined to throw little hissy fits if they don’t get it. They tussle with each other over toys more, and have learned the words “mine” and “me.” It’s two steps forward, one step back, just like the Paula Abdul song. (Or was that two steps forward and two steps back?) In any case, while I’m not sure I’d say things are getting easier, exactly, I can say without reservation that they get steadily more fun.

 Should I use my children for Obama? 

By roper | September 10th, 2008 at 6:31 pm  Comments25
I’ve always had very mixed feelings about getting kids involved in politics before they’re old enough to understand what it’s all about or form their own opinions. As passionately as I want Obama/Biden to win this election, I’m not really comfortable with the idea of dressing my girls in Obama gear and using them as adorable little billboards for my political beliefs. (Sasha Brown-Worsham wrote a good essay on this topic for Babble a few months back.)

 

Of course, a big part of parenting is instilling what you believe to be good values in your children. But I’m wary of going the extra step of equating certain values with a certain individual or political party. At least, I am wary of doing it to my kids. The way I see it, it’s my job to teach them to be kind, compassionate, thoughtful, etc. It’s not my job to tell them how, politically, they should act on those values, or how they should interpret them in policy terms. Being kind, compassionate and thoughtful might very well lead them to being pro-life for all I know. So, while I will no doubt discuss my political views with my daughters when they are older, I have no intent of indoctrinating them. If they become liberals, great. If not, well, it’ll make for some lively dinner table conversation.

But here’s the more immediate dilemma I’ve been thinking about, which I’d love to get your thoughts on: I’m planning to go up to New Hampshire sometime in the next few weeks to do some canvassing for the Democrats, as I did before the 2004 election. I do not particularly enjoy knocking on strangers’ doors and asking them about their political views, or trying to sell them on my candidate. I get nervous that they’re going to ask some question I can’t answer or make an argument I can’t defend. It also feels a little like an invastion of their privacy. (I didn’t like selling Girl Scout cookies or magazine subscriptions back in the day, either.)

But I believe that it is effective. And I gotta tell ya, friends, the idea is much more palatable when I think about doing it with Elsa and Clio in tow. Two cute kids! It’s an immediate icebreaker, conversation starter, point of common humanity that unites us all, etc. etc.  When people open the door, the first thing they see won’t be another annoying Masshole Democrat up there to bug them; the first thing they see will be a young(ish) mother. Isn’t that nice? We’re all just people after all, right?

I’ve even been thinking about the patter I could use. “Hey, these two are undecided, too!” “We’re not sure, but we think this one likes Obama and this one likes McCain.” ”The only change these two care about is a diaper change!” (Ha ha ha! Thank you very much, I’ll be in the lovely Granite State all day. Can I interest you in a brochure?)  And if things start to get hairy, I have an immediate out: “That’s a good question you raise about troop withdrawal timetables but I — uh oh, I think someone is getting cranky!”
Clearly, if I go ahead with this, I will, in a way, be using my children for political gain. Which feels a little unsavory. I mean, I could rationalize and say that I have to bring them along; it’s a logistical issue. But then I think, if we’re talking logistics, would I split them up and have one of them go around with me and the other with Alastair? Probably not, because I know that most people find twins especially fascinating / cute, and would find it particularly memorable (and disarming) to have a canvasser with twins show up on their doorstep. (See what a terrible, calculating person I am?)

On the other hand, I wouldn’t be explicitly painting them with my political brush. I wouldn’t prompt them to say ”Obama!” like little trained seals. (Note: I have no problem with people teaching their kids to say ‘Obama’ in the privacy of their own homes / among friends. I’ve done it myself.) They would basically just be along for the ride. But there’s no doubt that they would be serving in a persuasive capacity. And I’m not sure how I feel about that. 

The purist in me balks, but the political activist in me is inclined to say, “buckle up kids, we’re going to Concord!” 

What do you think? Have you ever been in a similar situation?

(I hope commenters will stick to the topic of this post — young kids and their parents’ political activism – rather than getting into a debate over the merits of the candidates. There are plenty of other places on the internets to do that. Thank you.)

 Top 5 Trends for Fall

By roper | September 15th, 2008 at 11:47 am  Comments13
With the new season is in full swing, our special Baby Squared trendspotting correspondent — uh, me — is here to report on what’s hot NOW in the Baby Squared household!

Ice. Not diamonds or crystal meth (Mommy and Daddy would never approve), but the real thing: frozen water, preferably in tiny, bite-size chunks (use the “crushed” setting if your fridge has an ice dispenser) in a plastic cup, to be sucked on, bitten, and dumped on the floor at the girls’ pleasure. Nutritious? No. Safe for baby teeth? Probably not. The perfect cure for teething woes and the pre-dinner-hour munchies? Absolutely! 

Hand holding. Sweet, simple, and oh-so-satisfying, it’s all the rage among the Elsa and Clio set. Grab your mommy or daddy and pull them around the house or the yard; your tug is their demand. Or, if the adult of your choice is unable or unwilling, hold your sister’s hand. It’s just the right size — same as yours — and get ready to watch the adults around you melt. Want a cookie? Some ice? Some crystal meth? Twin toddlers holding hands are NEVER denied. (Editor’s note: it was actually today at church, after the service, that the girls held hands for the first time. My hands were full, so I told Clio to try holding Elsa’s instead. It worked, and Elsa led her around the sanctuary and the reception area, making everyone grin, adding years to old folks’ lives, etc. etc. It really was adorable. Until Elsa got tired of it and Clio kept trying to get her to hold her hand again by thwacking her with it repeatedly.)
The suffix “y.” Juicy. Icey. Horsey. Moosy. Fishy. Suddenly, nothing seems quite complete without that adorable “y” or “ie” on the end! Are Mom and Dad the ones spearheading this trend, calling everything by its diminutive? No-ey, no-ey, it’s those syallable-forward Moock girls, adding their own special twist to the words they know and love and the new ones they’re picking up. 

Throwing Food. Back by popular demand from last Fall — and winter, and spring, and summer. OK, so maybe it never left. Which must mean it’s a classic: dropping pasta, flinging forks, dumping carrots, launching bread, catapulting cups. Is there anything these girls won’t throw? If they don’t like it, don’t want to eat it, or have simply had enough of it, onto the floor it goes. Mom and Dad can warn, scold, threaten, ignore or end the meal outright but there’s no end in sight to this fun Fall fling! (Editor’s note: Help? Seriously. Help.)
Cell phones. The new must-have accessory for the girls of ‘Squared — they take them with them everywhere, periodically holding them up to their ears and saying “Whoah? Whoah?” And we’re not talking toy cell phones, here. That’s baby stuff. This season, nothing but the real thing will do. Luckily, mom and dad were able to dig up some old, non-functional ones (Oblong flip phones — so totally 2005, but with a certain retro charm), satisfying the girls’ need for verisimilitude while drastically reducing the number of calls accidentally placed to Belgium.
No More Mr. Nice Mom

By roper | September 18th, 2008 at 4:44 pm  Comments16
So, I’ve decided that I am too much of a pushover when it comes to satisfying Elsa and Clio’s every whim. Or, perhaps more accurately, that they’re old enough to start understanding that they can’t have every little thing they want, whenever they want it. (And by “thing” and “whim,” please understand, I am primarily speaking of graham crackers.)  

Seriously, if given the choice, the girls would carb-load non-stop from 3pm until dinner time. (And then throw their dinner on the floor.) It’s not like I’ve been completely lax in the past, but I’ve been inconsistent — often saying no, no, no and then eventually giving in when I get sick of the whining and fussing. Really, it’s not behavior you want to be modeling for your daughters. 

 This past week, I’ve started putting my foot down more. If they want a snack, I give them (for example) a graham cracker each (well, half of one), then another when they ask for more — which sounds like “mo? mo?” followed by a sort of wincing / moaning sound if I don’t put another cracker into their hands within .08 seconds — but if they want thirds, I say no. Very firmly. “No. That’s all. Snack is over. We’ll eat again at dinner.”  

 I’m also trying to get in the habit of setting up expectations, so the rules are clear to them (and me) from the beginning. I make a little speech like, “OK, we’re going to have two graham crackers, and then we’re going to put them away. Twoooo graham crackers.” And then I might make up some goofy little “two graham crackers” song, like  “Where it’s at! I got two graham crackers and a microphone….”  

 Does it work? Well, I can’t say it’s been exactly painless. There has been much whining and moaning. It’s tough to stick to my guns (OK, maybe two and a HALF graham crackers…but only cuz I like your face…) Sometimes I end up having to appease them with cups of crushed ice. But I find that if I do a double-maneuver of firmly putting the crackers away and then, Poppins-like, telling the girls what we’re going to do next, they are fairly easily placated: “OK, the crackers are going bye bye. Now, let’s go read some books. Into the living room we go. Spit spot!” 

It takes a good deal of energy and resolve on my part, which is not always easy to muster, especially, for example, at 4:30 in the afternoon when you’ve been stuck in the house for the past three and a half hours trying to keep your children entertained while waiting for the cable guy who doesn’t show up until an hour after the outermost range of his scheduled appointment window only to tell you your receiver is “sick” (huh?) and there’s nothing he can do. But I digress. 

I’m also trying to be firmer — or at least more explanatory — when it comes to things like picking the girls up. Or not picking them up, more accurately. I’m more inclined lately to say things like, “Mommy can’t pick you up right now, she’s busy washing dishes. I’ll pick you up when I’m done, but you have to wait.” Again, it doesn’t always work, but I feel like it can’t be a bad thing that I’m talking to them more like they’re “big kids” and trying to set firmer limits. It’s partly me — maybe I feel more confident in my parenting lately, or maybe I just realize that I’m in for a lifetime of pain if I get in the habit of folding every time they ask for something. 

I also feel like they’re more ready for it. They may not be talking a whole lot, but they understand plenty. Probably more than I even realize. And I get the feeling that the more they exert their will and test limits the more they probably also need (and actually want, even if they don’t know it) limits to be set. I’m not sure if I read this somewhere or it’s my own crackpot pscyhological theory, but that’s my story and I’m sticking to it. Really.

Where it’s at!

 Asking in a Library Voice

By roper | September 22nd, 2008 at 11:00 am  Comments20
Sometimes I feel like I lose perspective on whether I’m being a reasonable, fair-minded member of society or I’m being an entitled, self-centered, pain in the ass Mom with a capital M. 

When you become a parent — and a parent of twins in particular – you become suddenly aware of all kinds of things you were never aware of before: which parks and playgrounds are enclosed; which coffee shops can be entered and navigated successfully with a double stroller; which grocery stores have those carts shaped like cars, with two seatbelts and two steering wheels up front. You generally go to the places that are twin-toddler friendly and avoid the ones that aren’t. You’re grateful when people are helpful — holding doors open as you try to maneuver through with your Hummer-sized stroller, for example — but you don’t expect the whole world to adapt itself to your peculiar (and temporary) needs.

Still, is it wrong to make a teeny tiny suggestion? To a public institution? As a taxpayer?

Here’s what happened. On Friday morning, I was all excited to take the girls to our town’s public library. They’ve been really into reading lately, so I thought we could pick out a few titles to refresh our board book collection, hang out, soak up the library scene. The air was crisp and sunny. I was in a good mood. It seemed like the perfect, wholesome, low-cost morning outing. 

I guess I should have taken it as a bad omen when we neared the library and found ourselves stuck in the middle of the world’s biggest funeral procession ever, toward the church right across from the library. There were ten thousand cops, cars were double parked all over the place, legions of people kept crossing the street, and when we circled around for the third or fourth time in an attempt to find parking, we were treated to the sight of the pallbearers, many of whom appeared to be on death’s door themselves, struggling to carry the coffin out of the hearse. 

But I eventually found a parking place not too far away — it was a beautiful day! Perfect for a walk! — loaded the girls into the stroller, and into the library we went. I was glad to discover that they had a good-sized children’s section (I’d never paid bothered checking it out, of course, in my pre-parent visits), including one area mostly walled off by bookshelves. In addition to books a-plenty, there were a few kid-sized chairs, some toys, and bins of board books on the bottom shelves. Only problem was, there wasn’t any kind of actual enclosure, and the first thing Elsa did was make a run for the racks of VHS tapes just outside.

Luckily, our stroller was the right size to wedge in the opening between the book cases, so once I’d retrieved Elsa, I did that. I pulled the stroller out of the way when other parents and kids needed to come in or out, and several parents actually seemed grateful to have a mechanism for containing their wee ones. 

Of course, Elsa spent half the time trying to figure out how to push the thing aside and/or crawl out over it. We didn’t stay too long as a result. On our way up to the checkout desk, I stopped by the desk of the children’s librarian. I said, in my most respectful, quiet library voice, “Hi, I just had a quick question…”  She looked up from the magazine she was reading, shook her head and said, rather brusquely, ”You’ll have to speak up, I can’t hear a word you’re saying.”

So, I spoke up and asked: had they ever considered putting a little gate in the entrance to the children’s section? To help keep toddlers and babies in? She said, “No, we can’t do that.”

I didn’t think this really counted as an answer. ”Is it a fire code issue?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “We just don’t want to gate anything off. The director doesn’t want any gates or enclosures.”

Some kind of feng shui thing, perhaps? Foolhardy and, now, annoyed by the librarian’s unhelfpulness, I pressed on: “Well, people could go in and out. It would just make it easier for parents with little kids, to keep them from running out into the library.”  

Smiling at me as if she thought perhaps I was slightly deranged she said, “But older kids go into that section too.” 

Clearly now we were getting into some kind of weird, logic-defying doubletalk, and I should have just let it go. But I am stubborn, and perversely fascinated by arguments that don’t make any sense, so I replied: “But older kids would be able to go in and out of the gate. Just little kids wouldn’t be able to open it as easily.”

Quoth the librarian, “You’re responsible for looking after your own children.”

At this point, I dove over the desk and grabbed the librarian around the neck, screaming something about how everything was all set up across the street — a priest, flowers, mourners, the whole deal — and if she felt like meeting her maker today, she could just say that one more time, with a little more condescension and…..

No, no. Of course I didn’t. I smiled and said, “Well, when you have more than one young child it can be pretty tough to keep them in one place. It just seems like a gate would just be a fairly easy thing to do.”

She was obviously getting fed up with my insolence. “Well, I can say something to the director, but I’m telling you, it’s just not something he’s going to want to do.”

I nodded and steered the stroller away. What more was there to say? Clearly, this woman was dead set on winning this argument, which I hadn’t intended to be an argument at all; just a friendly suggestion. Hell, it’s not like I sashayed up and said they ought to install a cappucino machine and serve pastries. I just asked about a gate! $19.99 at your neighborhood Baby Superstore! What’s the big deal? I even asked in a library voice! I love libraries! I love librarians! I used to want to be one!

Yeah, yeah, I know. This particular woman is probably woefully underpaid and underappreciated. She hates her boss. She doesn’t know or remember what toddlers are like. She lost her best friend to a tragic baby gate accident. Or maybe she was just having a bad day. Maybe she knew the person in the casket across the street. 

Still, I left the library feeling like I was some kind of Momzilla. And I really don’t think I am. Oversensitive and too easily annoyed by people, sure. Absolutely. But was my suggestion an unreasonable one? Did she have to be so defensive about it? I asked really nicely. I swear.

Oh yeah, and right as we started to drive home, the funeral was wrapping up and we had to wait for all seven hundred cars to pass again, in the other direction.

I think I’m going to try a different library next time.

You know it’s hard out here for a toddler.

By roper | September 25th, 2008 at 1:40 am  Comments19
Poor Elsa. She’s had a rough week. First off, she’s still having poop issues. (Can you believe it? I managed to go a whole month and a half without writing about poop!) This in spite of a very fiber-rich diet and lots of liquids. She goes most days, but I think she holds off as long as possible, and then when she does go, it’s quite traumatic. Things are….well, large. A week ago, I spent ten minutes sitting on the floor with her and holding her and rubbing her back while she labored. It seriously was like that — I had visions of myself, thirty years from now, helping her as she gives birth to her first child, rubbing her back and saying, “you know, this reminds me of when you were little, and you were having constipation issues….”  

Hm. I don’t know why I’m assuming that I would be there while Elsa is laboring. I guess sometimes mothers do that. Especially on TV. (Wasn’t the whole freakin’ Cosby family in the room with Sandra while she pushed?) But my mother certainly wasn’t there when I was in labor, and that was A-OK with me. 

In any case. I never could have anticipated that part of being a parent would be comforting my child while she tries to do her business. And that there would be something very sweet and tender about it. (About the comforting, that is. Not the…oh never mind.) I am beginning to think, however, that it’s time to bring in the big guns in an attempt to get to the bottom of (ha ha) this problem. Has anyone out there had any luck with mineral oil?  

The other thing that’s been going on with Elsa is that she’s been getting uncharacteristically shy and freaked out around semi-unfamiliar people. On Friday night, one of my oldest, dearest friends (whom Elsa has met several times) and her boyfriend came over, and Elsa was miserable. She cried and buried her head in my shoulder, clung to me, refused to let me put her down. She did this the following day at the beginning of a play date / field trip with a different friend of mine and her daughter, then freaked out yet again that evening when the same folks from the night before came back. So strange! She’s usually fearless when it comes to seeing and meeting new people – asking them to pick her up, play with her, tell her their life story within minutes of meeting them. Why, all of a sudden, is she a shrinking violet? A clinging vine? A crying…er…chrysanthemum?

And now, to top it all off, she’s got a major head cold. Last night was like old times — she was waking up every few hours and I had to go into the nursery to try to comfort her back to sleep. (Unlike old times, however, I had nothing to offer her in the boob department.) In the morning, the poor kid’s hair was plastered to her face with mucus and when she said “Mommy” it sounded like “Bombi.” She’s been sleepy and slimy all day since. And, oh yes, I should mention that two days ago, Alastair left on tour for two weeks. How is it that they always know to get sick right when he leaves?

 

Ah, but now I am feeling sorry for myself, when it is Miss Elsa I should pity. She’s had a rough go of it. But she has remained in pretty good spirits, considering. Atta girl. Here’s hoping that next week all the bowel movements are easy, the social interactions are pleasant, and the nasal passages are clear.

Stop growing up!!

By roper | September 28th, 2008 at 5:33 pm  Comments6
I mean it. It has to stop. All of a sudden, I’ve got these two little girls who are on the brink of being, well, little girls, instead of babies. They are 21 months today. Three months away from being two, for God’s sake. And as much fun as it is to see them learning and growing so beautifully, a part of me is suddenly aching for them to stay this way just a little bit longer.

I didn’t feel this way during the first year and a half of the girls’ lives. I enjoyed them as infants, and tried to savor every phase of their development, but I was also eager for them to become more communicative, more expressive, more independent. I wasn’t someone who fell madly, instantly in love with her babies. In fact, during the first couple of months I feared something was wrong with me. The girls felt like strangers to me. Cute strangers, but strangers nonetheless. They couldn’t even make eye contact. (What kind of way is that to build a relationship?)

The “falling in love” has happened gradually over time, and has accelerated sharply over the past year, as they’ve become so much more person-like. And in the past month or so, it feels like they’ve made huge leaps: they’re more more curious and observant and engaged with the world. They can stay focused on a toy or a task for more than a couple of minutes at a time. They cuddle intentionally.

And they talk. Still not full sentences (unless “Hi, Daddy” counts as a full sentence), but more words all the time, and better pronounced. “Mow” has recently evolved to a very crisp “Milk” and “buh” has become “book.” Today, while Elsa and I were looking at the animals on the lamp in their nursery, she got all into saying “rhinocerous” (pronounced “Nossus”). Clio likes to make long, babbling soliloquies that imitate the patterns and intonation of spoken English, but end up sounding more like Ewok, with the occasional recognizable word thrown in. And both of them now know their own names as well as their sibling’s. Clio likes to point to her cup or her shoes and say “Kio’s!” then point to Elsa’s and say, with a very serious little nod, “Sessa’s.” 

They’re also finally starting to remember other people’s names — they definitely know who all four of their grandparents, and love to point them out in photographs: Abu, Jaycee, Bee and Bapa. Since Alastair left town last week, they keep asking for Daddy, then remember that he went on a plane, and point up to the sky. 

It is such a delicious age.

Every night, before I go to bed, I go into their room to check on them, pull a blanket over them, and make sure they don’t have some plastic toy wedged up against their face. I love the smell when I first open the door. I don’t know exactly what it is — some sweet, slightly stuffy combination of baby shampoo, diaper pail, clean laundry, dirty laundry and the unfinished wooden book case in the corner. Whatever it is, it smells like my babies, my girls, and I adore it. And someday it probably won’t be there anymore.

I go in and sometimes I stand and stare at them for a while, watching their little lips and noses and cheeks, wanting to eat them up. It’s such a cliche — to watch your children sleep. (Want to make it clear that a character in your movie or TV show is feeling tormented / torn / guilty / afraid / grateful / regretful / about to die? Have him go in and watch his kid sleeping!) And yet — god, it’s a lovely thing. It’s maybe the one time you have, amidst all the chaos and constant motion, to really see them, appreciate them, be fully and consciously aware of them. And yet, no matter how mindful you try to be of the present, no matter how much you try to treasure and appreciate who your children are right now, time keeps a marchin’ on.

I don’t like it. 

 

Screw the bedtime ritual.

By roper | October 1st, 2008 at 1:17 am  Comments6
Really, sometimes you just gotta. Like tonight. I got home from work, and the girls were all smiles and happiness, having spent the afternoon with Jaycee (A’s mom), going to the park and eating Cheerios and so on and so forth. Big hugs for Mommy, adorable “bye bye”s for Jaycee and Abu, la la la, everybody’s happy, all is well. Time for a nice dinner and cozy bedtime wind-down with mom after a long day’s work, right? 

Ha.

Flash forward fifteen minutes: Elsa is straining at the straps of her high chair, red-faced and screaming, begging to come sit in my lap while she eats. It’s something I made the mistake of letting her do a couple of times last week when she was acting especially fragile, and which both grandmothers — who have been here to help while Alastair is away — have naturally indulged, being grandmothers and all. But I want to break her of this habit, so I try letting her sit on a “big girl” chair (no dice) and offer to hold her on my lap for a little while, but move her food out of her reach. This doesn’t go over well.

Meanwhile, Clio, in her high chair, is dropping pieces of veggie burger onto the floor and pleading “Kee kee? Kee kee?” I have no idea what “kee kee” means, but I suspect it means crackers, and I refuse to give Clio crackers for dinner, even thought they are by far her favoritest food, like, ever. As it turns out, however, “kee kee” means chicken — or at least chicken is a passable substitute — because after offering her several other options, leftover chicken from last night’s dinner seems to make her quite happy. The little carnivore.

Elsa, now, is lying on the floor, writhing and kicking, screaming bloody murder and waving away any person or object that comes within five feet of her with tortured wails of ”no! no! no!” (She reaches for her milk. I move it closer to her and she bats it away like she can’t stand the sight of it.) I try sitting on the floor and holding her close, rocking and breathing in a loud, in and out rhythm. This seems to calm her down. But the minute I stop, it’s screamsville again. 

And now, Clio is upset, too. Her mouth is pulling down at the corners into a little baby pout and she’s whimpering “ga-ga” (their word for pacifier) and “night night,” and it’s not clear whether she wants these things for herself, or just for Elsa, who clearly needs them. (“Mom, put her to bed, for the love of God! I’m trying to eat my kee kee in peace, here!”)

So, finally, I carry (writhing, wiggling) Elsa upstairs and put her in her crib to chill out, then come back down to get Clio, who is still pouting, in spite of having ingested an entire can of mandarin orange segments. (Her favorite food, like, ever, after kee kee.) I manage to wrestle her into a fresh diaper and PJs while she continues to beg for ga-ga and night night. Elsa is still having a fit, but it has now become clear — from the redness of her face and the bug-eyed, straining expression on it — that she is pooping. She manages to expel a very angry, painful looking little b.m. which leads me to wonder if this fit — and the one she had last night just like it – is related to the constipation issue. (Having tried prune juice and all the rest, we’re now starting Miralax, on her pedi’s advice. First dose this morning.Please let it work….) 

But she’s still tetchy after a diaper change, and my nerves are too frayed to go through the usual bedtime routine: washing up, toothbrushing and a couple of books. I put the girls in their cribs while singing to them — more to calm myself than them, I think — kiss them goodnight, and get the hell out of there. Thirty minutes of yoga, a Daily Show episode and two glasses of wine later, and all is right with the world. Not counting Wall Street.

There’s a comfort in the bedtime ritual. I don’t like skipping it. But sometimes — hoo boy. There’s just no way. Hopefully, this won’t be the case the night after tomorrow  when I plan to read the book Corduroy to the girls before bed. (Watch now as I  deftly segue into a public service announcement!) Thousands of other people across the country will be doing the same thing. It’s part of Read For the Record — a very cool initiative by an organization called Jumpstart that a friend of mine is involved with. One of its goals is to set a world record for the number of people simultaneously reading the same book to kids on the same day (that’s Corduroy, on October 2). 

The larger goal is to promote literacy among children in low-income populations, to help give them a leg-up for success in school. All the proceeds of the Corduroy books Jumpstart sells go to their literacy and early education initiatives, and if you want, you can donate a copy to a kid in a low-income community. But even if you don’t buy a book — i.e. if you’ve already got a copy, or would rather go to your friendly and helpful local library – you can go to the site and register to be a part of the reading event. 

I always liked Corduroy as a kid, and it really stuck with me. There was something kind of dreamlike and surreal about this little toy bear wandering around a department store at night, trying to pull buttons off of mattresses. Seeing as Elsa and Clio are big fans of bears, buttons, books, and surrealism, I think they’ll enjoy the story. And if one or both of them is having a fit on Thursday night, I’m going to read it to them at bedtime anyway, dammit, so that one day I can tell them that when they were just wee little tantrum-prone things, they helped set a world record and promote literacy. Hope you’ll join us!

And now back to your regularly scheduled program…

Not nice.

By roper | October 4th, 2008 at 12:36 am  Comments14
Over the past week, Clio has suddenly started using two-word phrases left and right. Things like ”More milk,” “Clio’s shoes,” and “You betcha.” (Just kiddin’ about that last one, folks! *wink*). 

One of the more interesting phrases is “not nice.” It first surfaced (to my knowledge) last Thursday night when my friend Megan and her 17-month-old daughter, Marlie, were over for a pre-VP debate play-date. Marlie made an attempt to sit in Clio’s little easy chair, and Clio waved her hand at her and said, quite sternly, what sounded like, ”Nah Nye!” It was Megan who figured out what it meant.

It blew me away, and yet it made perfect sense – we use the phrase all the time, when the girls steal each other’s toys, food, etc. or misbehave on their own. ”That’s not nice to take your sister’s graham cracker.” “It’s not nice to throw your broccoli on the floor and laugh maniacally.” etc.  I was so impressed with Clio that it didn’t occur to me to tell her that it was also ”not nice” for her not to let Marlie sit in her chair. (Not that it would have done any good.)

Anyway, Clio has said “not nice,” a number of times since, when Elsa has gotten in her way or taken something from her. I have to say, it’s really quite a clever tactic. (Or is it a strategy?) Instead of a more predictable and id-like ”mine,” or “No” she appeals to the perpetrator’s sense of morality. It’s not nice to take my graham cracker. It’s not nice to sit down on the ladder to the slide so I can’t get past you. It’s not nice to try to grab the truck back from me after I take it from you. 

Is this some sort of social developmental milestone? The fact that she’s saying something about other people’s behavior and how it affects her, rather than just doing or saying what she wants? Maybe it’s not as nuanced as that. Maybe in her little round brain, “Not nice” is just another, longer way to say “no” or “me.” Still, it’s quite cute, and I can’t help being amused.

On the other hand, it is just the latest development in a new sense of territorialness (is that a word?) that seems to be growing in both of the girls. Suddenly, it seems like a much larger part of my job as a parent is playing referee. I’m constantly trying to get two toddlers who are too young to fully understand the concept of sharing to do just that. And it can be a drag. 

Not that the girls never play well together; they often do. Sometimes they even listen when I tell one of them to give something back to the other, or move over and make room — mama’s lap is big enough for two. But more often than not, when one of them is in a sharing mood, the other one isn’t. On particularly cranky and contentious days, I find myself envying my friends with just one toddler this age — friends who don’t have to be constantly negotiating and mediating and problem solving; who can, say, give their kid an empty toilet paper roll to play with while they do the dishes without then having to run out to the porch and dig frantically through the recycling bin to find another one before a total meltdown occurs. And then the meltdown happens anyway because one kid hogs both toilet paper rolls. Or one of them decides that in spite of the fact that the rolls are EXACTLY the same, the one their sister has is clearly superior, and they must have it instead.

I get tired of having to satisfy two often conflicting sets of absurd toddler needs at once. I get tired of hearing myself tell them to share / be nice / give it back / give her a turn / etc. (I sound like such a mother, for God’s sake). I get annoyed at myself for not being more fair and firm and consistent in how I deal with their little tussles. And I feel guilty for the times when I am not able to maintain my patience and perspective and find myself thinking, “Jeez, [Elsa / Clio] is really being an asshole.”  When, of course, all she’s doing is being a toddler. 

Wholesome Fall Fun

By roper | October 8th, 2008 at 11:22 am  Comments16
The girls and I spent last weekend up in Maine with my folks, and had a lovely time. There were farm animals and apples, blue skies and falling leaves, chyrsanthemums and homemade cookies. The whole Fall-in-New England extravaganza.  

 Of course, first we had to get there. Packing up for a weekend away with the girls is hard enough when Alastair is around to help, but it’s pretty much insane trying to do it on my own. I was able to load the Pack-n-Plays, booster seats, diapers, toys, etc. into the car while the girls were parked in front of Sesame Street. Then I brought them upstairs to hang in the nursery while I packed their suitcase and they “helped” by pulling every single item of clothing out of their bureau while gleefully exclaiming “out!” “out!”  Then I distracted them with legos while I packed up my own bag — something I don’t do well under pressure. Seriously, as soon as I put an empty suitcase out on the bed, it’s like my IQ drops 50 points. There I’ll be, twenty minutes later, standing over a suitcase full of nothing but socks, holding a pair of hiking boots in one hand and a cocktail dress in the other, muttering to myself about bobby pins. Add two small children into the mix and, well, it’s a miracle I managed to pack anything at all. 

 To top things off, I’d stayed up too late the night before watching the doggone VP debate and drinking wine, but couldn’t pound coffee and water the way my body was begging me to do  because I needed to avoid the need to stop on the drive up to Maine. (A bathroom stop with two toddlers and no double stroller: pretty much impossible.) Still, somehow we all got out the door and onto the road and made it to Maine without incident. (Hint to solo traveling parents: tie sippy cups / pacifiers / etc. to the carseat or the back of the front seats with a piece of twine, so when your toddler(s) drop them, you can retrieve them without having to pull off the road. Probably a strangulation hazard, so don’t leave children in car unattended — not like you would anyway.) 

The girls have gotten to an age where it’s finally not quite as stressful to keep after them in an un-babyproofed house. And my parents had set up a little playroom for the gals in the basement, complete with mini table and chairs, mini basketball hoop and a bunch of other toys, most of them rescued from the “swap shop” at their municipal dump. (The small town version of Freecycle.) On Saturday morning my folks watched the girls while I went on a gorgeous, 4-mile run past organic cattle pastures and woods and views of the ocean. 

 The highlight of the weekend, however, was a trip to a local Farm Day festival, where my mom got some great pics. Disclaimer: my mom also bought the girls the matching outfits and insisted that they wear them. (She has old pictures of me and my cousin in matching overall outfits, circa 1976). Not my cup of tea, as you know, but I must admit, they looked awful darn cute.

My Dad, aka “Bapa,” introduces the girls to a duck. (Poor Clio, you’ll notice, is a little puffy and splotched…she had a mysterious case of hives over the weekend, which we treated with Benadryl, and which have now completely cleared up.)  Shortly after this picture was taken, Elsa grabbed the duck and tried to hug it.  

Then it was over to the story tent, for some storytime with the town librarian / state rep. We have Silly Sally at home and the girls like it. I like it, too, though it does get a little weirdly PG-13 when ole Neddy Buttercup shows up on the scene. 

 [image: image20.jpg]



 My mom was determined to get an adorable twins-in-the hay shot, but if you want to see God (or me) laugh, try to get two toddlers to stay in one place and look at the camera for a photo at the same time. Some of the resulting pictures were actually sort of interesting, like this one. Though, upon closer inspection, Clio looks like she’s plotting some kind of children-of-the-corn-type massacre, and Elsa looks like someone just flashed her from the animal pen.

  The stuff of which memories and Norman Rockwell paintings are made, eh? Of course even better than the weekend was Monday night, when Alastair finally came home from Europe, safe and sound.  

The sacrifices we make for our children

By roper | October 11th, 2008 at 4:00 pm  Comments20
Our time. Our money. Our freedom. And, yes, our bodies. Not that I have too too much to complain about on that last one, mind you. I was lucky enough to lose all the weight I gained during pregnancy with relatively little effort — chalk it up to double breastfeeding and good metabolism. And while my belly now has a flabby little pooch (with the gross, inexplicable texture of an orange peel), which I doubt will ever go away, my stomach was never my best feature to begin with. But I have to admit, I am a little bummed about having lost the boobs. 

 (Note to relatives / co-workers / anyone else who would rather not know anything about my chestal area: you might want to stop reading now.)

Of course, I knew that the glorious days of C+ cup bounty would end when I stopped nursing. I relished those days while they lasted. But I had hoped (naively) that maybe I’d just revert to my old size afterward rather than losing ground. Indeed, for the past five or six months, I was wearing my old pre-pregnancy bras. But they weren’t quite fitting right. I was having to do lots of tugging and pulling and adjusting. Straps slipped, cups rode up, things just didn’t look or feel the way they ought to. 

I was kind of in denial.

I told myself, well, these bras are pretty old — I think I’ve had some of them since the first Bush presidency. I never wash them on delicate like I’m supposed to, and they’re probably pretty stretched out and misshapen. It’s time for some new bras! So off to Macy’s I went (secret sale!) and started trying on 34Bs, per usual. But it was sort of like wearing bowling shoes. Sure, they stay on your feet. But there’s no arch support, and no matter how tight you make the laces, you still sort of feel like you’re wearing clown shoes.

Finally, I gave in to the inevitable: I asked the nice lady behind the counter if she would measure me — something I haven’t had done since junior high. She did, then said to me, with a kind but sad smile, “Yeah, hon, you’re a 34A.” 

Now here’s the part where I make lemonade out of … wait; bad metaphor. Here’s the part where I look on the bright side: I got to buy myself several nice new bras that I really liked, then go home and chuck the motley, mismatched collection of other bras that I’ve amassed over the years. Now, my top drawer is refreshingly organized and sparsely brapulated. In fact, it’s so inspiring, I’m considering throwing out all my mismatched black and navy blue socks and buying, like, ten pairs of the exact same socks so they all match each other, like I’ve been vowing to do for years. Hell, I may get all new undies, too.

And if I do say so myself, because my new bras fit better, they actually more effectively leverage my assets, so to speak. In fact, I’m feeling kinda foxy. Almost MILF-ish. I mean, I’m no moose-hunting hockey mom or anything, but still…..My new “Obama Mama” t-shirt is lookin’ purty darn good. 

So, I would just say to any of you ladies out there who are feeling a little saggy or sad or uncertain about your post-nursing bosom, treat yourself to a good bra fitting and splurge on a couple of new bras that make you feel sexy. It’s a nice little lift. (Har har…)

My daughters’ glory

By roper | October 16th, 2008 at 12:28 am Comments15
We took the girls to a “structured” playgroup this past weekend, put on by our city’s Family Network. They have a great space at the local high school, full of toys and books and craft supplies and kid-sized tables and chairs. 

The “structure” part didn’t go so well, given that the average age of the kids there was about 22 months (Elsa & Clio fit right in), and trying to get toddlers that age to stay in one place and focus for more than two or three minutes at a time is pretty much an exercise in lunacy. There were two attempts at “Circle Time” – parents and kids sitting in a circle on the floor, listening to a story, then singing songs. Heh. At one point, another mom and I made eye contact and laughed, realizing that the only people left sitting in the circle singing “This Old Man” were the parents. All the kids had wandered off to play with toys. (With lyrics like “he played knick-knack on my hive,” can you blame them?) 

Still, it was a good experience, and we’ll probably bring the girls again. For a couple of kids who don’t do daycare and aren’t used to big group situations, they both did admirably well. No freak outs, no fights, no meltdowns. I was particularly struck by how Elsa handled herself – with such enthusiasm and bravado. Lots of enthusiastic grinning and clapping and squealing. Going right up to other parents and kids and beaming at them, trying to interact with them. At one point, while the facilitator was reading a story during Circle Time, Elsa went up and stood next to her, leaning right up against her thigh, and pointed at the pictures in the book, as if the story was being read for her and her alone. It was funny. And very cute. And it scared me a little bit.

Because made me think about what could happen to this gung-ho spirit of Elsa’s down the road. So many little girls start out this way – bold and confident and uninhibited, full of energy and drive. But as they get older they lose that spark. They become self-conscious and self-doubting. They somehow get the idea that it’s not OK to stand out from the crowd — to be bold or brassy or maybe a little kooky. They lose what I see in Elsa now: a beautiful, boundless, un-selfconscious hunger for life. 

I say “they,” but of course, I’m talking about myself. I don’t know that I was exactly like Elsa when I was her age, but by all accounts — and by my own memory — I was pretty outgoing and vivacious as a kid. I grabbed life by the horns. I was happy. And then, somewhere along the line — around fourth or fifth grade – the light in me began to dim. I started holding myself back, worrying about what other people thought. I had a teacher who seemed intent on taking me down a few pegs. I had a few scarring experiences with the girls emerging as “Queen bees” who didn’t have a place for (brainy, outspoken, just different somehow) me in their hive (Knick-knack!). I withdrew. I hid what was unique about me. It took me a long time to regain the confidence and joie de vivre I used to have. I still don’t know that I’ve gotten it back entirely.

Maybe I never will. Maybe that’s just the way it goes — we lose our innocence, we suffer, we are scarred. Adolescence is tough for everyone. Hormones kick in and (in my case) serotonin kicks out. We can’t stay children forever. And, obviously, we can’t remain childishly self-absorbed and oblivous to others – like a 21-month old toddler who goes up and stands by the teacher in the middle of storytime while everyone else sits back and listens. We learn that we are not the center of the universe. At least, we learn to act that way.

But I do think there are cultural and societal forces out there that can do an unecessary number on a young girl’s spirit. Forces that say be polite, be considerate, be selfless, be uncontroversial, be pleasant, be normal, be attractive, be feminine. Be a more modest, less obtrusive version of yourself. 

I don’t quite know who sends out these messages – whether it’s the media or teachers or other kids or other kids’ parents or all of the above. But whoever they are, I already feel a fierce and primal anger toward them. 

Stay away from my daughters, I want to tell them. Don’t touch them. They are wonderful and beautiful and perfect in their imperfection. They have the right to be true to themselves. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you break their spirit the way you broke mine.

Sleep, baby, sleep.

By roper | October 18th, 2008 at 1:27 am Comments7
Two out of the past three days, Clio has decided that she doesn’t feel like taking her nap. What’s worse – she’s done just fine without it. No tantrums, no meltdowns, not even excessive early eye-rubbing. This concerns us greatly. If Clio gives up her nap, that means no child-free respite in the middle of day. No break. Those precious two (if we’re lucky) hours of quiet and calm – to catch up on email or read or write or catch a few winks ourselves — gone. 

The girls are such good sleepers, I’d always assumed they’d keep taking a nap until they were three — or at least two and a half. Elsa probably will; the girl is a voracious sleeper. But little Clio — who, come to think of it, didn’t do a whole lot of sleeping in-utero either — may be on her way to a napless existence. I hope it’s just a phase. Dear God, let it just be a phase.

I absolutely cherish that quiet, kidless period mid-day when I can recharge and re-center and get things done that I can’t do when the girls are awake. It is something to look forward to — a little island oasis in the midst of a day of work (whether it be my job, household stuff, or the pleasant but still tiring work of looking after the girls; or sometimes all three things at once). It verges on sacred.

Another thing I look forward to with great anticipation are my Thursday afternoons. I work in the morning, and then our sitter comes in the afternoon, so I theoretically have from one to six p.m. all to myself to do with whatever I please. Usually I manage to cram in some errands, some writing, and one of my twice-weekly runs. (I know; I’m such an iron woman.) Ten years ago, if you told me that five hours to use at my discretion could be so precious and so pleasurable, I would have looked at you like you were nuts. And then gone back to watching Friends or whatever the hell else I was wasting my time doing. Childless, unmarried, red-haired (yes; Clairol) 24-year-old me wouldn’t have been able to conceive of the fact that at the age of 34, I might be sitting at my desk on the verge of tears — as I was yesterday – when the sitter called last minute to say she was sick and wouldn’t be able to come as scheduled. My precioussss Thursday afternoon!  

Anyway, as result of the napless, sitter-less past several days, I haven’t had adequate time to think up a worthy blog post, hence this rather lame entry. I’m sorry. But please allow me to attempt to make it up to you with a sampling of photos from today’s backyard photo shoot. See how bright-eyed and energetic Clio looks in spite of her complete and utter lack of nap? It breaks the heart.

Sessa and Kee-o

By roper | October 23rd, 2008 at 1:07 am  Comments8
One of the loveliest parts about having twins is watching the relationship between them develop. When I was pregnant, lots of parents of twins mentioned this by way of encouragement / consolation: yes, it’s really hard, but it’s so amazing when they start really interacting. And it’s a great, great thing when they can start keeping each other entertained, so you don’t have to all the time.

True, true, true. But it takes a while. For the first several months of their lives, Elsa and Clio were pretty much oblivious to each other. This is understandable, I guess; If I’d spent nine months crammed in with another person in a space the size of a small watermelon, I’d want a little space, too. 

Once they could sit up and crawl, they started to do things like take toys, bottles and pacifiers away from each other — generally without incident. (Hm. I had a block, now I don’t. Whaddya know about that?) When they became bipedal, they began having the occasional playful wrestling match, which would start with giggling and inevitably end with tears. (Usually from Clio, who Elsa has a habit of “loving” a bit roughly at times.) Hitting, pushing and hair pulling, both innocent and with intent to harm, followed. As I wrote in a recent post, refereeing between the two of them has become an increasingly large part of my role as a parent.

At the same time, I’ve had the pleasure of watching a real affection and sense of awareness develop between the girls. It seems like the change has accelerated over the past few months, ever since they learned to say each other’s names. Now, they are always aware of where the other is – or isn’t — at any given time. If, for example, Clio is awake and Elsa is still napping and I take Clio out of the nursery, she’ll ask “Sessa?” expecting that, as usual, where she goes, Elsa will go, too. I’ll tell her that Elsa is still sleeping, and Clio will confirm, with a nod, “Sessa nigh nigh.” She’ll usually remind me — and herself? — of this fact again in a few minutes. And when it’s time to go wake Elsa up, Clio will happily climb up the stairs calling “Sessa! Sessa!”

And for all the bickering they do, they are actually quite thoughtful when it comes to making sure the other one is taken care of. I can now, for example, hand two graham crackers to Elsa and tell her to go give one to Clio, and she’ll do it. Of course, she may very well steal it back from her five minutes later, but hey, baby steps, right? There are also spontaneous hugs, which Clio, in particular, is way into lately. (Elsa still tends to express her affection for Clio with sometimes violent exuberance — a little like Lennie in Of Mice and Men. We’re working on it.)

What’s especially fun, though, is seeing how much they enjoy each other’s company. Elsa finds Clio absolutely hilarious. Clio is often the instigator of things silly and absurd, and Elsa loves to play along. (Sometimes they will look at each other and just start cracking up for no reason I can comprehend, and these are the times that feel closest to some kind of “twin talk” thing between them.) Elsa, meanwhile, is usually the trailblazer when it comes to more “serious” activities — physical things like climbing and exploring, and tactile things like building with blocks or playing with a particular toy. In those cases, Clio follows her lead. 

Of course, there are still plenty of times when they just “parallel play” or blithely ignore each other and do their own thing, as kids their age are wont to do. Sometime one feels like interacting and the other would rather be left alone. But when they do really play together –  and are clearly having fun doing it — damn, it’s precious:

(And, inevitably, ends with someone asking for food.)

Little Sponges

By roper | October 25th, 2008 at 10:49 pm Comments13
OK, this language learning thing is getting out of control. I am flabbergasted by how quickly the girls are picking up words and making connections between things now. Almost every day, something comes out of their mouths that surprises and astounds me. The other day we were reading a book together — many of you probably know it: it’s that Sandra Boynton one where all the animals have on different colored clothes, and the turkey always screws up, putting the socks on his wings or the pants on his head or whatever: “Oops!”  At the end (SPOILER ALERT!) the turkey finally gets it right and puts all his clothes on the right way, and then proceeds to jump into a pool. (“Oops!”)

Now, I have read this book to the girls a number of times before, but I wouldn’t say it’s been in heavy rotation. When I read it to them the other day, it was the first time in a while. But wouldn’t you know it, when we got to the last page, Elsa pointed and said “pool!” How did she know that? She’s never been in a pool, has only seen one a few times, from afar, and as far as I know her main exposure to the word would have been through occasional reading of this book. And yet, there it was, clear as chlorinated water before a clothed turkey has jumped into it: “pool!” This word — like so many others — was apparently just sitting there in the recesses of her little brain, waiting for an occasion to be used.

And Clio — well, don’t even get me started on Clio. That girl is becoming a multisyllabic demon, eager to repeat long words and two-word phrases. She has recently added “soccer ball” “basketball” “applesauce” and “Goodnight Moon” to her vocabulary. The other night, just after I’d kissed the girls goodnight and turned out the light, there came the sound of an engine roaring past outside, and Clio piped up “Motorcycle!”

What’s even more fun are the associations they are starting to make on their own between objects, words, and ideas. Last week at playgroup, Elsa took a fireplace out of the dollhouse there and handed it to me saying “Hush! Hush!”  It looked almost exactly like the fireplace in “Goodnight Moon.” 

And my final, favorite bit of recent linguistic cuteness: the other day, Clio was peering into a case of wine that Alastair had just bought and set down in the kitchen floor. She pointed at the bottles and said “Mommy Daddy juice.”  Yes, indeed.

Apologies for the paucity and pbbbtness of posts lately, by the way. The old demon that starts with a D has reared its boring, stupid, ugly head again and I’ve been having a tough couple of weeks. More on that, plus, some darn cute pictures of the girls dressed up like ballerinas, to come soon….

 Parenting through depression

By roper | October 29th, 2008 at 11:00 am  Comments45
One of the worst parts of being depressed is not feeling like I’m fully present for Elsa and Clio. They are brimming with energy and enthusiasm these days, drinking in life in great big gulps. I hate not being able to give them the focus and engagement that they deserve. I hate feeling like I’m only half there. 

When I’m having an episode of depression — like the one that sideswiped me two weeks ago and is just starting to lift a bit — all I want to do is, well, nothing. Just being hurts. Sleep is good. Lying on the couch watching TV (with the exception of campaign coverage) is OK, too. But entertaining a couple of toddlers who, these days, want mommy to do everything they do — Mommy draw! Mommy read! Mommy legos! — is signficantly more challenging. Akin to parenting while you’ve got the flu or a bad cold, but worse. Because it’s not just your body that feels lousy; it’s your brain, too.

Last week, I kept thinking up titles for the “Bad Parent” essays I could write for Babble. Bad Parent: I let my Children Watch Back-to-Back Episodes of Curious George So I Can Lie on the Couch Moping and Sighing.  Bad Parent: I Count the Minutes Until Bedtime. Or even, Bad Parent: I watched “Mad Men” and Drank a Big Old Glass of Wine at 4 O’Clock in the Afternoon While my Children Crumbled Play-Doh All Over the Living Room Rug. 
And yet, it’s Elsa and Clio (and Alastair) that are my saving grace when I am depressed. Because as crappy as I may feel, they can actually still make me laugh and smile. They ease the pain, even if it’s just for a few seconds at a time. They make the worst days bearable.
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 A moment of pleasure on a not so good day, at a recent MOT club Halloween party. It’s hard not to smile when you’re helping two ballerinas (well, one ballerina and one modern dancer) get onto a rocking boat toy. 
They also keep me from giving in to the depression completely. When there are kids to be dressed and changed and fed and read to and played with, you have no choice but to soldier on through. And yes, Alastair has done more than his fair share while I’ve been unwell, both this time and over the summer, when I had another prolonged episode (surprise!) And yes, I have paid for some extra babysitting to give myself a break. But having the girls pushes me to function at a higher level than I probably would if I didn’t have them. And it makes me that much more determined to get on top of this thing and get better. (I realize, of course, that some people have such severe depression that even having a family they love isn’t enough to keep them going. I thank my lucky stars I’ve never experienced those depths, and hope I never will.)

Even on the milder-to-medium side, though, it’s an evil mofo, this depression thing. After the bout I had back in February / March, triggered by weaning, which I wrote about here, I thought I’d be OK. I was back on a higher dose of antidepressants, and I felt great. And then, mid July, I got hit again and was down for over a month, with a few days down lower than I’d ever been before. More medication adjustment, a couple of months of feeling pretty good, and now this, out of the blue. More adjusting. WTF? 

But I’m on top of it. I’m taking good care of myself — seeing my doctor, trying to stay active in spite of the fatigue, and going easy on the Mommy Daddy Juice. (Not that I’m some kind of wino normally, but as my friends who read this can attest … I do so love my Sauv. blanc.) I was supposed to go up to NH this past weekend to canvass for Obama, but knowing that I was in absolutely no state to be going around talking to undecided, possibly hostile strangers, I cancelled and went to the Boston campaign HQ and did data entry instead. Minimal mental, physical and social exertion. Very smart choice. I forced myself to go running that same day, even though I totally didn’t want to — also good.

And I’m starting to feel better — knock on wood. 

You know, some people out there probably think I’m nuts for revealing all this personal stuff on the internets. Sometimes I think I’m nuts to do it, too. It’s not like I go around announcing to people in “real life” that I’m depressive. Most of the time, I feel fine, and when I don’t, I can usually fake my way through. I only really talk about it with family and good friends, and it’s only one small part of who I am.

On the other hand, I really do think it’s important to destigmatize depression (and the like). I don’t know that most people will ever view mood disorders the same way they view diabetes or MS or any other chronic medical condition — as something very physiological, as opposed to a personality trait or psychological problem. But as someone who truly is happy and well-balanced — someone who loves her life, her family, her friends, and her work, has very healthy self-esteem and STILL suffers from periodic depression, I hope maybe I can convince a few people to see it that way, and understand it better. I am depressive, hear me roar!

Oh, and one more, very important thing: The only reason I’m dresssing the girls (roughly) alike for Halloween — and as ballerinas, no less — is that we already had all the necessary costume components (the tutus were a baby shower gift). I am too cheap / lazy to buy or make new costumes given that the girls themselves don’t care one way or the other. (Though, in fact, at the party we went to this weekend, Elsa was clearly psyched about her costume while Clio wanted no part of it. I tried making her some bunny ears, which she wore for approximately 40 seconds before flinging disdainfully to the ground. She did, however, continue to hop periodically for the rest of the day.) Thank you.

A Hometown Halloween

By roper | November 3rd, 2008 at 12:07 am  Comments8
Alastair’s hometown, that is, here in the leafy loveliness of Westchester county. We came down for the weekend, specifically for the unveiling of Alastair’s grandmother’s grave monument. She died around this time last year, and it’s a (very nice, I think) Jewish tradition to visit the stone a year later. We said some words and prayers, and then the girls thought it would be fun to pick up the stones that we placed on Great Grandma’s grave and move them to the other, neighboring graves and back again, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.

That night, we took the girls out for their first official trick-or-treating experience. Like last weekend, at the Halloween party, Clio refused to wear her tutu, so we had one ballerina and one modern dancer — or perhaps she was a ballerina in rehearsal. More power to her, I say. And so, we set out into the lovely, suburban twilight, our family of four (Mommy had had a low day, but managed to rally) plus Abu and dogs, Aki and Niko.  

The girls got the hang of things pretty quickly. Though they have never actually eaten candy before (I don’t think) let alone seen it in packaged form, they seemed to “get” that the brightly colored stuff people were offering to them from doorways was a good thing, and happily stashed it in their trick or treating receptacles. We couldn’t get them to say “trick or treat” but they did say “please” and “thank you.” (Not necessarily in that order.) Several times, our party girl, Elsa, shouted “yay!” while Clio took a more taciturn, business-like approach to the whole affair.

We attempted a pre-emptively nostalgic, “someday we’ll look back at this and….something” photo in front of an Obama lawn sign at one of the houses we visited, but like most attempts at posed photos with the girls, it failed gloriously. This shot was my favorite on account of the Skittles and Peanut M&Ms in mid-fall. And the girls’ utter oblivion to the import of this moment in American history.

A funny thing about Obama, though — the name, not the man. It has become one of the girls’ favorite words of late. I have Obama buttons on a couple of my jackets, which they point to and proclaim “Obama,” but they’ve also taken to saying “Obama” randomly on various occasions. A couple of times this weekend, when frightened by Niko — the more boisterous of the grandparents’ two golden retrievers — Clio has called out “Obama! Obama! Obama!”  Like she’s trying to summon him, Beetlejuice-like, to rescue her. Strange. And then again….

When we got home, the girls instinctively, without any parental prompting, did the traditional dumping of candy onto the floor to take inventory. We let them each have a little bit of chocolate after dinner, then promptly appropriated their haul as our own. (I don’t expect we’ll be able to pull this off next year.)
It’s been a sweet weekend Elsa and Clio-wise, and a restorative one for moi, too. It’s nice to have both the girls and ourselves taken good care of by Alastair’s parents, and to not have anything pressing to do but rest, look after the girls, read, etc. I went into the city on Saturday for lunch with a friend, then walked from Union Square back up to Grand Central, soaking up the energetic, pre-election, Autumn-in-New-York vibe. I’m feeling a little more like myself today, which is a great relief — though it may only be temporary. Two steps forward, one step back, and all that. But I am optimistic. Thanks again for all your comments on my last post. Your support and understanding mean the world. And to all of the fabulous women out there living with and battling depression, keep up the good fight — we can win it.

Tears

By roper | November 6th, 2008 at 3:30 am Comments24
On Monday afternoon, when we got back from our weekend in New York, I made the stupid (STUPID!) mistake of taking the girls to the grocery store with me. My mood had been plummeting steadily all day, to my disappointment (I’d felt much better the day before), and neither of the girls had slept much on the drive up. Given these two things, I really should have known better. Even Alastair thought maybe it was too much for me to handle, given how I was feeling. (“Are you sure you’ll be OK?”) But we needed milk and bread and bananas, and it was something to pass the time until dinner, and I thought maybe getting out and doing something would kick my depressed ass back into gear. So off we went.

 We’d barely made it halfway through the produce section when Clio started whining and crying to get out of the cart, then yelling for milk or water or juice (which I STUPIDLY hadn’t brought). Then she started screaming for a cookie. Elsa, meanwhile, kept wriggling out of the seatbelt (it was one of those shopping carts shaped like a little car) and standing up with half her body out the front window like some kind of hyperactive labrador retriever. 

 I was the picture of a stressed-out mom. I looked bad, I felt horrid. I could sense people looking at us, maybe in pity, maybe annoyance, maybe some in smiling, ”how cute they are, but what a handful” sympathy. I wouldn’t know — I kept my eyes straight ahead, kept my head down, and told myself to just get everything on the list and get out and go home. And then what? Unload the groceries, keep the girls entertained for another hour and a half, make them dinner, get them to bed, make our dinner, unpack….(These sound like simple enough things to do, but when I am depressed, something as simple as brushing my teeth feels akin to pushing a boulder up a hill.) I half wished I’d collapse right there in the cereal aisle and wake up in a sanitorium – maybe out in the Berkshires somewhere; the kind where they used to send ladies suffering from “nervous exhaustion.” Birds singing. Clean white sheets. A rocking chair…. 

 But I didn’t collapse. At my wits’ end, I tore open a package of Fig Newtons and handed them to Elsa and Clio at regular intervals until I got up to the checkout. At the bank branch up at the front of the store, there was a long line of people –  immigrants, day laborers, people who clearly struggled to make ends meet – waiting to cash checks. Young men, mothers with kids, old people. Again, I could see them, from the corner of my eye, smiling with kindness and amusement at the spectacle of us — this harried young woman wearing an Obama button, and this adorable, miserable pair of toddlers. And though it’s not who I am, and not what I would normally do, I rolled right past them toward the exits – grim-faced, fast, angry, not acknowledging a single smile. Stressed-out yuppie bitch. Like she’s got it so bad?

 The girls whined and cried all the way home, and when I got inside I wailed to Alastair to please come down and get the groceries out of the car and put them away. He looked at me and said “what’s wrong?” and I broke down sobbing. “It was awful,” I said. As if I’d just survived a war, not a trip to Stop & Shop.

 The girls were confused. “Mommy’s sad,” Alastair explained to them. I sat down in our big, creaky recliner and and Elsa crawled up into my lap. She grinned and giggled and smacked her little hand just a little too hard (that’s Elsa love) against my wet cheek. “Mommy sad,” she said.

* * *

 Today, while the girls napped, I watched online election coverage videos on YouTube, iReport and others. Highlights from Obama’s victory speech and McCain’s gracious concession. College students on campuses around the country rushing out into the streets. People in cities – black people, white people, young people, old people — dancing and shouting. I had a bit of a champagne hangover (still do) and was tired, not having gotten enough sleep last night. (I woke up too early, like a kid on Christmas morning, and couldn’t fall back asleep.) I probably should have snuck in a nap while the girls were sleeping, but I couldn’t. I wanted to — and still want to –keep reveling in the glory and possibility and excitement of what happened last night. 

 The girls woke up while I was mid-video, and I ignored them a little longer than I probably should have. In an interesting reversal of roles, Elsa was the one champing at the bit to get out of her crib and enjoy the rest of the afternoon, while Clio was acting sleepy and sulky. I let her chill there for a little while longer, and brought Elsa into my office, where we watched the rest of the video I’d been looking at: the crowd in Grant Park, erupting upon hearing the news that Obama was the projected winner. 

 Elsa clapped her hands and grinned and yelled “yay! yay!” And I told her yes — yay! – something really exciting has happened. And someday you’ll understand just how exciting it is. But it also occurred to me that Elsa and Clio, and millions of other children like them, may never really comprehend the jubilation and relief that most of our country — and the world – experienced last night. They won’t have lived through the fear and division of the Bush era. The first American president they’ll know and remember, for the rest of their lives, will be an African American man. They’ll think it’s the norm. They’ll think, “why was it such a big deal?” And that, in some ways, is a beautiful thing. 

 I’ve been getting teary and emotional all day, and watching the videos this afternoon was no exception. I cried as I held Elsa on my lap. Smiled and laughed and cried and rocked. When I am depressed, I feel it strongly and unpleasantly in my chest — a tightness, a pressure. A frequent need to take a big breath and sigh. Today, I was able to co-opt that feeling for something good. I was able to assign it fullness and joy. 

 When Elsa looked up and saw that I was crying this afternoon, she put her little palm (splat!) against my face again, and said, ”Mommy sad?”  

 No, I told her, grinning like I haven’t grinned in several weeks. Mommy’s very, very happy. 

 Of Church-hopping and Child-ignoring

By roper | November 10th, 2008 at 8:15 pm Comments38
A while back, I wrote about how we might have found a Unitarian Universalist congregation that we’d like to join.  My background is Protestant, and Alastair is from a mixed marriage, Jewish and Protestant, and neither of us are particulary religious, but we like the idea of being a part of a spiritual community of some sort — particularly for the girls’ sake. We dig the vibe and values of the UU church, and Alastair has started getting more involved with the UU world through his music. 

 Unfortunately, we’ve become disenchanted with the church where we were testing the waters, and have started to shop around. This is the beauty of living in the Boston area — there is a UU church in pretty much every town. Yesterday, we visited a new congregation, which we really liked. But since we’re talking religion, can I make a confession? Easily 50% of my motivation for wanting to go to church these days is the free childcare. (If Unitarians believed in hell, I’m sure I would be headed there.) 

 Of course, this weekend I was definitely in the mood for some spiritual solace, too. The latest battle with the big D rages on unabated. Friday, I could literally barely get out of bed for most of the day. That is a new low for me — the less said about it, the better. Saturday was not quite as bad, and by Sunday, I was obviously feeling functional enough to get out the door and go to a brand new church where I would (egad) have to make eye contact with people I didn’t know. I was weepy during the service, but I attribute only half of that to depression, and half to the fact that the whole service focused on Obama’s victory. Even the minister was getting choked up while reading excerpts from his election night speech.

 But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that it was a beautiful thing to be able to drop the girls off in the church nursery — for FREE! — and relax and reflect for the next hour, knowing they were just steps away, in good hands. The nursery was full of toys, lots of other little kids and toddlers, and a few wonderful volunteers, most moms themselves, who welcomed the girls warmly and effectively distracted them as we left.  

 As we walked up the stairs to the sanctuary, I said to Alastair, “Maybe we should just forget the service and go get some brunch.” He said, “We should figure out what time all the different churches in a five mile radius have their services and stagger it so we just go from church to church all morning.” I said we should think about going to a synagogue, too, so we’d get a break on Saturday mornings as well.  

 All of which leads to the issue which, I suppose, is at the heart of this post: the strange contradiction of how much fun it is to be with our girls and yet, how difficult and tiring it can be, and what a relief it is to have a break. 

 I think the demands of looking after and entertaining the girls are, in part, why the weekends have been harder for me during this recent bout of depression. Monday through Thursday, I work the majority of the time, and just watch the girls on Wednesday afternoon. Thursday afternoon, the sitter comes. But Friday through Sunday, there’s no structure and no sitter. It’s just us and them and a whole lotta time to fill. Not to mention the many little weekend chores we need to get done. Add in rain or cold, and it’s even harder.

 We’re going to try to add a little more structure in the coming months, as the weather deteriorates — we’re about to register for swim lessons, and I’m going to look into library storytimes, etc. Maybe a music class, if we can find one that’s not too pricey. I’d even consider having the sitter come every Saturday or Sunday afternoon, but aside from the expense, I’d honestly just feel too guilty about it. 

 Is this just a twin parent thing? Or just a depressed twin parent thing? Do other folks out there simultaneously love and dread spending extended stretches of time with their toddlers? (And/or exploit religious institutions as a means of relief?) I never knew I could enjoy being a parent so much and at the same time so strongly crave time for myself. How on earth do you stay-at-home moms out there do it?

 

I like these guys. They’re funny guys!

By roper | November 13th, 2008 at 9:15 pm Comments17
First person to get the title reference gets a big, virtual high-five. (No Googling allowed!) 

 In this post, however, I’m referring to Elsa and Clio, who — as I was reminded yesterday — are two very funny little girls. Exasperating at times, yes. But also extremely entertaining. Clio seems to actively try to be silly, with funny faces and noises and goofy antics. Her humor tends toward the absurdist. Last night at dinner, for example, she decided it was very funny to pretend she was asleep. 

Elsa doesn’t work the comedy angle quite as intentionally as Clio (though she thinks Clio is a riot); she just does things that happen to make us laugh. Example: in the past few days, she has discovered how to use her eyebrows. So now she periodically makes this absurd frowning, glaring face that makes her look like a cross between Bonnie Blue Butler and Sam the Eagle. (I’m just full of outdated pop culture references today, aren’t I?) She hasn’t yet started connecting the expression with anger or sulkiness. She just does it randomly, as she did several times last night during dinner:

The other funny thing they’re doing is adding the suffix “-bama” (as in O) to other people’s names. When we ask Clio, “Who’s the president?” (yeah, yeah, president-elect) she will usually say “Brock-o-bama.” But then she’ll frequently launch into “Mommy-bama, Daddy-bama, Sessa-bama, Kio-bama…”  Just goes to show what a good campaigner Obama was, I suppose. Even toddlers got the message that the election wasn’t about him. It was about all of us!
They have also learned the word “funny,” so now when we laugh at something they do or say, they’ll often say “funny! funny!” When they’re a little older, we’ll explain to them that a good comedian doesn’t point out her own jokes. But for now, we’ll let it slide. It’s just good to see that our kids appear to be as appreciative of silliness and humor as their parents are. Laughter has always been a big part of Alastair’s and my relationship, and I hope that it will always be a big part of how our little nuclear family relates, too. (With the understanding, of course, that for several years in their teens, the girls will probably think that NOTHING we say is funny.)

Yesterday was really the first time in several weeks that I was truly, genuinely able to enjoy and appreciate the girls’ company; to laugh and be playful with them. Not that I haven’t remembered throughout this spell of depression that they are sweet and fun and all the rest. But one of the symptoms of depression — and it’s a big one for me — is not being able to take pleasure in the things that your normally do. I might know in my rational mind that something pleasurable or fun is happening, but I don’t really feel it the way I normally would. At the same time, I’m painfully aware of this fact, and it makes me sad and frustrated and annoyed. I have missed my girls these past weeks.

It’s hard to explain what it’s like to someone who hasn’t experienced clinical depression, but imagine walking around all day inside a cube made of thick, dirty glass. (With leg holes, I guess….?) You can sort of see your life out there, and you can sort of do the things you need to do, but everything is muted and dark and dull. And you’re tired. Because this cube you’re wearing is really fucking heavy and cumbersome, and there’s not quite enough air to breathe inside it. But no matter how hard you bang your fists against the glass, it will not break or even crack. You are trapped inside.  (A better writer might come up with a lovelier metaphor — a bell jar, perhaps — but I’m sticking to my big goddamned dirty glass cube.)

Anyway, yesterday I felt better than I had in quite a while. I happen to think it was because I had an acupuncture treatment the night before. Got the ole Liver Qi moving. As a result, I felt motivated enough to take a run, which I think further lifted my mood. All those endorphins and whatnot. I am not out of the woods yet, and I fear there may be more not-so-great days before I can fully step out of the dark, step into the light. But even one afternoon of feeling relatively normal and being capable of delighting in my children’s company is a great relief.

Rain, rain, go away.

By roper | November 17th, 2008 at 4:09 pm Comments29
And please don’t come again another day. Do you have any idea how hard it is to keep two nearly-two-year-olds occupied when playgrounds, petting zoos and the back yard are off the table? Do you know that with the exception of going to the library (30 minutes’ entertainment, tops) or to someone else’s house for a playdate (which requires painstaking advance scheduling and hopes that everyone is germ-free) toddler-friendly indoor activities generally require dropping serious amounts of cash? 

It was (yet another) mostly rainy weekend here in the Greater Boston Area, and we were challenged accordingly to figure out things to do with the girls to keep them and ourselves from going stir crazy. It went a little something like this:

On Friday morning, we had a legitimate errand: we went on our first official preschool visit. (!!) That was great, and the girls totally dove right in, playing with the toys, climbing in the play area, etc. But all told, it took up about an hour. Legos, Play-doh, crayons and Sesame Street got us through to lunch and naptime. In the afternoon, while I took my requisite depression sufferer’s 2-hour nap (my little mid-week mood boost didn’t last), Alastair took the girls to our nearest indoor play gym, Together in Motion, along with every other parent in Arlington, Somerville, Cambridge and Medford. He came back looking rather like Wile E. Coyote after a TNT mishap. 

On Saturday morning — still raining — I suggested we go to the mall. For no other reason than it was somewhere to go. As it turns out, a mall is a good place to go with toddlers. The escalators were a source of endless fascination. There were lots of loud, battery-powered things to play with in the toy store  and a play table in the Lego store. We skipped the play area at the food court, which was swarming with kids (we clearly weren’t the only parents using the mall as a source of rainy-day entertainment) and wandered down toward Santa’s prematurely erected holiday photo/torture compound (I’m pretty sure that’s what it’s called) where there was a string quartet playing (premature) holiday music. The girls loved that — they danced and spun around and clapped, looking like wind-up toys. 

We also attempted lunch at the mall’s Rainforest Cafe. This was against our better judgement, but it just seemed to be going so smoothly — the girls loved the big fish tanks and all the monkeys and birds and things hanging from the ceiling in the waiting / retail area. We were seated fairly quickly, and there were free crayons, which the girls were totally psyched about. But right after we’d sat down, all hell broke loose, in the form of a simulated “storm.” Thunder, lightning, mechanical apes bellowing, birds squawking, pythons hissing. Clio and Elsa totally lost their shit. We carried them out screaming, and retreated upstairs to the brightly-lit, gorilla-free food court, where a rotating billboard sign was all the entertainment they needed: Doggie! (An ad for some new Disney movie) and then a few seconds later, Shoes! A few more seconds — Doggie!! Shoes! Doggie! Shoes! Who needs animatronic snakes and $12 hamburgers?

I had the girls on my own all afternoon, and we managed to keep ourselves entertained between board books and Curious George and a visit from a friend of mine. But when the sitter arrived at 5:30 so I could go to Alastair’s early gig at a local bar, I was out of there like a shot. 

We had a plan in place for Sunday: we’d borrowed our friends’ passes to the Museum of Science, and planned to spend the morning there, then Alastair would take the girls for the afternoon, when the weather was supposed to improve. The MOS is a great place to bring kids — the Discovery Center area is a total hands-on, toddler and kid-friendly smorgasbord of fine and gross motor skill fun. Other areas of the museum have live animals, tons of interactive exhibits, etc. Again, crowded, and expensive if you don’t have a membership (or a friend’s membership to bogart). Also, definitely a two-parent activity if you’ve got twins. (Like so many things.)

Unfortunately, our museum visit was cut short on account of my mental health, or lack thereof. My doctor recently prescribed another drug to help “boost” the effect of the antidepressants I take, since the increased dose doesn’t seem to be working, and I had taken the first one the night before. All day, I was like a zombie. Seriously, I felt like I’d been lobotomized. I was going through the motions of normal life, but it was like I was controlling a video-game version of myself. I had no inner monologue, no desire or motivation to do anything. I was also drowsy and slightly dizzy. It seems crazy that one pill could have such an effect, and maybe it’s something that would have lessened over time, but I would rather look at other options before willingly taking the undead route. 

Anyway.

I will end this rather rambly post (I think I’ve still got a bit of a zombie hangover today) with a plea to you, my ever-wise and helpful readers: what do YOU do with your toddler-ish kids when it’s rainy / cold / etc.? Low-cost and Boston-area-specific ideas are particularly appreciated, but all are welcome — even novel at-home activities. Things that one parent alone can handle with twins are also particularly helpful. And while you’re at it, how about solving the global financial crisis? Thanks!

 T-I-M-E O-U-T

By roper | November 20th, 2008 at 2:30 am Comments26
You’re probably all familiar with the need to spell out certain words in front of your toddlers once they pick up that pesky habit of understanding English. Woe to the parent who foolishly utters the word C-O-O-K-I-E without the intent of immediately handing one over to any small child within earshot. And don’t mention that you’re going to take your kids to the P-L-A-Y-G-R-O-U-N-D unless you intend to go THAT VERY SECOND.  

But certain words, you would think, are safe to say aloud — things that kids aren’t interested in, like “credit card,” “recycling,” or “corkscrew.” Or things that pertain to them, but that they don’t find particularly appealing and aren’t likely to start begging for, like “crib” or “time-out.” Right? Well, yes. Except ixnay on that last one in the Baby Squared household.

We’ve been attempting to institute the practice of giving the girls a “time-out” when they push or hit each other, throw food on the floor, or grab toys away from each other in a patently aggressive manner. We haven’t had to do it that many times, and when we have, it has tended to be with Elsa. 

Unfortunately, the girls don’t quite seem to grasp concept of a time-out. That is to say, they LOVE it. They seem to think it’s some kind of cool privilege to get to sit on a chair by the window and do nothing. Which is why, if Alastair and I want to discuss the topic of time-outs in the company of Elsa and Clio, we have to avoid the word itself, lest we are faced with two toddlers whining and begging for a time-out.

Obviously, it doesn’t work terribly well as a threat, either. The other day, when Elsa was throwing food onto the floor and I warned her that if she did it again she’d get a time out, she started saying “Time out! Time out!” and pointing over at the time-out chair. What was I supposed to do? Punish her by NOT giving her a time-out? Then, of course, Clio wanted a time-out, too. So, after helping Elsa down from the time-out chair (in spite of her protests) I let Clio sit there too. Clio also wanted her baby to have a time out. “Baby sit? Baby time out?” 

 In retrospect, I probably shouldn’t have let them have time-outs for “fun.” (Let alone document the incident on film for blogging purposes.) But it was either that or let Elsa sit there and whine and/or continue to fling food, and then risk a Clio meltdown because we didn’t let her have a “turn” at timeout. We’ve been working so hard on the idea of taking turns; how is she supposed to understand that she gets a turn with toys, but she doesn’t get a turn at the awesomecool time-out game?

I suppose this is mostly a function of the fact that the girls still find it highly exciting to sit in “grown-up” chairs — or any chair, for that matter. I’m wondering if it might help to move time-outs to a less appealing, more out-of-the way location. On the floor in the front hall? On the stairs? This would also help solve the problem of the girls bringing each other toys while they’re on time-out. (Gates can be closed.) But the challenge, then, is being able to keep an eye on both girls at once. And, ironically, they would be far less likely to actually stay in time-out if it was somewhere they didn’t like. See the vicious circle?

And then sometimes I wonder if they’re just not ready for time-outs at all. But I feel like we have to start enforcing some kind of consequence for bad behavior, beyond just scolding and explaining, which doesn’t seem to have much staying power. Ah well. It’s not like they’re shoplifting cigarettes or sniffing white-out, or whatever it is the kids are into these days. Hopefully, by the time we get there, we’ll have put a little bit of the fear of God into ‘em.

Finally, for those of you following the ongoing, not very dramatic saga of this depressive episode I’ve been having (sorry, couldn’t think of a better segue. Something about spelling out S-S-R-I ?) here’s the update: I don’t want to jinx myself, but I have had two and a half solid days now of feeling darn near like myself. I wouldn’t say I’m at 100% yet, but definitely somewhere between 80 and 90%. And God, it’s great. It’s kind of like being in zero-gravity all of a sudden. Simple, everyday things that were painful to undertake a couple of weeks ago – making dinner, chatting with co-workers, putting the girls to bed – seem suddenly, amazingly easy; even pleasant. 

And the more serious things that I missed — having the urge and ability to write (other than here), being able to joke around and be affectionate with Alastair, being able to be a more fully engaged, silly, loving Mom — feel almost miraculously satisfying. I guess in some weird, backward way, that’s a perk of depression? It makes you appreciate just how great life is when you’re not depressed (even if not everything your life is great).

I’ve said it in my comments, but I’ll say it again here, because I know not everyone reads the comments: thank you, thank you, THANK YOU for all your support, advice and understanding — silent and otherwise – as I’ve struggled through these past weeks. It helps immensely. (And I am so happy to know that I may be helping a few other folks out there, too.)

 

The Bean Box, and Other Delights

By roper | November 23rd, 2008 at 9:29 pm  Comments11
Phew. Just made it through an entire weekend — well, Thursday afternoon through today — on my own with the girls, temperatures outside in the 20s, without going insane. 

Knowing Alastair was going to be away, that the weather was not going to be outdoor-activity-friendly, and that I was fighting a cold and a potential backslide into depression (I won on both fronts – Yahoo!) I planned out the whole weekend ahead of time. I lined up a trip to our local family network’s drop-in playgroup, a playdate, a birthday party, a few hours of sitter time, and a friend over for takeout and a movie one of the evenings. It may sound a little anal and ridiculous, but I’ve decided that planning really is key to not going nutso over the weekends, especially when the weather sucks, and double-especially when Alastair is away. Structure, structure, structure! 

I also created a new indoor ”toy” for the gals, inspired by some of the suggestions you offered up in response to one of my posts from last week: the Bean Box. It is, as you might suspect, a box full of dried beans (I know; clever name, right? I’m a writer and stuff.) It’s something of a variation on the indoor sandbox idea, except it doesn’t take up as much room, and can be put away when playtime is over. Here’s what you do: take a shallow box of some sort and put it on the kitchen floor, dump a few bags of dried beans into it (I used chick peas, kidney beans and intriguingly speckled Romas), add bowls, shovels, scoops and other containers, and you’ve got yourself at least a half hour’s worth of toddler-tainment. 

 Bonus: only minimal parental involvement is required with the Bean Box ™. I played with the girls for a little while, showing them how to scoop the beans into bowls, pour them from one bowl to another, etc. but they were just as happy to sit and play on their own. I just occasionally intervened when there were getting to be more beans on the floor than in the box. 

That’s the one drawback of this activity: It’s kinda messy. But in a relatively clean way. You just sweep the beans up, along with whatever else is on your kitchen floor, dump ’em back into the box, and go back to your magazine or your cup of coffee or your Facebook account or whatever. 

 If the box is big enough, your kids can also play “bath” in it, as demonstrated by Elsa, below.

 The Bean Box ™, if nothing else, is pretty sound evidence that I am out of my depression. A few weeks ago, I would never have had the motivation or creative capacity to do even something as basic as this. Or, if I had done it (which I wouldn’t have), it would have felt like a miserable and exhausting trial: I have to go to the STORE to buy beans? And then figure out what to put them in? And then…ugh…CLEAN THEM UP? The very thought of it would have nauseated me. 

But in reality, I am totally the kind of person who would cheerfully whip up a Bean Box ™ for her kids, and reap satisfaction from its success, as I am doing now. It’s great to feel like that person again. 
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 Thankful

By roper | November 26th, 2008 at 1:00 pm  Comments8
I could offer up a predictable litany of things I’m thankful for — my family, my friends, my health, my relative financial security, the results of the presidential election, etc. etc. But let’s face it: that would be kinda boring. So, I thought I’d mention ten of the stranger and less obvious things that I’m thankful for this year, while attempting to stay within the topic(s) of this blog. In no particular order:

1. I’m thankful that I’m not pregnant. Right now, so many of our friends are having — or gearing up to have — their second child. I’m terribly happy for them, but every time I hear the news, I can’t help smiling to myself and thinking: thank GOD it ain’t me! I never wished or hoped to have twins, but I did always want two children, and now that I’ve had them both in one fell swoop, I’m really appreciating the efficiency of it. I get tired just thinking about going through the whole newborn-sleepless-nights-constant-nursing thing again, so soon. And I can’t imagine having both a toddler and a newborn. Then, I guess I automatically think about what it would be like to have two toddlers and a newborn, since that’s what I would have. And that would obviously be a lot crazier. But still. I’m very happy not to be expecting. (Congrats to all of you who are — I’ll bring you a casserole.) 

2. I’m thankful that Elsa and Clio are such good sleepers. Except for Clio’s occasional nap boycotts and early wake-up spates, the girls really are amazing. They sleep twelve hours every night with little or no night waking, and take a two-hour nap after lunch. This means that we can pretty much count on having an evening to ourselves, get a good night’s sleep, and have a bit of a break in the middle of each day. I am very much aware that this won’t last, and am therefore very consciously grateful for how somno-rific life is now. (Another reason for #1 on the list.)

 3.  I’m thankful for PBS’s Curious George (and being able to DVR it). I don’t know what it is about that little monkey and the enigmatic man with the yellow hat (How old is he? Where does he work? Is he gay? Why the hat?), but that show, like no other, can get the girls to chill out, calm down and laugh in the midst of even their crankiest, whiniest, most exasperating moods. It leaves them much mellower afteward, too. Whatever works, right? 

4. I’m thankful that I finally got a permit parking space at work. Because now I don’t have to deal with the parking garage and the 10 minute walk from the garage to the office, which is particularly horrible in the dead of winter, when the wind is whipping in off of Boston harbor. And it may sound ridiculous, but even just 15-20 minutes of extra time per day in my jam-packed life feels like a major bonus. That’s over an hour per week! The thrill will wear off soon, no doubt — probably the first time I have to go out and scrape seagull poop and/or ice off my windshield. (The one disadvantage of not parking in a garage.) But for now, I’m enjoying the novelty. 

5. I’m thankful for fruit, and the fact that it is somewhat nutritious. Because there are days when it is literally the only non-carb food that I can get Elsa and Clio to eat. Apples, grapes, oranges, bananas, melon, canned peaches, pineapple, pears — you name it. They will devour it happily. I really need to start getting more creative about hiding vegetables in stuff. Luckily — inexplicably — the girls are also quite fond of broccoli, so at least we get some of that into them fairly often. But easily 50% of their food intake, in terms of sheer mass, has got to be fruit. (And Elsa still gets constipated.) 

6. I’m thankful for online bill pay, self-scanning and checkout at the supermarket, drive-up ATMs, prescriptions-by-mail, and all the other conveniences of the modern American consumer landscape that actually save time and make life easier.  (Hm. I think I just plagiarized a brochure I wrote once for a client at work….)
7. I’m thankful for antidepressants. Even though they have not been as effective for me this year as they have in years past, I still don’t know how I would get by without them, or the hope of recovery that they offer. Not that I don’t appreciate the value of things like exercise, nutrition, positive thinking, therapy, B vitamins and all the rest in managing depression. But at the end of the day — fork over the pharmaceuticals.

8. I’m thankful that Elsa and Clio are finally past the phase of putting everything in their mouths. Except for crayons, play-doh, rocks….OK. Maybe they’re not entirely past that phase. But they’re a lot better than they used to be. As a result, we don’t have to be constantly moving things out of their reach. It also opens up a new realm of play possibilities. The Bean Box, for example, would not have been possible a few months ago. We still have to keep our cat’s food and water dishes up on the kitchen table where the girls can’t reach them, but I’m hoping that in the near future we’ll be able to get it through their small heads that the kitty’s food is not for them, and put the dishes back on the floor. (Because I’m not kooky and eccentric enough to love the idea of cats on the kitchen table.)

9. I’m thankful that my parents agreed to take the girls overnight this Friday.  It’s going to be Alastair’s and my first-ever night together away from the little ‘uns. We’re staying at a B&B in Camden, Maine — one of my favorite places in the world — and have dinner reservations at a restaurant on the harbor that is supposed to be fantastic. Throughout the many years of our relationship pre-children, one of our favorite things to do was walk aimlessly around towns and villages of the “quaint New England” variety: Bar Harbor, Portsmouth, Marblehead, Northampton. I am extremely excited to have a chance to do it again — although, no doubt, all we’ll do the whole time is talk about Elsa and Clio. 

10. I’m thankful for you, my readers. For the advice, opinions, questions, support and community that you offer up here. Not to mention your tolerance and appreciation of my somewhat erratic blogging style. Have a safe, happy and otherwise excellent Thanksgiving. See you next week. 

Two times two equals f#&%

By roper | December 2nd, 2008 at 2:02 am  Comments16
We had a nice Thanksgiving weekend. Really, we did. There was lots of good food and no family drama. We got some serious, slothful relaxation in, too: the night before Thanksgiving, at my brother’s house, we drank wine, ate pizza, and watched five straight hours of Top Chef. I’ve decided I’m going to start talking to Elsa and Clio like one of the contestants to get them more interested in their food: “What I’ve done here is taken circular oat cereal, rustled it into a bowl and then quickly doused it with just the right amount of fresh, cold milk. Finally, I’ve topped it off with some thinly-sliced, ripe banana. Enjoy.”
We also had twenty-eight glorious child-free hours together on the Maine coast, which we spent doing the sort of things we used to do way back when: browsing in shops, eating more frequently than is biologically necessary, talking about everything from our college days to our future plans to how Abraham Lincoln won the Republican nomination. (A. is reading Team of Rivals.) We were silly and stupid and flirty. And man, it was nice to go to sleep in a big, soft, king-size antique bed and not have to negotiate which one of us was going to get up with the girls in the morning.

Though I can’t say I really *missed* the girls, by the time we headed back to my parents’ house, I was eager to see them. They greeted us with bright smiles, said “Mommy Daddy here!”, let us kiss them, and then proceeded to have total, screaming meltdowns. Both of them. 

I don’t remember what exactly triggered said meltdowns — maybe it was just release of pent up emotion having to do with our being gone – but I’ve come to believe that getting at the root cause of a tantrum is not terribly relevant when you’re dealing with an (almost) two-year-old. Once they go into that mode, fugghetaboutit. Giving them back the crayons that you took away, letting them eat the third cookie they wanted, picking them back up after you put them down against their wishes — useless. Pretty much NOTHING can comfort them. Things just have to play themselves out. 

This is especially true of Clio, who has more intense and frequent freakouts than Elsa. (Elsa can be a bit of a drama queen, but she’s also easier to calm down and comfort, and has been since she was a newborn.) Once Clio gets going, there’s no stopping her. (Also the case since day one.) When she’s in this state, she doesn’t know what she wants, or how to feel better, and rejects everything we try. We pick her up, she screams “Down now! Down now!” We put her down and she screams “picka up! picka up!” She pushes or flings away anything we try to give her — a toy, a snack, a cup of milk. The only thing to do, it seems, is to put her in her crib with her pacifier until she collects herself. In other words, a textbook “time out.” 

It felt like there were a lot of tantrums this weekend, both small and large. A lot of intra-sibling bickering. And they both constantly wanted to be picked up, or to sit on our laps. Part of it, I think, was the fact that they’re both getting over colds. Also, Clio appears to have a big old bicuspid busting its way through her gums. The change of scene and routine may also have contributed to their fragile states. But I’m afraid the larger truth is that the terrible two’s have arrived. And it’s going to be rough. 

Dealing with one toddler’s whining / stubbornness / neediness / etc. is challening enough. But when you’ve got two going at the same time — or even one in a bad mood and one in a good mood, but still wanting attention — hoo boy. Both Alastair and I lost our cool at times over this past weekend. We yelled. We handled inanimate objects more roughly than was necessary. We shouted “Serenity Now!” (Well, I did, anyway.)

I hate that stressed-out, angry, powerless, exasperated feeling. Heart pounding, nerves frayed, temper short. I can almost feel my skin wrinkling, my hair turning gray. I wish I could take it all more lightly and easily – respond with more humor, grace and patience. I wish I knew how to keep them happy more of the time, or help them more effectively when they’re not. But sometimes it’s just so damned hard.

Table for Two

By roper | December 4th, 2008 at 10:28 pm  Comments12
So, yesterday, like a naughty, impatient kid, I opened one of the girls’ Christmas presents early. It’s a cute little folding table and chairs I’d ordered from Leaps and Bounds. I was going to wait and set it up for Christmas morning — maybe put some dolls in the chairs, or something; the kind of thing Santa used to do at my house when I was a kid. But I didn’t.

The thing is, we’ve been having trouble getting Elsa and Clio to sit in their high chairs at the dining room table lately. They frequently want to sit in the ”big girl” chairs, but those chairs are too low without a booster seat and too tippy with. Clio is also going through a phase of wanting to be on our laps while she eats, (sit-a mommy? sit-a mommy?) which is not a pattern we want to get into. Particularly because then Elsa gets jealous and wants to sit on a lap, too. 

So, I thought that maybe being able to sit at their own little table would help. Also, they woke up early from their nap and it was too cold to go outside and I was bored, OK? Merry Christmas! 

The first thing the girls did was push the chairs around for a while. Because they are currently obsessed with anything that can be pushed or wheeled around. (You should see our floors.) Then, I set them up to color with crayons. Within seconds, Elsa had scribbled on both the table and the seat of her chair and started yelling “Me mup! Me mup!” (Translation: Clean up! Clean up!) The girl loves “cleaning” things almost as much as she likes messing them up.

Later, I actually did give the girls their dinner at the table, in the middle of our kitchen, all the while spouting lots of pro-table propaganda, like “don’t you love your new table?” and “what big girls you are, sitting at your own table!” etc. etc.  It went reasonably well. But there are two main problems: 1.) The girls can get in and out of the chairs on their own, and did several times during the meal. 2.) The table is lightweight enough that they can — and did – push it back and forth at each other repeatedly, laughing laughing laughing until somebody, inevitably, pushed too hard and pissed the other one off. 

So, it’s still an experiment, this eating at their own table thing. Maybe it won’t work out. But I feel very good about the purchase. It’ll be great for arts and crafts type stuff, games, kiddie bridge parties, etc. It’s nice to be able to set them up in the kitchen, where there is always other stuff to be done. And I love the fact that the table and chairs fold, so we can stash them away when we’re not using them. They’re also very nice looking and of good quality, all for what I think was a pretty reasonable price. (I’m not getting paid to plug this product, I swear!)

I guess I feel a little lame about jumping the Christmas gun. On the other hand, it’s not like they really *get* the idea of Christmas yet – or presents for that matter, right? It’s funny — I’ve really enjoyed picking out a few presents for the girls for Christmas, but it’s also a little frustrating knowing  they won’t really recognize them as being special treats, on a special day. No gleeful cries of “thank you mommy!” and “it’s just what I wanted!” (Not that furniture generally evokes this sort of response from children anyway….) Ah well. Next year, maybe?

No means no — usually.

By roper | December 8th, 2008 at 7:18 pm  Comments21
I’m finding that one of the toughest parts about parenting nearly-two-year-olds is deciding when and when not to let them have their way, and how to maintain some semblance of consistency while also being flexible. Obviously, in some cases, there’s no room for negotiation: no, you can’t go outside without a jacket; no, you can’t play with that steak knife; no, you can’t borrow the car. 

But so much of the time it’s a judgment call. Last night, for example, I made the girls a nutritious and colorful dinner of veggie burger, sweet potato fries and green beans — all foods that they generally like. I gave them ketchup for dipping, too. (It’s a vegetable!) But they wouldn’t eat any of it. (Well, Elsa ate some of the ketchup.) Then Clio started asking for applesauce. Elsa, of course, joined in. (Which is frustrating because I think, given time, she might have actually eaten her dinner.) 

I tried the whole “you can have applesauce if you eat one bite of veggie burger and one bean” approach, but I honestly don’t think the girls quite grasp the logic of delayed gratification yet. In the end, after much whining (from both them and me) I folded and gave them applesauce. They both ate, like, two giant bowls of it. So they were obviously hungry. But not for veggie burger, beans and sweet potato fries with ketchup. (Note: I also tried getting them to dip their sweet potato fries, etc. in the applesauce, but they just licked it off. Foiled!)

Did I do the wrong thing? Should I have refused to give in? Sent them to bed, then served them their untouched dinners the next morning, cold, a la Mommie Dearest? Or are you supposed to not worry too much about what your kids at this age eat at any one meal, as long as they get some protein, vitamins and fiber in over the course of the day?

Another dilemma: to pick up, or not to pick up? For the past few weeks, Clio has been constantly wanting to be held. And she’s rarely content to simply sit on a lap — she wants you to pick her up and stand or walk around with her, and will cry and whine until you do. Believe me, I love holding my girls in my arms, and love that they take comfort in being close to me. But you can only carry a hefty, applesauce-fed toddler around for so long. Then there’s the problem of the second toddler getting jealous and wanting to be picked up, too — something I can no longer physically do without endangering all three of us.  

 So,what to do? Do I pick Clio up whenever she wants me to, as long as it’s logistically possible, or is it OK to set some limits? As in, “mommy is eating her lunch right now, so she can’t pick you up, but when she’s finished, she will.” (As if saying stuff like that actually works.) Or, more realistically, “Mommy has been carrying you around for the past ten minutes and though she’s not quite sure what a hernia is, she suspects she may be in danger of getting one unless she puts you down RIGHT NOW.” 

My ever-wise husband thinks that our approach, in general, should be not to be too quick to say no (choose our battles, in other words) but to stick to our guns once we decide to say it. I tend to agree, though it’s obviously much easier said than done. The whining and screaming of my children frequently drowns out the calm, rational voice inside my head that’s telling me to stand firm. 

I can just imagine it, years from now: Clio and Elsa telling their therapists how sometimes I would let them have two cookies, and other times I only let them have one. Sometimes we would play the “Banana Phone” song over and over again, per their request, and sometimes we’d tell them to sit tight and just listen to the rest of the CD.  “How were we supposed to establish a sense of self when the sands beneath our feet were so constantly and relentlessly shifting? How could we learn to trust or respect anyone when we couldn’t even trust whether or not we were going to get a second Fig Newton?” 
To future Elsa and Clio (and their therapist), once again: I apologize.

Elsa the Elder

By roper | December 11th, 2008 at 3:06 am  Comments6
I sometimes wonder if Elsa realizes that she is nine minutes older, one inch taller and two pounds heavier than Clio and acts accordingly, or if her big-sisterly tendencies are just a function of her personality. 

 She has always been physically dominant, frequently subjecting Clio to not-necessarily-consensual wrestling matches, bear hugs and other manhandling. Usually her intent is playful, but there are times when she’s agressive: muscling Clio out of her little armchair so she can sit in it instead. Shoving her in disputes over toys. Your typical bullying, big sister behavior. (Not that Clio is necessarily entirely innocent in every instance…)

 But she is increasingly taking on a more nurturing and protective role with Clio, which I find very sweet. This morning, for example, she tried to put Clio’s socks on, and tonight she tried to put her bib on for her at dinner. She likes to help wash Clio’s hair in the bathtub. Clio seems generally appreciative of and amused by this kind of thing, though there have been times where she’s gotten annoyed and we’ve had to remind Elsa that Clio is not, in fact, her own life-sized doll.

 And recently, she’s been extremely conscious of making sure that whatever she has, Clio has, too. For example, if I give Elsa her cup, she immediately says “Clio cup,” and insists that I give Clio hers as well, stat. Sometimes Clio doesn’t even want the thing that Elsa insists I give her, which can be problematic. (“I know you want me to give Clio her toy broom too, sweetie, but I don’t think the girl particularly wants to do housework right now…”) 

 The amateur early childhood development psychologist in me — who generally has little to no idea what she’s talking about — suspects that this behavior isn’t purely altruistic in nature; that it has something to do with routine and predictability and a consciousness of how things work in her twinned world: she knows that, generally, if she is given something, Clio will be given one, too, and is demonstrating that awareness and/or trying to exert some sense of control or will over the situation. 

 On the other hand, I like to think that on some level she really is looking out for Clio. Sometimes, when I go in to check on the girls while they’re sleeping, and I adjust Elsa’s blankets or make sure her pacifier is within reach, she’ll say — while still mostly asleep — “Clio.” As if to tell me – and I really do think this is what she means — that I should be sure to go over and check on Clio, too. Which, of course, I do.

 Funny – this constant awareness of an other, a counterpart, that twins grow up with. I can’t imagine what it’s like, but I’m guessing it has a lasting effect on twin siblings’ relationships with each other, and maybe their relationships with other people as well. It’s fascinating to watch it develop.

Season’s greetings and goodbyes

By roper | December 13th, 2008 at 5:49 pm  Comments10
For several years now, around the holidays, the ad agency where I work has had a little afternoon Christmas party for people’s kids, including a visit from Santa (a.k.a one of our graphic designers, who has naturally Santa-like attributes, and actually does the Santa gig professionally this time of year). 

We’ve sort of introduced the character of Santa Claus to the girls, through books and things. I was hoping that when we brought them in for the party yesterday, maybe they’d make the connection between the guy in the red suit they’d seen pictures of and the guy in the red suit sitting there in the conference room. Barring that, I thought maybe they’d agree to sit on his lap, seeing as both of their grandfathers have beards, and the idea of being held by a big, hairy guy wouldn’t be too scary to them. But no. 

They were, not surprisingly, rather spooked by the whole thing. (I should have some pictures to share in a few days.) But they loo-o-o-o-ved the Christmas music, the cookies, and the juice boxes — which they are gradually becoming more proficient at drinking from. Not easy to master, the juice box. Hold it just a little too tightly and you’ve got yourself a real situation. And that bendy straw can be tricky…Several times I had to help the girls when they were attempting to suck on the bend of it, instead of the end of it.

It was a nice little gathering, but also bittersweet, which is the real thing I wanted to write about today. I had trouble keeping the tears back, and I don’t think I was alone. There was someone who would have and should have been there with her 1-1/2 year old baby boy (I’m pretty sure they would have come in spite of being Jewish) but wasn’t. Her name was Melanie, and she’d been one of our traffic managers (sort of like a project manager for those who don’t speak ad agency lingo). She died this past Thursday. She was only 33 years old. 

Her death was strange and unexpected. She had a virus called CMV that’s very common and usually benign, but can be deadly in people with a compromised immune system. Because Mel took immunosuppressants for Crohn’s disease, her body wasn’t strong enough to fight it. She stayed home sick for a couple of weeks starting in late October, then went into the hospital when the virus started to attack her respiratory system. We all knew she was seriously ill, but we just assumed she would eventually get better and come back to work. Of course she would! She was our Mel! So young and energetic — an enthusiastic mom and wife; a constant, cheerful presence in the office. She was part of the fabric of the place.

But she didn’t come back, and she never will, and I can’t quite get my head around it. 

Mel and I weren’t friends outside of work, but when you work with someone day in and day out for years, especially at a small-ish company, they end up feeling almost like family. You bond over crazy clients and ridiculous deadlines. You get annoyed at each other and then forgive each other. You have shared jokes and memories. 

Melanie’s and my pregnancies overlapped, and as the only two new moms in the office at the time, we talked a lot about the ups and downs of being pregnant and taking care of newborns. I gave her my old maternity clothes and my body pillow. She always asked me about Elsa and Clio, and was an occasional reader of this blog, too. 

I guess this is all a little bit off-topic. But I just needed to share this news, and honor Mel somehow. My heart goes out to her husband and son and the rest of her family. And to her, wherever she is.

Party Time, Excellent

By roper | December 15th, 2008 at 9:00 pm  Comments13
Elsa and Clio partied hard this weekend. It was non-stop cookies, apple juice and dresses with tights, plus a little dancing and sugar-high stair-climbing thrown in for good measure. The revelry kicked off on Friday, for Santa’s annual visit to my place of work, as mentioned in my last post.  The girls loved the cookies, the candy canes, the juice boxes, the carpeted stairs to climb on and long halls to run down. But they were definitely suspicious of the man in red. Not that I blame them. I always found the whole picture-with-Santa experience rather harrowing, even when I was much older than Elsa and Clio are now. If they never want to sit on the dude’s lap or tell him what they want for Christmas, it’s fine by me. 
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The partying continued on Saturday morning. Any fans of Steve Almond or former readers of his Baby Daddy blog may be interested to know that Steve and his wife just welcomed a new baby boy, Judah Elijah, to the family. I brought the girls over to the Almond residence for a celebratory brunch and virtual bris (Steve recounted the circumcision, which took place at the hospital, in charming detail). I thought the girls would be excited about seeing a new baby — they like to say “baby,” after all. And they enjoy dragging their baby dolls around the house by their feet, feeding them things, whacking their heads against the refrigerator, etc. But they could have cared less about real-live baby Judah. The paper cups, stirrers and creamers from Dunkin Donuts, on the other hand — woo hoo! And the bagels. My god, did they eat a lot of bagels.

 

We went to yet another party in the afternoon, at my friend Tricia’s house. The girls got antsy in the car on the way there, and I began to wonder if it was a mistake to try to hit two parties in one day, but, in fact, the girls had an awesome time. When we got there, music was blasting in the den, and a whole bunch of kids, mostly boys, aged 3 – 8, were almost literally bouncing off the walls: dancing around, rolling on the ground, slamming into furniture, a’whoopin’ and a’hollerin’. I thought the girls — or at least Clio — would be terrified. But in fact, after observing the madness for a few minutes, they started dancing, too. Elsa even gave a few of her trademark squeals of joy as she busted her moves. I left the room for a few minutes to get some food, and when I came back, Clio was sitting on the couch watching, clapping her hands, grooving to the beat. It was the most comfortable and independent I’ve ever seen either of them at a party. In fact, I even managed to get in some actual, uninterrupted exchanges of 3-5 sentences with other adults! 

 The only issue — as it had been at the other two events — was trying to keep them from eating, er, everything.  They’re both tall enough now that they can reach up and grab things off your standard-sized table, which makes controlling their food intake at parties next to impossible. Elsa scarfed down the equivalent of an entire pineapple (chunked) and at one point
managed to grab a handful of guacumole. Clio alternated between cookies
and crackers. To watch how those two eat at parties, you’d think we starved them. Then again, they’re always happy to eat if it’s 1.) A carbohydrate, cheese or piece of fruit 2.) not served on a plate as part of an actual “meal.” (Maybe, like me, they feel like if you don’t actually sit down to eat it, the calories don’t count?) 

 You would think they would be partied out after all of this, but the next day, they rocked yet another social event — a tree trimming party at my friend Megan’s house. I wasn’t there — I went to Springfield for my co-worker’s funeral — but judging by the pictures they had a fab time:
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 (Doing their Mary-Kate and Ashley impression)

 

 The Line of Childproofing
By roper | December 18th, 2008 at 5:14 pm 

Comments13
It just keeps rising. First, we had to worry about things close to
the floor: electrical outlets, power cords, low cabinets. Gradually, it
rose, and we had to childproof the stove dials, move the stereo out of
reach, and make sure glasses, plates and knives weren’t near the edges of tables. But now, we’ve reached a whole new threshold. Because the girls have figured out how to do this
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Yessirree, that adorable little table and set of chairs we bought for the girls? They have figured out how to move them around and use them to reach new heights of disruption and destruction. This means that basically nothing on the kitchen counters, table or rolling cart, shown above, is out of reach. Which, in turn, means that the girls can’t be left unattended in the kitchen for more than four seconds. (Or attended, for that matter.) We recently took the gate between the kitchen and the dining room down. (That is, it came loose and we were too lazy to fix it and thought, “hey, maybe we don’t really need this anymore.”) But it’s about to go back up. 

 We may need to make some other adjustments, too. The girls are on the brink of being able to turn doorknobs, which means we may need to put childproofing contraptions on the toilet seats. (Yesterday, Elsa got into the bathroom somehow when I wasn’t looking, and came out to me holding up a wet hand and saying “messy! messy!” Fortunately, the toilet HAD been flushed prior to this.) We’ve also got to figure out some way to childproof the utensil drawers in the kitchen — we haven’t been able to find the right kind of hardware yet. What a pain, what a pain.

How much higher and broader will the line of childproofing need to go? Are we going to have to put a lock on the refrigerator? Take framed photos and artwork down off the walls? (They have toy brooms! They could use them to dislodge things!) I kind of feel like I’m living in The Cat in the Hat — a book that always stressed me out, incidentally — with Thing One and Thing Two running around wreaking havoc. I’m the goldfish in the bowl, watching, powerless and horrified. 

 Although, unlike the goldfish, I have legs and arms. Lately, seems like I’m constantly using them to move things out of reach or pull them out of the grasp of curious little hands. Not that I’m always there fast enough. With two toddlers, often moving in different directions, you just can’t always keep up. The other morning I was in a panic because I couldn’t find my keys — some little somebody had taken them off the table to play with and they ended up hidden inside a basket of envelopes and coupons. Yesterday, I noticed that some small person had attempted to take a bite out of a banana — through the peel. And, of course, it goes without saying that the lower branches of our Christmas tree are pretty much nude. (We thought ahead there, and only put unbreakable stuff down low.) 

 This too shall pass, I assume, and they’ll become more fascinated (I hope?) by their own toys and books than with random household gadgets and clutter. Then, of course, they’ll start snooping around in dresser drawers and closets and bookshelves. They’ll make caterpillar houses in the good wine glasses and build forts out of the clean, folded bedsheets. They’ll play dress-up with my make-up, jewelry, and clothes. Or, maybe, as I was, they’ll be traumatized and embarrassed by something they happen to read in one of our books. (It was a very explicit passage in the book Wifey, which I decided one day, at 8 or 9 years old, to peruse. It was by Judy Blume! She wrote Superfudge! Why was she writing about a man’s….ugh! I can’t even write it! I confessed to my parents and they hid the book away, in a box of other “adult” literature that I didn’t find again until I was a teenager. Of course, at that point, I was actively looking for it.)  

The moral of this post? Once you have kids, your possessions are no longer your own. Hide everything. Lock it away. Put it in deep storage. Hell, just throw it out. Because whatever it is, eventually, your children WILL find a way to get their hands on it, despite your best efforts. I am convinced.

 

The Reign of Clio

By roper | December 21st, 2008 at 11:24 pm Comments22
I am in need of some serious Babble reader advice, sympathy and/or commiseration here. We have the world’s bossiest toddler living under our roof, and she’s driving us bonkers. True, we have been basically trapped inside by snow for the past two-and-a-half days, so we’re all feeling a little cabin-feverish. But this has been going on for some time: Clio has become incredibly high maintenance.

She wants to play with Play Doh now. She wants more milk now. She wants to watch the Baby Animal Songs DVD (“Baby ee-o”) for the 4th time that day. She wants me to read Chickaboom to her for the 5th. But mostly, she orders us to hold her. We try to oblige when we can, but it’s just not always possible. Making breakfast, going to the bathroom, playing with your other child, etc. are all fairly tricky when you’ve got a 26-lb. person in your arms. Unfortunately, Clio is also very specific about how and where she wants to be held: standing up vs. sitting down, with mommy vs. daddy, in the kitchen or in the living room. And she most definitely doesn’t like to share a lap with Elsa. (I wonder if, in fact, this is all directly related to being a twin — a sense of competition or jealousy, a need to have her individual desires met…)

When Clio doesn’t get what she wants, she cries and yells and screams. If it gets really out of hand, we’ll put her up in her crib for a while to chill out, but the effects are typically short-lived. Soon enough, she’s yelling “Picka up! Picka up!” or “sitty mommy” (sit with mommy) again. We try to explain that Mommy/Daddy is doing something else and can’t pick her up right now. We tell her she’s a big girl who needs to walk / play / etc. by herself sometimes. We talk about taking turns so we can play with Elsa, too. We promise to pick her up later. We try to distract her with toys or books or milk or non-lethal kitchen utensils. We try pretty much everything. It works maybe 25% of the time.

My children are adorable and delightful and I love being their mother. But I have to admit: this is a tough phase. When faced with long stretches of time at home with the girls, both Alastair and I are finding it a real struggle. We want to give Clio the sense of control and closeness she’s obviously craving, but we have another daughter who also needs our attention and has wants of her own (though usually not voiced as insistently, thank God). There are also meals to be cooked and dishes to be washed and phone calls to be made. We can’t spend all our time bowing to the whims of Queen Clio. (Aside: Ooh! What a cool name for a queen!)

As a result of this, we’re finding ourselves turning more frequently to videos and TV, since it’s one of the few things that can keep both girls calm and contented for more than two minutes at a time. But I don’t feel great about it. What I would really like is for Clio to be able to play on her own or with Elsa for even just ten minutes at a stretch without needing me to pick her up or put her on my lap in the middle of it. I would like her to be a little more flexible when it comes to what she does, where, and when. I would also like world peace and for someone to invent a car that runs on water.

Is there any hope? Or is this just typical 2-year old behavior that we’ll have to weather as best we can?

Meanwhile, it’s still snowing out there.

 Our Very Own Stroller Derby

By roper | December 27th, 2008 at 5:10 pm Comments10
As I write this, the girls are downstairs with Alastair, whining and yelling and crying, as they seem to have been for most of the morning. It was my day to sleep in, and I did it with a vengeance, and earplugs. I probably should go down and give Alastair a hand. Wait….they’re quieting down…must mean their mac and cheese is ready…Thank God.

Who knows why they’re suddenly in terrible moods? Maybe they realize that Christmas is over, and they’re feeling the inevitable let-down? I suppose that’s one advantage (perhaps the only) of their birthdays being on the 28th. At least, it may prove to be a comfort to them in future years. Just as the thrill of new Christmas toys is starting to wear off, they get another little hit three days later. Actually, we reserved a number of their Christmas gifts for their birthday, because it just would have been too overwhelming for them to open them all at once. As it was, Christmas morning was a little manic.

They got some great presents from the grandparents, as well as far-flung uncles and aunts, family friends, etc. But I would like to spend this post congratulating myself (and Alastair) for the awesomeness of the gifts we gave them. There were really only three things — we wanted to keep it simple; besides, what do they know from presents? – but well chosen. 

The first was a very basic, wooden train set — you know, the interlocking wooden rails, little train cars that stick together with magnets. If I set up a loop of track on the coffee table, the girls will spend up to ten, fifteen minutes just pushing the trains around, saying “choo choo!” About every 10 seconds, a piece of track falls apart, because they don’t have the most delicate touch, but no matter — easily fixed, and around and around they go again. Only problem: they fight over the blue engine (you may have heard of him — a Thomas something or other? English chap). There is only one. I plan to remedy that ASAP.

The second gift was a small Elmo doll for each of them. Things didn’t start out very promisingly with this one: the first thing they did was start jabbing the poor little guy in the belly and squeezing his feet, saying “Make it sing! Make it sing!” How inadequate did I feel for having bought them the $6.99 inanimate Elmos instead of the $69.99 super-deluxe Elmo that sings and dances and makes omelettes, or whatever? They’d seen and played with this — and other — “singing” Elmos in a toy store, so they’d had a taste of the good life. I know I could have spent a few more bucks and gotten them even basic battery-powered Elmos, but I JUST DIDN’T WANT TO. We have too much battery-powered crap already. Fortunately, just like at the end of a holiday special, where everyone learns the true meaning of Christmas, the girls learned to love their floppy little Elmos, and now insist on cuddling with them in their cribs. They also enjoyed using them in conjunction with gift #3 — the very best gift of all:
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Doll Strollers! (Dolls already owned.) OK, I realize that the girls don’t look particularly happy in this photo. In fact, they look rather like the twin ghost girls in The Shining. But the fact that we got them to stand still and pose like that was a feat. Because all they wanted to do, all day, was push those strollers around and around the house, with various dolls and stuffed animals in them, including non-singing Elmo. By the end of Christmas day, they were navigating over the thresholds of the childproof gates like pros. 

If your home has a circular floorplan, and you have a toddler, you really must get one or more of these things, or something similar. (What is it with toddlers and pushing / pulling things?)  Hours of entertainment, with only occasional need for parental intervention, in the case of minor wheel entanglements. Honestly, it took a lot of willpower to wait until Christmas to give them these. I knew they would adore them, having seen them glom on to the strollers at other kids’ houses. Only drawback is that they also want to sit in them themselves, which they really are too big to do. We’re working on enforcing a dolls/stuffed animals only policy, but it’s tricky.

Anyway. The best part of Christmas was the family and the food and the memories and blah blah blah. All that unmaterialistic stuff we’re all supposed to say and remember. But seriously? Giving toys to little kids is a blast. It’s fun to see their excitement, it’s fun to play with them, and it’s really fun that they are perfectly content to play with their new toys by themselves. At least for a little while, until the novelty wears off. (On that note: I think we need to start instituting some kind of toy-rotation program, where we take toys in and out of circulation for a few weeks at a time. Our house is just too small to keep everything out, and half the toys don’t get played with anyway because they’re buried under other ones.)

On a completely different note: holy crap! The girls turn TWO tomorrow!!
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Enjoying a short winter’s nap with Grandma Jaycee and special occasion out-of-the-crib ga-gas (pacifiers).
 Parenting in 2009

By roper | December 30th, 2008 at 9:00 pm Comments11
I’m not really a fan of making New Year’s resolutions. I guess because January just never feels like the beginning of the new year to me; September does. I am forever locked into an academic calendar when it comes to thinking about the structure of my life. But because the girls’ birthay is at the end of December, it does feel like the beginning of a new parenting year. So, in that spirit, I have a few parenting resolutions as I launch into my third (!) year as a mom

1. I resolve to get better at saying no.  While I’m not a pushover in most areas of my life, I really do have a hard time putting my foot down where the girls are concerned. It’s not because I’m afraid they’ll hate me if I don’t let them have their way. Honestly, it’s because I hate the sound of their whining and crying and repetitive asking — especially when it’s in stereo. (Serenity now!) It’s just SO much easier to give the girls a second cookie, or read them a fourth book before bed, or pick them up when they ask, rather than say no and then figure out how to distract or calm them, or even just ignore them while they continue to yell and cry. But I realize that I can’t get into a pattern of always giving in. Must maintain authority! Maybe it’s time for a cutesy, handpainted magnet on the fridge that says “Because I’m the Mommy, That’s Why.”

2. I resolve to spend more time one-on-one with each of the girls. Alastair is with me on this one (by inclination and necessity!). We have so little time to ourselves, individually, that we tend to take an all-or-nothing approach to divvying up our childcare responsibilities when we’re not working: I’ll take both girls for a few hours so he can go to the gym / write / read / run errands, etc. and then we switch. But being with just one kid at a time is so different, and so much easier. (We get a taste of it when one wakes up from her nap before the other.) As a parent of twins, you don’t have many opportunities to give one child your full attention. You forget how nice it can be to sit and play or talk or even just be in the same room together, without interruptions. (Interestingly, the girls are more inclined to play or read independently when the other one isn’t around. Maybe because they don’t feel the need to vie for our attention.) I think I could even handle doing some simple errands with one child, too. We’ve made this resolution before, but I’m re-committing to following through this year.

3. I resolve to make more foods for the girls with vegetables cleverly hidden inside. Casseroles, lasagnas, pasta dishes, rice balls, meatballs, etc. The girls are becoming pickier eaters, and I want to make sure they get their veggies AND get more variety and range in their diet. We rely so heavily on the same old standbys: mac and cheese, veggie burgers, eggs, hot dogs, bagels, bread, hummus, yogurt, fruit, cereal, applesauce, steamed broccoli. Not that these are unhealthy foods (hot dogs excepted). But it would be nice for the gals gradually to expand their horizons. Primarily so they can eat up more of our dinner leftovers.

4. I resolve to start the book of advice that I keep promising myself I’ll write. For awhile, I’ve had this idea of putting together a book of “advice from mom” to give the girls when they graduate from high school or college and go off into the “real world.” I often think of tidbits I’d like to put in it, but never get around to writing them down. I’m not talking big picture stuff like “follow your dreams,” or “when the world hands you lemons….”  It would be more practical things that I’ve learned along the way, like: Always send a thank you note after a job or informational interview. Keep a separate laundry bag or basket for delicates, hand-washables and dry-cleaning, so you don’t put them in the wash by mistake. When a friend has a baby, bring or give them a fully-cooked meal. Don’t ignore those little indicator lights on the dashboard — they light up for a reason. That kind of thing.

 

 

5. I resolve to live more fully in the moment, even when it’s boring. Spending time with toddlers can be a lot of fun. But spending a lot of time with toddlers can be really frickin’ boring. Theirconversational skills are lousy, they don’t follow the news or read any decent books, they’re bossy and demanding, and their idea of a joke is popping out from behind something and saying “Peekaboo!” (OK, that can actually be funny sometimes…) Sometimes it’s hard not to count the minutes until naptime / bedtime, or look for an excuse to do something else (“Mommy really needs to check Facebook right now, sweetie, you’llhave to color by yourself for a little while.”) But there’s also so
much that’s precious and fun and rewarding about this age. I want to be more patient and undistracted and present when I’m with the girls, because I know that, as they say, “the days are long but the years are short.” Of course, you never fully appreciate anything until it’s too late, but you can try, right? 

Any other parenting-related resolutions out there? While you think, here’s a Happy New Year hug from Elsa and Clio:
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