A Day in the Life

Friday, January 2. 7:40 a.m. -- The girls wake up. Clio first, as usual. She babbles to herself for a while, then starts calling, "Mommmmmmmyy!! Daddddddy!!" I nudge Alastair with my foot. It's his turn to get up with them, so I can catch a little extra rest.

 

9:15 a.m. -- My alarm wakes me up, and I'm surprised that I was actually asleep. The girls had been screaming and yelling downstairs -- for milk, for waffles, to sit in the big girl chairs -- who knows. While I lay in bed, I wondered a few times if I ought to get up, go downstairs and give A. a hand, but I had to deal with the more or less the same scenario the day before. It's his turn now.

 

9:30 --  After a quick shower, I come downstairs, eat half a banana (Elsa and Clio catch me in the act and, of course, ask for the other half) and warm up a cup of yesterday's coffee in the microwave. While Alastair takes a shower and gets dressed, I put the girls' shoes on, change Clio's diaper (she dirties it right after I put her shoes on, of course), and tell them that we're going to go to some friends' house and have pancakes. A few minutes later, as I'm getting their jackets on, Clio says, "Go friends! Have pan cakes!" I am amazed and delighted, and shower her with praise.

 

10:00 -- The usual mad scramble to get out the door: girls get all excited and start yelling for things (Elsa hat! Clio milk! Picka up! Picka up!) while Alastair can't find his glasses and I can't find my cell phone and we almost forget the diaper bag, and as usual in this kind of situation, we start snapping at each other. In the car, he's annoyed because I'm not positive what our friends' address is, I'm annoyed because he has no sense of direction, the girls are yelling "Nana phone! Nana phone!" but we don't have that CD in the car, and every other driver on the road is an asshole and all the lights are red and we should have listened to the GPS instead of my gut feeling, because this is a really stupid way to get to Jamaica Plain (then, what isn't?) and we're totally late and the girls are yelling for pancakes and my blood pressure must be through the roof.

 

10:45 -- Pancakes, coffee and conversation with friends we haven't seen in a while. Once we recover from the trip there, a good time is had by all. The girls play nicely and enthusiastically with our friends' 2-1/2 year old girl, while their 10-month old baby boy crawls amicably around watching the action and mouthing toys. Elsa rebukes him adorably when he pulls at the string on her sleeve: "That not for you!" Then the girls all sit at a kid-sized table in the kitchen and eat their weight in pineapple, melon, and strawberries. (Surprisingly, they only pick at the pancakes they were so excited about.) Later, they all dance adorably to a "baby loves jazz" CD. 

 

12:30 -- We say our goodbyes and head home. I talk and sing to the girls the whole way so they won't fall asleep. Success: they make it home awake and go down quickly for a nap at around 1:15.

 

1:40 -- Clio wakes up (or maybe she never actually fell asleep) and starts babbling to herself. I am lying in bed, trying to read The Brief, Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, but soon realize that it's just not going to happen. Clio is trying to sing Banana Phone: "doo doo Nana phone! Doo doo doo doo Nana phone!" I go into the nursery hoping I can soothe her back to sleep, but she's got an extremely poopy diaper. I change her and take her out of the nursery so Elsa can keep napping, then bring her into bed with me and pretend to sleep, hoping she'll konk out and I can go back to my book. Instead, she pokes at various parts of my face with her index finger and giggles. When I say, "Let's go night night," she will squeeze her eyes shut for a few seconds, then smile and start poking me again. We lie there for a half hour or so, Clio alternately poking, babbling, and crawling on top of me. 

 

2:30 -- Having accepted the fact that Clio is not going to sleep, I bring her downstairs and putter for a little while -- Clio is happy to play by herself while I do this -- then get her coat on. Per New Year's Parenting resolution #2, I'm taking her for the rest of the afternoon, while Alastair will stay behind and look after Elsa. Clio and I go to the grocery store, and it is so easy, so simple, so delightful and calm and fun that I almost find myself in tears. This is what I've been missing. She calls out the names of things on the shelves. She keeps tilting her head back to look at the lights, and I tickle her and she  giggles so adorably that people around us turn and look and smile. I feel painfully jealous of my friends with just one kid, or even two kids of different ages.

 

4:45 -- The second we get home, Clio goes from being happy and contented and calm to whiny and cranky and impatient. She wants to be picked up. She wants crackers. She wants crayons. Elsa becomes equally loud and wound-up. We put Curious George on, but it does little to distract them as I try to put the groceries away and get their dinner ready and Alastair hurries around getting his gear together for his gig that night. (I'm going, too.) When the babysitter arrives at 5:15, I have approximately five minutes to run upstairs and get dressed, throw my make-up bag into my purse (I'll put it on in the bathroom at the bar) and we're out the door. 

 

5:25 -- In the car, on the way to the club, A. and I apologize again to each other for having been so cranky and snippy to each other in the morning. I tell him how sweet and unstressful it was to go to the store alone with Clio. He is quiet for a moment, then says, "You know, when our friends say to us, 'having twins must be so hard; I don't know how you do it,' we're always so careful to say, 'well, having two or more kids at different ages is just as hard.' But you know what? Fuck that. Having two two-year-olds is ridiculous." We agreed we should pat ourselves on the back a little more often for how well we manage. We agreed that during long weekends and time off from work like this, we should get more daytime babysitting to avoid burnout. We realized that it had been almost a month since the two of us had gone on an actual "date," alone, and that that's too long. We get a parking spot right across the street from the bar.

 

6:30 pm -- Alastair is onstage playing, and sounds great. People filter in -- a good crowd is working up. I am drinking a glass of crappy but strong house chardonnay, and have a powerful urge to smoke a cigarette. I've never been an actual smoker, but there have been times in my life -- mostly during grad school -- when I would often have a cigarette or two in social / drinking situations. I feel suddenly nostalgic for my twenties. For uninterrupted conversations with friends and long, lazy weekend mornings at the diner. For eating out and going to movies. For the ease and lightness and spontaneity of it all. At the same time, I am self-aware enough to remember that by the time I was twenty-nine, thirty, I was getting bored with that life. I wanted a less self-focused existence. I wanted children.

 

11:30 -- We get home and say goodbye to the sitter (who reports that everything went fine, except that Elsa had a fit about sitting in her high chair; not surprising). I go into the girls' room as I do every night before bed and touch their cheeks and pull their blankets up over them. Tomorrow, I will be the one to get up with them, get them dressed, feed them breakfast. And though it would be nice to sleep in, I don't mind. In fact, I am looking forward to it. The next morning, when they wake up and Clio starts calling "Mommmmmy!" I will not groan and bury my head in the pillow. I will smile and get up right away. Because I just can't wait to see the little buggers. As exhausting and unrelenting as parenting -- and parenting twins in particular -- can be, it also brings me more joy and fulfillment than anything else I have ever done. Crazy how that works.
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The Problem with Penguins

Our girls go through phases where they're obsessed with a particular animal -- usually one they've encountered in a book. For a while, it was mice, on account of the mouse in Good Night Moon that moves around the room from page to page. Every night before bed for at least a week it was "see mousie! see mousie!" They didn't even want me to read the story to them; they just wanted to skip from page to page and find the mouse. 

 

I got so sick of that damned book that I started looking for other books with mice in them. Luckily, mice are freakin' ubiquitous in children's books. One such book was Good Night, Gorilla, which led to the next animal obsession of the week: gorillas. Next up it was horseys (did you know that three are featured in The Best Nest?), then piggies, and most recently, penguins, in a book the girls received for Christmas called Without You. (No relation to the Mariah Carey song.) They also saw penguins at the New England aquarium a few weeks ago, which probably contributed to their penguin-mania. 

 

Alastair had the seemingly good idea of putting March of the Penguins on our DVD queue, thinking that the girls would love it, and that we'd probably like it, too. Well. At first, they adored it. I was upstairs tyring to work while they watched with A., but I could hear both girls shouting "Pingins! Pingins! Pingins!" ad infinitum (or nauseum, if you like.) A few minutes later, however, when I went downstairs, Alastair was holding a distraught-looking Elsa in his arms, assuring her everything was OK, while Clio was hiding behind the recliner, yelling "turn it off! turn it off!"

 

"What's going on?" I asked Alastair. "I thought they were loving it."

 

"They were," he said. "Until the winter storm."

 

Apparently all the wind and snow was a bit too intense for the girls -- especially in Surround Sound. Fortunately, they didn't seem to lose interest in penguins altogether: after they'd calmed down, they gave their stuffed penguin Christmas tree ornaments rides around the house in their doll strollers. Later that same day, we heard Clio, pretending to talk on a (non-functioning) cell phone, say, "Heh-woh? Pingins?" 

 

The next day, at our wits' end after a long, cranky, cabin-feverish day inside with the girls, we attempted to play the movie again. Our plan was to turn it off before the storm part and put the girls to bed, then watch the rest ourselves. Elsa was enthusiastic ("Pingins! pingins! See pingins!") but Clio wanted no part of it. She immediately started to cry, and yell "turn it off! No pingins! Turn it off!" I took her upstairs and read to her while Elsa got her penguin fix. 

 

When A. and I watched the whole movie later, we were struck by how much of it might be upsetting to young children: eggs and chicks freezing to death, leopard seals hunting down penguins, weird webbed-footed birds attempting to eat penguin chicks, etc. Six months ago, it would have gone right over our girls' heads. Some of it still might. (Hell, a year ago, we could have watched Saw II with them in the room -- not that we would -- and they probably wouldn't have noticed.) But we're definitely now entering the age of Potentially Scary Things on TV, in books, etc. And Clio seems particularly sensitive.

 

The March of the Penguins wasn't the first time that something on TV has upset Clio; she also didn't like the Abominable Snow Monster in Rudolph, which we watched as a family a couple of weeks ago. (Elsa, on the other hand, couldn't get enough: "More Monster? More monster? Monster come back!") I understand Clio's reaction completely. I myself was terrified of the abominable when I was a kid. (The sharp teeth! The rolling eyes! The weird vinyl soles of his feet!) I also remember being quite afraid of parts of The Wizard of Oz and The Black Stallion. And don't even talk to me about Gremlins. Alastair is permanently scarred from having seen The Exorcist at age five, while being babysat for by an older cousin. My younger brother was traumatized for years after seeing Disney's Watcher in the Woods at my 10th birthday party. (I was pretty freaked out, too, truth be told.) 

 

It will be interesting to see what does and doesn't hit a nerve with the girls as they get older. We will, of course, do our best not to expose them to unecessarily upsetting or violent images. It drives me bonkers when parents show poor / selfish judgement in this area: Last summer, when A and I went to see The Dark Knight, there was a guy in the theater with a kid who couldn't have been older than five or six, and I seriously wanted to kick his ass. (The father; not the kid.) 

 

Of course, we won't be able to shelter them completely. Witches, winter storms, death, destruction, spiders -- they're all kind of unavoidable, whether in reality or fiction. I'm guessing that, as the girls get older, the more valuable thing we can do for them is help them learn how to cope with fear. When I went through a scared-of-gorillas-in-the-closet phase as a very young child (I think it had something to do with a gorilla on Electric Company) my father, in his gentle wisdom, helped me through it by reading aloud "letters" that the gorilla had written to me and slipped out from under the door of the closet. 

 

Maybe Clio, calling the penguins on her cell phone, was attempting something similar. Maybe she was checking in on them: "Hey, you guys OK? You make it through that scary storm?"
 

Published Jan 06 2009, 10:00 AM by Roper
When Toddlers Attack

People -- myself included -- talk plenty about the emotional strains and stresses of parenting. But we don't talk much about the physical pain. I don't mean fatigue or sore breasts or the occasional backache from lifting and carrying. I'm talking bruises, scratches, pulled hair, bumped noses and other injuries unintentionally inflicted by babies and toddlers themselves. 

 

I would venture to guess that this problem peaks between the ages of eighteen months and two and a half -- which is exactly where we're at now: two very active, boisterous toddlers who can walk and wiggle and climb and whack and throw things but lack 1.) Awareness of their own strength 2.) Awareness of the basic principles of physics and, therefore, the fact that their actions may inflict pain. And I don't know if this is just our kids or what, but our screaming out or yelling "Ouch" or "Stop!" or "That hurts mommy / daddy when you do that," seems to have almost no effect. Granted, we are big fans and encouragers of physical activity and horseplay, so perhaps we bring it on ourselves. All fun and games until somebody loses an eye, and all that. But, man, sometimes I just can't believe how much pain a 27-pound person can inflict.

 

 

Swarm! Swarm!
 

I wish I had a buck for every time in the past six months that I've been stepped on, jumped on without warning, whacked with a toy, had my hair mercilessly pulled, had earrings almost ripped through my earlobes, and been scratched by small fingernails in need of trimming (OK, that one's partly my own fault). The other day when Clio, in my lap, unexpectedly decided to fling her head back against me, I ended up with a bloody lip. And yesterday, when I came home from work, Alastair was actually icing his face where Elsa had managed to clock him with a Thomas the Tank Engine train. 

 

I wonder if anyone has ever been seriously injured by an unwitting, rambunctious toddler? What kind of pain have your children innocently, inadvertently inflicted upon you?

 



 Clio and Elsa practice their sparring technique
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Word Girls

Over the past few weeks, it seems like the girls' language development has shifted into warp speed. I am amazed by how quickly they learn and retain new words, and they're getting better and better at stringing little phrases and sentences together. You can even sort of have a conversation with them. Granted, it may be a slightly absurd and ridiculous conversation, but a conversation nevertheless. Yesterday morning, when I went into the girls' room to get them up and dressed, Clio and I had the following exchange (she is decidedly the more advanced of the two of them when it comes to language, and loves repeating whatever we say):

Me: Good morning, girls.

Clio: Mommy here!

Me: Yep, mommy's here.

Clio: Mommy go to work?

Me: No, Mommy's not going to work today. It's Sunday. So Mommy's staying home and we're going to play. 

Clio: Staying home going to play! (pause) Mommy take a shower?

Me: Yeah, Mommy will take a shower later, but right now we're going to get you girls dressed and go downstairs and have breakfast.

Clio: Go downstairs have breakfast! (pause) Have waffles?

Me: Sure, we can have waffles.

Clio: And milk?

Me: And milk.

Clio: And yogurt?

Me: Sure, why not.

Clio: Why not! (Pause) Daddy sleeping?

Me: Yep, Daddy's sleeping.

Clio: Daddy sleeping. (Pause) Wake up, daddy! Take a shower!

 

Because they understand and repeat so much more now, I'm realizing that I need to be careful about what I say. Of course, for some time now, I've known better than to throw the word "cookie" around lightly, or make promises I can't follow through with (note to self: always check to make sure we actually have waffles before saying we can have them for breakfast). But I'm realizing that I also have to be careful when it comes to offhanded / sarcastic / ironic remarks. Babies are oblivious, but toddlers and preschoolers take everything you say quite literally. 

 

Example: on Saturday, knowing that there was snow forecast for later in the day, we were determined to get out of the house in the morning and do something. We didn't have enough time for a big excursion, like a museum, so we decided to take the girls to a pet store. (I think someone might have suggested this in the comments once as a good, free outing for toddlers? Excellent idea.) We told the girls we were going to go see some animals, so of course, the whole way there, they chattered, "See animals! See animals!" And see animals we did: ferrets and hamsters and mice and fish and lizards and birds. But it was only fifteen minutes or so until the visit had pretty much played itself out, so we decided we should go and have lunch somewhere. Since we were just a few minutes' drive from Chinatown, I suggested dim sum (thank you, to a MOT friend of mine, for the idea).

 

When we got everyone back into the car, the girls were still saying "See animals!" (They haven't quite gotten the past tense down yet, but I could tell from their inflection that that's what they meant). Then I, being the wiseass jerk that I am, said -- mostly for Alastair's amusement -- "Yeah, we saw some animals. Now we're going to go eat some animals!" Well, Elsa jumped right on that bandwagon and started saying "eat animals! eat animals!" like a little barbarian, obviously not really knowing what she was saying. I felt terrible. (Takes me back to those early days when I was afraid to feed the girls meat.) Clio, meanwhile, seemed confused and slightly put off -- like she knew I was just fucking with her. "No eat animals," she said. 

 

I tried to make it clear that this was all a joke (even though it wasn't, really -- I mean, we would end up ordering pork dumplings and shrimp in steamed rice noodles....) by saying "Should we eat Clio?" This used to be one of Clio's little jokes; we'd ask her if she wanted to eat all kinds of silly things, like, "Do you want to eat a horse? Do you want to eat a shoe?" and she'd say "nooooo," each time. Then, when we said, "Do you want to eat Clio?" she'd pretend to bite down on her own arm. Funny stuff. But that day in the car, she must have sensed that I'd been semi-serious about the eating animals thing, because when I asked if we should eat her, she was very quick to say "no." She looked and sounded pissed. Meanwhile Elsa was still saying, "eat animals! eat animals!" innocent and smiley as can be, clearly looking for approval and affirmation, and I wanted to cry.

 

Lesson learned: once they're verbal, you really shouldn't mess with your kids for your own amusement. At least, not until they're teenagers. 
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Nested

Lately, I've been seriously craving a vacation somewhere warm. This isn't that shocking, I guess, given that it's about 10 degrees outside, there's snow on the ground, and we've still got two and a half months of winter to go. A few days ago, on a lark -- or perhaps just to torture myself -- I priced out how much it would cost, with airfare, for our whole family to go for a few days to one of those "Beaches" resorts in the Caribbean -- the kind where childcare is offered during the day. Um. Yeah. That's not happening any time soon. I can't quite believe that ANY family has a spare seven to ten grand to plunk down for a few days in the sun. But such families apparently exist. If you are one of them, I hate you. Just kidding. 

 

Of course, when I really thought about what going on such a trip would entail -- namely, dealing with two 2-year-olds (un potty-trained, mind you) in airports, on planes, in wet and sandy bathing suits, requiring paid babysitters at night, etc. I realized that what I would really like is to be teleported instantly to a tropical resort -- all four of us and all our crap, plus a fabulous nanny who'll work for room and board only -- and I want someone else to pay for it. Perhaps the federal government? In short, I don't want to do any of the work of actually planning and orchestrating a trip. I just want to be somewhere else for a little while, and have it be perfectly easy. A vacation from reality, you might say. 

 

Five, ten years ago, my need to escape would have manifest itself in an entirely different way. You'd find me haunting the Lonely Planet web site, browsing travel guides in bookstores, researching airfares, making theoretical packing lists. About once a year, I used to get an all-out case of wanderlust. Much of the time, I acted on it. Between the ages of 18 and 32, I managed to get to Jamaica, Ireland, Cameroon, France, Guatemala, England, Italy, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Mexico, Italy again (honeymoon), the Dominican Republic, France again, the Netherlands, and Scotland, in that order. Not to mention countless parts of the United States. Some of the trips were of the shorter, more touristy variety, while Cameroon was a whole semester abroad, and the trips to Guatemala and South America were solo adventures -- me, a backpack, and my Spanish verb conjugations, trying to get by on a few dollars a day. 

 

I got what I can only describe as a high off of travel. And not just from the destination itself, but from all of it: the planning, the research, the airports, the uncertainty. I thought that I always would. But I can honestly say that right now I have little to no desire to jet off to Iceland or explore eastern Europe or volunteer in the Himalayas -- all things I've wanted to do in the past. I guess it's in part because none of these things would be logistically and financially possible for me now, given that we've got two little ones at home. But the fact is, I just don't have the wanderlust I used to. I like being home with my family. I like our routine. I don't feel that old urge to adventure and explore; to be the "other" in an unfamiliar place.

 

People always say that when you have kids your priorities change. I always believed that this would be the case for me, too. What I didn't anticipate, though, is that I wouldn't be particularly unhappy about it. I'm glad I made travel a priority when I was younger, but I certainly don't mourn that time in my life. I don't ever look at myself now and say, "Who is this person, with her job and her mortgage and her husband and children, who hasn't put a stamp in her passport for three years?? It's so terribly sad and pathetic!" I am perfectly content with where I am and what I'm doing. Yet, if my 22-year-old self saw me now, I'm sure she'd be shocked. Not at the fact of having a family, etc. -- I always knew I wanted that eventually -- but at the fact that I wasn't also tormented by a need to travel.

 

I like to think that someday my wanderlust will return. I look forward to taking Elsa and Clio on trips when they're older, and I hope we'll have the wherewithall to do it. I have hopes of doing some (much shorter-term) solo travel again, and certainly there are lots of places I'd love to go with Alastair. But all of it feels quite abstract and far off in the future. For now, I'm homebound -- and surprisingly content that way. 

 



Leaving Scotland, in 2006. I think I sensed that it would be my last time abroad for a while. A month and a half later, I would be pregnant. 
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Potty Girls

Last night marked a momentous occasion in the Baby Squared household: it was the first time that one of the girls (Elsa, namely) asked to sit on the potty and actually produced something!  We've had the potties (or "Bobby" as they used to be known) since the summer, and the girls have gone through little phases where they like sitting on them. Often, they'll say "sitty potty?" right as or after they are making a deposit in their diaper, and will go and sit down, diapers still on. We haven't tried to press the issue, because it hasn't seemed like they're quite ready yet.

 

Then, last night, as I was putting the girls to bed, Elsa started saying, "Elsa make a poopie! Sitty potty! Sitty potty!"  At first I thought it was just a ploy to delay bed time; we had friends over, and both girls were totally hyper and wound-up. But she was quite insistent. So I brought her into the bathroom, unzipped her sleeper, unsnapped the onesie, took off the diaper (jeez! so many damned layers!) and sat her on the potty, where she stayed for a few minutes, alternately saying "Elsa makey poopie" and pointing out various items in the bathroom. I didn't hear, see, or smell any evidence of actual poopie-making going on, so after a few minutes, I decided it was time for her to get up, get dressed, and go back to the crib. But when she stood up -- lo and behold! -- there was pee in the potty!

 

I can't tell you how exciting this was. And how utterly embarrassed I am by the fact that I was so excited. Who ever thought that seeing a little yellow puddle in the bowl of a plastic potty could inspire such joy? I starting hugging Elsa and telling her how great it was that she'd done this, and what a big girl she was, etc. etc. She still seemed to think she'd made poo-poo, not pee-pee ("Elsa makey poo poo in the potty!") but whatever. A technicality. The point is, she asked to sit on the potty and then made good on her intentions.

 

Since then, she has asked to go a few times, and I have dutifully obliged, thinking maybe she means it. But none of today's seated sojourns yielded any results. Still, I feel like this is a step in a good direction. At least she seems to get what's supposed to happen on the potty, and recognizes the feeling of needing to go -- even if we can't actually get her there in time. And maybe sometimes she doesn't need to go at all, she just wants to sit there on the pot. But that's cool too, right?

 

There is definitely a reason for this new potty-philia: the girls have looking at a lot of pro-potty propaganda over the past few days. I went to to the library and got out a a book about using the potty, plus an "Elmo's Potty Time" DVD. What the hell is it with toddlers and Elmo? He's like some kind of demi-god to them. The Oprah of the preschool set. No puppet should have that much power. But, of course, I totally exploited it: "do you guys want to sit on the potty just like Elmo does?" And I actually just bought an Elmo potty seat for the toilet, because Elsa always asks to go on the "big potty." Tonight before bed, she asked to "Go poo-poo on Elmo." Hmm....

 

As for Clio, she has also shown an increased interest in the potty of late -- and of course, what Elsa does, she wants to do, too -- but so far her zeal does not match her sister's. Interesting, since she was actually the first one to start announcing when she was about to move her small bowels, several months back. I suspect, though, that if one of the girls starts getting the hang of things earnest, then the other one will follow suit fairly quickly.

 

So...I don't know if this means we're actively potty training the girls or what. My instinct is just to follow their lead, and not push it. Ask them if they want to sit on the potty, let them sit if they ask. But there may be a point where we need to take a more proactive approach. Obviously, I haven't done a whole lot of research on the subject of potty-training (hey, if generations of parents have managed to toilet train their kids sans parenting manuals and the internets, how hard can it be?). On the other hand, the information I have seen hasn't tended to be very detailed. (Should you have them sit on the potty at regular times of the day? When should you start using pull-ups? Are rewards a good idea?) If you've got killer potty training tips, bring 'em on! 

 

Finally, my apologies for not including pictures with this post. It just doesn't seem appropriate. But I promise a plethora of photos next time. 
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Activity of the week: Clementines

As some recent articles here on Babble have attested, it can be tough to think of things to do with your young'uns when the weather outside is frightful. (And even when it's not) I, too, struggle to come up with new activities to keep our gals occupied, and am always looking for new ideas, so when I hit on this little gem of an activity this week, I thought: I must share. 

 

What is it? In a word: clementines. You know -- those super-easy-to-peel, seedless little oranges that are in season now somewhere, that you can buy by the pound or by the crate.

 

Age range: 18 months - 3 years 

Materials needed: At least one clementine orange per child

Prep time: None, unless you count buying the clementines.

Time it will keep your kids quietly, safely occupied: Up to 10 minutes per orange, depending on level of manual dexterity. 

Developmental benefits: Enhances small motor skills, prevents scurvy 

 

What to do:  Sit your child(ren) down at the table and say, with great enthusiasm, "Hey guys! Guess what? We're gonna have some delicious ORANGES now!!" If your children are like mine, they'll smile and say "oranges!" (But it will sound more like "anchis.") BUT, instead of peeling the oranges and breaking up the sections for them per usual, give them each an entire, unpeeled orange! Say something along the lines of, "I bet you guys can peel these oranges all by yourselves!" and let them have at it. You may need to start the peeling process for them, but they should be able to take it from there. And oh, how proud they will be of themselves, and you of them.

 

WARNING: once the peeling process has begun, do not attempt to "help" your child, unless he or she specifically asks for it. Otherwise, s/he will scream like a banshee for you to put back on the piece you just peeled off, and you'll be forced to pull a Zu-Zu's petals maneuver (pretend to put the piece of peel back on, but actually stick it in your pocket and hope the kid doesn't notice), which will then lead to your child attempting to put all of the pieces of peel back onto the orange -- because if you can do it, why can't she, right? -- which will frustrate her immensely.

 

PLEASE NOTE ALSO: that while clementine orange pieces are generally easy for small children to separate and eat on their own, sometimes the fibrous inner skin and rinds can be a little yucky and cumbersome. If your child starts making hacking/gagging sounds and saying "Mommy, clean up!" and when you ask her where, exactly, she wants you to clean up, and she says "In my mouth!" simply humor her by wiping her tongue with a moistened washcloth. She'll be fine. And think the whole thing is pretty funny, actually. (And if there's a sibling, chances are she will want you to wipe her tongue with a washcloth, too, because it's obviously a hoot.)

 

The activity ends when your child(ren) have eaten their oranges and your floor is covered with small, aromatic bits of orange peel. But the fun continues: at bedtime, if you ask your child to describe what she did that day, she may very well grin and say "Peel-a big orange!" 

 

Clementines: a transformative experience for the whole family, packed with vitamin C.

 

(PS: Sorry for the lack of accompanying pics. Alastair bought a new battery charger for our camera on eBay but failed to notice that the seller ships from HONG KONG. So God knows when it will get here.)  

 

Published Jan 30 2009, 05:30 PM 

Rejected!

So, we just found out that we didn't get in to the preschool we were hoping the girls would be able to go to next year. It didn't come as a huge surprise; it's a very small program, and they only had a handful of spots. Apparently, siblings of current students and kids holding off on kindergarten claimed them, such that they were at capacity for girls. (They try to keep a gender balance, which I totally understand.) It was a nice, crunchy little parent co-op program in the basement of a church, just a few minutes away, and it was one of the very few places that fit our budget. I could totally picture Elsa and Clio going there, and us bringing in snacks and working in the classroom. So it's decidedly disappointing. But what can you do? 

 

We're planning to check out another place at the end of the week, and I hope that works out, because it's one of the only other conveniently located, decent-seeming preschools that we can even come close to affording. You get a 10 or 20% discount for siblings at these places, but still. Two kids in preschool in the Boston area = kerazy!! Not nearly as nutty as daycare, of course, but it's only (very) part-time, so there's additional childcare and schedule juggling and economic opportunity cost to consider. (Like that? I took Econ 101 in college.) We've alo looked into the option of putting the girls in daycare for just couple of days a week, but so far it looks like it would be too pricey. For the first time, I'm starting to feel a little panicked about the whole deal. 

 

It's not like the girls have to start preschool next year. It's something of a luxury. For less money, we could continue our arrangment of dividing childcare between Alastair, a sitter, and me. And the girls will be on the young side -- they don't turn three until the end of December. But I do think it would be good for them, and that they'd enjoy it. Elsa loves going to classes and being around other kids and doing group activities, so I see her really thriving in preschool. Meanwhile, I think it would help Clio come out of her shell a bit more. (NB: Clio is never in any sort of shell -- nut, egg, or otherwise -- when she's at home with us; she's quite a lunatic, in fact. But she is much more cautious and reserved around people and in settings that aren't familiar. Not that this is a major problem, mind you, but I'm all for gradually, gently helping her expand her comfort zone.)  

 

At the same time, I find it weird that I'm starting to think about my kiddos in this way. Until now, it's mostly been about keeping them fed, healthy and occupied. Now, suddenly, I'm starting to think about what's good for their -- eek! -- social and intellectual development. Believe me; I'm by no means one of these over-achiever moms who worries about how her children's "curriculum" as a toddler or preschooler will affect what college they get into. There are no flashcards in our house, and I do not pipe Mozart into the girls' room while they sleep. But now that I see their little sponge-minds soaking up language and knowledge and understanding, I'm getting increasingly excited about giving them new opportunities to learn and take risks and stretch their small wings. Also, I am a big nerd and have always loved school. And buying school supplies. (They need Trapper Keepers for preschool, right?) 

 

Our camera's battery charger is MIA, so I haven't been able to take any new pics of late. Working on that! In the meantime, I leave you with this snap from Christmas of the girls looking all kinds of wicked smart while they read Stella Luna.
 

 

 

 "Mom, what's the latin taxonomy for 'fruit bat'?"
 

 Published Jan 27 2009, 10:30 PM
The way you wear (my) hat...

As my posts over the past few months (like this one and this one) have indicated, this has been a challenging phase in our parenting adventure, with the girls becoming increasingly willful, demanding and prone to freak-outs. The terrible twos, times two.

 

This is still the case much of the time, but I also feel like in the past couple of weeks the girls have turned a corner in terms of their ability to keep themselves entertained. This is an especially good thing considering that it just keeps snowing and we are more or less housebound. Many of the girls' favorite activities these day are about mimicking adult activities: they love "washing" dishes in the sink, and "cooking" by playing with bowls and spoons; they also like to "fix" the baby gates with their little plastic wrenches and "unlock" various doors with our keys. Another extremely popular -- and adorable -- activity these days is playing dress-up, primarily in mommy and daddy's clothes and shoes. Observe:

 



Does Clio dare to mix Mom's retro dots with ultra-sleek stripes and velour? Oh yes she does.
 



The blind, groping arctic explorer look is back -  with a pink twist - and here to stay!
 



Dickensian street urchin meets hungry, modern-day toddler in this daring ensemble.
 



Sleepers and sunglasses: coming soon to a runway near you.
 

And finally, who wore Mom's Dansko clogs better? 

 



Elsa strolls with stroller for that authentic "grown-up" look
 



Clio mixes slouchy, preppy-chic with a large, square sticker, for a look that's all her own.
 

Happy inauguration day, everyone. (I know for damned sure I'm happy, anyway!)

 

Published Jan 20 2009, 08:00 AM
Pool par-tay

When Alastair is taking care of the girls while I'm at work, a popular indoor activity -- which I think a reader may have actually suggested -- is the pool party. It's sort of like a bath -- OK, it is a bath -- but the girls wear their bathing suits, Alastair puts on Led Zeppelin or some other pool-party-appropriate music, and dumps more bath toys and tupperware containers than usual into the tub. There is bubble-blowing, too. And lots of shouting "pool party!" Needless to say, the girls love it. (Amazing how much more fun something is when you call it a party, isn't it? I think tonight A and I are going to have an applying to refinance our mortgage party. Woo hoo!)

 

So, yesterday, E & C were very excited to find out that we were taking them to their first *real* pool party. (AKA tot swim class.) They were definitely taken aback when we first got to the pool. An indoor pool, particularly when filled with children of various shapes and sizes, is an intense sight for the uninitiated. The smell of chlorine, the echoey noise, the damp floor -- all quite foreign and a little bit intimidating. (And I may be projecting a bit here; I was always a tad freaked by the pool at my local YMCA as a kid.) But once Elsa saw the kids in the class before ours going down little plastic slides into the water, she was sold. I had to hold her back as she attempted to make a break for the stairs into the pool. Clio, meanwhile, not surprisingly, was more hesitant.

 

Clearly, for most families, Saturday morning tot swim lessons are Daddy's job -- I was one of only three moms (or women guardians, I guess) in the class. But for us parents of twins, swim lessons -- like so many things -- are a two-parent undertaking. I held Elsa and Alastair held Clio, and we kicked and splashed and sang songs and practiced "swimming" by reaching for floating toys. Elsa seemed to love every minute. And if she weren't there blazing the trail, I doubt we could have gotten Clio into the pool at all. Clio still didn't seem to have a particularly good time -- she did a lot of crying and whimpering. But I think that as time goes by, she'll get more comfortable in the water, which is, of course, the point.

 

Elsa, having no sense of danger or her own mortality, would have tried to start doing laps if I weren't holding her. As it was, she had one sub-aquatic adventure, but it was totally my fault. At the end of class she wanted to go down one of the toy slides into the water, so I let her climb up, and waited there at the end of the slide in the water to catch her. Except, I didn't quite succeed. I caught her, but she was coming so fast and was so slippery that I didn't quite manage to keep her above the water, so in she went, for a brief, underwater dunk. Doh! She was fine, of course, only under for a fraction of a second, and I had her the whole time, but I sure felt like an ass. Elsa seemed a little stunned by the experience, but not in the least bit traumatized.

 

I really enjoyed the chance to spend some one-on-one time with her in such a close, physical way (when I wasn't inadvertently drowning her, that is.) There's a sweet kind of intimacy, holding a toddler close to you in the water, keeping her safe, helping her learn. And, of course, it's one of those rare opportunities to have some one-on-one time. Next week, I assume we'll swap and I'll take Clio -- who, incidentally, immediately after we left the pool started acting like she'd had the time of her life. ("Clio swim! Clio go pool party!") 

 

We didn't manage to take any pictures, I'm sorry to say -- it was enough of a feat just managing to pack up everything we needed in terms of clothes, towels, bathing suits, diapers, etc. (I still can't believe we didn't forget anything.) But now that we know the routine, maybe next time we can capture the bathing beauties on film. 

 

Until then: does anyone happen to know what "gaby gaba, gobey gabo, gaby goba" means? Clio keeps saying it, in a sing-songy sort of way, with a twinkle in her eye, and I have no idea what she's talking about. (She very clearly does.)

 


Published Jan 25 2009, 04:56 PM 
Elsa the Girly Girl

As you may have seen, both Clio and Elsa enjoy wearing my hats and shoes. Not to mention their father's. They like wearing play necklaces and bracelets, too, and usually like having barettes and rubber bands in their hair. But Elsa seems to be developing an affinity for another sort of personal grooming items: things she can put on her face and hands. As in creams, lotion, soap, etc. She has watched me put make-up on in the morning before work, and wants a foam pad so she can "put it on Elsa face!" too. She sees me put on lipstick / chapstick, and wants to "put on Elsa mouth!" I let her, a little. (Clean foam pad; chapstick, not lipstick.)

 

I should mention, at this point, that I think I am relatively low-maintenance when it comes to my personal grooming routine. Yes, I do wear make-up most days, because my eyes all but disappear from my face when I don't. And in the past couple of years, I've started wearing light foundation sometimes to even out my skin tone. I put moisturizer on my face before bed -- whatever happened to be on sale at CVS when I needed more. But that's pretty much it. I wash my hair, like, twice a week. I almost never wear nail polish, because it makes me feel like my fingernails are suffocating, and I just chip it off within a couple of hours anyway. I do like toenail polish and the occasional pedicure in the summer, but this is a new-ish development, as is getting my hair professionally colored. (OK, I guess I've become a little more high maintenance with age.)

 

Still, I grew up with a fairly non-girly mom as a role model -- a very naturally beautiful mom, but one who was never overly focused on clothes, make-up, etc. I like that. And I like the fact that I wasn't allowed to get my ears pierced or wear so much as lip gloss until I was twelve. I like that clothes and hair and shoes weren't big priorities for me as a kid or a teenager. (God, I was a terrible dresser as a teenager! My teen years spanned 1987-1993, so I sort of had an excuse, but still.) Sure, there were times when I was jealous of my more "advanced" and fashion-forward peers. But in retrospect, I'm glad I was brought up in a fairly non-materialistic, non-appearance-obsessed household. Naturally, I want Elsa and Clio to have more or less the same values.

 

So is it wrong that I put nail polish on Elsa yesterday?

 

I'm not sure what possessed me. She got into this box of old make-up and jewelry and stuff on my bureau, and pulled out a bottle of cheapo nail polish. And because toddlers (mine, anyway) seem to have an innate sense of what can be opened, she started asking for me to open it. I could have said no, this is mommy's, we're putting it away now, and dealt with the sure-to-ensue whining. But for whatever reason -- curiosity? boredom? a need for some cuteness? -- I thought: what the hell. I opened the bottle and painted the nail of my index finger, held it up all sparkly pink for her to see, and then asked her if she wanted me to make her fingernails look pretty, too.

 

Blech! Puke! Gross! I actually said that! "Should mommy make your fingernails look pretty?" As if some cheap-ass, craptastic frosted pink nail polish would actually make her nails look "pretty." As if they weren't pretty the way they were. But the thing is, I knew she would love it. And she did. She happily held out one finger to be painted -- beamed at it, exclaimed "so pretty!" -- and then dutifully held out her hands for me to finish the job. It was fun to see how delighted she was. (I offered to do Clio's nails, too, but she was totally not interested.)

 



 

When all was done, though, and I looked at Elsa's little shiny-pink painted nails, I felt slightly guilty, as if I'd desecrated something pure. I didn't feel like I was some psycho toddler-beauty-pageant mom, mind you. But it made me wonder: is this particular kind of "grown-up" play a good idea? Should I hide my girly habits (make up, nail polish, the curling iron, etc.) from my girls so they don't feel the need to emulate them prematurely? Or is this kind of imitative play more or less harmless, provided it's balanced with lots of other stuff -- getting dirty, making things, reading, etc.? I wonder at what point, if any, it starts to send the wrong message. Or if it's one of those things that's not a big deal -- where nature will inevitably overpower nurture. If Elsa is destined to be a girly-girl, she'll be one. If not, she won't. (Or maybe she'll gradually become moreso, as I have.) In any case, it's what's on the inside that counts, right?

 

[image: image13.jpg]
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Les Miserables

That's us. Having a helluva week here in the Baby Squared household. Yeah, yeah, we're not starving in the streets at the hands of an oppressive regime or dying on the barricades. And honestly, both A. and I have managed to keep our sense of humor and sanity. But it's certainly been theatrical. The dramatis personae:

 

Yours Truly (as Fantine): Compelled to work long, extra hours prostituting myself for the advertising agency I work at, in hopes of winning some new business for the firm. The company is fundamentally strong, but like every business, feeling the pressure  of the recession. On Monday, we found out we're all getting pay cuts (temporary, hopefully, and not too drastic, but still.) That same day, on the way home from work, the engine light in our 13-year-old Honda Civic went on. Yet again. We just can't justify putting any more money into a car with 169,000 miles on it. Meanwhile, I'm still plagued by clogged sinuses and ears and a sore throat; was officially diagnosed with an ear infection today. Surely tuberculosis and hallucinations can't be far off.

 

Clio (as Eponine): Throwing all-out, spirited, hoarse-voiced tantrums both before bedtime and in the middle of the night, repeatedly, over the last 3 nights. (Definitely not night terrors; more likely related to cold / sore throat / existential angst / etc.) In the throes of a tragic, unrequited love affair with having her way. She wants to be held. Put down. Rocked. Read to. Brought downstairs. Given water. Allowed to watch Curious George at 2am. Left alone. What a life she might have known! But we never saw her there......

 

Elsa (as Cosette): Madly in love with sleep. Parted from her true love by one obstacle after another: congestion, a cough, Clio screaming, and more Clio screaming. Desperately wishes she could go to a place where nobody shouts or talks too loud. And where she wouldn't have hives, which she had tonight. Don't know if it's due to the sickness or the fact that the sitter fed them mass quantities of almonds today (grrr.) We will be checking in frequently tonight. (But does it make me a bad person that I was sort of psyched for an excuse to give the girls Benadryl?)

 

Alastair (as Jean Valjean): Trying so hard to do right by the ones he loves and shake off the shame of his past. (Um....not really. But work with me here.) Getting up and holding Clio in the middle of the night. Rubbing Elsa's back. Putting up with the tantrums and two-ness while his wife is out prostituting herself so they can keep affording to buy diapers from Whole Foods. (The misery!!)  All this, plus the relentless question an artist must constantly ask him or herself: "Who am I?"

 

The Cat (as Madame Thenardier): Absolutely no help at all. But she's willing to eat meat by-products, so we can't really complain. 

 

Do you hear the people sing? Or is that Clio, waking up for her second tantrum of the evening? We are planning to call the pediatrician in the morning if tonight is equally mauvais. Also: anyone want to sell us a gently used car?

 


Published Feb 24 2009, 08:02 PM by Roper 

Tantrum or Terror?

Last night, Clio had what I think can only be described as a Night Tantrum. I don't think it was a night terror, because she seemed to be quite awake. She was doing all the things she normally does when she has a tantrum -- screaming and crying, flailing, making numerous, contradictory demands. (Mommy read a book! No mommy talking, just Clio!) The only difference was that it was ten o'clock at night, and she was horizontal for most of it. Was it brought on by a nightmare? A really intense case of insomnia? Or maybe it was a night terror, and she wasn't actually fully awake?

 

For the past couple of days, neither of the girls has been feeling terribly well -- they're congested, and both have conjunctivitis. (Ha ha -- made your eyes start itching.) Clio was running a fever last night, so I gave her some Ibuprofen before bed. She was exhausted, and went right to sleep. But a couple of hours later, we heard her crying. Alastair went upstairs to check on her -- I figured he'd be back down in about a minute's time after finding her pacifier for her or rubbing her back or whatever it was she needed. But minutes passed, and he didn't return, and then Clio started screaming even louder -- the kind of scream that yanked right on my heartstrings and practically dragged me up the stairs. I took her from Alastair and rocked her and shushed her like she was a newborn, but it didn't do a thing.

 

It's the worst feeling not to be able to comfort your children when they are in obvious distress. Clio kept crying, "I want to go night night! I want to go night night!" but refused to lie still. We tried everything. Rubbing her back. Giving her milk. Giving her all the toys in her crib that she screamed for (Curious George monkey! Curious George monkey!) and then removing them immediately thereafter when suddenly she realized that they were, in fact, the bane of her existence and cause of her suffering (No Curious George monkey! No Curious George monkey!) She only wanted daddy, then she only wanted mommy. We brought her downstairs to see if a change of scene might help her calm down, and she wanted to go back upstairs to her crib. We put her back in her crib and she wanted to go downstairs.

 

I worried at times that she was in pain, or that something was seriously wrong. What if she had a urinary tract infection? A migraine headache? Appendicitis? It's not like she'd be able to tell us where it hurt, or describe her pain on a scale of 1 to 10. I guess if she had just kept on screaming, we would have called the doctor. But she didn't. After thirty minutes or so, she finally calmed down and went back to sleep.  (Miraculously, Elsa didn't wake up the whole time.)

 

And boy, did those girls ever sleep. In fact, they didn't wake up until 10:00 a.m.  Yes, ten as in an hour before eleven. As in, a reasonable hour to wake up if you've been out dancing or to a late movie the night before. (Which, of course, we hadn't.) It crossed my mind that maybe I should go in and check on them -- had they been kidnapped? Were they comatose? -- but it seemed like a crime to risk waking them up. And given the intensity of the fit Clio had had, it didn't seem entirely impossible that she was just tuckered out. As for Elsa -- well, I suspect she'd sleep until nine or ten every morning if she didn't share a bedroom with Clio.

 

Has anyone else out there had this happen -- the random, nocturnal meltdown? God, I wish I could know what was going on inside that sweet little head of Clio's when she's inconsolable like that. She seems so angry, and I feel so awful for not being able to give her what she needs. Here's hoping there isn't a repeat performance tonight.

 

Published Feb 22 2009, 07:11 PM 

And when they were good, they were so adorably good

I am totally going to jinx myself by writing this, but yesterday afternoon, the girls were just amazingly, endearingly lovely. I realize that stories where everything goes right don't generally make for very compelling reading. But I feel the need to document this day, for future reference if nothing else. It's not like a pleasant afternoon with the girls is some huge anomaly -- the majority of the time (maybe not a supermajority, but a majority nevertheless) they're easy going enough. But yesterday, all the stars aligned, and for four straight hours, I can honestly say that I enjoyed every minute of their company. Some highlights:

 

1. When I got home from work, just after two, I expected the girls to wake up from their nap at any second. I lay down in bed and read a chapter of Pamuk's Snow (a hypnotic sort of read), dozed off, and wasn't awoken until just after 3:00, when Clio started babbling. I actually lay in bed for a few minutes more, just listening to her and Elsa before I went in to get them up. In the space of an hour, after a somewhat stressful morning at work, I'd gotten to read, nap, and be awoken by the sound of my girls chattering. Three of my favorite things. Amazing!

 

2. When we went downstairs and I got their snack ready for them (Goldfish crackers), they actually waited patiently. Well, not at first. They did their usual yelling: Elsa want fishies! Clio want fishies now! But I stopped them and explained that I was getting their snack, and they needed to wait patiently, which meant not yelling at me, but playing or waiting quietly or -- hey! -- how about singing? "Why don't you sing ABC," I told them, "And by the time you're done, I'll have your snack for you." And, dear readers, for once in their young toddler lives, they did it! While I put crackers into their snack cups, they pushed their doll strollers around the kitchen, singing "ABCD! MNOP! QRZ! Sing a me!"  Unbelievable. Unprecedented. 

 

3. They were amenable to pretty much every activity I suggested for the rest of the afternoon: playing with play-dough. Listening/dancing to music. Naming all the animals in their new counting puzzle. Sitting on the couch and reading library books together. Even more amazing was the fact that they actually entertained themselves for several ten- or fifteen-minute stretches at a time, so I had windows of opportunity to putter around, check email, pay bills, etc. Here's photographic evidence: Elsa and Clio just sitting in the living room, doing puzzles and stacking blocks, totally absorbed and self-contained. And not even charging at me when I pulled out the camera, insisting on taking pictures themselves. Crazy!!

 



Note the "pony hair" -- their request.
 

4. They ate their dinner. OK, this isn't that unusual. But we typically find that they eat the least and are the crankiest at dinner, so the fact that they both ate a bit of everything on their plates and didn't pull off their bibs or yell to sit on my lap or loudly demand yogurt and waffles instead of what they were given, I consider a blessing. Elsa did throw a handful of macaroni and cheese on the floor at one point, but she was totally testing me -- she did it with a mischievous smile -- and I totally stood firm: OK, kid, meal's over. I wiped her off, she got down from her chair, and we cleaned up the mac and cheese from the floor together. No freak-out, no fuss. After dinner, I gave them each a handful of dried cranberries for dessert, and when Clio asked for more, I said no, and, incredibly, she only asked one more time before she gave up! Could it be that our efforts to set limits and stand firm are finally starting to pay off?

 

5. After they'd had a bath and were in their PJs, they smelled so good and so clean, and they (sort of) brushed their teeth without too much urging and cajoling on my part, and they wanted to sit on my lap in the glider and read books, and when I finally put them in their cribs, they didn't scream for me to read them more stories (Elsa) or put their blankets on them in a certain order (Clio) or yell for me to rub their backs some more when I finally said good night and left the room. They talked and giggled a little, then quickly fell asleep.

 

It was all so sweet and (relatively) easy. In fact, it was almost enough to make me want to have another baby. (Just kidding!!)

 
Published Feb 19 2009, 07:59 AM
Down the Cape

It's amazing what a difference a brief change of scenery can make. We accepted a last minute invitation from some friends to join them at their family's cottage on the Cape, and I am so very glad we did. Despite all the packing and schlepping, despite the fact that there aren't a whole lot of toddler-friendly activities on Cape Cod in February, and despite the fact that we did a good deal of just hanging out, eating, refereeing toddler brawls over toys, etc -- in other words, the same kinds of things we could have done at home -- it was awfully nice to be somewhere other than home for a little while. No distractions, no things we knew we really ought to be doing (taxes, anyone?). Instead, just lots of lazy goofing around with our kids and our friends and their kid. Some fresh seafood. Too many valentine chocolates. A fair amount of wine.

 

I think the girls really appreciated the change of scene, too. New stairs to climb! New stuff to look at! A new room to sleep in! (They were so excited about getting to sleep in their port-a-cribs that they both insisted on going "night night" as soon as we set them up. For all of forty seconds.) Both of them were in good moods most of the time. Clio was silly. Elsa was adventurous. (She kept wanting to go up and down the stairs: "be right back, OK?")  They were clearly enjoying themselves.

 


 

What'd you do to get those beads, party girl? (And who knew a doorstop could be so much fun?)
 

Oh sure, they pitched plenty of small fits, too. They were loud. They fought over stuff. They wanted to eat constantly. They made our friends' daughter -- four months younger -- seem like the most mature and serene child on earth by comparison. Other parents of twins out there: do you find that your twins are louder than their singleton friends? I feel like Elsa and Clio are always SHOUTING observations and requests (increasingly, with a big Pleeeeeese? tacked onto the end, at least), more than other kids their age. Alastair and I aren't particularly loud people, and we try very hard not to raise our voices with the girls. My theory is that it's a twin thing -- they feel like in order to be heard over each other and get our attention, they have to yell. They are also both, well, spirited little people, so I guess it's personality in part. But when they're apart, during those rare one-on-one moments we get, it seems they're both much calmer and more patient. I wonder if there's something we could be doing better to bring the decibel level down, or if it's just another case of this too shall pass?

 

Anyhoo. Here are a few more snaps from our weekend...

 



Clio didn't like the cold and the wind or the sand, for that matter, so she hung back with Alastair while Elsa and I did some beachcombing. For a couple of minutes we just sat talking quietly together, looking out at the ocean. Elsa seemed very intrigued by it.  She also was intent on taking  the shells and rocks she found in the sand down to the water's edge and tossing them back in. I guess she figured that's where they belonged.

 

 



Back at the house, bedecked in Valentine's Day bling, the girls test the toddler capacity of my friend Megan's lap. And play with one of the few Fisher Price toys we own that -- so far -- doesn't seem to be either haunted or annoying.

 

 


 

Family portrait at the fish pier. We were hoping to see a seal, and did, very briefly. We also walked up onto a deck where there were nice views of the fishing boats and the water. Clio kept running along the railing, poking her head out between the balusters and saying, "Peekaboo Ocean!"

 

 



Elsa wanted so badly to help fly the kite, but had to content herself with running around excitedly beneath it and trying to catch its tail when it swooped low enough. Next year, maybe, she'll be ready to hold on to the string.
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The Land of Haunted Toys

Do you guys have these toys, too? The kind that spontaneously start making noise or flash their lights or otherwise turn on out of the blue, when nobody is within ten feet of them? And make you feel, for a moment, like you're in some mediocre horror movie? Except, the haunted toys aren't so much creepy as they are, well, annoying?

 

We've got this roller push-toy thing that, when you push it, shouts out "A! B! Ceeeeee!" in this androgynous, nasal voice and then plays the alphabet song. That is, it's supposed to. But it got left out in the yard a couple of times over the summer and got wet. (Also, um, I got it from the curb of a neighbor's house on garbage day.) So, now it only works intermittently, and primarily when no one is touching it. Alastair and I will be sitting there in the living room after the kids are in bed, reading aloud to each other from Dickens or discussing macro-economics, or, you know, watching 30 Rock, and suddenly this little voice will sound out from the toy boxes: "A!"  (Actually, it's more like "A?") and we both jump.

 

I've racked my brain, digging back into musty memories of high school physics, to try to think what might compel this toy to suddenly express itself. The obvious answer is that things shifted a little -- a butterfly sneezed in Indonesia or whatever -- and the movement triggered the sound mechanism. But I swear to you, it has happened while the thing is lying on the floor with nothing else around it. To be honest, I'm not even sure there are batteries in it.

 

We've also got a Leapfrog Music Table that breaks spontaneously into song on occasion. It's got some jazzy little numbers on it, and it's usually the one of the scat riffs that sounds out of nowhere -- a woman's voice singing, "Ba-ba da-pa ba-pa da-pa bee DOT dowwww!" In this case, I like to think that it's the tortured soul of whatever poor, aspiring singer/actress whored herself to the toy company to make some cash, when what she really wanted was to be playing Sally Bowles on Broadway. I am waiting for the day when the toy says "Oh, screw it!" and bursts out into "Don't Tell Mama." 

 

The Leapfrog Music Table lady is actually one of the less annoying trapped-in-a-toy voices, as toy voices go. The worst -- the absolute worst -- is the singing shape sorter Cookie Jar that someone gave us. A cloying, sticky-sweet woman's voice with waaay too much vibrato and "smile" in it. I can just see the woman in the recording studio -- a slightly deranged-looking ingenue with crossed eyes and pipe curls, standing on her tiptoes, index fingers pinched to thumbs in the air, trilling "Shapes are in my cookie jar! Triangle, heart and star!" And really loving it. Feeling it. If that toy ever starts spontaneously singing, I'm calling an exorcist.

 

Oooh, ooh! Babble editors -- you guys should do a 10 most annoying talking/singing toys feature sometime! Please consider my totally fucking annoying Cookie Jar. 

 

Other contenders?

 

Published Feb 12 2009, 09:17 AM
Activity of the Week: Ice Cookery

This weekend I went out to western Mass. overnight for a friend's bachelorette party, and returned with precious little voice. This was mostly on account of my having been sick (I'm currently host to a roving virus that's been making a leisurely tour of my body over the past week, wreaking havoc everywhere it goes -- latest stop, my larynx) but the nonstop gabbing and laughing, the wine, and the dip in the outdoor hot tub probably didn't help either. 

 

In any case, yesterday afternoon when I got home, I was in search of an activity that would require minimal talking on my part. Play-dough was one option. We've made some of our own recently, and the girls have enjoyed the process of making it and then "cooking" with it afteward -- shoving it into measuring cups, mashing it with the potato masher, stabbing it with spoons. But yesterday, they were very emphatic about the fact that they did not want to play with play-dough, but they did want to cook. I was not feeling ambitious enough to undertake an actual cooking project with them, and so, Ice Cookery was born! 

 

Age range: 18 months - 3 years 

 

Materials needed: Non-breakable / valuable kitchen utensils and containers (bowls, measuring cups, colanders, mixing spoons), a good quantity of crushed ice (Our fridge has one of those cool crushed ice dispensers, but you could also just put ice cubes in a plastic bag and whack them against the floor until they're broken up a bit.) Towels, broom and dustpan for clean-up.

 

Prep / Clean-up time: Minimal prep, ongoing cleaning recommended to avoid flooding / slipping. A drop cloth of some sort wouldn't be a bad idea, but that borders on taking us out of the low-to-no-effort zone.

 

Time it will keep your kids quietly, safely occupied: At least 15-20 minutes, as long as it's not too hot. (To my readers in the tropics, this may not be for you.)

 

Developmental benefits: Enhances small motor skills, increases likelihood of your child getting on "Top Chef"

 

 

What to do? Allow Clio and Elsa to demonstrate:

 

 

 



 

As you can see, there's all kinds of scooping and pouring and mixing to be done. Yes, it's a little messy, but it's only water, so it's not, like, stressful messy. In fact, our kitchen floor was decidedly cleaner when we were done, owing to the fact that I'd had to wipe up all that half-melted ice. The only possible drawback of this activity is the fact that your child(ren) will most likely attempt to eat the ice. Granted, this isn't a big deal if it's well-crushed and made from non-questionable water. But you do need to be vigilant about weeding out larger pieces of ice so no one chokes. And, I suppose there are are some -- dentists, mainly -- who would say that chewing ice is not a great idea. They may be right. I may be crazy.

 



 

 



 

At one point, while the girls were playing, I asked them "What are you cooking?" I guess I was expecting them to say eggs or cookies -- both things they've helped "make" before and watched me make. 

 

Elsa's reply?  "Ice!"

 

Of course.

 

 

 PS -- This is my second "Activity of the Week" (the first being the one on clementine oranges). But I want to reserve the right not to make it a weekly feature, just because. Think of it as one of those little segments on the Daily Show or the Colbert Report that gets its own name and logo and stuff, but may only show up a handful of times, until such time as the writers get bored of it and forget it completely. Is that OK? Thanks.
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Dancing Queens

There are days like today, when you've got a nasty head cold and sore throat, and your house is a total mess, and your desk is overflowing with bills and mail, and one of your daughters has a nearly TWO HOUR tantrum, when it feels like nothing short of a small miracle to turn on your digital camera (which you finally have a new battery charger for) for the first time in several weeks and and discover this:

 

 

 

The soundtrack, for anyone who's curious, is "Salsa for Kittens and Puppies," a CD given to us by a super-cool friend of ours. The hats are mine. (You may remember them from the recent Baby Squared fashion expose.) But the rhythm and moves are 100% Clio and Elsa. These girls LOVE to dance. Anytime we put music on, they start bopping and spinning and clapping. Sometimes we play "dance class" and I'll do various crazy moves for them to imitate: kicking, stamping feet, the twist, the pachanga. (Sure, Neil, no problem. We'll end the season with the pachanga. Great idea.)

 

So, yes. They dance.It's good to remember this when my patience is nearly worn thin and I'm considering putting my children up for sale on eBay: They don't just scream and yell and stomp and cry and make ridiculous demands ("No Mommy talking! No mommy talking! Mommy read a book! Read a book! NO MOMMY, NO TALKING!!") They also dance. 

 

Ah, dance.
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Absurdity Spoken Here

Since the day Elsa and Clio were born, I looked forward to when they'd be able to talk. I couldn't wait to be able to communicate with them verbally, and find out what was going through their little minds. It is, indeed, a lot of fun to see them adding new words and phrases to their vocabulary daily, and stringing little sentences together with increasing alacrity. I love that they can express their needs and wants more easily now. The only very small problem: what they need and want is frequently INSANE AND ILLOGICAL AND RIDICULOUS.

 

At the moment, it's Clio in particular whose "needs" are often exasperating. If, for example, I bring out two completely identical bowls of applesauce -- same color, same size, same amount, etc. -- and put one down in front of Clio and one in front of Elsa, Clio will point to the bowl I give her and say (scream), "No, dat's Elsa's!"  So I will switch the bowls (thank God Elsa is a little more chill about this kind of thing), thinking it's a quick and easy fix to the problem. Ha ha ha. No. Because althought it was Elsa's bowl (clearly) it had Clio's spoon in it. So now Clio is screaming "No, dat's Clio 'poon! Dat Clio pooooooon!!" so I switch the spoons. Fine. Whatever. BUT -- silly me, I didn't wipe the spoon off before transferring it, so it still contains some of Elsa's applesauce (are you following all this?) which is completely unacceptable to Clio. She holds the spoon out toward her sister, now screaming quite frantically "No! Dat Elsa's appasauce! Dat Elsa's! Elsa have Clio applesauce! Dat Clio's!" 

 

And on and on it goes. 

 

Honestly, at times I feel like I'm through the looking glass -- a hapless Alice who simply doesn't understand the logic of the world she's in. There are times when I just ignore it and put my foot down: No, this is YOUR bowl, and YOUR spoon, and you'll eat it, end of story. But this is far, far easier said than done. A todder's yelling and crying is not easy to withstand -- and Clio is a stubborn little lady. Not to mention loud. When she's screaming, all you want is for it to STOP. And of course, there's the Other Twin factor: while one sibling is pitching a fit, it's entirely possible that the other one will start clamoring for your attention, too. Or take the opportunity to sneak out of the room to attempt some kind of dangerous chair-climbing expedition. Or make a massive poop, requiring a full clothing change. 

 

It's slightly less frustating when the girls have absurd arguments among themselves. This weekend in the car on the way home from swimming lessons, Clio started saying that she wanted to eat fishies. (As in the Pepperidge Farm kind.) We said yes, fine, OK, when we get home you can have some fishies with lunch. Elsa chimed in and said that she wanted fishies, too. Again, we said yes, fine, great. Fishies it is. They both kept repeating their desire for goldfish crackers, and at some point it devolved into an all-out verbal toddler brawl: 

 

No, Elsa, CLIO eat fishies! 

 

Elsa eat fishies too! 

 

No, Elsa. Dat not nice! Clio eat the fishies.

 

Nooooo!! (crying now) Elsa want fishies!!! 

And of course, I'm twisted around in the front passenger seat, trying to remain calm, attempting to explain that they can BOTH have goldfish crackers. But I might as well have been talking to a couple of rocks. No -- wait. Bad analogy. Rocks are quiet. I might as well have been talking to a couple of fucking CHAINSAWS. Eventually, somehow, they managed to calm down, and when we got home, and I let Clio choose which plate she felt was "hers" at that moment, and we ate fishies, and everyone was (temporarily) happy.  

 

I am wondering if maybe it's time to start designating certain clothes, toys, utensils, etc. as belonging to either Clio or Elsa, since Clio, anyway, seems to have some real issues around what is hers and what is Elsa's. The only problem: How do we choose what belongs to whom? It seems to change on a minute-by-minute -- nay, second by second -- basis. 

 

Sigh.

 

On a happier note: I'm pleased to report that I visited another preschool for the girls for next year, and it's adorable and I think they'll love it, and I registered them on the spot, and they're in! So, starting in September, the girls will go to "school" two mornings a week (to start). It's a ways off, and I'm glad, but one less thing to worry about. Oh, and our battery charger finally came, so I'll post some new pictures soon. To tide you over in the meantime, here are some shots from a few months ago -- when the world was green, and we played outside, and life was sweet, and my posts didn't have a lot of ALL CAPS and the girls never had tantrums about absurd and ridiculous things ever. 
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The Joys of City Living

The great thing about raising toddlers in a major metropolitan area is that there are plenty of entertainment / outing options. We have our pick of playgrounds, libraries, museums, and family-focused events, plus -- a nice bonus of the Boston area -- easy access to nature preserves, orchards, petting zoos, etc. The not so great thing is that these places are frequently quite crowded. It's like other families somehow think they have just as much right to take advantage of their surroundings as my family does. The nerve of them!

 

On Friday morning, I took the girls to the Somerville library, expecting to spend some nice, quiet time in the children's area, reading books, doing some puzzles, de-shelving some DVDs. We didn't get there in time for story hour, because the girls -- bless their hearts -- had slept in. They generally wake up at around 7:30, but on Friday morning they slept until -- wait for it -- almost nine-thirty. (They actually sleep late quite frequently on Fridays and Sundays -- my mornings to get up with them -- but, curiously, wake up early on Saturdays when it's my turn to sleep in. It drives Alastair bonkers. He's convinced I know some kind of secret Jedi toddler mind trick that I'm not letting him in on. Perhaps I do.)

 

Anyway, we got to the library just after storytime, which was fine -- I figured it would be less crowded that way. But as it turns out, an entire freakin' daycare had come to storytime, and stuck around for about half an hour afterward. There were seriously about 30 little kids and their handlers crammed into the picture book area, such that we couldn't even get in. Very annoying. And yet, I guess I can't really justify complaining about it. The library is a public place, kids in daycare need a change of scene, too, it's a free country, blah blah blah. Such a bummer to be annoyed without having reason to be indignant!

 

Fortunately, the girls were not fazed by this little inconvenience. They started asking to go in the elevator, which I was happy to oblige. We rode up to the third floor -- the mezzanine over the adult section -- and the girls took great delight in shouting "peekaboo!" to the people below while I tried in vain to hush them and the elevator took its sweet time coming back.

 

Funny: I assumed, since the girls were so insistent about going on the elevator, that Alastair must have taken them on it during another library visit. As it turns out, he hadn't. Which cracks me up. How did the girls even know there was an elevator there? It was down a hall and around the corner. I didn't even know it existed. And yet, the girls seemed to sense its presence and location instinctively. Elevator-seeking toddlers! (I wonder if this power could be harnessed to the benefit of humanity somehow?)

 

As for the other crowded weekend outing -- well, we walked right into it, eyes wide open. We should have known better. In fact, I'm surprised I even suggested this particular activity, given what a snob I can be when it comes to branded, corporate entertainment for the masses. But the girls didn't nap, and it was raining, and we were all feeling ansty and claustrophobic and so I suggested (gulp) we go to (in an embarrassed whisper) Chuck E. Cheese's. 

 

Now, mind you, I had not set foot in a Chuck E. Cheese's since I was a kid, and the franchise was brand new, circa '84/'85. In my memory, Chuck E. Cheese's was a cavernous pizza joint with a ball pit and some air hockey tables, maybe a few skee-ball courts and a couple of lame, token-operated rides. Greasy food. Singing, animatronic characters. The place hadn't quite caught on yet, and I don't remember it ever being crowded. So I wasn't quite prepared for Chuck E. Cheese of Everett, MA on a rainy Sunday afternoon: wall to wall people, games and rides you had to walk sideways to fit between, and so much noise you could barely hear yourself thinking "what was I thinking?" (Though the most disturbing feature of the place, by far, was the salad bar. Both its contents and the fact that there was one at all.)

 

It actually wasn't a disaster, though. Clio held tight to my hand and led me around to various things she wanted to see -- her favorite was the train set in a glass case, and she also liked watching the basketball free-throw games. Elsa took a ride on a coin-op merry-go-round and in a mechanical car with a large, molded plastic Chuck E. Cheese in the passenger seat. Given the amount of stimulation and chaos, both girls were surprisingly calm. They loved the bad pizza. And, though Elsa at first shied away from the person walking around dressed up as Chuck E. Cheese, she later ventured a wave, and as we were leaving, she chattered to me very proudly about how she'd said "hi" to the mouse. 

 

It was an interesting experience. Certainly a change from our usual scene. But I don't think we'll be going back any time soon. The brief, intimate conversation I had with Clio as we were waiting for our pizza pretty much sums it up:

 

Me: You ready for some pizza, Cli?

Clio: Yeah. 

Me: What do you think, do you like this place?

Clio: No.

Me: Why don't you like it?

Clio: It's yucky.

Me: Yeah, it is kind of yucky, isn't it?

Clio: (Nodding, wide-eyed) Yeah. 

 

Published Mar 29 2009, 09:50 PM 

The Pretend Play's the Thing

Elsa and Clio have a new obsession: taking care of their "babies." Elsa's baby of choice is a Curious George doll (always referred to by his full name: "Curious George the Monkey) and Clio's is a "Bitty Twins" doll whose name, Clio recently informed us, is "Cora." Clio pronounces it "Koora" but if you say "Koora" back to her, she'll say, "No, Kooooo-ra!" until you say "Cora." Go figure. We have no idea where this came from. A fusion of Clio and Dora, perhaps? (The girls have a Dora dollhouse.) A nonsense sound that turned out to be an actual name? Interestingly, it's one of the names that was on my short list when I was pregnant. 

 

The most popular playing-with-babies activity is putting Cora and Curious George the Monkey in the doll strollers and pushing them around the house at madcap speed. Dressing them up in hats, mittens, jackets, and whatever else the girls find in the front hall is also a hit. On Saturday afternoon, once everyone was suitably dressed for the cold,  the girls pushed their babies in their strollers to the playground two blocks away. (Aside: I love that we live so close to a playground. I do not love that some hooligans have graffitied it up with drawings of disturbingly anatomically correct penises.) 

 

 

 Elsa gets Curious George the Monkey ready for an outing.
 

 

 

Clio does a few practice laps around the house with baby Cora. 
 

At the playground, Cora and Curious George the Monkey went on the swings, both in the girls' laps and all by themselves. They also both did several faceplants into the sand. When we got back home, they were hungry, naturally, so the girls sat them down at the table and made them some macaroni and cheese. (The pretend kind.) 

 

 

 Elsa: "I meex it for you, Curious George Monkey!"
 

 

 

 

Clio to Cora: "You want to eat somesing? You want to eat macani-chee?" 

 

It's so much fun -- and so fascinating -- to see that their little brains are now capable of this kind of imagination and personification. I also think it's great that -- for the moment anyway -- they are content with the simplest of "props" and accoutrements: our kitchen stuff and invisible, imaginary food. Napkins for diapers. Old baby clothes for doll clothes. It's also sweet to watch them play at nurturing. This tendency is beginning to extend toward me as well: tonight, I had my first (of many, I'm sure) hairstyling sessions. The girls "brushed" my hair (the side of the brush without the bristles is slightly less effective, but probably safer under the circumstances) and did me up with barettes and elastics. That is, they handed them to me to put in my own hair once they realized they couldn't quite pull it off. Wasn't the baby barettes and messy pigtails look in, briefly, in the mid-nineties? Well, I'm bringin' it back!

 

By the way -- nap update. Things remained dicey for several days after I wrote the disappearing nap post, but in the past couple of days, the girls actually have napped decently. So maybe it was a phase. (I'm going to get a reputation as the girl who cried "no nap!")
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Activity of the Week: Refinancing Your Mortgage

I can't help giggling inwardly every time I mention to someone that we're in the process of refinancing our mortgage. It just sounds so damned grown-up. The fact that we have a mortgage at all is still baffling to me at times, but now -- going and refinancing it? As if we're on top of our finances and financial planning? Ha! Ha. But I guess we are, because at some point a few months back, we noticed that rates seemed to be dropping, and asked our mortgage broker (hee hee!) if maybe we should consider refinancing, and here we are, with all the papers signed and much lower rate, and somehow Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae and the government are involved, and the upshot is, we're going to save a few hundred bucks a month. This is good, right?

 

OK, but here's what's not good: taking your two-year-old children to the closing. 

 

Some -- many -- will say, well, yeah. No shit, Sherlock. Why would you make toddlers a part of an important financial/legal transaction? With all the money you're theoretically going to save by doing this, wouldn't you be justified in hiring a babysitter for a couple of hours to watch your kids while you go into the attorney's office and take care of the paperwork? What's twenty or thirty bucks when you're going to be saving a few grand per year on your payments?

 

It's a good question. And a fair one. But one we, stupidly, didn't ask ourselves. We tried to set up an appointment at a time when our regular sitter was available, but it didn't work out, and we didn't bother trying to line up someone else. I guess you could say we were feeling a little cocky. A few weeks ago, we actually successfully signed the paperwork for a new (used) car with the girls in tow. So we figured hey, how hard can it be? We did a car, why not a mortgage? Hell, let's bring 'em with us next time one of us gets called for jury duty!

 

And so, on Friday afternoon, we found ourselves driving into Boston -- all four of us -- eking out a parking space on Boylston, walking through bitter cold to the attorney's office, herding Elsa and Clio into the elevator and attempting to keep them quiet and occupied while we signed approximately ten thousand different documents, almost none of which we understood. We might have signed the girls away to be the brides of Bedouin herdsmen when they turn 16. I wouldn't know.

 

I do know that for the half hour that we sat there with Mr. Slick Lawyer, signing our names, the girls were in almost perpetual motion: climbing up onto the swivel chairs and asking for help to get down. Grabbing at vaious office supplies. Doing laps around the conference table. Asking us to read them the books we'd brought in a vain attempt to keep them occupied. Fighting over the calculator that Mr. Slick -- and, to be fair, very patient -- Lawyer gave them to play with. Asking to be picked up. Asking to go. Asking for grapes. (?) 

 

We have until tomorrow to review all the paperwork and cancel if we discover any terms that we don't like, i.e. Bedouin bride prices. So, we'll do that tonight after the girls go to bed, though I don't honestly expect to find anything objectionable. Rather, not anything that I would be able to recognize as objectionable ahead of time. (Flash forward a year to us getting foreclosed on, due to some arcane technicality. We'd plead our case to the collectors: "But we brought our two-year olds with us to the closing! We were quite clearly not of sound mind and body when we signed these documents!")

 

Anyway, learn from our mistake, gentle readers. When large amounts of money, credit or real-estate are changing hands, shell out for a sitter. And if for some reason you can't, at the very least -- BRING GRAPES.

 

By the way, thanks so much to everyone who has aleady downloaded and reviewed my novel excerpt in the Amazon Breakthrough Novel contest. I am so grateful for your support and your reviews. At one point on Thursday, my book was actually ranked #61 in Amazon books! (What are the chances I'll ever see that again??) They won't announce the semi-finalists until April 15, so I'll have to bite my nails until then. But even if I don't make it to the next round (the big deciding factor will be a review from a Publisher's Weekly critic), it's been a real treat to  finally have people reading a bit of the book and (for the most part) seeming to like it. Thank you! Grazie! Merci! Gracias! Spaseeba! Domo arrigato! Danke!
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Mom's Time Out

I spent this past Friday through Sunday in New York, visiting my two oldest, dearest girlfriends, one of whom is about to get hitched and move to St. Louis, and the other of whom just had her first baby. It was just me and my very small rolling suitcase -- no kids, no husband, no diaper bag, no computer. And I had a GLORIOUS time. Harried mothers (and fathers) of toddlers: if you have the means and wherewithal to escape for a few days by yourself, I highly, highly recommend it.

 

I did nothing that could be described as "exciting" by any stretch of the imagination. But everything I did, from boarding the train at South Station, to walking through Prospect Park with my friend and her dog, to browsing in a flea market in Park Slope on Sunday morning, felt intensely, insanely liberating and fresh. It is so rare in my life these days to have more than a couple of hours to myself, without the girls or work or errands to occupy me or my mind. 

 

But here were three whole days of pure, unadulterated me-time. Time to ruminate. Time to observe. Time to sleep. It was like being 25 again. Of course, when I actually was 25 and didn't have children, I wouldn't have appreciated such a jaunt nearly as much. Knowing this made the whole thing even tastier: I didn't pine for my old life, pre-children. I was just so happy to be able to get away for a little while in the midst of my life WITH children. Nothing like a little physical and mental breathing room every once in awhile.

 

It was also really a treat to be able to focus fully on someone else's offspring for a little while. Usually, when I meet my friends' new babies, Elsa and Clio are with me, so I can't do a whole lot of quality baby-holding-and-staring. But I got to hold my friend's baby, Charlie, for quite awhile, as we lazed around in the living room chatting and eating and watching bad Saturday afternoon TV (did anyone else in the NY area catch The House that Dripped Blood? Classic!) It's awfully nice to hold a sleeping newborn. Especially knowing you don't have to whip your boobs out for it every two hours, wake up multiple times in the middle of the night, etc. etc.  

 

 

 

Making faces at Charlie. Note my new floppy side bangs. 
 

 

Of course, by Sunday afternoon, I was dying to see Elsa and Clio and Alastair, and it was a delight to come back home to them, and back to reality. Within two hours of my return I had made mac and cheese for the girls' dinner, wiped their hands and mouths multiple times, removed a splinter from Elsa's thumb (poor baby!), tried (and failed) to keep them out of the way while Alastair was repairing the dining room table, changed them into their PJs, sung the ABC song with them several times, let them pretend to put toothpaste on their brushes, played the "I'm gonna get you!" game with them in their room, read them two books involving multiple animals (who knew that they knew the word "baboon"?) and tucked them in to bed. 

 

 

The next post, I promise, will be much more Clio and Elsa-full. I just wanted to share my elation at having a weekend away, and encourage you to do the same if you can swing it somehow. 

 

Oh yes, and finally: a big, huge THANK YOU to my wonderful husband for making this getaway possible. You are the best.

 

Published Mar 16 2009, 12:04 PM by Roper 

Overheard

A definite check in the "positives" column for having twin toddlers: getting to hear them talk to each other. Yesterday morning, while I was getting ready for work, the girls woke up and I overheard the following conversation:

 

Elsa: (excited) I making a big poopie, Kee-o!

Clio: (No response)

Elsa: (Even more excited) I make a BIG poopie, Kee-o!

Clio: (Conciliatory) That's OK, Elsa.

 

What's funniest to me is hearing them using phrases Alastair and I use, with the same intonation. (No, "I make a big poopie" is not one of these. Though I guess we've been known to say "wow -- you made a big poopie." To the girls, that is.) A popular one right now is "Be right back!" -- often with hands held up, palms out. Sometimes it means they're going to the other side of the room, but sometimes it means they're going to attempt to go upstairs or outside or somewhere else I'd rather they didn't go without my supervision. No matter where they're headed, it's quite clear that I'm supposed to stay put while they run their "errand." (Just as I expect them to stay put when I say "be right back" and run downstairs to change the laundry or upstairs to get something, etc. etc.)

 

Clio will often gently chide Elsa if she's doing something Clio doesn't approve of: "No, ELsa," she'll say -- sounding very much a bossy big sister (though she's 9 minutes younger). Meanwhile, Elsa doesn't scold Clio much, but does like to check in with her and make sure she's taken care of. Last night at dinner, for example, she asked for a piece of bread. As I went to get it for her, I heard her say, "You want bread, Kee-o?"

 

People often ask me if they have any sort of "twin talk" between them, and I can't say that I've ever noticed anything along these lines. They seem to speak to each other in the same toddler-English they use with us, though they do seem to be a little more tuned into each other's pronunciation. There have been times when I can't figure out what one of them is trying to say or ask for, and the other offers a translation of sorts. There are also times when the two of them just crack each other up, and -- as with any good inside joke -- I can't quite figure out what's so funny. But they obviously think it's hilarious. I love that they can make each other laugh. (Anyone out there have experiences with actual "twin talk"? I'm so curious to know what it's like and if it really happens...)

 

The only drawback to all this sisterly gabbing: once they start, it can be hard for them to stop. A couple of times recently we haven't been able to get them to settle down and take their nap because they're having such a grand old time babbling back and forth to each other, throwing stuffed animals and books into each other's cribs, talking about their bowel movements, etc. 

 

On the flip side, some mornings when they wake up they're content just to chat amongst themselves for awhile, so A. and I can stay in bed a little longer. And sleepily, smilingly eavesdrop on those precious conversations.
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When do twins understand the concept of twins?

Not that it's that important, really. But I've often been curious about when twin children are old enough to understand the fact that they're twins, and what that means (in broad strokes, anyway). Just as Alastair and I don't know any other way of parenting except the two-at-a-time sort, our girls don't know any kind of existence but the there-is-another-person-who's-always-around sort. They are peretually aware of each other, looking out for each other, competing with each other. 

 

Meanwhile, most of their "friends" (i.e. the children of our friends) are singletons. But if they find this state of being strange (Where's the person you fight over stuff with all the time? Who's the other person in your room? You mean you get your parents all to yourself?) then they certainly don't give any indication. Now that the girls are more verbal, we've started talking about the fact that they're twins sometimes, usually in reference to other twins they sometimes play with: Ethan and Emmett are twins just like you! Milo and Amelia are twins, just like you! Etc. I wonder if, when they hang out with their singleton pals, they wonder where the "other one" is? 

 

We recently got a book from the library called Hello, Twins, about a brother-sister pair of twins, Charlotte and Simon. It's not that great a book, really. I mean, it's fine -- just not terribly original or interesting. (Then again, Clio and Elsa love it, and they're the target audience, so who am I to judge?) Anyway, it's about how these two kids are very different, but they like each other just the way they are. And, oh yeah, they're twins. 

 

What is interesting, is that since we've several times introduced the book by explaining that "Elsa and Clio are twins, just like Simon and Charlotte," they've started calling it the "Elsa and Clio book" and have identified with each of the characters: Elsa is Charlotte and Simon is Clio. I find it fascinating that they arrived at this on their own, since many of the characters' traits actually synch up fairly well with that comparison. Elsa is in some ways the "girlier" kid, and Clio the more tomboyish. (Except when they're not, of course.) Elsa likes to eat everything on her plate and Clio doesn't, just like Charlotte and Simon, respectively. Like Charlotte and Simon, Elsa likes to build things and Clio likes to knock them down. (Well, actually, they pretty much switch-hit on that one.)

 

Anyway. Once they understand that they're twins and what it means -- maybe when they're three or four? -- surely slightly dicier questions will follow: Does that mean we're exactly the same? Who's older? Do you like one of us better? And -- the trickiest one of all -- why are we twins? Not that this would be an issue for quite some time, but do parents eventually -- or ever -- tell their kids that they are the result of fertility treatments? It's obviously not on par with telling kids that they're adopted, but I do wonder if it's a difficult subject to broach, and one fraught with all kinds of existential questions for the child/children: was I "unnatural"? Do you wish you hadn't had both of us? Was one of us a mistake? Worst of all, when they're teenagers, they can actually throw a little weight behind that classic counter-argument: Hey, I didn't ask to be born!

 

I don't know how or if you're supposed to talk to your kids about the fact that they're twins, and what kind of effect this knowledge has on them. Our philosophy has always been to celebrate their individuality -- we don't dress them alike, we try very hard not to compare them, we rarely call them "the twins" -- and not make a big deal of the fact that they're twins. Hell, we live in the state with the highest twin birth rate in the country, so it's not like they're going to grow up feeling like either freaks of nature or wonders thereof. Maybe it will mean no more to their senses of self than being the oldest, youngest or middle child does.

 

But somehow, I suspect that the knowledge that you're a twin is a little more complicated than that; a little more puzzling, a little more influential. (This is probably even moreso for identical twins.) I just hope that, on the balance, it's a good thing.
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Activity of the Week: Play-Dough Sans Pants

We've made home-made play-dough a few times before in the Baby Squared household, but today was special, because we did it without pants. That is, the girls did. Elsa started it. We were all just hanging out in the living room, reading books and doing puzzles and stuff, and she suddenly decided to pull her pants down. (Her very favorite pants, too -- the black pleather ones her grandma scored from the thrift shop!) I asked her if she wanted to go to the potty (not like she ever does), but she said no, and started shuffling around with her pants around her ankles, grinning. "Elsa funny?" she asked. "Yeah," I replied. "You're pretty funny." She eventually took them all the way off, and Clio decided that this seemed like a pretty good idea, so I helped her take her pants off too. Both girls suggested that I follow suit, but I declined. My legs aren't nearly as cute as theirs are.

 

The pants stayed off all afternoon. I think this made the play-dough making experience extra special. The girls got to feel more connected to their medium, while at the same time saving their pants from wet flour paste and food coloring stains. (This is especially good for Elsa, who asks to wear her black pleather pants almost every day.) It was also gave the whole thing a summery sort of feel, in spite of the fact that outside it was 29 degrees, with a foot of snow on the ground. 

 

So, without further ado, here you go: Play-Dough Sans Pants. Or Pantless Play-dough, if you don't like the French. (Apologies to my French readers. I like you.)

 

 


 

 

Age range: 2 years - adult

Materials needed: Flour, salt, water, measuring cups, bowls, spoons, food coloring (optional)

Materials NOT needed: Pants

Prep time: None, not counting time required to remove pants.

Time it will keep your kids quietly, safely occupied: A good 20 minutes, at least

Developmental benefits: Enhances small motor skills, encourages creativity, fosters body-image self-esteem

 

There are a zillion different play-dough recipes out there, but I like this one because it's so easy, and there's no cooking involved. Just mix 1/4 cup salt and 1 cup of flour, then add between 1/3 and 1/2 cup water. (Add it slowly to get the consistency you want, and add more flour and salt if it gets too wet.) If you want, you can add food coloring to the water. Of course, the kiddos can help pour the ingredients into the bowl / onto the floor and mix to their hearts' content. It may take a little adult muscle/coordination to get the final mixing done, so you actually get a nice big glob of dough.

 

In the past, I've done most of the making myself, so that the focus of the activity was really more about playing with the play-dough. And not as messy. But today, I don't know -- the whole pants off thing got me feeling kind of crazy and loose, and I let the girls do most of the pouring and mixing themselves. The results were gloriously messy, and the girls loved it. 

 



Elsa's intense, hands-on culinary technique.
 



Clio doing something she knows she's not supposed to do -- without pants on. No doubt it won't be the last time.
 

Published Mar 05 2009, 07:07 AM 

What do you call...

When I was a kid, my aunt referred to flatulence a "fluffy." My maternal grandfather called it "making a report to the nation." If either of my grandmothers ever said anything about it at all, I'm sure they would have used the ladylike "passing gas." I can't really remember what my parents called it when my brother and I were very little, but when we were older, "fart" became common parlance in our household.

 

I don't really like the word "fart," except when preceded by "old," and can't quite bring myself to use it in reference to my darling little angels. So, for whatever reason, with Elsa and Clio, I say "toot." As in, "Did you toot?" Or "Oops! Toot!" I guess if I were really mature, I wouldn't call them out on it at all, but what can I say? Toddler toots are funny. It's an opportunity to giggle. Oh, yeah, and we're trying to teach the girls to say "excuse me" at the appropriate moments, so there's that, too. 

 

And the girls love it. They will cheerfully proclaim "toot!" with a wrinkle-nosed smile or giggle any time they let one rip. It's become almost reflexive in Elsa's case: the other night I went in to comfort her when she was crying in the middle of the night, and in the midst of her sobbing, half-asleep, she paused to announce a "toot," and then resumed whimpering. Last night, they both giggled and said "toot" when the ketchup bottle made an embarrassing sound. Ah, my little frat girls. (That's not a typo.)

 

It's funny, how the language of bodily functions and parts develops. There are some terms we use that we've never really given much thought to -- poo-poo, pee-pee -- while others we still haven't quite figured out. We use "bum," "bottom," "bum bum," "tush" and "butt" fairly interchangeably. We seem to have settled on "yoni" for genitals, but after considerable debate and consideration, and I'm still not 100% committed to it. "Vagina" isn't entirely accurate if you're talking about the whole region; "Girl parts" seems a little too evasive; "wee wee" seems too infantile (not to mention inaccurate); and "vulva" isn't quite right either. So, we've settled on the all-encompassing, Sanskrit "yoni," which has a nice, empowering ring to it, is easy to pronounce, and won't embarrass anyone too acutely if the girls happen to utter it at an inopportune moment. I've liked the term ever since I first encountered back when I read Even Cowgirls Get the Blues. At the same time, I feel a little phony using a word that has absolutely no connection whatsoever to our family's own cultural heritage -- like we plucked it out of some Thesaurus for Progressive, Multicultural 21st Century Parenting. 

 

OK, your turn: what are your favorite -- or least-favorite -- kid-friendly terms for private parts and bodily functions?

 

Published Mar 02 2009, 03:00 PM b

The Biggest Way that Motherhood has Changed Me

It has changed my priorities and the way I plan my time. It has changed the way I shop and sleep and work and spend my weekends. It has heightened my appreciation and respect for my own parents and lowered my tolerance for parents who abuse or neglect or mistreat their children. It has deflated my breasts and softened my belly. It has given my life more meaning and purpose. 

 

But truth be told, I expected all this. I didn't know exactly how these things would feel or how far-reaching the changes would be. In some cases, the changes have been exactly the opposite of what I expected: for example, instead of losing all desire and ambition where writing is concerned, I've actually become more focused, productive and determined. There is one thing, however, that I did not anticipate: I did not realize that once I became a mother, almost any time I saw, heard or read about a child dying -- real or fictional -- I would feel like my heart was being sawed in half with a bread knife. 

 

An old hometown friend of mine, who's now a movie producer, recently sent me the trailer for a new film he worked on, My Sister's Keeper. (Based on the Jodi Picoult novel). I hadn't read the book so I didn't know what it was about, but it was clear very early in the trailer that the film involved a child who has cancer. I could barely bring myself to finish watching the thing. This was a movie trailer, mind you, not an entire movie. I don't even know for sure if the child dies in the story, but I don't intend to find out. I won't get near that movie with a ten-foot bread knife. 

 

It's not that I've ever particularly enjoyed the idea of children dying. Sophie's Choice was certainly heartwrenching to me when I first saw it as a young adult. The difference is that now even thinking about Sophie's Choice makes my chest clench. (For those of you not familiar with it, it's a movie from the early 80s, based on a book by William Styron, about a holocaust survivor, played by Meryl Streep, who, when she arrived at Auschwitz -- oh forget it. I can't even write it. Ask someone else to tell you.) 

 

I watched the movie The Duchess recently (on nights when Alastair has gigs, I watch costume dramas that I know he would never want to see!) and part of the plot -- SPOILER ALERT -- is that the duchess, played by Keira Knightley, has to choose between running away with her lover and never seeing her children again. I think ten years ago, I might have thought "gee, that's tough, but she has to pick being with her true love, of course." Now, I think, DUH!! Of course she has to throw over the lover for the kids. Heartbreaking, yes, but I really don't understand how any mother could do otherwise. (And in real life they sometimes do, which is hard for me to comprehend.) 

 

But it's not just movies that affect me differently. I got teary on Tuesday when I heard about the toddler in Texas who died of swine flu. I am afraid of swine flu to a degree that I know I wouldn't be if I didn't have children. My greatest fear in life used to be losing Alastair, and it's still a very close second. But I don't think it would affect me in the primal sort of way that losing one of my girls would. I would give up my life for theirs in a heartbeat.

 

This isn't unusual, I'm sure. It's pretty basic on a biological / evolutionary level. But it's one of those things that, while I understood it in the abstract before having kids, I simply couldn't *feel* until I had children myself. It's the biggest change in me, and the highest part of the price of having something so wonderful. 
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Nasty, Brutish and Short

Lately, this seems like the perfect description of my children. Not all of the time, of course (excepting the short part). But it does seem like we're in a phase wherein the girls march around the house like little Mussolinis, giving orders to us, to the cat, to each other. More milk! I wanta watch Curious George Monkey! I do it allbymysef! I don't want to change diaper! No sing, mommy! Up up UP! Go away kittycat! No! No! NOOOOOO!!!!
 

Are we doing something to encourage this kind of behavior? Or is this just what they call having "spirited" children? (Possessed by spirits, perhaps?)  Does the twin thing factor in? Sometimes I think my girls' loudness has to do with the fact that they feel the need to shout over eachother to be heard, or even just shout to get more individual attention.

 

Mostly, I just tell myself that this is the way toddlers are, this too shall pass, etc. But then I see the way other kids behave and I can't help wondering. This weekend, for example, we were at a playground birthday party for one of the girls' closest pals. There were a a few other toddlers there, approximately the same age, and their parents, none of whom we'd met before. And I swear, all these other kids seemed like little Stepford children -- in a good way -- compared to our hellians. While the other kids played happily in the sand, or hung out with their parents, or toddled around contemplating the scenery while sipping from juice boxes, Elsa and Clio were nonstop with their demands: I want more juice! want a balloon! I want bubbles! I want to go on the swing! I want happy-to-you cake! (Note to self: never tell children ahead of time that there will be cake / cupcakes / ice cream/etc. at an event. As much as you are tempted, because you know it makes them so happy, don't do it. Feign surprise when cake / cupcakes / etc. miraculously appear.) 

 

I just kept thinking: these other parents must think we spoil these children rotten. But we don't; I swear we don't! We set limits and say "no" when necessary and try very hard to be consistent. Still, maybe I'm too accommodating. Maybe when Clio barks at me to refill her cup with water for the fourth time so she can "practice" drinking like a big girl, I should say no, enough, why don't you go play with X or Y. The problem is, this is most likely happening at the same time that Elsa is yelling that she wants to go on the swing or wants more pineapple or wants her g-d happy-to-you cake. Argggh! 

 

I feel like a harried waitress at a busy diner, trying desperately to keep everyone happy without losing my shit. And believe me, I have tried every kind of response. Everything from the calm, reasonable one. ("Girls, let's stop yelling for a minute. I don't like it when you yell things at me. You need to ask me nicely, in a quiet voice, and say please. I will try to help you, but I can't help you both at once.") to the end-of-my rope one. ("Guys! Time out! Quiet! Stop! You MUST. CHILL!") Neither seems to work terribly well. The best I can manage is getting them to tack a whiney "Pleeeeeaaase???" onto the end of their request. (What is it with that way of saying "please"? We never taught them to say it like that. Is it genetically coded into children's brains?)

 

Oh yeah. And the cat. Lately, the girls are being really mean to the cat. Whenever she comes near them, they shout "Go away!" and "No, kitty! No!" Which is ironic, since the cat spent the first two years of the girls' lives avoiding them like the plague because they were constantly pulling her tail, lunging at her squealing, etc. And now that they actually have the control to be gentle with her and/or leave her alone, they've decided that the cat is their bitch. We suspect this is because last time we were at Alastair's parents' house, we were trying to get them to empower themselves around the dogs -- tell them to go away or say no if they were feeling crowded or overwhelmed by them. But we didn't expect them to start bossing the cat around. Brutishly! And nastily!

 

Sigh. I suppose I'm venting just a wee bit. You might even say whining. This isn't really a big deal, and Clio and Elsa aren't really nasty and brutish (though they are short). They're just spirited toddlers. And spirited is a good thing in the long run, right?

 



The spirited twosome in their new (used) sandbox.
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Naked Baby

I'm not exactly sure how this started, but Clio is all about being naked -- or naked except for a diaper -- these days. It's not that she disrobes; she just wants to stay naked or undressed or partially dressed once she gets that way. A key part of the experience for her is shouting "I'm a naked baby!" or (if we're attempting to put clothes on her) "I want to be a naked baby!"  Of course, we have no one but ourselves to blame for this; for a long time, Alastair and I have been in the idiotic habit of gleefully yelling out "naked babies!" when we get the girls into the bath. That kind of humor is very funny to toddlers. And to us, apparently. And, well, shucks, naked babies are just so durn cute!

 

Let me interject to say that, in case you're wondering, no, there will not be a birthday suit photo of Clio accompanying this post. As cute as it would be, I wouldn't feel right doing it. Not just because there are sickos out there, but because it seems like an invasion of her privacy. Unlike the rest of this blog. Ahem. Um...er...Moving on!

 

So, the naked baby thing will be increasingly less of a problem as the weather starts to warm up. Fine with me if she wants to walk around the house in nothing but a diaper. (Until potty training is achieved, I must insist on the diaper.) But Clio is a stubborn little thing, and there may be some battles ahead if she wants, say, to go to the playground or the library naked. Already, we've had to deal with some serious resistance in the mornings and during diaper changes when she wants to be a naked baby and it's just too cold for that sort of thing. A few times, we've compromised at half-naked. Shirt and no pants, or vice versa.

 

But the other night, Clio had her first all-out Naked Baby tantrum. It was at approximately 3:30 am, and she was suddenly wide awake, wanting to (among other things) go downstairs, read a book with mommy, come into our bed with us, eat waffles, have more water, go outside in the yard and "go in the little house," watch Curious George, etc. She hadn't reached tantrum stage yet, just a lot of loud, whiny insisting. I noticed that her diaper was feeling pretty soggy, so changed her, hoping it was simply discomfort that had woken her up, and that maybe the activity of being changed would satisfy her need to do something outside the crib. Alas, she kept yelling her demands the whole time, more and more loudly (waking up Elsa, of course, who joined in the yelling with her own set of wants and needs), and when I tried to put Clio's pajama pants back on, she went into all-out tantrum mode.

 

"No! No! NO!! I want to be a naked baby! I want to be a naked baby! I want to be a naked BAAAAAAABeeeEEEEEeeee!!!"

 

It was cold. Too cold to be a naked baby. So what did I do? I tried out my modified Toddler-ese -- the Happiest Toddler method, lite. I said, "You want to be a naked baby! You want to be a naked baby! But you'll be so cold, Clio! If you're a naked baby, you'll be SO cold and sad! I don't want you to be cold." And by God, wouldn't you know -- she stopped crying and screaming, looked at me, slightly confused, and then started saying, "Naked baby be so cold!" as she let me put her pajamas back on her. It was like a freakin' miracle. 

 

Of course, it still took another ten minutes to try to get her to lie down in her crib, and she woke up again an hour later and pitched another fit. But when it comes to parenting toddlers, one must cling to small victories! Screaming 3:30 am naked baby successfully thwarted! Huzzah!

 

Published Apr 23 2009, 06:17 PM by Roper
The Weirdest Mommy on the Block

I recently picked up a copy of Harvey Karp's The Happiest Toddler on the Block from my favorite local bookstore, the Salvation Army. I'd heard good things about it from a few people, and I'd also found the Swaddling-shushing-swaying-shishkebabing-etc. advice from Karp's Happiest Baby useful when the girls were young, though I never actually read the book. (The S's were just the word on the street.)

 

I haven't read all of Happiest Toddler. I've skipped around a bit and focused on the sections that dealt specifically with two-year-olds. So far, I have mixed feelings about the book. Overall, it was a little too "cute" for my taste stylistically (enough with the exclamation points, Harvey!) and a lot of the advice just isn't practical for twins. Or any toddler, for that matter. Nightly massages before bed, complete with massage oil? Uh huh. Right. But the insights into toddlers' emotional and cognitive development were great, and most of the advice seemed to make a lot of sense on an instinctual level. 

 

There was one particular tactic Karp recommends that I'd love to know if anyone else out there has tried. He calls it speaking "Toddler-ese" -- basically, talking to toddlers in their own language when they're upset / angry. You start by acknowledging what they want or feel, to let them know that they are heard and understood, then you shift into what you'd like them to do. Sounds pretty sensible, right? But when you look at the examples of what this might actually sound like....well, here's one example he gave, of what a mother said to her 32-month old twins who were fighting over a ball:

 

"BALL!! BALL! BALL! BALL! BALL! You both want it! You want it NOW! But no fighting, or mommy takes the ball away. I like it when you play nicely."

 

I'm just not sure I can't bring myself to talk to Elsa and Clio like this. For one thing, Alastair will ridicule me mercilessly. I tried using some Toddler-ese the other day when Clio was loudly and angrily demanding to go to the playground when we were in the car on the way to an Audubon Society farm in Lincoln (Drumlin). I said something like: "Playground! Playground! You want to go to the playground! You want to go now! But we'll go to the playground later! Now we're going to the farm to see some animals! Won't that be fun?" 

 

Alastair looked at me like I was demented. I'd told him about this notion of mirroring back the children's feelings before saying "no" or making a contrary demand, but I hadn't exactly mentioned the Toddler-ese part. "Wait a second," he said. "You're supposed to talk like them, too? That doesn't seem right."

 

Honestly, that was my initial thought, too. It does feel almost too accommodating in some way -- like you're relinquishing too much of your dignity for the sake of your child. Then again, trying to reason calmly in grammatical English with a screaming two-year-old isn't the most dignified activity either. There's also the issue of self-consciousness. Because let's face it: an adult imitating a toddler sounds pretty ridiculous, unless he's got his hand up an Elmo puppet. Karp, to his credit, addresses this point directly, urging parents to give the Toddler-ese approach time -- they'll get used to it -- and reminding them that the benefits far outweigh the embarrassment.

 

So, how did Clio react to my attempt at Toddler-ese? Like her father, she initially looked at me like I was deranged. She was silent a few, shocked seconds, which was nice. But then she resumed yelling "I just want to go to dee playground!"  

 

Of course, Rome wasn't built in a day. I do believe that the technique might have merit, and I'm willing to keep at it. But I've modified the language a bit -- developed my own dialect, if you will. Instead of yelling (for example) "Ball! Ball! Ball!!!"  I'll say something like "You both want to play with the ball!" trying, as best I can, to mimic the same tone and cadence the girls are using while keeping the words in Grown-up-ese. Then, I'll shift into my normal voice and say something like "But you need to play nicely with the ball, or I'm going to take it away." Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn't. Like most parenting techniques. But there is something reassuring about having a technique at all, instead of feeling like you're in a constant battle of wills. 

 

What do you, gentle readers, think? Have you tried the Toddler-ese approach, or something like it? What's your "method" for dealing with toddler defiance and demands? Do you think Karp is a brilliant parenting guru, or a silly man named after a fish?
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Becoming "Mom"

Clio has been calling me "Mom" on occasion these days. I'm not sure exactly how she picked it up -- maybe from hearing A. and I address our mothers as "mom" on various occasions -- but she does it in an almost mischievous manner, like she's checking it out to see if it works / she can get away with it. I can't say I like it. She sounds way too grown up when she says it, and I feel way too un-grown-up to be called it. 

 

There's a difference between being a "mommy" and a "mom." A "Mommy" is someone young and vibrant, possibly even hip. She plays and laughs with her adoring young children, kisses their boo-boos when they fall down, tucks them into bed at night. But a "Mom"? Entirely different. A mom is a frumpy someone you argue with and roll your eyes at. She wears bad jeans and has an outdated haircut and drives a mini-van with a "My child was student of the month..." bumper sticker on the back. She's worrywort. She's a nag. You wish she'd just leave you alone. 

 

This is, of course, ridiculous. Of course moms are not all those things. And even if they are, who cares? If you like tapered, high-waisted jeans, hey, why not go with what works? I should add that I don't necessarily think of my mom in this way either (although, Mom, I'm glad you finally took my advice and started buying boot cut...). So, why the aversion to being called mom? Maybe it has to do with my mixed feelings about inching toward middle age. And surely it has something to do with not wanting my girls to grow up. It's nice to be needed in that primal, mommy way.

 

At the same time, I have to admit -- I am starting to feel less like a Mommy and more like a Mom. And the truth is, I like it. The baby phase was wonderful in many ways. But as Elsa and Clio become more talkative, more capable, more able to do and enjoy a variety of activities -- in short, as they become less like babies and more like people -- I feel infinitely closer to them. I enjoy their company more and more. Sure, it takes a little more energy -- verbal, emotional and otherwise -- but it's infinitely more interesting. 

 

The other day, I was in the kitchen getting the girls' dinner ready while they played at the little table with their Curious George dolls. (Dolls? Stuffed animals? Plush characters? Whatever.) They were telling me what they wanted to eat, and what their Curious Georges were doing ("Curious George sitting!") and various other important toddler tidbits. I, in turn, was responding, asking questions, explaining what I was doing, recounting what we'd done that afternoon. 

 

At a certain moment, for some reason, I heard myself -- really heard myself -- and thought: Wow! I am talking with my children! This is what I sound like as a mother talking with her childrenI And my next thought was: I like this. I like being able to have an actual two-way relationship with my children; to know that what I'm saying is understood; to be able to communicate not just a physical level, but a verbal one. All this time, I've been looking forward to this stage of motherhood, eager for it to begin. I was hesitant to admit it, even to myself, because, well, babies are the best thing since sliced bread and you're supposed to treasure every minute and they grow up so fast.... etc. etc. And yes, I have enjoyed the baby phase. And I'd still rather be called Mommy for the time being. But I think I'm really going to love being a Mom. 

 

PS -- I'm excited to announce that my novel, Eden Lake, advanced to the semi-final round (top 100) in the Amazon Breakthrough Novel Award competition. Thanks so much to all of you who read the excerpt, wrote reviews and helped spread the word. The 3 finalists will be announced on May 15, and then there's a vote, a la American Idol. The chances of my getting to that round are slim to say the least, but my fingers are nevertheless crossed. Stay tuned!
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A Day of Firsts

Yesterday was one of those days where it felt like there were lots of new things going on. (How appropriate for Easter, yes?) It wasn't actually the girls' first Easter, but it was the first one we celebrated. We went to church in the morning, and in the afternoon, the girls partook in their first-ever (chocolate) egg hunt. This was totally a last-minute, minimalist effort -- I'd picked up two baskets and a couple of bags of chocolate eggs at CVS the day before. But the girls loved it. 

 

I feel like it was the first holiday activity we've done with them where they seemed less like"babies," being dragged along for the ride (say Trick or Treat! Open your present! Etc.), and more like kids. When Clio first came down the back porch stairs, she spotted a chocolate egg, picked it up and said "Where did that come from?" (One of her new favorite expressions). Once we gave them their baskets and explained what they were supposed to do, they "got it" immediately, running around the yard and scooping up eggs, each time shouting "I found another egg!" And, like true kids, they were NOT happy when, after they'd each had some chocolate, I put their candy away to be doled out over the next few days (and eaten by me. Ha). In fact, there was a brief but intense crying jag until I distracted them with the idea of going around the living room and "finding" toys to put in their baskets. Of course, with older kids, this diversion technique never would have worked. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The girls also moved into their first home -- of the play-variety, that is: a playhouse, complete with toy phone, doorbell, sink (as Clio pointed out repeatedly), faux fireplace, and working, lion's head fountain in the wall next to the door. It's called the "old world" cottage or something. Really, you'd swear it was plucked right out of Italy or Southern France. That is, if it weren't made of molded plastic andonly four-feet square. (Details, details). Anyway, the girls were totally thrilled when, at last, we'd finished putting the thing together and they could go inside. Elsa gave many of her signature squeals of delight. I love that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We bought the thing new, which I'm a little bummed about. When it comes to large plastic things, I really prefer to buy them second-hand. I don't like encouraging the production of still more large, plastic things. But our Craigslist effort failed miserably (after we'd already recruited friends and their trailer to help us out) and we're too impatient to keep trolling for another option, and this particular playhouse was on sale. We also figured it will be a damned long time before we can ever take the girls to Europe, much less rent a cottage with a lion's head fountain, so this really is the next best thing. So, if spring ever truly springs (it continues to be awfully chilly here in the northeast) the girls are going to have some kickass backyard days. Next goal: a sandbox. I'd like to avoid a plastic one, if possible, so the mister and I may attempt to build one ourselves. That should be comical, to say the least.

 

 

The other first? Clio asked to pee in the potty, and did. Elsa accomplished this feat exactly once, back in January, but this was Clio's first successful, intentional potty endeavor. We are all very proud.

 

 

Before I go, just wanted to put in a plug for my friend Anna Solomon's excellent piece in yesterday's New York Times magazine -- a funny personal essay about her experience with the "three-month itch" that she got when her daughter was around three months old; in the haze and fatigue of new motherhood, she found herself suddenly thinking a lot about her exes. I myself did not experience this phenomenon; when I get an "itch" it's generally for people in the past that I crushed on but never dated. Or Matt Damon. But check it out -- I'm sure some of you out there will be able to relate.
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Happy Passeaster

When we were down in New York this week with Alastair's family, his mother (a.k.a. Jaycee) threw a lovely, abbreviated Passover seder for Elsa and Clio's benefit. It ran about fifteen minutes, total, which is about as long as the girls can manage sitting at a table these days, even when mass quantities of mac and cheese are present. 

 

Highlights were hand-washing, the parts where they get to eat matzoh, the parts where they got to drink wine, the part where they got to stick their fingers in the wine and dab it on their plates (something they might have come up with on their own), and, in Elsa's case, haroset. The herbs dipped in salt water didn't go over so well, and we didn't even bother trying to get them to eat the horseradish. I think the finer points of the story were lost on them, but they enjoyed finding the matzoh. And eating it --- lots of it. They were also not slouches when it came to the wine. After the first couple of sips of that oh-so-fruity Manischewitz, they were calling for "More wine! More wine!"  They would have downed Elijah's whole glass too, given the opportunity. 

 



I had to hold Elsa's wine cup to keep her from drinking from it. Note how she is, therefore, pulling on my hand.
 



"So many plagues? Oy!"
 

So, that was our nod to the girls' Jewish heritage. Today, my mother asked me if we were going to be doing anything for Easter. Not in a putting-pressure-on-us kind of way (my parents are not very religious these days). More out of curiosity, I think. The answer is: we may go to (Unitarian) church on Sunday, where there will surely be some mention of Easter, along with various pagan rites of spring. I'll probably pick up some foil-wrapped eggs and we'll do a scaled-down egg-hunt in the backyard, which the girls will love. But we're holding off on introducing the whole Easter Bunny mythology. I figure they'll probably get exposure to that next year, when they're in preschool, and we can hoppity hop hop across that bridge when we come to it.

 

And then, in the middle of writing this post, in fact, our neighbor across the street -- a very kind, lonely widow in her seventies who likes to bring the girls presents from time to time -- came by with an Easter gift for them: a Teddy Bear that, when you hold its hands, recites the Lord's Prayer. We want to introduce the girls to both Judaism and Christianity, and I've always liked the Lord's prayer, and think they should be familiar with it -- so why is it that I feel weird about having this teddy bear in the house? I guess I've never really been a fan of mixing toys and religion. It seems slightly unfair -- like you're trying to sneak the religion part in, disguised as fun. Not that religion can't be fun. But...oh, I don't know. This may be my own highly ridiculous hangup. 

 

In other news: I'm happy to report that the word of the week in the Baby Squared household is "OK." As in (though not in these exact words) "OK, mommy, I'll come and sit down so you can put my shoes on" and "OK, mommy, I'll eat veggie burgers for dinner instead of continually, loudly demanding yogurt," and even "OK, I'll stop hitting Clio on the head with this Mega Lego, even though it's so much fun." Of course, "No," still reigns as the most popular word by far, but the growing frequency of OK is encouraging.

 

Happy [insert early spring holiday of your choice here], everyone.
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'Cation in the 'Burbs

Some families go to thrill-a-minute theme parks for a spring vacation. Others, to exotic island resorts or cosmopolitan world capitals. As for us -- well, we go to the suburbs. It's where we come from, and where some of our nearest and dearest still live. It's where we are now, and why I probably won't be able to post again until the end of the week. (How will you ever survive?)

 

We spent a few days in my hometown of Fairfield, Connecticut, where -- fun fact -- portions of the original "Stepford Wives" movie was filmed. It is also the hometown of famed Mac guy Justin Long, tennis up-and-comer James Blake, and sensitive pop sensation / starlet swain John Mayer. You might also have heard of in the news of late as the town that lost its police and firefighters' pensions to Bernie Madoff. In other words: smokin' hot vacation spot! 

 

The girls got some quality time with their great aunts and first cousin once removed (my first cousin; right?), and had a play date with the progeny of some of my old high school pals. They hit several playgrounds, two backyards, and one Greek diner -- a key part of living in the tri-state area. Though honestly, I don't know why we keep attempting to take them out to restaurants. Because we're so darned optimistic, I suppose. Every time, I guess we think: hey, maybe this time it will go great! Maybe we've turned the corner!  And every time -- like today -- they end up eating jelly out of the little Smuckers packets with their fingers, poking each other with forks, spilling at least one of our drinks, and making everyone stare in our general direction, either in anger, sympathy or some odd mixture of both.

 

Today, we proceeded to vacation paradise  #2: Westchester County, New York, to stay with Grandma Jaycee. Getting here was approximately one-forty-eighth of the fun: Clio screamed for her gaga (=pacifier) for the entire 45 minute drive down the Merritt. I tried to keep things lighthearted by making jokey comments to my spouse ("Hey, what do you think? Is she going to scream the entire way there? Wanna put some money on it? Make things a little more interesting? Ha ha ha.) But he was not amused. He likened trying to drive with a screaming toddler in the back seat to Chinese water torture. And really, he's sort of right. Which brings us back to the whole idea of using toddlers as an interrogation technique. Seriously, why hasn't anyone tried this? Is there something in the Geneva Conventions that forbids it?

 

Fortunately, all was well once we got to the house and there were golden retrievers to squeal at and raisins to eat and new wind-up bunnies to play with. Alastair and Jacyee took the girls on a walk, and yours truly took a nice run in the finally spring-like sunshine. Tomorrow, A. and I are going into the city for an overnight at an undisclosed hotel on the upper west side, with plans to hit the Hayden Planetarium, the Cafe Des Artistes, and the sack. Then, it's back up to the 'burbs for a couple more days.

 

I'm glad we live in an urban setting, just outside a major city. The people, the pace, and the vibe -- not to mention the pricetag -- are all better suited to what we want out of life right now. But one thing I'll say for the gold coast good life: it's awfully pretty. Especially right at the start of spring. Unlike in our typical just-outside-of-Boston neighborhood, where trees are few and far between, and it is de rigeur to pave over as much of your yard as possible, here there are forsythia bushes and crocuses and daffodils and trees just about to bud. The houses are durn pretty and well-kept up. The cars are shiny. And there's also that great suburban yard/driveway/cul-de-sac culture: plenty of safe outdoor places to run around and ride bikes and play games without having to worry about traffic and trash and anatomically correct grafitti. 

 

I wouldn't want to live here. But it's a nice place to visit.

 

Back in a few with pictures (I hope) and tales of spring break twins gone wild.

Published Apr 05 2009, 09:42
Our Shy Bear

To see Clio the way she is in the privacy of home, with no one else around, you'd think she would be the life of the party in company. She's silly and playful, she likes to be picked up, tickled, spun around. And she's a total chatterbox. Lately, the girl can't stop singing. At any given moment she's likely to burst into the ABC song -- especially the "Now I know my..." part at the end, which has become sort of her signature song. The Clio jingle, if you will. "Twinkle Twinkle" is also popular, as is "Happy (birthday) to you." 

 

But when Clio is in an unfamiliar situation, around unfamiliar people -- and even some familiar ones -- she becomes a totally different person. She is quiet and reserved. She hangs back close to me or Alastair. She sometimes won't even make eye contact with other people at first. Usually she warms up after a while. But she's never quite the quirky, engaging little nut-job she is when it's just the three or four of us. And it makes me a little bit sad.

 

Not that there's anything wrong with her being on the shy side. In fact, in some ways I really respect the fact that she is cautious, observant, private. Some of my best friends are introverts. And there are plenty of times when I'm one myself. (I'm right on the line between "E" and "I" on the Myers-Briggs scale.) I certainly don't want to push her to be someone she isn't. On the other hand, I wonder sometimes....should we be doing more to try to help draw her out around other people?

 

Of course, the fact that she has an uber-outgoing twin sister makes it that much more complicated. Maybe we wouldn't even think of her as shy if it weren't for Elsa. (Though I think we probably would...) Maybe she's trying to differentiate herself in some way. Or maybe she likes the parental attention it gets her. When she's in her shy mode, it's pretty hard to refuse when she asks to be picked up, or when she wants to sit in our laps and watch the action rather than participate. How can you refuse a toddler who wants to cuddle close to you? It's nearly impossible. Hell, it could be used as an interrogation technique: "Tell us where the bomb is, and you'll get a big hug and kiss from this adorable two-year-old!" 

 

(I know now I'm going to get, like, a zillion comments from people in the CIA and FBI who totally want to recruit me....but sorry, folks. I'm a blogger, not a fighter.)

 

Anyway, I just wonder what is and isn't appropriate when it comes to helping a two-year-old feel more comfortable in unfamiliar situations, around new (or new-ish) people. I would hate to push too hard, but I also wonder if maybe we are too accommodating because we don't want to fall into a "why can't you be more like your sister?" type of pattern. And/or because, as both girls grow more independent and self-sufficient -- as wonderful and exciting as it is to see -- we aren't quite ready to part with that physical, babylike need for us that they've always had.

 

It is quite a treat to be able to watch one daughter venturing off on her own, shining and striving and taking the world by storm, while at the same time holding another daughter close, taking in the smell of her hair and feeling her hands on yours. But maybe it's a little selfish.

 

 (Fortunately, neither of them are camera shy.)
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My stinky winky daughters

I thought that the whole phase of finding it funny to say things like "stinky poo poo" and "Pee-yew, stinky winky" and so on, came later. Like, at three or four or later. When the sense of taboo around these kinds of things was a little more developed. But apparently, two-and-a-half is not too young for kids to have a sense of the silly stinkies.

 

As usual, of course, we are partly to blame, for asking such stupid things as "who made a stinky poo poo?" And their regualr babysitter is apparently a big "Pee-yew"er, because sometimes when I change the girls' diapers or take their socks off they'll say "Pee-yew!" followed by a giggly "Adriana say that!" I suspect she is the one who put "stinky winky" into their vocabularies as well, because I don't recall either Alastair or I ever saying it. But this morning, the girls were drawing all manner of stinky-winky animals: a stinky winky penguin, a stinky winky whale, a stinky winky sheep. Our friend the stinky stinky bat was back, too. 

 

But really, the stinky winky poo poo stuff is only one part of a recent language explosion that seems to have taken place. In the last week or two the girls' verbal skills have taken another quantum leap, and all of a sudden -- wow. They're yakking up a storm. Talking in full sentences and conjugating verbs like little madwomen. Starting to really get the concepts of past and future tense, even if they don't quite yet have a solid concept of time. Building their vocabularies daily. The things that come out of their mouths are constantly surprising me. (A recent favorite: after the girls got up from a nap, I was commenting on the girls' hair being a mess. Elsa held her hair out to the sides and said "My hair is WILD!!")

 

I'm feeling quite jealous right now of parents I know who are bringing their kids up bi- or tri-lingually, because it's so clear that this is the optimal time for kids to soak up a foreign language. We obviously can't do the full language immersion thing with our girls -- well, I suppose I could start speaking only my intermediate-level Spanish or French to them, but it would severely limit what I could actually say. I have no idea, for example, how to say "stinky stinky bat" in Spanish. In French, I think I could manage "Chauve-souris tres, tres malodorant," but it just doesn't have the same, peurile ring to it, now does it?

 

But I'm thinking of getting some Spanish language music CDs and maybe some DVDs. (Any good recommendations? Besides the Muzzy program, which is, like, a million dollars?) And when they girls are a little older, there are some Spanish language playgroups and music classes around here that they could do. I'm also going to keep on encouraging their sitter to do some Spanish with them -- giving her some Spanish books and games to work with would probably be helpful. And yes, yes, French would be nice too, of course, as would countless other languages, but I'm sticking with what's most practical for now. So, pipe down, all you Francophiles out there. (That includes you, Grandma, rolling in your grave because you think French is the "international language," and because, let's face it, you were kind of a bigot.) 

 

In the meantime, we will continue to work on expanding our lexicon of English words for bodily functions, odors and excretions. Poop-o-rific!

 



The stinky winky sisters! (featuring my recent hatchet job of Clio's bangs and Elsa's WILD hair)
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Kids' Songs that aren't really Kids' Songs

This past weekend, Alastair started recording his first-ever album of kids' music -- or family music as he (and Dan Zanes) prefer to call it. It's going to be a mix of Alastair's original tunes and some covers of songs by American folk/blues greats like Woody Guthrie and Mississippi John Hurt. He played me some of the rough tracks last night, and I think it's going to be a great album -- the kind that adults will enjoy, too. Or at least not be driven insane by. (Of course, I'm somewhat biased.)

 

My sweetie's album aside, I think it's fair to say that we're in the midst of a children's music renaissance right now, and for this I am incredibly grateful. I truly feel for parents of the late eighties and early nineties, who had to sustain their children on an empty-calorie musical diet of Raffi, Hap Palmer and Wee Sing. There are just so many more options out there now -- the Putumayo albums, the former-rock-and-rollers-turned-kid-peformers albums (Dan Zanes, They Might Be Giants, etc.), the rediscovered digitally remastered special edition 70s classics albums (We've got Free to Be You and Me and The Point on CD), and the retro-cool rediscoveries (the Johnny Cash kids' album), to name only a few. I'm excited to check out more of these as the girls get more and more into listening to music.

 

But I'm also increasingly interested in identifying songs that aren't really "kids' music" per se, but that the girls like. We've hit on a few big winners so far: One is "Gone Gone Gone," from Raising Sand, the Allison Kraus and Robert Plant collaboration album. I really dig this album, and this song in particular. Plant lets a little bit of that old-time Zeppelin wailing rip and it makes me ever so slightly weak in the knees. It's also got a really good driving beat. When I play it in the car for the girls, I do this sort of dorky air-drumming and sing "boom boom boom, boom boom boom," along with the percussion. It caught on quick with Elsa and Clio, who started doing their own little air-drumming move and began referring to the song as "Boom boom" and, later, "Chicka boom." (A little cross-media confusion there.) Actually, they started requesting this one so much that I actually did get a little sick of it. Almost.

 

A more recent discovery is "Big Girls Don't Cry" by The Four Seasons. If you've been reading this blog for a while, then you already know that I am a serious, unrepentant Dirty Dancing fan. Well, this weekend on the way home from Maine, I put the soundtrack on because I was in the mood to sing along to something. When this song came on, Clio piped up: "It's a big girl song!" I asked, "Do you cry?" and she said, "No, I not crying." After it was over, she asked to hear the "Big Girl" song again. It may be a little early to say, but I predict that this one is going to be a big hit. Actually, a lot of stuff on the Dirty Dancing album has kid-friendly potential, ironically. There's "Be My Baby," for one (It's got a baby in it!). And "Stay," which features the line "Your mommy don't mind...and your daddy don't mind..." (Never mind what it's really about! It's got a mommy and a daddy!) I think it's probably advisable to stay away from "She's Like the Wind (Through my Tree)" -- but that has nothing to do with whether or not it's appropriate for children. More like whether or not it's appropriate that the song exists.

 

We've also got a couple of rad mix albums that friends of ours have put together for the girls, featuring such excellent non-kid-specific songs as "Octopus's Garden," "Favorite Things" from The Sound of Music, "Que Sera" sung by Doris Day, and "If You Want to Sing Out" by Cat Stevens. I'm planning to push these hard with the girls in the near future. I'm also thinking I need to go through my iTunes and make a giant playlist called "Kids' Songs that aren't really Kids' Songs." Or something slightly shorter. Any recommendations for songs to include? (Especially those that play into my personal predilection toward showtunes and 60s/70s music...?)  
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Big Girl Beds: A Trial Run

The girls and I are up here in Maine with my parents for the long weekend, and since the bedroom the girls stay in has a pair of twin beds, we thought maybe we'd give them a try, and see how the girls fared. Granted, they're already a little out of their element being away from home, but I thought it might provide some insight into what might or might not happen if we attempt to make the crib-to-bed transition for good. Here's the play by play:

 

Last night, 5:30 pm. 

We realize that the bedrails my mom bought for the purposes of this experiment (and for future visits -- the beds are on the high side) are not as easy to assemble as we'd assumed: things to measure, about a dozen different parts, a packet of screws, and one of those instruction manuals in five languages with lots of big WARNING! boxes throughout. My parents are on their way out the door to a neighbor's BBQ so there's no chance we're going to get the things put together in time for bedtime.

I am about to go out to the car and get the Pack-n-Plays (brought just in case) when my dad, who is sort of like a domestic MacGyver, goes down to the basement and returns with two card tables. He unfolds one pair of legs on each of them, shoving the legs between the mattress and boxspring of each bed, so we have ourselves a couple of rather unsightly but perfectly serviceable and sturdy improvised bedrails. Go Dad!

 

7:15 pm -- Bedtime
We've been talking up the whole "big girl bed" thing all afternoon and evening, so after a couple of books, the girls are very excited about getting into bed and under the covers. I kiss them goodnight, rub their backs, and leave, thinking: Wow! It worked! That was so easy! (Somewhere, God is laughing.)

 

7:40 pm
Just as I sit down to eat my dinner, Clio starts crying and I can tell from the volume and intensity that it's not going to stop any time soon. I hear Elsa jabbering, too, and when I go into the room she (helpfully) announces, "Clio is crying." Clio, meanwhile, is standing up in her bed, holding onto the edge of the card table, very much awake, yelling "I want to go downstairs!" And soon enough, Elsa is shimmying down to the end of the bed and crawling down and asking to go downstairs, too, "just a little bit."

After some persuasion, some rocking in the rocking chair, and some strategic hanging of blankets over the windowshades in an attempt to block more light, I managed to get them back into bed, and this time they stay put. I think the main problem might have been the light, but I also think they might not have quite gotten that it really was bedtime, and yes, they really were going to stay there all night. Anytime they've been in a grown-up bed before, it's just been for a minute or two of "pretend" sleeping. 

But sleep they did, until 7:30 am, with only one small interruption: At 3:30 am, Elsa woke up crying, sounding upset, and I went in to check on her. She was sitting up in her bed, looking somewhat disoriented, and asked if she could go downstairs and have a banana. (?)  I rocked with her in the chair for a little bit, reminded her where she was, and she settled back down fairly quickly. 

 

Today, 1:00 pm -- naptime.
I could tell from the get-go that things were not going to go smoothly. Elsa was overtired and cranky and Clio was just plain wound up. They'd had a busy morning with my Mom, going to the farm down the road to see the animals, picking up rocks on the beach, trying out the new plastic see-saw in the backyard. (My father is also a consummate trash scavenger!) I got them down into bed, but didn't have high hopes.

 

1:15 pm
Crying, yelling, talking. When I get upstairs, both girls are out of bed. Clio wants to go downstairs and play. Elsa doesn't know what she wants, but it's not being in bed. I try sitting and rocking with them -- no dice. They decide they want to go to sleep on the floor, and curl up on the rug. I ask them if they'd like to go to sleep in their cribs. A resounding yes from Clio. More crying from Elsa, who is about to put her knuckles through her eyeballs, she's rubbing them so hard. I go out to the car and get the cribs, set them up, and put the girls into them.

 

1:40 pm
Within minutes of my leaving the room, the girls are asleep. it is now almost 2:45, and they are still asleep. God bless 'em.

 

The verdict:
I'm going to let the girls decide, for the remainder of our stay here, whether they want to sleep in the beds or the cribs, and not try to force one over the other. I wish we had this option at home -- to have both cribs and beds/mattresses in the room while we make the transition. But there just isn't enough space. 

 

I'm worried about the girls' increasing agility, and suspect that it won't be long before they're able to crawl out of their cribs -- or at least make attempts, which could be dangerous. So, I think it's time to cruising Craigslist for some beds, toddler or otherwise, and make the transition soon. I think that once the girls get used to this concept of sleeping *and* napping in their beds, they'll be more likely to stay put. Thanks for all your good advice when I last posted about this.
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Is that it? Are you done?

As in, "are you planning to have any more children?" We get this question from people a lot, frequently right after they learn that we have twins. I'm sure people who don't have multiples get this question too, particularly after baby number two or three is born. But I suspect we MOTs get it more often. 

 

The question is usually asked with a wry smile. You get the sense that the asker thinks we are so exhausted and overwhelmed that we wouldn't for a minute consider having another child, even if we'd originally planned on having six. When the question is asked more earnestly, on the other hand, (in which case it's often phrased more delicately), I get the sense that the person is wondering if the fact that we had twins changed our childbearing calculations in any way. Did we plan on having two children, but now want a third so we can experience the whole pregnancy/new baby thing a second time? 

 

In any case, my answer is more or less always the same: Yes. We're 99% sure we're done. 

 

Sure, there was a brief period, when the girls were 6-8 months old, chubby and adorable and relatively easy to deal with, when I could almost kinda sorta imagine having another baby. But since then -- and particularly in the past year -- I have never, ever, ever for a moment wanted to have another child, my own or adopted. I hold my friends' newborns and infants, and enjoy it thoroughly, but don't feel so much as a twinge of ovarian longing. I see all manner of adorable babies out and about, in strollers and carriages and snuglis, and I think, "Aww, cute. I remember that age. That was fun, except when it wasn't." But never, "I want one!"
 

I just don't feel the need or desire to go through the whole process of having and raising another child. I don't want the financial burden or the extra strain on my time and energy. I don't particularly like the idea of putting more people onto the planet -- of course, that's easy for someone who doesn't actually want more kids to say. (If I were really such an environmentalist, I suppose I wouldn't have had any.) And frankly, I just like being able to focus fully on Elsa and Clio, my two awesomely fabulous girls. Not that I don't think I would be capable of loving another kid just as much. (And, knowing how different Elsa and Clio are from each other, I'm so curious to know what another kid of ours might look / be like.) But no. I'm 99% sure it's not going to happen.

 

What, then, is that final 1%? (Besides the failure rate of certain contraceptives -- ha.) I guess it's this feeling I have that there's always a chance, however slight, that we could change our minds. It's the reason I can't bring myself  to implement a *permanent* means of ensuring that I will never again get pregnant. Because, who knows? Maybe six months or five years from now, I'll suddenly have an overwhelming desire to have more children. Maybe something fabulous or something horrific will happen, and it will change what I need and want completely. Maybe there will be a great, apocalyptic disaster and I'll need to help repopulate the earth and save humanity from extinction. Anything is possible.

 

So, I'm going to stick with 99%. For all practical purposes "done," but on a theoretical level, just shy of it. 

 

Now, on a completely unrelated note: readers in the Boston area, come watch me kick former Babble blogger ("Baby Daddy") Steve Almond's ass at the Boston debut of the Literary Death Match! It's this Thursday (5/21) at the Paradise Lounge at 8pm. Details here. The Death Match is a live reading (of funny material, I promise) crossed with American Idol (kooky judges' commentary) crossed with  "Double Dare" (physical challenges!) I'm not entirely sure what to expect myself, but it sounds like it's going to be a lot of fun. 

 

Published May 20 2009, 09:00 AM
Our Celebrity Play Date

You know, I love being a world famous blogger and all. The parties, the award shows, the late night talk show appearances...I can't complain. And I don't mind it when fans -- I mean, readers -- come up and tell me how much they love my blog or ask for an autograph, or take pictures of the girls. But sometimes it gets awfully tiring not being able to go out in public and just enjoy ourselves like any other family, you know? 

 

You'd think that, of all people, other celebrities would understand. As we found out this weekend, however, that's not necessarily the case. At least not when it comes to the Affleck family.

 

We were at a Spring Fair fundraiser at a co-op nursery school in Cambridge that one of Alastair's (adult) guitar students invited us to. She thought it would be fun for the girls, and wanted Alastair to play a few tunes with the band. While he played, I was doing some magnet-on-the-end-of-a-string fishing with the girls when I noticed this pumped up dude in a Celtics t-shirt gawking at us from a few feet away. I didn't recognize him at first, but realized it was Ben Affleck. I gave him a quick smile/nod thing -- it's something we celebrities do when we see each other in public. Sort of a secret handshake, if you will. Like, "hey, I know you, you know me, everyone knows us, it's rough but, what can you do?"

 

But Affleck decided to take my gesture as some kind of invitation. He comes up -- he's got Violet with him; cute kid -- and starts stammering something along the lines of, "Oh my God, Jane Roper, Jen and I love your blog, it's so great, and we should have you and Alastair over for dinner sometime, and can I just say, you're even more beautiful in person than you are in your pictures, I have to tell my buddy Matt, he's got a huge crush on you, blah blah blah..." Then he starts telling Violet, "Hey look, that's Elsa and Clio, the twins from the website! Go see if they want to play with you!"

 

And I'm thinking, whoah. Slow down, buddy. I've never even met you or your kid, and we have a strict policy about not letting our girls play with other celebrity children. We don't want them to end up like Lindsay Lohan, OK? Of course, you can't say these things. You have to be polite. So I said something like, "thanks for reading, I appreciate your support, loved your work in Dazed and Confused, Violet's adorable, tell Matt to call me, etc." 

 

I let him take a picture of me and the girls and Violet with his cell phone and at that point I'm thinking, OK, maybe he'll go away now and we can hit the bake sale, when all of a sudden, he's waving at Jen to come over. Then she's gushing all over us, saying how cute the girls are, telling me how much she loves reading my blog, and how much she can relate to it and what a wise and brilliant woman I am, not to mention hilarious, and by the way, who does my hair? 

 

Now, Jennifer Garner really is a lovely person, and she's a fellow mom, so I actually enjoyed chatting with her -- for the first fifteen minutes. But she just would not go away. She kept asking me for parenting advice, and then she started telling me what all her favorite blog posts were, and eventually she asked if I thought she could get a blog on Babble, and could I put her in touch with the editors. It started getting very awkward. Meanwhile, Violet had tugged Ben off to do something else, and Elsa and Clio were whining at me to get them cookies and juice boxes, and finally I just had to say, "I'm sorry Jen, I'd love to talk more, but I really have to get these girls a snack." To her credit, she was very gracious -- even apologetic -- and said she'd love to get the girls together for a playdate sometime. I told her I'd have my people call her people.

 

The rest of the morning was more or less fine. One time, I spotted Jen pointing me out to a bunch of other moms, which was slightly embarrassing. I'm also pretty sure that at one point she was trying to get pictures of Elsa and Clio on her cell phone without my noticing, which I don't exactly appreciate. And a couple of times, I caught Ben staring at me from across the playground with what I can only describe as a look of unadulterated, adulterous longing. But it's not like he's the first.

 

Anyway. I know that this is what I signed up for when I started writing for Babble, so it's not like I have the right to complain. I just expected a little bit better from the movie star set.

 

* * *

 

What really happened:

 

We went to the Spring Fair at the nursery school in Cambridge as reported. I spotted an incongruously jacked up, handsome guy in a Celtics t-shirt and jeans, who totally stood out from the crowd of normal-looking, artsy/preppy Cambridge types, and I was sorta kinda checking him out. I admit it. I didn't realize it was Ben Affleck until the exact second that he caught me looking at him, and he sort of uncomfortably looked away, looking a tad annoyed, and I thought: Shit! He thought I was looking at him because he's Ben Affleck! But I wasn't! I swear! I was just looking at him because he was incongrously striking-looking and hot! And now I feel like such a dork!

 

Turns out, Ben went to this particular nursery school as a kid, and now Violet goes there. For the rest of the morning, in the midst of running around after Clio and Elsa, I tried to resist but couldn't help stealing furtive glances at him and at Jennifer Garner (who really is gorgeous, and seems awfully nice). Several times, we got within a few feet of them and I was kind of hoping Elsa or Clio would go over to Violet and start, you know, trying to grab a toy out of her hands or something, so I could share a genuine, parent-to-parent "oh ho ho, kids, what can you do?" moment with them, but it didn't happen. I briefly considered asking them for a picture with the girls so I could post it here, thinking, "they must know Babble, right? They're on Strollerderby all the time!" I soon realized...um. No. probably not.

 

It's got to be all kinds of challenging to raise a normal kid when you're such recognizable celebrities. But these guys really did seem as natural and normal as could be expected, and I think it's pretty cool that their daughter is in a co-op nursery school in Cambridge. And if you're reading this, Jen and/or Ben....playdate? Your place?

 

* * *

 

One more thing: a handful of times, the girls and/or I actually have been "recognized" around town by people who read this blog, and I  always find it surprising / cool / fun / etc. Once, a woman who came up to me to say she read the blog was actually apologetic, saying "I'm sorry to bother you!" as if I really was some kind of celebrity. I find this hilarious. If you ever see me or Alastair or the girls and want to say howdy, PLEASE do! I really do love meeting people who read this blog.

 

Excuse me, now. I have to go get the girls dressed for another damned birthday party at Brad and Angie's. 

 

Published May 17 2009, 09:00 AM by Roper
(Not Exactly) A Walk in the Park

Over the last six months, things have gotten so much more manageable when it comes to going out in public places with girls. But every once in a while, I get a little cocky. And those gals put me right back in my place.

 

Mother's Day in Boston was a gorgeous day, sunny and breezy. After a morning of indulgent "me time" (I slept in, was brought Dunkin donuts and coffee for breakfast, read for awhile, went to the gym, then sat outside in the sunshine with a magazine) I wanted to spend a little quality mother-daughter time with my gals. I decided to take them into the city, to the Public Garden. It seemed like a terrific idea at the time. On my own with the girls (and their doll strollers) at a city park that also happens to be a major tourist attraction, on a beautiful Mother's Day? Sure! No problem! Piece of cake!

 


 

 

Yeah, well. Not exactly.

 

Things started off well. We got up and out of the Boston Common garage and across the street into the park without incident. First stop was the "Make Way for Ducklings" statues, mobbed with other small people and their parents, snapping photos. Elsa and Clio saw the other kids sitting on the ducks and figured they probably should do likewise. I snapped the obligatory photos.

 



 

 



 

Actually, during the course of our outing a lot of other people took photos of the girls, too. Or just grinned and commented and "aww"ed.  They did look pretty cute, I guess, so purposely pushing around their twin Curious Georges in doll strollers. And Curious George is something of a Boston icon, so he fit in nicely with the ducklings, the swan boats, the skyline views, etc. (The Curious George books are published by Boston-based Houghton Mifflin and the authors were longtime Cambridge residents. Bit of trivia there for ya.)

 

We headed over to the lake next, to feed the ducks. The girls each had a bag of crumbled bread, which they attempted to fling into the water. Much of the time it didn't travel much farther than a few inches, owing to a strong headwind. But some pieces managed to make it in. I was feeling all cooler-than-thou because I let my girls go right onto the stone curb at the edge of the pond to throw their bread, while a mother nearby was freaking out anytime her daughter -- probably six or seven years old -- got within two feet. The water in the pond, at the shores, is about a foot deep so, while a fall would have been a messy proposition, it wouldn't have been life-threatening. 

 



 

But my laid-back mom bravado quickly vanished when we attempted to go further into the park. While Elsa charged ahead at a breakneck speed with her stroller, Clio dawdled behind, stopping to point out the Swan Boats for me (here comes another one, Mommy!), stare up at trees, gape at a mounted policeman's horse, etc. In retrospect, she was probably also stalling to avoid the crowds we were headed toward: the bridge across the lake was like a freeway, more jammed with pedestrians than I've ever seen it before. Many of these people were attempting to take photos of each other standing against the rail, so the traffic periodically stopped and started and generally followed erratic and annoying patterns. 

 

Meanwhile, I couldn't hold the girls' hands, because they were pushing their strollers. Until they decided they didn't want to do that anymore, so I got stuck holding both strollers, trying to maneuver my way through the crowds, while at the same time trying to keep Curious George and his twin brother from tumbling out onto the pavement. Meanwhile, Clio continued to dawdle and Elsa ran back and forth from one side of the bridge to the other -- totally oblivious to the other people there, several of whom almost tripped over her -- to see the Swan Boats go under on one side and back out the other. Trying to get the girls off the bridge onto the (only slightly less crowded) paths on the other side was like herding cats, and I had a few moments of sheer panic when I couldn't find one or the other of them for a few seconds.

 

Honestly, it was lousy judgement on my part. The doll strollers, the bridge, the crowded setting in general....I will not attempt something like this again on my own. At least not in the immediate future. 

 

Once we were off the bridge, it was a little easier to keep the gals corraled, but not much. I tried to get them off the paths and onto the grass, where they'd be less likely to get tripped over by people. This was slightly better. Now instead of herding cats, it was like herding dogs. But I didn't feel like I really had things under control until we made it back across to Boston Common, where I quickly bought a couple of Italian ices for the girls and found us a shady patch of grass to sit in. Dealing with the slurping, spilling and stickiness that ensued was -- compared to the rest of our excursion -- a walk in the park. 

 




 

Published May 13 2009, 06:55 AM 

Is it Time for Big Girl Beds?

Over the past two weeks, the girls have discovered how to climb up into their cribs by themselves. It's easiest for them to do it when the side of the crib is lowered, but they've also successfully done it a few times with the sides up, with the help of a step-stool. They get their feet up onto the mattress, between the crib rails, then swing a leg over the side and basically somersault into the bed. (Is this unsafe? It looks harmless to me, since they're they're only tumbling from a few inches away, onto a soft surface, but Alastair thinks they're going to break their necks. Please advise.)

 

In other gymnastic news, last weekend while staying over at Abu and Jacye's, Elsa climbed out of her Pack-n-Play at five in the morning. And today at naptime, when I went in to try to get the girls to settle down after 10 minutes of gabbing and gigging and bickering, Elsa was standing in Clio's crib. I don't know if she got all the way down from hers and climbed up into Clio's, or if she did a crib-to-crib transfer (their cribs are perpendicular to each other, in a corner), but either way -- it doesn't bode well.

 

Not that it's really a problem yet, per se. With the exception of Elsa's Pack-n-Play adventure and today's crib-hopping, the girls always stay in their cribs. But the thought of one of them trying to get out of their crib in the middle of the night and getting hurt is beginning to worry me a little. And I'm not crazy about the idea of them being able to get up and come into our room whenever they please, either. They've also lately shown a great interest in climbing up into Mommy and Daddy's bed and "sleeping" (not), all of which begs the question: is it time for us to move them to "big girl" beds? 

 

I hear some parents say that as soon as they do the big transition, naps are history. Others say it isn't a problem. But given the girls' rather erratic napping habits these days -- Clio, especially -- I worry. On the other hand, for whatever reason, I'm kind of looking forward to moving beyond the cribs. I don't know why, really. Maybe I like the idea of being able to sit on the beds and kiss the little monkeys goodnight without having to do contortions. (Then, I guess we'd still use some kind of safety rail at first anyway...)

 

We could take an intermediate step to toddler beds, just so the girls don't feel overwhelmed by suddenly being in twin beds. On the other hand, unless I can get them very cheap / free, I don't particularly feel like buying something they'll outgrow in a year. 

 

When did you / are you planning to bid the crib farewell? (For reference, Elsa and Clio are almost two and a half.) Any advice on how and when to make the switch? Pros, cons, etc.? Oh, and HAPPY MOTHER'S DAY all you fabulous mamas out there!

 

 

 

Look out -- here we come!
 

Published May 10 2009, 10:34 AM
A Toddler Art Critique with Enaj Repor

In my last post, I mentioned some of the quips Clio and Elsa made recently while we were drawing pictures. And, of course, the only thing more fascinating than hearing about the adorable things other people's kids say is looking at their fabulous artwork, right? But instead of just blathering on about Elsa and Clio's blossoming artistic abilities, I thought I would change things up a little by inviting world-renowned toddler art critic and scholar Dr. Enaj Repor (she's, um.....Turkish) to provide her professional commentary on some of the girls' recent work. So, without further ado: Enaj?

 

Thank you, Jane. Greetings, Baby Squared readers. I'm mildly pleased to be here. Before I discuss the specific works in question, I'd like to make a few comments on toddler art in general, specifically that of toddlers in the 24 to 30 month-old range, into which Elsa and Clio fall. At this age, children are not yet capable of representational art.  Except in very rare cases (see my book, Look, Mommy, it's a Cantilevered Bridge: Studies in Accelerated Juvenile Artistic Development, 2002) they lack the necessary eye-hand-mind coordination to recreate recognizable images and objects. 

 

Their drawings are, however, far from the "scribbles" they're often written off as by amateurs. The capacity for abstract expressionism in toddlers, while not a conscious aesthetic decision, is, in fact, quite remarkable. By examining the drawings of a two-year old, one (and by one, I mean me and only me) can ascertain a great deal about their inner lives, temperament, and worldview. One (still me) can also predict -- with a surprising accuracy -- the arc of their future creative development. 

 

I'd like to preface my commentary by noting that I have not met either of the artists, or read anything else on this blog, so my interpretations are based purely on the work itself. Of course, these are only the interpretations of one person. But that person is me, ergo they are correct. Try to keep up.

 

1. 



Untitled 

Elsa, 2009 

Crayon on paper

 

A profusion of swirling lines; open curves; use of the entire canvas -- all of these indicate an expansive, outgoing temperament. The lines are of varying weights, but appear to be continuous -- that is to say, the crayon is rarely lifted from the paper -- suggesting that the work was created quickly, in the style of a gesture drawing. (Perhaps this work is part of a series?) I would surmise that the artist is a risk taker, perhaps impulsive in her behavior at times, with impressive gross motor skills. A real sense of "carpe diem" here. Any representational intentions the artist might have had were not fulfilled, owing to the developmental limitations I mentioned earlier. However, I do get the distinct sense that what she might have been trying to draw here is a stinky, stinky bat.
 

2.



Untitled

Elsa, 2009

Crayon on paper 

 

A similarly expansive style: large shapes, swift crayonstrokes. A slightly less fluid look overall, suggesting that perhaps this piece was, in fact, drawn before Untitled number 1 -- a sort of "warm up," if you will. One imagines the cacophonic but strangely pleasing sound of a tuning orchestra. Most notable in this work, however, are the orange lines which, judging from their texture and more controlled shape, were drawn by a different hand, most likely that of an adult. The (toddler) artist is clearly comfortable with a collaborative approach to art. (Note what appears to be a primitive attempt to "color in" the circle that the adult drew, toward the bottom of the page.) I wouldn't be suprised if, in the future, this artist moved toward more ensemble-oriented pursuits, e.g. theater, dance, community organizing, rugby, etc. 

 

3. 

 

Untitled

Clio, 2009

Crayon on paper

 

Even without looking at the name it's quite obvious (even to a layperson, I would hope) that we're looking at the work of a different toddler artist. Note the prominence of tight, compact crayonstrokes, quite intentional in their orientation and varying degrees of darkness. This style suggests an artist of intense emotion and singular focus; I would not want to have to deal with a tantrum from this one. But note also the playful experimentation with different kinds of line, shape and weight. There's an underlying humor to this piece -- like a twinkle in the eye of a dragon. As for the black lines on the paper, they may have been added as an intentional tonal contrast. It's also possible that they were there before the artist began her work, or were added by her sister. If it's the latter, I suspect it didn't go over too well. There's no "I" in team (or in "Elsa" for that matter), but there most definitely is one in "Clio."

 

4.

 

 

Untitled

Clio, 2009

Crayon on paper

 

Here, the artist's focus grows even more intense. The viewer is confronted with an intricate explosion of color and texture which, though it looks hastily made, is actually quite a time consuming process for a child under 36 months. Again, it's not entirely clear whether or not the other lines on the page -- the black, green, brown and blue -- are Clio's own additions, or those of a second hand. However, from the way it limns the "epicenters" of the red forms, the black line seems likely to be an intentional choice of the artist. Note the way it tapers off and shrivels to an end, in a sort of a graphic whimper -- a striking contrast to the "bang" the rest of the piece delivers. This artist shows great, if enigmatic, potential. If she does not pursue the visual arts, cardiovascular surgery or standup comedy are likely alternatives.

 

Thus ends my commentary. I am not interested in your puny opinions on my interpretations, and I am certainly not interested in hearing about your children's work. But I suppose Jane might be. 

 
Published May 06 2009, 01:49 PM by Roper
Entering the Cute Quip Zone

Yes! We're here! I've been so looking forward to this stage of the girls' development. Not that I haven't enjoyed the other stages, mind you, but this is really a lot of fun: the Stage Wherein the Kids Say the Darnedest Things. 

 

I think this lasts for a while, and probably will reach its cuteness peak when the girls are around four. But it's pretty damned cute now, hearing the funny and surprising things that are coming out of their mouths now that their verbal abilities expanding at warp-speed. I will try to refrain from posting every adorable thing they say here, because obviously the adorable things that kids say are much more adorable to their own parents than to the world at large. But I hope you'll indulge me on occasion. (This occasion being one of those.) 

 

Elsa: (upon seeing an earthworm in the back yard): It's a eeetle worm!

Me: Yeah! Look at that. A little worm. Where do you think he's going?

Elsa: In the dirt! (In a high squeaky voice) A eetle worm, mommy!! Hi, eetle worm! (Followed by high pitched squealing noise. Perhaps Worm-ese).

Me: (laughing) Yep, that's a worm. Actually, it's a pretty big one, as worms go. (I have a flashback to seventh grade, when we dissected earthworms. The smell of formaldehyde. I wonder: at what age do you discuss dissection with kids, if it comes up? Why would it come up? Why the hell am I thinking about this?) 

Elsa: (More squealing) I love him!!

 

Later the same day, Alastair's parents, who were up for the weekend, came by to deliver a very cool present to the girls. Jaycee had just gotten back from a business trip in New Orleans, where she'd bought some feather boas and carnival-type masks, so we could have a New Orleans-style dance party in the living room. Alastair put on some zydeco music, and the girls promptly started dancing. But when the feather boas and masks came out, they seemed slightly bewildered. They might have been a little freaked out by the masks (let's face it; masks are scary), but we made sure to play lots of "peek-a-boo" with them, so they knew it was just us behind them. This got a few smiles from Elsa. But neither of them wanted to wear masks themselves. We got Clio to wear a boa, but she then proceeded to stand still, in place, for a full five minutes, scrunching up her lips. She would not speak or move. (I may have mentioned before, this habit of Clio's to "freeze" when she feels uncomfortable in a situation.) Who knows why the boa caused her to react in this manner? Or why she didn't simply remove it?

 

 

 

Anyway. She "unfroze"  eventually, and in the evening, when we were reviewing the day's events, as we often do, and I brought up the dance party / masks / boas, she confessed:  "I didn't like that jacket."

 

Just two more, I promise. Yesterday afternoon, we were drawing with crayons, and the girls asked me to draw various things for them, as they often do. Clio requested a "red moon," so I drew her one, complete with craters. 

 

Me: Here you go, Cli. Your red moon.

Clio: No, that's a pig.

Me: It's not a pig. It's the moon. Those circles aren't a pig snout, they're craters. They're big holes on the surface of the moon, and sometimes you can see them when you look up at the moon in the sky. 

Clio: (after a pause). No, that's a pig, mommy.

 

Elsa also asked me to draw a moon. I decided to take a little artistic liberty and draw a bat flying near it. She liked this, and soon Clio was asking for a bat, too. I drew one, right over the pig, where bats are often wont to fly. A few minutes later, Elsa was doing some very enthusiastic drawing on a new piece of paper, and showed it to me: 

 

Elsa: Mommy, I drawing a cybot!

Me: A cybot?? (Thinking, wow, that sounds very sophisticated! Has she been watching the SciFi channel on the sly?)

Elsa: No, a BOT!

Me: Oh! A bat?

Elsa: Yeah, a bat! A stinky, stinky bat!

 

 (Don't ask me about the stinky part. I have no idea.)

 

I should probably get some kind of journal to write down all these crazy quips; otherwise, I'll be very tempted to abuse this medium... But feel free to do it right back at me. I actually  enjoy hearing the crazy things kids say, even if they're not my own. (And since I feel like I know some of you from your comments, I almost feel like I know your kids, too.)

 

Published May 04 2009, 10:52 AM 

Have we reached Peak Cuteness?

 Every time I can't think the girls can't get any more adorable, they do. Starting when they were around seven or eight months old, I think I started saying, "this is it. This is the best age ever. They can't possibly get any cuter  than this." And then, by golly, they did. They did even funnier more engaging things. They said even cuter stuff. There was, admittedly, a brief period between eighteen and twenty-four months, when I was just as likely to say "It can't possibly get any harder than this..." But the past few months, things have definitely been on the upswing again. 

 

And seriously, two-and-a-half -- today, exactly! -- has got to be the cutest possible age. It's gotta all be downhill after here, right? The girls still have a bit of that baby pudge and innocence. They still have the un-self-consciously gleeful giggles of toddlers, and take pleasure in simple things -- running around in circles and falling down on the grass, putting stickers on themselves, digging in the dirt. They like to cuddle. But they're also curious and aware of what's going on around them (I'm constantly surprised by how much they remember and pick up on.) They "read" books by themselves. And they talk -- Lord, how they talk. They crack us up on an almost daily basis with the stuff that comes out of their mouths. (Me: Clio, what is your stuffed doggie named? Clio: Cpthtoth. Me: What? Cpthoth?  Clio: Yeah, Gaby Gaby Cpthoth.) 

 

A lot of what they say is based, of course, on the words and phrasing we use. (Cpthoth and other apparently Elfin/Celtic words aside.) For Elsa, lately, the key word is "maybe." As in the other morning when she and Clio were in our bedroom while I was getting dressed and were trying on various pairs of my shoes. Elsa, while shuffling around in a pair of my flats, tilted her head to the side in her best toddler-coquette fashion and said, "So, maybe I could wear your shoes, Mommy?" (If it turns out she's the same size shoe as me when she's a teenager, I am in serious trouble.)

 

Another phrase they're both fond of is "how about." This is deployed chiefly as a negotiating tactic, usually for food. This morning, for example, after eating two entire homemade Belgian waffles, Clio asked if she could have a cracker (?) and I said, no, we weren't having crackers for breakfast, but she could have a peach or a banana if she wanted. Her reply "How about some pretzels?"  

 

Live blog moment -- as I am writing this, Alastair is giving the girls a bath, and singing (to the tune of "row your boat") "row, row, row your poo poo, gently down the stinky..." And the girls are cracking up. And Clio is singing: "Row row row ro, down the down the stinky!"  You can see what a sophisticated family we are.

 

Yes, yes. Peak cuteness. And here are some pictures to prove it, from a backyard BBQ at Aunt Heidi's house. (Photo credits to her as well.)

 

 

 

 Me: Here, just choke up on this thing. Or something. Score a touchdown. Or whatever. 
 

 

 

Me: Elsa, that's not for you. That's beer, for grown-ups to drink.
Elsa: When I'm a little bit older, I can drink this!
Clio: (Thinks to herself) How about some wine?
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Earlybird Special

Get this: on Friday night, we went out to dinner with the girls, and it was actually quite tolerable. "Enjoyable" would be a stretch, but we didn't leave feeling like we'd just undergone some kind of military stress test. (As has happened on many a past restaurant outing, as longtime readers will recall.) And we'd gotten to eat out on a Friday night without having to factor the price of a babysitter into the equation. We even ordered drinks! We felt downright European. 

 

The main reason it worked is because it was 6:15, and there was basically no one else in the restaurant -- just one other table of people on the other side of the room, and a few people at the bar, including and older couple who beamed and waved at the girls the whole time. Either they really liked little kids, they were happily snookered, or some combination of both. So we didn't feel *too* terrible and mortified each time Elsa screamed I WANT MORE ICE! or I WANT SOME OF DAT! or WOW, I LIKE CUCUMBAS, MOMMY!!!! I WANT SOME MORE!  (The girl loves food. All of it. Loudly. She's like Dom Deluise reincarnated in the body of  blond two-and-a-half year old girl.)

 

[image: image56.jpg]


 

Would you attempt to take this child out to a crowded restaurant?
 

Also key to our success was the fact that this restaurant -- while good (if not great) doesn't have a big following for dinner. (Try to go there for a weekend breakfast or brunch, though, and you'll end up standing outside in line with hungover Tufts students and twenty-somethings for 45 minutes before you get a table, and then are rushed back out while you've still got eggs in your mouth.)

 

I'm sure there are other affordable (but a cut above fast food) restaurants in the area that would work with the girls if we went early. It's weird; back when we did such things as "eat out" (I think that's what it's called?) on a more regular basis, we always went at seven o'clock or later, when the joints were full of people. (Did I sound like a gangster just then?) But at six o'clock, or even earlier, they may well be family-friendly -- i.e., sparsely populated. I can think of a few off the top of my head, one of wich actually offers an earlybird special, w. half-price entrees.

 

There's also a restaurant in Cambridge, Full Moon, (I've mentioned it here before) that caters very specifically to families, and has a little play area where kids can go and hang out while adults drink their wine and eat their things with arugula and goat cheese in them. But it's always very crowded, which ups the stress factor. You also end up having to referee toy disputes between your kids and other people's -- not fun. And ironically, I've never found the staff to be -- or at least seem -- particularly family-friendly. Not that I blame them. I couldn't STAND working in a crowded restaurant full of screaming kids and their distracted parents. I'm guessing they make good tips, because everyone feels sorry for them. 

 

On the other hand, if you go to a non-family-specific restaurant at 5:30 or 6:00 pm, you can get fawned over by not-yet-exhausted waiters and busboys (We got free plates of fresh fruit for the girls on Friday night!), smiled at by the sixtysomething early-birders at the bar, and laugh -- instead of stress -- when your daughter starts screaming about cucumbers. It's not a bad way to kick off your weekend.

 

Now, if we could just figure out how to spend yet another rainy afternoon without resorting (immediately) to television... This weather blows. Hope it actually feels like summer for at least some of you out there....
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Published Jun 21 2009, 02:00 PM 

Kiss you where??

Do you ever find your very young children, in their innocence, asking you to do...er...inappropriate things? 

 

Kissing boo-boos is par for the course in our household, as I imagine it is in the majority of American households with toddlers. I am always happy to kiss a boo-boo, real or imagined, serious or slight, and have kissed boo-boos on elbows, heels, shoulders, heads, noses, ears, etc. But how do you explain to your two-and-a-half year old that, no, you probably shouldn't kiss the boo-boo in their mouth (where it hurts because they bit their tongue or have a tooth coming in) or on their girl-parts (which they hurt in the midst of a particularly ambitious playground maneuver)?  I am not, however, above occasionally kissing boo-boos on their bums, assuming they're clothed or diapered. I hope I'm not setting them up for a lifetime of therapy with this.

They're just so completely uninhibited and unashamed when it comes to their bodies and body parts, and I think it's wonderful. So it's always sort of a drag when their innocence bumps up against my adult knowledge of what is and isn't considered appropriate in the grown-up world. They're naked in the garden, pre-serpent and apple, while I've got my fig leaf on. But at the same time, I am very cognizant of not trying to make them feel in any way ashamed of or self-conscious about their bodies. When one of them notes that "it tickles!" when she practices wiping herself on the potty for a little longer than is really necessary, I just smile and say something like "It does?" or "Yeah, that's a ticklish part of your body, isn't it?"  (Hmmm...I think I hear my grandmother rolling in her grave again....) 

 

I am not crazy about the fact that one of our babysitters -- who is from a very different cultural/religious background from me -- tells the girls not to touch themselves "down there."  I've overheard it few times, when she's giving them baths or changing them. Once when I was changing Clio, she pointed between her legs and said, "don't touch except when you go to the potty!" It sort of broke my heart. I really don't like the idea of them getting the message that it's wrong to touch their own bodies when it's not an inappropriate situation, i.e. the bath. Obviously, you don't want them "exploring their bodies" in the middle of the grocery store, or at the public pool. But in the bathtub or on the changing table (assuming the area is clean) -- why not? 

 

I have been too chicken to say anything to the sitter about it directly (and no, she doesn't read this blog!). Part of me thinks, well, if she feels strongly about this, I don't want to put her in the position of being embarrassed or feeling like she's condemning the girls -- who she loves so much -- too a life and possibly afterlife of sin and damnation. On the other hand, I don't want them getting the message that their own bodies are off limits to them. My approach has basically been to let them know that I think it's OK. And I hope that because I'm their mother, and because they spend more time with me than with the sitter, my influence will be stronger.

 

Published Jun 18 2009, 05:14 PM
No Monsters.

Clio is afraid of monsters. I'm not sure why, or exactly how it came about. But suddenly, she is constantly saying -- as if to confirm, or even reassure us -- "No monsters." And we constantly assure her that, no, there are no monsters. We don't have any monsters around here, etc. She also, to a lesser degree, likes to confirm the fact that there are no lions, no cows, no bears, no sheep, no dinosaurs. And I can always reassure her and say, no, none of those things. You are safe, and no monsters / lions / bears / etc. are going to hurt you.

 

But if she ever looks at me and says "No thugs going after our next-door neighbor with a tire iron right outside our house at 9:30 on a Saturday night" I'm afraid I'll be at a loss. 

 

I should back up. On Saturday night, after I'd put the girls to bed (Alastair was away overnight), I started hearing some kind of argument in the nearby vicinity. This isn't entirely unheard of in our neighborhood. There are a few rather...for lack of a better word...unrefined individuals who live around here. There's also a sort of rough bar a few blocks up, so sometimes we get a few drunk a**holes wandering down from there. But it soon became clear from the vehemence and frequency of the expletives being hurled, that this was more than just a garden-variety drunken argument; it was a fight. And it was very close by.

 

When I really started getting freaked out was when I heard the people involved saying things like "What the f*** is that?" and "You put that shit on the ground! Put that right down on the street, right now!"  And now I'm thinking, holy shit, does somebody have a gun? Do I need to get down on the floor, lest I become some tragic late night news story? "35-year old mother of two shot dead through her living room window by stray bullet fire." (And me being white, of course, you can be sure it would get plenty of news coverage, eh?)

 

Even more upsetting was when I peeked outside to see what was going on, and realized that the people involved weren't just some random idiots passing by: they were the new tenants in the rental unit of the house next door. (We'd always thought they'd seemed kind of...um...questionable. But had tried to keep an open mind.) They were screaming back and forth with some guys in a car, one of whom -- as we would learn the next day -- was brandishing a tire iron. As the car drove off, one of the guys yelled -- and I quote -- "This ain't over yet, motherf***er! I'll be back for you!" Yes, I swear, that's what he said. I didn't have a B-movie screenwriter come up with that for me.

 

I called Alastair, but got no answer. The fight seemed to be over, so I didn't bother calling the police, but somebody else had, because they showed up a few minutes later, and asked me what I'd seen / heard. They said someone had reported that there was a weapon of some sort, and had I seen anything? I was in tears the whole time. It's not that I was so upset by what had happened, but that it had happened. And that it could happen again, and maybe be worse. (Where there's a tire iron, can a gun be far behind?)

 

If this had been few years ago, I would have been a little freaked out, no question. But I probably would have made jokes about it. I might even have found it intriguing, in a gossipy / busybody neighbor sort of way. Now that I have kids? No. This sucks. I hate the fact that we have people living next door to us who get into street fights with thugs. The way I see it, if guys show up at your house at night and loudly threaten to kick the shit out of you, chances are either you owe them money for some illicit purpose, or you kicked the shit out of them or their friends on a prior occasion. And if you are this person, and if this is going to be a regular occurence -- with all due sympathy for your bad childhood and for the disadvantages in life that have made you this way -- I'd really rather not have you living yards away from where my children sleep and play. 

 

We are not going to move. Not any time soon, anyway. On the whole, we really like where we live, and most of the time we feel safe, and even looked after, on account of the girls. We know all of our neighbors, and everyone is vigilant. Bad things can happen in any neighborhood, anywhere, and no matter what you do, there will always be danger and misfortune, monsters and lions.  But damn, if these bastards next door don't make me want to flee to suburbia. 

 

 


 

Our happy family on our front steps, earlier the same day.
 

Published Jun 15 2009, 10:15 PM
Potty Training: Is it time to get serious?

Whenever someone asks if we've started potty training the girls, I'm not quite sure what to say. In a way, yes, I guess we have. We try to get them to sit on the potty before bedtime and naptime, which they're usually amenable to, as long as they've got a couple of books to read. Every once in a while, they actually produce something, and they seem proud of themselves. But they seem just as happy to go in the diapers. Elsa does ask to sit on the potty now and then, but more often than not, it's a stalling technique -- she doesn't want to go to sleep or go upstairs and get ready for bed. Still, i's hard to say "no, you don't need to sit on the potty right now." Because every once in a while, she actually does go. She's the girl who cried potty.

 

During the day, however, when they're happily engaged in playing, the girls have no interest in potty breaks. They like to announce when they're making (or about to make?) a pee-pee or poo-poo, but when I ask or suggest sitting on the potty, they resist. And I'm thinking it's probably not a good idea (not to mention physically impossible) to *force* them, screaming and crying, to sit on the pot.  

 

But I feel like they're getting closer to more "advanced" toilet training. They're starting to learn how to push down and pull up their pants. And God knows, they're obsessed with talking about pee and poop. Elsa's twin baby doll, who she's never really had a name for (she's called her Elsa, Cora -- same as Clio's, and [insert nonsense syllables here]) has recently been christened "Peep."  I'm pretty sure this is a reference to pee, as opposed to the Easter-time marshmallow treat. And get this -- Clio has now decided to change the name of her twin baby doll from Cora to "Poop."  Yes, folks, that's right. Elsa and Clio have beautiful, silky-haired, American Girl bitty baby twin dolls named Peep and Poop. And there's absolutely nothing I can do about it. 

 

So my question now is, should we be attempting to implement more regular and frequent "potty time" for the girls at this point? Or just continue to let things take their natural course? 

 

I have to admit, that part of why we've been so relaxed about the whole toilet training is sheer laziness. Toilet training with twins presents some definite logistical challenges. If you pop one kid on the potty (I guess I'm saying potty again) you still need to worry about what the other one is up to. And, of course, that other one will inevitably take this unsupervised opportunity to draw on the coffee table or climb up onto a chair and start pulling knives out of the silverware drawer or trip and bump her head on something and start yowling. 

 

The other option is to put twin #2 on the potty at the same time, if she's willing. But inevitably, while you are helping one kid get out of their diaper, the other one will get up off the potty and start running bare-ass naked around the house. And by the time you get her and bring her back -- and hopefully, she hasn't peed on the floor in the meantime -- the other one is up, and waddling around with her pants around her ankles. Like so many things with twins, it's rather like herding cats. Loud, silly, whiny, un-housebroken, disaster-prone, bare-assed cats. (Well, I suppose all cats are bare-assed.) 

 

I know some people suggest letting your kids run around without diapers for a while and just putting them on the potty the second the need for it becomes obvious, but again, I think this would be really tricky with twins. While you're rushing one to the potty, the other one might be soaking your couch. Not cool.

 

Can I just hire someone to do this for us? Is there, like, Potty Training 911 for twins? The Potty Whisperer? Anything?

 

 Published Jun 11 2009, 01:34 PM 
Activity of the Week: Happy Birthday To You

I haven't done an 'Activity of the Week' in a while, I guess because with the weather being better and the girls being more self-sufficient, it hasn't been as much of a challenge to figure out ways to keep them entertained. And actually, this particular activity is one that they pretty much came up and do all by themselves. I just keep them supplied with the necessary materials, and suggest helpful enhancements from time to time, when they'll let me. 

 

See, Clio and Elsa are obsessed with birthdays. This began shortly after their own birthday, back at the end of the December, and kicked into high gear when they went to their friend Amelia's 2nd birthday in Februrary. The obsession has manifested itself in a variety of ways: first, they just sang the Birthday Song constantly. Then, they started constantly asking for / calling everything sweet "Happy to you" cake. (We successfully introduced the idea of *pretend* happy to you cake, as well.) Then, for a while, they wanted us to draw birthday cakes for them. If you looked through our recycling bin anytime this March through May, you would find page upon page of crayon drawings of birthday cakes -- usually double tiered, with lots of fancy, squiggly decorations, and candles, of course. (I really honed my birthday cake-drawing technique. If for some reason you ever need a drawing of a birthday cake, I'm your gal.)

 

Now, the big birthday activity is making "Happy birthday to yous" -- their term for birthday presents. It's quite simple: you take a piece of paper, draw on or a put a sticker on it if you like, and carefully  crumple it up. Then, you hand it to the nearest adult and say "I made you a happy birthday to you!" As the lucky adult recipient, it's your job to say, "Oh, wow! It's beautiful! Thank you!" and carefully unwrap it to reveal -- nothing. (I tried, once, to introduce the idea of wrap little things up inside their "presents" --- toys, legos, etc. -- but that just pissed them off. They obviously know what they're doing.) One thing I have contributed to this game, which they like, is giving them new materials to work with -- aluminum foil, construction paper, wrapping paper scraps, pages torn from old magazines, bows, etc. This, they like. But pretty much, they just like me to hang out and do my own thing -- check email, do the dishes, sweep the floor, etc. -- while they work, then act very excited when they hand me the treasure they've created. It's a pretty freakin' good activity.

 

[image: image58.jpg]



We added birthday hats to the mix yesterday, which as a hit, until Clio snapped herself with the elastic.
 

[image: image59.jpg]



Happy to you!!
 

Thanks, by the way, to everyone for your sage thoughts and advice on my last post. It's great hearing about different people's experiences and perspectives. I think those who said that a happy mom = a better mom really hit the nail on the head. I am definitely more patient and focused with the girls when I feel like I'm getting the time and space I need for my writing. It would make me so proud  -- and I hope it would make them proud, too -- to one day be able to show Elsa and Clio a book and say, "Your mommy wrote this." And tell them that they can and should do what they can to follow their bliss in life, too, whatever it may be. (Birthday party planning, perhaps?) 

 
Published Jun 08 2009, 07:06 AM by Roper
My Writing Mother Guilt

Katie Allison Granjau over at Home/Work just wrote a great post about her Summertime Working Mother's Guilt. I've been wrestling alot with my feelings about my work / family balance, too, specifically as it pertains to my fiction and nonfiction writing -- a.k.a. the part of my work that doesn't pay me shite in monetary terms, but that I truly love, and dream of making at least part of a living at someday.

 

I've always felt extremely fortunate to have a situation where I can work part time (25-30 hrs/week) at a well-paid job-job that I really enjoy ("love" would be slightly too strong a word....it is advertising, after all) AND have time to be with the girls AND sneak in some time to write my own stuff, including this blog, AND even watch the occasional DVR-ed episode of 30 Rock. It's been tricky at times to maintain the balance, but mostly I've managed. Lately, though, it feels like it's gotten a lot harder to fit everything in. 

 

My workload and responsibilities at work are, more and more frequently, oozing out beyond my set hours. (There's a reason why almost nobody works part-time at an ad agency; it's just not a punch-the-clock kind of job.) At the same time, taking care of the girls -- and their attendant needs -- seems to be taking up more time. They nap less and go to bed later. They make bigger messes. They eat more. (Does anyone else feel like they basically LIVE at the grocery store? Jeez!) As a result of all this, I'm finding less and less time to do my own writing. Because when I have to choose between two of the three things -- the job that pays the bills, my family, and my writing -- it's always the writing that gets the shaft. 

 

Recently, though, we've been talking about the possibility of shifting our babysitter's schedule around so that on Wednesday afternoons, when I normally take care of the girls and Alastair works, I could write instead. That's potentially four or five extra hours of writing time per week, which would be awesome.  And isn't really that much less time with the girls in the grand scheme of things. So....why do I feel guilty about the prospect? 

 

I really could use another big chunk of writing time on a regular basis. Trying to squeeze in an hour here and there is fine to an extent, but to truly make progress, particularly when it comes to longer pieces, I need those bigger stretches. On the other hand, a part of me wonders if  I shouldn't be trying so hard to make time for writing in general. Maybe I should put that part of my life on hold for a few years -- or at least scale back more significantly -- and get back into it when the girls are slightly less high maintenance and slightly less adorable. (But do they ever get less high maintenance or less adorable, in one way or another?)

 

If we make this change, I'll still have 3-day weekends with the girls. And I usually get home from work at a reasonable hour so I can hang out with the girls for a bit and put them to bed. For a lot of moms who work full time outside the home, neither of these things is possible. But I like the fact that I'm not a full-time working mom. At the same time -- and maybe this is where the guilt kicks in -- as much as I love my girls, I really don't miss them that much when I'm working, whether I'm at my "real" job or upstairs in my office writing. 

 

I mean, sure -- I'm always happy to see them when I'm done. But it's not like I'm sitting there thinking "Gosh, I'd rather be out at the playground or drawing with sidewalk chalk or refereeing whiney toy disputes." I mean, I'd hate it if I NEVER got to do those things. But I don't feel the need to be doing them more than I already am. And I feel like maybe I could even handle a little less, if it meant I could make more headway on the work that I'm passionate about.

 

I know that some women love being with their children as much as possible, and hate that they have to go back to work. I know -- and have always known -- that that's not me. I also know that I would never make the choice to spend so much time and energy on my career(s) that I barely ever got to see my children. But here I am in sort of a middle zone, where it's harder to draw the lines and make the choices and figure out what I really want -- or what I really ought to do. 

 

How do you draw the line between selfish and self-preservation? How do you process the working / parenting dilemma? Any parents of older kids out there, have you regretted any of your choices after the fact? 

 

Sorry this is such a rambly and, probably, repetitive post. Not one of my more eloquent efforts. But who's got time to edit??!

 

PS -- speaking of the writing / parenting balancing act, a couple of Father's Day-related events in the Boston area from my friend and former Babble Blogger Steve Almond,. On June 9th at 6pm, a panel discussion on "Being a Father" with Sven Birkerts, Ben George, and Jennifer Boylan at the Brattle Theatre in Cambridge. There's also a special Father's Day Reading @ Porter Square Books, Wednesday, June 17, 2009 at 7:00 p.m.  And yes, Steve is giving me free chocolate in exchange for including these listings in my blog. I can always be bribed with chocolate. 

 

Published Jun 03 2009, 08:17 PM 

An uplifting video, for a change.

On Saturday, we brought the girls to a first birthday party for our friends' son at a local indoor play gym. Among the guests was another set of twin sisters, a few months older than our girls. The four of them ended up playing together a bit, started up a spontaneous, non-adult-prompted game of Ring-Around-the-Rosy (led by future head cheerleader and premature all-fall-down-er Elsa), and we managed to take what may be one of the world's cutest kids-at-play videos ever. 

 

I debated whether or not to post it here, because I didn't really have any kind of story or commentary to go along with it (and you know how I do like to go on...) Then, tonight, I was catching up with the news and finally saw some of the images from that horrible video of Neda Soltani dying in the street in Tehran, and I realized that that video was being taken at almost exactly the same time we were taking ours, to the hour. Maybe to the minute. 

 

I'm still not sure I have much of anything to say about this -- nothing I can articulate too well, anyway. Just that 1.) The world is a terrible place. 2.) The world is a beautiful place. 3.) The older I get, the more it blows and boggles my mind how it can be both things, so fiercely, at once. 

 

It's one of those mysteries that, before long, I'll have to start trying to explain to my children, and I know I won't be able to provide them with satisfactory answers. (Who can?) 

 

Published Jun 23 2009, 09:34 PM by Roper
Who says all fathers are incompetent?

A few weeks ago I posted about my "Writing Mother Guilt," and how I was wrestling with whether or not to take more writing time for myself. I decided in affirmative - a fulfilled mom is a good mom -- but now the point is rather moot. I've just started working four days a week instead of three at my job.

The shift up to four days is a result of being asked to take on some additional responsibilities - fun ones, mostly -- and is certainly not a bad problem to have in this economy. But it does come with certain tradeoffs, chief among them less time with the girls during the week. There may be a bit more travel, too, which I enjoy, but which also freaks me out a bit more now that I've got issue in the world. You can tell me as many times as you like that I have a higher chance of crashing in a car than crashing in an airplane, but I still feel a step close to oblivion in the sky than I do on the ground. Call it the post 9/11 mentality.  

(I'm actually drafting this post while sitting on the tarmac in LaGuardia, all flights grounded on account of thunderstorms. And we're 30th in line for takeoff once we get clearance, Clarence. This may be a very long post, depending on how long my battery power lasts.)

Anyway -- I've worked through the whole oh-gosh-now-I'm-almost-a-full-time-working-mom-what-does-it-mean-is-this-the-right-thing issue. What I really wanted to write about was how odd it is to me when people say things, as a colleague did yesterday before I left, along the lines of "So, is Alastair taking care of the girls tonight? Ha ha - that will be interesting, huh?" Sometimes they even use the word "babysitting," as if a father "babysits" his own children.

(Oh jeez. It just started POURING out. This is not looking good.)

Now, granted, my situation is different, because Alastair is the primary caregiver when I'm at work, which is not typical. But even if he did have a regular fulltime job, and the girls were in daycare, or if the tables were turned and I was the one staying home, I'd like to think he would be just as adept at taking care of his own children as I was. Actually, I know he would be.

And I know there are some couples - I know some personally, in fact - where both parents work, but the mother still does do a lot more of the hands-on parenting than the father. If it works for them, great. Nothing wrong with it. Every couple negotiates their own division of labor. (In fact, we're very "traditional" in the sense that I'm the one who does almost all the food shopping and cooking in our household.)

I just wish, for the sake of my husband and other men like him, who are fully capable of and engaged in taking care of their small children - not just playing with them or reading bedtime stories to them, but all of it : diapers, getting dressed, feeding, bathing, keeping safe and happy for long, often dull stretches of time - it wasn't automatically assumed, by so many people, that men are so incompetent that even putting the kids to bed and getting them up in the morning without mom present would lead to a disaster of bad TV commercial proportions.  (Stuffed animals spinning from the ceiling fan! Bathtubs overflowing! Flour all over kitchen! Socks on ears! Shirts on lampshades! Cats and dogs, living together...etc. etc.)

Well. My battery is now down to reserve power, and the sun is coming out, they're putting away the beverage carts, so I'll wrap things up. Looks like maybe I'll actually get back home in time to put the kids to bed. 

Let's HOPE so! Can you imagine what might happen if their FATHER has to do it!?? HA HA HA!!

(Coda: after two hours on the runway, I'm home safe and sound. Greeted with delicious 2-year-old hugs, and stealing two minutes to post this before I go back down and hang with the girls. Well in advance of bedtime.)

Published Jul 02 2009, 05:53 PM
Pooping in the Wind, and Other Vacation Highlights

We spent a lovely July fourth weekend with family friends in beautiful Marion, MA -- a trip which is now becoming an annual tradition, much to our delight. There was eating, drinking, sand castle making, tennis playing, rocks into the ocean throwing, syntax mangling (see "rocks into the ocean throwing") and, yes, pooping in the wind. 

 

This last item was actually quite poetic, the poop part notwithstanding. We were enjoying a lovely evening at the house of the family matriarch. After supper, the children -- ours and numerous others -- were frolicking in the yard overlooking Buzzard's Bay. Elsa and Clio were particularly interested in wheeling a baby stroller around and around a patch of high grass and fern, and at one point Elsa seemed to have been stuck in one spot for a long while. Alastair went over to see what was happening and Elsa told him she was, you know -- busy -- and asked him to go away. Alastair reported back to me, saying "Elsa is a bear in the woods." (Get it?) So, a few more minutes passed and I went down to see what was up, and collect her for a diaper change, but she still wasn't interested in going anywhere:

 

ME: Should we go inside and change your diaper?

ELSA: No. I want to stand here. It's windy!!

ME: Yeah, it is windy. Are you still making a poop?

ELSA: Yeah. 

ME: OK, so you want to just stay here?

ELSA: Yeah. I want to poop in the wind.

 

The girl really does have an appreciation for the finer things in life, no?  She had another poetic diaper moment at another point during the weekend, when I was changing her diaper while she was lying on the grass, and she looked up at the foliage of the oaks, blowing in the wind, and said "the trees are playing peekaboo with me!"  

 

 But I will subject you to no more poop anecdotes. Instead some pictures:

 

 

Here we all are watching the Marion Fourth of July Parade. Note the way the sunlight -- a rare thing in New England these days -- glares off our pale, pasty New England legs. 

 

 

 

 When she wasn't composing poop poetry, Elsa was training to be a constabulary horticulturalist.

 

 

 

Some major sand-castling was also done.  

 

 

 

 Also included in our vacation package: two perfect deck chairs, just the right size for two little girls. And their pretzels. 

 

 

 

There were lots of "big kids" around to look after the girls -- and give us a bit of a break!

 

It really was a nice weekend, with just the right balance of family time and relaxation time (and sometimes the two even overlapped a bit). Our hosts and their children were kind enough to look after the girls for a few stretches so Alastair and I could relax a bit, play some tennis, chew our food, etc. And I must say: while I'm not opposed to being a guest at other people's vacation houses, being there really made me wish we had one of our own. Anyone have a spare beachfront property lying around that they'd like to give to a nice family of writers / musicians / budding poets? You could be a modern-day Medici! A patron of the arts! And we'll invite you to all our cookouts! No? Sigh.

 

Well, before I go -- unfortunately, I came home from our seaside escape with a weird cold that has left me just drained -- one final anecdote. Lately, the girls have gotten much better at listening and following directions (i.e. minding their parents), sometimes with comic results. At one point this weekend, Alastair and I were casually knocking a shuttlecock back and forth over a badminton net, while the girls, also with rackets in hand, ran around underfoot. Clio decided to give Alastair a whack with her racket, and he gently but firmly told her that she could not hit people with a racket; rackets were for hitting shuttlecocks or balls, NOT people.

 

So Clio promptly ran over to a basketball lying a few yards away in the grass and starting whaling on it with her bandminton racket.

 

I laughed so hard I almost peed in the wind.
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Latest Library Finds

We've gotten in the habit of going to the library every few weeks and taking out a dozen or so kids' books. It keeps things interesting at storytime, and gives the girls new material to check out as they more frequently look at books independently. (I love this!) It's also a great way to try out a variety of books and authors, see what you like and don't like, and what appeals to the girls. Of course, what appeals can be different for each of them, which gets a little tricky. Elsa, for example, seems to really like books with monsters, dinosaurs and other slightly scary or spooky things. Clio, these days, is terrified of them. Even 'Hop on Pop' freaks her out for some reason. (And yet, we just got this book about a monster who eats the darkness -- aptly named The Monster Who Ate Darkness -- which she likes. The girl's an enigma.)

 

Anyway, the downside is that we don't get to keep the books that we love. I'm trying to make note, however, of ones I might like to buy at some point. Or at least borrow repeatedly. Here are a few we've discovered recently that I think are pretty cool. Admittedly, these are ones that both the girls and I like. There are plenty that they love that I find as annoying, dull and/or poorly written as all get-out. But here are a few mutually appreciated library finds that I'd highly recommend. Common themes include: good writing, good illustration, a good storyline, humor, and absence of zoo-geological inaccuracies (i.e. tigers in Africa, alligators in India, etc. -- drives me bonkers!)

 

Polka Bats and Octopus Slacks by Calef Brown. This is a collection of quick, silly poems -- wry and rhythmic and jazzy. I giggled every time I read "Funky Snowman" which ends with the line "Kick it, Funky Snowman!"  I'm not sure these poems are quite in the realm of classic Shel Silverstein, but they come close. Plus, there are colorful, whimsical illustrations, making the book more appealing to younger kids.  Some people may take issue with some of the "gross-out" type language included. For example, one of the poems includes the word "turd" which actually bugs me a little. I am not a prude by any means where language is concerned; the word turd just really grosses me out. I don't want my girls going around calling things turds. But a single turd cannot sink a whole book. It's great, and the girls love it (they like to flap their wings and call themselves polka bats). I definitely plan to check out this guy's other books.

 

Mars Needs Moms by Berkely Breathed -- the Bloom County guy. This is an oddly moving story about a kid who's mad at his mom for all kinds of typical little kid reasons (she makes him take out the trash, eat his vegetables, etc.). He doesn't see what's so great about moms, until his is abducted by Martians, who take her to Mars (the kid stows away on the spaceship to see where they're headed). On Mars, there are no moms, and the Martians have no one to kiss their boo-boos or make their lunch or drive them to soccer games and all the other things that moms do. Arguably, Dads could do all these things too, but it's a minor quibble. And what do Martians know, right? And really, the larger point of the story is what the mother does -- what any mother would do -- when the boy steps out of the spaceship without a space helmet on, and begins to pass out as he breathes the toxic Martian air. The illustrations are big and bold and 3-d cartoonish, givin the book the feel of a Pixar movie. One really nice touch is how we don't see the mother's face until the very end, and when we do, she looks simultaneously like an actual, worn-out mom and a gorgeous angel. (Which is how we all like to think of ourselves, isn't it?)

 

Big Bug Surprise by Julia Gran. This story is about a girl named Prunella who loves and knows everything there is to know about bugs. (She even looks a little bug-like herself, with her ladybug skirt, dragonfly wing sleeves, and antennae-y hair ribbons) She's eager to share her extensive bug knowledge, but people are constantly shutting her down ("Not now, Prunella!")  So it's very satisfying when she finally gets a chance to use her extensive bug knowledge to save the day, and win the admiration of her teacher and her peers. I like the message that it's OK for a girl to be brainy, to be a little bit of a know-it-all, and -- of course -- to like bugs. The illustrations are quirky, curly pen and ink with watercolor that fit the tone and subject of the book perfectly.

 

Hey, I like writing book reviews! I could go on, but I'll save some more for another time. And do I want your fave book recommendations? Of COURSE I do!
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The Odd Couple

For a long time now, it's been clear that Elsa is a bit messier than Clio when it comes to playing and eating and life in general. These shots taken back in December at the girls' second birthday pretty much sum it up. (Photos taken seconds apart.)

 

Exhibit A:  Clio and cupcake

 

 

 

Exhibit B:  Elsa and (no more) cupcake. 

 
 

 

 

But lately, it seems, Clio is not just casually more careful when it comes to getting messy. She's actually becoming something of a neat freak. After taking a few bites out of something or a sip of her milk or water, she'll often try to hand it back to us and demand a "clean" one. (Needless to say, we do not generally accommodate these requests.) Yesterday, I took the girls to a birthday party in our neighbors' back yard (more birthday parties! These girls are in heaven!) and as usual, Elsa devoured her cake and ice cream (plus some of Clio's) with sloppy gusto. But Clio was so put off by the messiness of the whole endeavor, she barely touched hers -- and this is not a child who usually refuses sweets. She had me cut off all the frosting (not an unreasonable request) but then kept asking me to wipe off her hands and face as she ate, saying over and over again, "I need another nap-kin!"

 

There was also a wading pool at this party. The girls came prepared, with bathing suits on under their sundresses. Other little kids, however, were going into the water in their clothes. Elsa was happy to follow suit (or dress, I should say; ha ha) and wade around and get the bottom of her dress soaked. Since we were two houses away from our own, it was fine with me. Clio stepped into the water in her dress, too, but quickly realized that she'd made a grave error and poutily asked me to lift her back out. She was very upset that she'd gotten water on her dress, and started saying she wanted to go inside, go home, etc. I suggested that we take off the offending wet dress instead, and she could hang out in her dry, *clean* bathing suit. She liked that. (Meanwhile, Elsa was over at the wading pool helping a tattooed twentysomething fill water balloons.) 

 

This may be a phase. But if nothing else, it is more evidence that Clio takes after her father in more things and Elsa takes more after me. Not that I am a slob, by any stretch. Actually, Alastair and I are both fairly neat people in general. But that said, Alastair does tend to have a lower threshold for disorder. You should see the way he folds his T-shirts. And how annoyed he gets at me when I leave apple cores or banana peels in the cupholders in the car by mistake. (Confession: sometimes I leave them there on purpose, just to mess with him.)

 

It will be interesting to see how the girls' attitudes in this department develop over time -- especially if they continue to share a room, which is the plan for the immediate future. I can totally see it being like a sitcom episode at some point: the line of tape or string down the middle of the room, with Elsa's happy mess on one side and Clio's ordered world on the other. 

 

In fact, the conversation I had Elsa -- our budding poet -- the other day makes a lot more sense now that I think of it in light of all this. She said to me, apropos of nothing, "Clio is a doughnut." To which I replied, "She's a doughnut? What are you?" Elsa said, "I'm a peanut butter sandwich."  Makes sense, doesn't it? A doughnut (a plain one, anyway) is sort of neat and self-contained and symmetrical, while a peanut butter sandwich is generally a pretty messy, chaotic affair -- At least, the way I make them. 

 

All right. Maybe that's a stretch.  

 

 

 Our little Felix Unger keeps it clean.  
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Parlez-Vous Toddler?

With Elsa and Clio talking so much, and able to communicate increasingly complex thoughts -- why, just yesterday Clio was commenting that while the media frenzy over the Henry Gates/Cambridge police issue was lamentable, it has spurred important conversations about race in America -- it's easy for me to get into the mindset that everyone should understand what they're saying as well as Alastair and I. But the fact is, a lot of what they say is still unintelligible to the majority of people. 

 

Which I guess shouldn't come as a surprise. While it's immediately clear to me that "We goto go on da feeeeg go inda kye!" means "We're going to go on the swings and go up in the sky!" ( I also know that "up in the sky" means way up high, though the exact moment at which "sky" highness is attained remains a bit of a mystery) I can't expect someone who doesn't spend huge amounts of time with the girls to know that. 

 

I've been reminded of this over the past week; we've seen a number of relatives and friends that haven't seen the girls since they were babies, and have had to do a lot of translating. We even have to translate a word or two for their grandparents sometimes, in spite of the fact that they see the girls on a regular basis. So, picture me, standing there there beaming with idiotic pride while Elsa walks up to a distant cousin and says, "We go wi Mommy to da TOHwah!" not quite realizing that the cousin is probably thinking something along the lines of "They go with Mommy to the Torah?...hm..are they raising them Jewish? I know Alastair's mother is...but I didn't know whether or not...and aren't they a little young to...and isn't the Torah a book? Can you physically go up to the Torah? I guess you can. I went to my friend's kid's Bar Mitzvah, and I think he...but...Am I going to sound like an ignorant Christian here if I say that back? So should I just nod? Or maybe Jane can...." 

 

Then, finally, I realize that the cousin is looking at me quizically -- perhaps desperately -- and jump in to explain that Elsa is saying that they went to the store with me today. At which point, cousin can nod at Elsa and say "Ohhhh!" and ask some follow up question like, "Did you have fun?" to which she can reply with something equally unintelligible to him, like "An we ga gape fuh me!" (And we got grapes for me.) 

 

Of course, I am often clueless when it comes to what other people's toddlers are saying. You'd like to think that as a mother of toddlers, you'd be able to pick it up -- at least some of it. As if it was all just dialects of one universal Toddler language. But each toddler really does have his or her own little patois and either you know it or you don't. There are times when I don't understand what my own kids are saying. Sometimes Alastair and I can translate for each other. (Most often Alastair for me, which always bums me out, because it reminds me that he spends so much more time with them.) And sometimes the other twin will translate for us. (Really!)

 

Then there are times when we're all just at a loss. There was a time when Clio kept asking, in the kitchen, for what sounded like a "Peet." We asked back: A plate? (No.) A peach? (No.) A beet?? Which you've never had in your life? (No...A Peeeeeet.) So, I asked her, "Clio, what is a peet?" And she explained "A peet is a keet." I'm pretty sure she was just messing with me. 

 

 

 

"We make da cone!"
 

***
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Babies and baths: A Rocky Relationship

I don't generally give advice on this blog. I like to think of myself as a friend and fellow-traveler to anyone who reads here, not some kind of big sister or "expert." But just this once, I want to send out a word of advice / reassurance to any parents out there with children younger than mine, who have reached the ripe old age of two and a half. And it is this: There may well be phases in your child or children's development when, for absolutely no reason fathomable to you, they suddenly HATE taking baths; when they will scream and flail and resist with vehemence your attempts to get them into the tub and to wash their bodies and/or hair. 

 

Do not be alarmed. This condition generally will resolve itself within a matter of days or weeks for equally inexplicable reasons. All you can do is wait, try to make baths as quick and painless as possible, or -- if getting your child into the bath is completely impossible -- settle for swabbing her down with a washcloth or see if you can get her near a pond, pool, lawn sprinkler or other source of water with less drama than the bath inspires. 

 

 

 

 A happy bath period -- the girls at circa 15 months
 

 

We have had several bath "strikes" in the Baby Squared household since the girls were born. I wrote about one of them here, when the girls were a little over a year old. There have been others as well. Sometimes it's one child or the other, sometimes it's both of them. Lately, it's sort of both of them. Elsa doesn't want to get into the bath to begin with. (Which is kinda weird, given her penchant for getting wet in other circumstances.) When I try to get her into the bathroom, she'll run and hide behind her crib or curl up on the glider with her pacifier. 

 

If I manage to get her into the bathroom and close the door, she'll squeeze herself into the tiny nook between the sink vanity and the wall. If I can get her undressed and wrestle her into the tub -- like, it's the second day without a bath and she's sticky with melted popsicle and dusty with sandbox sand and muddy from playing in the dirt in the backyard (ah, summer) and she really needs a bath, like it or not -- it's usually a screamfest. (Ever wonder if your neighbors think you're beating your children with a log chain, given the volume and intensity of their tantrums?) 

 

Clio, on the other hand, has developed a bizarre phobia of things being in the tub -- washcloths, bath toys, the soap, nail brushes, etc. The only thing she wants in the bath is herself and/or Elsa. Even if Clio's not in the tub, she will freak out if any of the above objects are in it -- even if there's no water in the tub. I have no idea why. I guess I might understand feeling like it's creepy to have stuff floating around in the water that might bump up against you unexpectedly. But this takes it to a strange extreme. And the intensity of her object-in-the-tubs reactions can be unnerving. 

 

The other night, she threw a five-alarm tantrum because after I'd taken Elsa out of the tub, she came back into the bathroom (I'd bathed them separately to try to deal with Elsa's reluctance) and saw that I'd left a washcloth in the tub. She was inconsolable for ten minutes. It was a little scary. I know todders can be weird in this way, and I suspect this is linked to her recent neat-freakness. But sometimes I worry that she might actually have OCD. 

 

But I am going to take my own advice -- and reiterate it once again to anyone else out there who might be dealing with a bath crisis of their own: be patient. This, too, shall pass.

 

 



Squeaky clean and happy after a bath, watching Curious George. 
Fancy PJs from China courtesy of Grandma Jaycee, who got them on a recent business trip. 
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I love playgrounds. I hate playgrounds.

Nothing beats a playground for an outing with toddlers / preschoolers (which one applies to two-year-olds? I'm not quite sure these days...) They're free, they offer exercise and fresh air, they're a great way for kids to practice various gross motor skills and learn to play nicely with others. For parents, it's a nice change of scene from the house or backyard, requires relatively little mental effort, is a fun way to interact with your kid(s) and can even have fitness benefits. (I'm sure someone has done a piece for a parenting mag on this kind of thing -- Playground Pilates! Tone your Triceps with your Tots! Swings, Slides and Rock-hard Abs!) 

 

Yes. Playgrounds are good. The one we went to this morning -- Beaver Brook park in the suburban oasis of Belmont -- was especially good, with its many different play area options and -- best of all -- a big water play area with all kinds of spray jets and big rocks for little 'uns to play on and amongst. We'd never been there before, and it was well worth the trip. 

 

But here's why playgrounds also stress me out. The first is twin-specific. (And probably also applies if you've got two small children close in age.)  If the playground is anything other than a very small "tot lot," it's a constant challenge to keep an eye on both kids at once, as they will almost inevitably want to go in two different directions and do two different things. Today at Beaver Brook, true to form, all Elsa wanted to do was play in the water, while Clio only wanted to go on the swings. The place wasn't set up such that I could push Clio and keep Elsa in sight, and even if that was an option, it wouldn't have been ideal. Because Elsa might have tripped and done a full-frontal face plant, nosebleed and all, and it would have taken me that much longer to get to her, and everyone would be thinking "where on earth is that poor girl's mother? Somebody call social services!"  Or she might have blithely grabbed a bucket away from some other kid, and gotten scolded by some judgy, helicopter mom thinking, "where on earth is this girl's mother, and why hasn't she raised her daughter properly? Call social services!"

 

All of which leads to other, related reason that playgrounds stress me out -- the other parents. (If you hadn't guessed already.) 

 

I fully realize that this is partly, or even mostly, my own problem. I know that I'm a good mother, that I do the best I can given the challenges of twin toddlers, and that I shouldn't give a crap what other parents think -- particularly judgemental parents. They're probably the same people who think that feeding your kid non-organic produce or letting them watch television is tantamount to abuse. Who needs them? Meanwhile, I suppose it's silly for me to assume that anyone's judging me in the first place.  

 

But the fear of judgement is just one aspect of the intra-parent playground dynamic that I never have felt totally comfortable with. And I think this may be in part because I'm not a stay-at-home mom who does the playground thing on a regular basis. I get the sense that there's some kind of unwritten code of interaction and etiquette that I'm not quite cued into. Like how friendly you are or aren't supposed to be with other parents. Whether or not you're supposed to let your kids use other kids' toys that are lying around. How much you're supposed to interact with other people's kids, and how "parent-y" it's acceptable to get with them. 

 

Today, for example, I was standing next to a slide, and a little boy who'd just come down it needed a boost down. He was calling for his mom, who was a few feet away, chatting with another mom, and I found myself quickly deliberating: his mom will be over in two seconds, but should I just help him get down? Or would that be weird? Or is it even weirder to ignore him? (Plenty of parents have ignored my girls in similar situations.) 

 

I guess I just find the whole thing odd. Parenting is such a private thing in our culture. You'd think that might change in a place like a playground; instead we're all there together "parallel parenting." Which, on the one hand I like -- I don't particularly want to feel obligated to look after anyone's kids but my own -- but on the other hand I find oddly unnatural and isolating. Especially, admittedly, as the harried woman who's running around trying to keep after two toddlers while other moms are happily hanging out with their one child.

 

And then there's weird, random, bad vibe stuff that crops up -- like today: at this playground we went to there's a big long bench in the shade, and a number of people had parked their strollers in front of it and/or put their diaper bags on the bench. I sat down with the girls on an empty segment of bench to give them their snack. We were sort of between two strollers, but there was nothing on the bench, and the owners of the strollers were nowhere near. Then this guy comes over and gives me a sort of dirty look and very purposefully takes his stroller away and parks it in front of another section of bench a few yards down. Then proceeds to go back and play with his kids some more. So, I'm thinking: what? If you park your stroller in front of a certain section of bench, does that mean that part of the bench is yours? And nobody else can sit there? Even if you're not currently there? And even though it's PUBLIC FREAKIN' PROPERTY?? 

 

On the other hand, I may have been completely misinterpreting his actions. What do I know? I'm just a working mother of twins. An interloper on the carefully constructed, highly coded society that is the sub/urban playground. 

 

 But please tell my I'm being paranoid, in this and the other things I mentioned. It would be a great comfort.
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Remember Us?

This weekend, Alastair played at the Falcon Ridge Folk Festival, and the girls and I spent the day there with him on Saturday. It was fun, in the way that going to a large, crowded event with two two-year-olds is fun. That is, moments of fun (Clio singing a song of her own invention, the word "happy" over and over again to the tune of "Twinkle Twinkle"; Elsa going all Woodstock, playing in the mud with obvious glee) interspersed with moments of aggravation and frustration (Clio refusing to walk from the parking lot into the festival because there's too much mud; Elsa throwing a small fit because we cut her pizza instead of letting her attempt to eat "a big one"). Pretty much your typical toddler event. 

 

Alastair and I have gone to Falcon Ridge together twice before; once in 2000 or 2001, I think, and again in 2005. We camped out up in the field with hundreds of other people, stayed up late around song-swapping campfires, drank voluminous amounts of cheap wine and beer. Obviously, this was before Elsa and Clio were twinkles in either of our eyes. It was just us, and it was all about us, and it was easy. About the most taxing aspect of it was having to trudge to the porta-potties in the middle of the night. Alastair was more into the music part of the event than me, of course, it being his metier and all. (Shocking Confession: I'm actually not that into most contemporary folk singer/songwriter stuff, even though it's what my husband does. Scandal!) But I loved being there for the people-watching, browsing the vendor booths, and hanging out around the campfire with folks at night. It's in beautiful country, too, just west of the Massachusetts border in New York, at the edge of the Berkshires. And, yeah, yeah, all right, some of the music is OK. Especially after some of the aforementioned cheap wine and beer.  

 

I don't normally pine too much for LBK. (Life Before Kids.) I had a long and happy young adulthood and when we had our girls, I felt entirely ready to move into a new phase of life. But for some reason, being at Falcon Ridge made me feel strangely, intensely nostalgic for the days of just the two of us. And a little bummed out. Even resentful. It's not as if I went there with any sort of expectation that it would somehow, magically not feel like a typical outing-with-toddlers. I knew what I was getting into. But being there just twanged a certain string (location-appropriate metaphor intentional) and I found myself longing to be 26 again, on a summer weekend away with my cute, guitar-playing boyfriend, with nobody else to look after but myself, and maybe him, a little. Time to observe. Freedom to move. Space to see and listen and absorb. No stress. No aggravation. No irrational fights over whether or not pizza should be cut (Cut it, Mommy! NOOO!! Don't Cut it!!) And no tense moments between me and A. over equally stupid things. We actually do pretty well most of the time; for the most part, we avoid taking our frustration with the girls out on each other. But it happens. Inevitably. And it makes me miss "us" even more.  

 

I know that part of why I felt the way I did that my mood is not at optimal level -- I've been battling the beast again: med change; dosage change; other stuff I'd rather not get into; blah blah blah -- so the frustrating aspects of dealing with the girls are harder for me to deal with patiently and gracefully. (Or, as they say, in symptomatic terms, "Increased irritability.") Everything feels a bit more intense and emotional and difficult to handle, and I'm aware of how that was factoring into what I was feeling. 

 

But depression or not -- do ever just wish you could ditch the kids, throw a couple of suitcases in the car, and drive a few hundred miles away and a few years back in time to when it was just you and your partner and you ate long lazy diner breakfasts and slept late and wandered aimlessly and had no one to take care of but yourselves? Do you ever wish with all your heart you could go back to being just a couple, for just a little while? Because damn, I'm feeling it right now.

 

***
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My children keep asking me for drugs

Since the girls were babies, we've tried not to be too casual about giving them Ibuprofen or Tylenol, saving it for high fevers and obviously intense teething pain that wasn't soothable with ice or baby chew toys. Nevertheless, the girls have come to believe that "mecinin," as they call it, is some kind of panacea* that can cure whatever ails them -- a stubbed toe, a sibling dispute, their displeasure at having to go to bed. "I need mecinin!" they'll wail. Shout. Scream. Like little junkies.

 

And what can we do? It's not like we're going to give them drugs that they don't need. I try to explain that medicine is only for when they're very sick, or have a fever. (Isn't that what you're supposed to do? Explain things to your toddler very calmly and rationally? Because, you know, they're so open to calm and rational reasoing?) But they're smart enough now to start claiming symptoms they may or may not actually have. Their mouth hurts. They have a boo-boo. They're "a little warm." (My favorite.) It's even trickier when one twin actually does need medicine for something. Because the other one, naturally, wants some, too. Why, when they get equal treatment in pretty much everything, should this be suddenly different? Hell, I'd be confused, too.

 

Sometimes I can pacify them with "Medicine water" as I call it -- tap water served up in a dosing cup. That works surprisingly well. I've also considered getting some corn syrup and putting a little red food coloring in it so everyone can have their "medicine." But my instincts tell me that's not the best way to go. We want them -- eventually, somehow -- to understand that medicine is for very specific purposes. So giving them fake medicine would probably be counterproductive. By that logic, the medicine water thing may not be the best idea either, but because they see me put water into the cup right from the tap -- I mean, they KNOW it's not medicine -- it somehow doesn't seem as bad.

 

If we can get past the pleas for medicine, the non-medicinal techniques -- kisses, back rubs, hugs etc. -- are usually quite effective. Actually, I found myself digging way way back into my aresenal of old baby soothing techniques last night to calm a freaking-out Elsa. She didn't take much of a nap, had big red swaths of heat rash on her back and neck, and may have been constipated to boot, so she was an absolute wreck at bedtime. Nothing could soothe her or get her to calm down. She screamed for "mecinin" with violent fury, and even the magic medicine water -- though she consented to take it instead of the real thing -- didn't do the trick. Finally, I ended up holding her and rocking her in the glider. And when that wasn't working, I started rhythmically "shh, shh, shh"ing in her ear -- like I used to do when she was a little baby. And wouldn't you know? It worked. Maybe next time one of them is totally wigging out, I'll try swaddling them. Heh. (What were those five S's again? Swaddle, shush, suck, sway and....sashay?)

 

Well, we're off to the Cape for the weekend, where I hope the five S's will be sun, sand, sea, sleep and Sauvignon Blanc. Cheers! 

 

* I threw that in there just for you, Lena.
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Coneheads

This may sound crazy -- in fact, I can hardly believe it myself -- but our girls had never had ice cream cones until this weekend. They'd had ice cream, mind you; in bowls and on plates next to slices of "happy birthday to you" (their term for birthday cake). But they'd never experienced the sweet, drippy joy that is an ice cream cone on a summer day.

 

So, while we were out on the Cape this weekend I was hell-bent on making it happen. The friends we were staying with recommended the perfect spot: Four Seas Ice Cream in Centerville, which has been in operation for seventy-five years. That's since 1934 for those out there who, like me, are quick-arithemetic-challenged. (When I saw the sign, I said to Alastair "Wow, so they've been around since, like, the twenties! Or, wait, the forties?") It's apparently a Cape Cod institution, and a quick web search suggests that they invented chocolate chip ice cream and were/are beloved by the Kennedys. So, it seems we chose quite a memorable spot for this important milestone. And, of course, we documented it on film:

 

 


 

 Yes, we even had the foresight to throw a couple of bibs into the diaper bag. Which is rare. 
 

There were plenty of flavor choices, of course, but we suggested chocolate to keep things simple, and Clio immediately latched on and said yes, she wanted chocolate ice cream. Elsa, however -- in a typical case of twin expectation switcheroo -- started saying, Clio-like, that she wanted "clean" ice cream. We said yeah, yeah, it'll be clean chocolate ice cream, but that didn't fly. "Do you want vanilla ice cream?" I asked her. (As if she has any idea what vanilla means.) And she said, close to tears, "No! Just ice cream!" We thought that might be fun; to go into an ice cream parlor with 30 flavors and a line out the door and say, "Two ice cream cones, please." But we just ordered two chocolate cones and hoped Elsa wouldn't notice. She didn't.

 



Elsa and clean ice cream cone. (She was very excited once we explained that she could actually eat the cone, too.) 
 

When the shop got suddenly crowded, the ice cream was quite melty, and Clio's cone several times came perilously close to a woman's very white, very expensive-looking beach cover-up dress, we decided to take the operation outside. Clio kept offering us all bites of her ice cream, which by then was down to the cone, which didn't seem to interest her as much. (She takes after her mother -- I've never been a huge fan of the cone itself.) The poor kid was punished for her generosity when Elsa accidentally chomped down on her finger in the process. Eep! Here's hoping that she won't have negative associations with ice cream cones for the rest of her life. Seems doubtful.

 



Want a bite?
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Baby Squared Reader Poll: Should we let Clio's hair grow?

Last weekend when A. and I were on the playground with the girls we met a mom and her boy-girl twins. When we told her that our girls were twins, she was surprised: "That one (meaning Elsa) looks so much older!" This is becoming more and more common: people on the playground think they are incredibly closely spaced (perhaps impossibly close, if anyone really stopped and thought out the math) siblings. And it's true that Elsa does look a little bit older. She's almost two inches taller and a little more filled out. I think it also has to do with their faces. Clio's got a sort of pixie-like look about her, whereas Elsa's face looks more grown-up. But Alastair thinks -- and I guess I agree -- that it also has to do with the hair. Elsa's is long and bang-less, while Clio's got bangs and a bob. 

 

 

Exhibit One: Elsa's long-n-lustrous locks

 

 

 

Exhibit 2: Clio's chic, perky bob 

 

Alastair also worries that when the girls look back at pictures of themselves, Clio's going to ask why we let Elsa have long hair while we made her keep her hair short. I argue that she could just as easily say the opposite: why did you make us wear our hair long like that instead of encouraging our individuality with different hairstyles? 

 

And that is definitely part of the reason I like doing their hair differently. I like them to look different. But I also feel like their haircuts suit 1. Their faces (Elsa has a low forehead and smaller eyes like me, so bangs aren't quite as flattering; Clio has a very round forehead and big eyes) 2. Their hair types (Elsa's has a wave to it, while Clio's is pin straight and very fine) and 3. Their personalities (Clio is impish and pixie-like; Elsa is girly and gregarious). I guess I just like the combo.

 

But I do think Alastair may have a point about Clio's cut emphasizing the fact that she looks younger. And maybe I'm trying to hang onto that adorable little baby/toddler look too tightly. I definitely don't want to grow the bangs out. But should we let the rest of it grow? And yes, I know we can always cut it back again. But it's getting to that sort of Prince-Valiant in-between stage, and I'm dying to take a pair of scissors to it. (Or maybe, finally, take her to a professional lest I butcher her bangs again.) What do you think? To cut, or not to cut? 
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The Defiant Ones

Elsa and Clio are having some authority issues. Particularly at bedtime. I suppose this isn't surprising. They're at their tiredest and crankiest at the end of the day, AND they don't particularly want to go to bed. Not to mention the fact that I am starving (we still eat after they go to bed, for a variety of reasons) and, four days out of seven, have had a long day at work and am looking forward to relaxing, so I'm not at my best, and am not interested in letting the bedtime ritual drag on indefinitely. 

 

So I am finding myself at my wits' end lately when, for example, one of them will refuse to brush her teeth. She'll simply refuse to leave the nursery and come into the bathroom. Or she will do something silly, like Clio did the other night: dance around the hall wearing a pair of sunglasses (upside down) and make goofy faces, while I tried to help Elsa brush her teeth. Of course, Elsa thought what Clio was doing looked like a lot more fun, and started asking me to go downstairs and find her sunglasses, too, so she could do the same thing. Oral hygiene was a lost cause. I don't even remember how I finally got everyone to shut the hell up (oh dear; did I just write that? Yes I did) and brush their damned teeth (and that? Oh, my). Somehow I did. But by the time I'd read them their books, wrangled them into their cribs and given them the ten thousand "just one more" kisses and hugs and back rubs they wanted, I was totally fried.  

 

In general, my strategy for dealing with out and out defiance is one or more of the following:  1.) Give the defiant one a minute or a bit of space and let her comply on her own, which she sometimes will. This can work well in situations like toothbrushing refusal. But it is not so feasible if, for example, we're leaving the playground and one child is already loaded in her carseat, in a very hot car, and the other child has decided that she absolutely must continue scraping the rock she has found against the sidewalk. 

 

2.) If #1 doesn't work or is not applicable, make it clear that there will be a consequence. As in: it's up to you, but if you don't brush your teeth, that means we won't have a story before bed. Sometimes that works, other times not. When it doesn't, in that particular scenario, it means that the defoamt one will stand in her crib and scream while I read a story to her sister. Even if I do it in the next room. And then I have to attempt to calm the screamer enough that the other sister can actually go to bed. Sometimes it is workable. Sometimes it's not. 

 

Consequences really are a lot more complicated with twins, especially when they share a room. It can often mean that the "innocent" one ends up losing out, too. Like in the army. (Actually, I don't know if that's how it really works in the army, but in army movies from the 80s it always seemed like when one guy screwed up, the whole division would end up having to scrub latrines or jog ten miles or something. And I base much of my knowledge in life on movies from the 80s. Which is why I know that Russians are evil, an abortion costs $200 and high school principals are all morons.)

 

3.) When nothing else works, I will bodily remove the child (because often it's a matter of getting her to come or go somewhere -- upstairs, downstairs, in the car, into the bathroom, etc.). If I can muster the emotional energy, I do it in a silly or amusing way. With an airplane sound or with a bouncing motion. When I can't, in a very brisk and business-like fashion. Sometimes while clenching my teeth to keep from being more brisk than I need to be. 

 

I'm thinking I should probably hit the books and try to read up on some effective strategies for dealing with defiant toddlers / preschoolers, because I obviously have -- er -- "spirited" children, and two of them, and surely this is going to be a common theme over the next few years. (Brief respite in the school years, and then...adolescence.) Knowing that it's never easy, I would still like to have some "best practices" in my arsenal. I feel like I'm winging it here, and could probably be doing a much better job. How do you cope when your kids simply refuse to do (or not do) something you ask or expect them to? 
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Back to School

I know it's a little early to be thinking about back-to-school season, but, hey, retailers are doing it. So, I'm jumping on the proud American premature back-to-school promotion bandwagon. 

 

In the Baby Squared household, we've got two very significant educational events on the horizon for September, both of which I'm looking forward to, mostly with excitement, but also with a touch of apprehension and sadness. (Isn't that always the case when it comes to going back to school?)  They are: 

 

1. Potty Training. Not the sort of half-assed, stop and start, awareness-building potty training we've been doing up until this point. I'm talking the three-day intensive approach, which I've heard has gotten really good results for a number of people I know. (For their children, that is.) I've got a book, I've got the big girl underpants, and I'm ready to roll. The plan is to do it the weekend after we get back from our vacation in New Hampshire, in early September. (We fear that if we attempt it before that, they might backslide while we're on vacay. And also, frankly, we don't want to have to deal with trekking back and forth from our cabin -- or wherever we happen to be during the day -- to the public bathrooms.)

 

The basic principle behind this approach is that you throw out the diapers, put the kid(s) in underpants, give them lots of water and juice, and tell them that they need to keep their underpants dry. You don't need to plop them on the pot at regular intervals -- thought I've heard some people swear by that -- but try to pay attention to their signals, bring them to the bathroom when they appear to be ready to go, and expect plenty of accidents along the way. This requires, of course, a certain readiness on a part of the child in question, and I think we're there. The girls often announce when they're about to make a pee-pee or poo-poo, and sometimes ask to go to the potty. They've both peed in it, and understand what it's for. I think at this point they just don't like interrupting what they're doing to bother with it. (And I must admit, I feel sort of the same way.) Anyway, it's going to be a challenge, and a two-parent job, no question. It may not work, and if there's major resistance we won't push it. But I think it's time to give it a shot. Especially in light of upcoming educational event #2: 

 

2. Preschool! (Where it's OK for them to still be in diapers, but they prefer for kids to be "in progress" toward potty training.)  Starting in late September, the girls will start going to preschool two mornings a week. I have a feeling they're going to love it. They've done some organized playgroups and classes with Alastair -- the kind where he stays -- and really like them. Granted, Clio tends to stick closer to her Dad, but eventually warms up and joins the action. I worry a little bit about how she'll adjust to being left at preschool, and anticipate some rough goodbyes at first. 

 

I think Elsa will do much better on this front. She loves organized activities. The only potential issue for her will be learning to be a part of the group, instead of going up and trying to be right next to the teacher, which she has a habit of doing. The girl likes to be where the action is. (And, of course, my predictions could just as easily be completely and totally wrong. It has been known to happen.)

 

While I can't help having a touch of sorrow at the move to preschool (my little babies are growing up!) I'm mostly really excited about it, for their sake. Since they haven't gone to daycare, they don't get a whole lot of exposure to other kids their age, except on playdates and the occasional class. As they become more communicative and verbal, I think it will be good for them to start to get a better sense of how to cooperate and share and all that other socializing stuff. I think they'll also really like the change of scene and the stimulation 

 

Oh, and I'll add in a quick #3: Spitting school. Has anyone had any success in teaching their kids to spit? As in, toothpaste? We still use the toddler stuff, which is OK to swallow, and the girls seem to think it's candy in gel form. They "spit" by making spitting sounds, but haven't figured out how to make anything come out. I'm thinking about doing a spitting workshop with applesauce or something. (Water doesn't work -- tried it.) Not that they *have* to learn how to spit out toothpaste anytime soon. I'm just curious about how this curious skill is attained, and when. Any spitting specialists out there? 

 

 

 Completely unrelated photo of me and my girls a couple of weeks ago on the Cape. Sailing school? 
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An Adventure Gone Terribly Awry

Let me preface this tale by saying that I hate, hate, hate, hate, HATE hot, humid weather. I can't stand it. I wilt in it. I am physically and mentally uncomfortable in it. I become cranky and lazy and irritable, and you pretty much don't want to be around me. This is is exacerbated by the fact that we only have air conditioning in our bedroom and the girls' room, and the rest of our house traps heat like a ... a ... heat trap. (The weather affects my ability to construct similes as well.) 

 

Unfortunately, Elsa and Clio are not fans of hot weather either. They've been cranky and whiney and tantrum-y the past few days. In fact, on Saturday, Clio threw a fit of such ferocity that she actually managed to lock herself and Elsa in the nursery as a result. I forget what the inciting issue was, but Clio for some reason wanted to get out of the room, and was trying to open the door while I was changing Elsa. She somehow managed to turn the little lock knob thingy on the doorknob, unbeknownst to me, and when I closed the door behind me to go downstairs and get a particular library book to read to them before their nap, it locked. There are locks on all three bedroom doors in our house, each with separate keys, because the house used to be a rental property, where multiple people lived and each had their own room. But when we bought the house, we were only were given keys to two of them. Guess which one we didn't have? 

 

It was horrible. I tried to get the girls to come turn the button, but they coudn't. Elsa started freaking out and crying "Come to me, mommy!" which was more than a little heartbreaking. (Then "I'm itchy!" which was just weird...) Fortunately our next door neighbor, who is a semi-retired painter, had an extension ladder, and we were able to climb up and into the window of the girls' room. Immediately after we got the door open, in a fit of primal, maternal anger / fear, I took a screwdriver and took that damned doorknob out. Alastair later pointed out that we could have just put tape or something over the locking button until we bought a new doorknob. But it was 90 degrees out, and my Mama Bear adrenaline had been tripped. Screw reasonable thought. 

 

Alas, it turned out that Clio's door-locking fit on Saturday was just a warm-up. But let me back up a little: When I woke up Sunday morning, I had the immediate and urgent need to get everyone in the car and go somewhere. Not only because being in the car would mean AC, but because I felt suddenly, extremely claustrophobic. Not just in the house, but in our town and in our life in general. I didn't want to go to the usual playgrounds or the usual pond where the girls like to swim. Where did I want to go? The Swiss Alps would have been nice. Tibet, perhaps. I would have even settled for a beach north of Boston, but knew that the traffic would be horrendous and the parking impossible. So, I decided we should pack a lunch and drive west, out toward Mount Wachusett, maybe have lunch near the big reservoir if we could.

 

We told the girls we were going on an adventure. "An a-vencha!" they said happily. Clio put her Curious George doll up on her shoulders and said she wanted to go on a Bear Hunt. (In the book, by Michale Rosen / Helen Oxenbury, the father puts the little kid on his shoulders at some point. So, now Clio thinks that's a key part of any family Bear Hunt. Too true.) Things started off well. The AC felt good. The scenery was lovely, if slightly wilted and hazy. We stopped at a grocery / orchard store somewhere in the middle of nowhere to buy food for our picnic, and the girls ran around pointing at things and picking up ears of corn and asking to hold apples and staying on the "cute" side of that fine cute/annoying line that young children walk in such places as grocery stores. 

 

Then, when we were standing at the checkout, for reasons which still remain a mystery, Clio started crying and asking for her ga-ga (pacifier). It was one of those slow-build cries that you know is going to be really bad -- lip starts to tremble, eyes start to fill with tears, mouth turns down at the corners, and then, all of a sudden, she's hyperventilating and screaming. I want my gaga! I want my gaga! I wanna go home and have my gaga! 

 

And, my friends, she proceeded to scream and cry, non-stop, for the following hour and a half. Through our "picnic" (if you can call it that) and the entire ride home. Sometimes her request changed: I want medicine. I want to sit with you, mommy. I want to go home. And, because one screaming two-year-old really isn't difficult enough to handle, Elsa decided she had better join in, too. So, from lunch onward, she also screamed for her gaga, for medicine, to sit up front with me, etc.  At one point, the two of them were screaming at eachother. It was a prime example of the absurdist toddler argument: Clio screamed that she wanted her yellow ducky gaga, and then Elsa screamed that she wanted her red doggie gaga. But somehow these events were mutually exclusive in their little, addled toddler brains. So it became: 

 

Clio: I WANT MY YELLOW DUCKY GAGA!! 

 

Elsa: NO! I WANT MY RED DOGGIE GAGA!

 

Clio: NO! DON'T SAY I WANT MY RED DOGGIE GAGA! I WANT MY YELLOW DUCKY GAGA!

 

Elsa: NO! I WANT MY RED DUCKY GAGA!!

 

And on it went. In the midst of all this, of course, Alastair and I started getting snappy with each other -- nearly impossible to avoid in this sort of situation, we find; especially when it's 96 degrees out and your'e trying to drive. I started wondering: are we doing something wrong? Is there something wrong with our parenting technique such that 1.) We are powerless to stop this  2.) This started in the first place? I mean, we did everything. We reassured. We held. We comforted. We tried to speak stupid "Toddlerese."  We yelled. We tried to use the Putumayo CD the girls love as a bargaining chip. Noth. ing. worked.  I was seriously on the brink of tears myself. (And actually did cry about it later, after we'd gotten them down for their nap, in sheer frustration / exhaustion.) 

 

Of course, when we were approximately thirty seconds away from our house, they both stopped. And by the time we got them inside and upstairs into their cribs, they were both downright jolly. Guess they wanted to come home as badly as I wanted to get away from it.

 

And how was YOUR weekend??
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Who are the people in your neighborhood?

In spite of some of my recent complaints about some of our neighbors, and the fact that there is a grand total of one (1) tree on our entire block, I have to say that on the diversity front, our neighborhood is pretty awesome. In the space of our one, mono-treed block, we've got a Haitian family, an Indian family, several Italian families, an Irishman (the hero who rescued our girls through their bedroom window), and numerous native-born Americans of various backgrounds and ethnicities. It's like the freakin' United Nations. 

 

I grew up in a suburb in southwestern Connecticut where the only sizable minority represented was Jews -- and even they lived primarily in very specific areas of town when I was very young. I think there were maybe twenty total non-white kids in my graduating high school class of over 400 people. My family went to church in the city of Bridgeport, right next door, which has a very racially / ethnically diverse population, but our church was like this big, white island in the middle of the city. Many of the older congregants made no secret of the fact that they blamed Bridgeport's economic and aesthetic decline on the arrival of "the blacks and Puerto Ricans." 

 

While I consider myself a pretty open-minded and enlightened person where issues of race and ethnicity are concerned, I do feel like it has been (and continues to be) a journey. When you grow up in a very homogenous place, around people with attitudes like those of the aforementioned church ladies (and gentlemen), you need to work hard to resist and overcome certain prejudices and assumptions. I know that I have fewer of these than my parents do, and they have fewer than their parents. My girls will probably have fewer than me. (In fact, I can just see them, years from now, rolling their eyes at me behind my back for being such a cretin when I tell them what a big deal it was when an African-American man with a name like Barack Hussein Obama was elected president.) 

 

Anyway, the occasion of this post -- the reason I've been thinking about this lately -- is that the girls have a new pal here in neighborhood: Supreet, the six-year-old girl across the street. Her family is Indian, and her parents and both sets of grandparents all live in the house. She's the perfect age for a playmate -- older enough than the girls that I suspect they find her pretty exciting and glamorous, but young enough that she's still interested in doing many of the same things they are. They've got this little ritual now where they go over to Supreet's and she brings them each a cup, which they fill up from the spigot or garden hose and dump on themselves / each other / the potted flowers and pepper plants in the driveway. A couple of times, Supreet has come over here and hung in our backyard; she loves the playhouse and the wading pool. And saying "we had a play date!" Also, bonus: I now know how to say "hello" in Punjabi, courtesy of Supreet's grandmother, who speaks nothing but. I tried to teach Elsa and Clio, but they just looked at me like I was crazy, as did Supreet. I must not have been pronouncing it right. 

 

All this rose-colored, kumbaya, We are the World musing aside, I'd of course be equally pleased if the girls had a new White/Euro pal across the street. I like the idea of neighborly interaction in general; it's one of the things I like most about summer -- how everyone emerges from their dens for awhile. But there's something particularly cool about the cross-cultural aspect of this new friendship. And the larger fact that the girls are growing up in a neighborhood where not all the families are exactly like ours. Whether or not it will have an impact on their lives and how they view the world remains to be seen, of course. But whatever the case, I think it's a good thing. 
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Break it up, you two

Someone asked in a recent comment if my girls break into fights pretty much any time I leave the room for more than five seconds. And the answer, sadly, is yes. YES! It's ridiculous how much of our parenting these days involves playing referee. And damn, it's tough. We're not even to the stage of She said / She said yet. There's no "she started it," or "she's lying." There's just...fighting. 

 

And it seems to go in waves where it's either Elsa's fault all the time or Clio's fault all the time, and I start questioning my ability to be a fair and impartial judge, because I fear I am biased against one child or the other, based on her recent behavior. Or I worry that I'm subconsciously trying to even things out by under- or over-reacting to one or the other of them. (If you're having trouble following this paragraph, then you can begin to get a sense of how confused I often feel in the moment.) 

 

The fights tend to fall into five distinct categories. There's the "You took what I was playing with and I want it back" fight; the "you are crowding my personal space" fight; the "I am mad at you for some entirely inane and irrational reason, like you put your milk cup to the left of your plate and I want it to the right of your plate" fight; and the "you are doing some silly/annoying thing on purpose just to drive me nuts" fight (Clio is frequently guilty of this -- mischeivous child). Then there are the expressions-of-affection-and-playfulness-turned-rough incidents, which, while not as contentious, still require parental intervention 

 

In fact, it seems like almost all of their -- ahem -- "disagreements" require parental intervention. I've tried a few times, experimentally, to let them try to work things out on their own, but it usually only leads to escalation. I try to assume the role of "conflict coach" when I can, encouraging them to use words instead of screaming / crying / hitting. I'll say (for example) "Elsa, if you don't like it that Clio is swinging your Curious George around by the leg, you need to tell her 'please stop doing that to my George,' instead of crying." Not that it necessarily works. But it's a start, right? Much of the time, though, we have to get right in there and arbitrate.

 

It's the physical fights that I hate the most. Both girls are deep into the hitting / pushing / kicking thing, and I find it awfully disturbing. We are very firm about these not being acceptable behaviors. Our strategy, when it happens, is to physically remove the perpetrator -- sometimes for an actual "time-out," sometimes not, depending on the situation -- and have a little "talk" about how hitting and kicking are not OK responses, you need to use words. We require an apology. After that, if possible -- that is, if we witnessed what happened -- we try to address what the other child did to provoke the physical response: grabbing a toy or insulting her sister's haircut or whatever. But making it clear that violence is not an OK response is our first priority.

 

What I find particularly infuriating is when the girls strike out at us, which happens occasionally. They may only be two and a half, but they are strong little buggers, and a smack or a kick from them can really hurt. It's hard to remain calm and reasonable when your daughter has just whacked you on the head and screamed at you to "go away!" while you're trying to cut her waffle (for example) because she asked you to cut her waffle. (No is yes! Yes is no! War is peace! Freedom is slavery!) You are not only angry at the behavior, but you're hurt that they've lashed out at you, and, possibly, in pain. 

 

Sometimes their "violence" is not even in anger; it's just out of punchy (literally! Again!), overtired playfulness. Yesterday afternoon, I was changing Clio's diaper and she was being kicky, but in a totally silly and playful way -- giggling the whole time. I told her she needed to stop so I could change her diaper; she didn't. I held her feet and told her to stop; she didn't. I told her, quite firmly, that if she didn't stop kicking she was going to go upstairs in her crib for a time-out. She proceeded to kick me in the boob, hard, smiling the whole time. And up she went. 

 

Are my children psychopaths? It doesn't seem possible. So much of the time, they really are lovely, and play nicely with each other. But sometimes....good God. I feel like they've been possesed by that kid from The Omen. And I am the hapless, heartbroken mother played by some actress whose career never really went anywhere and ended up playing the main character's best friend on an 80s sitcom that was cancelled after one season. You know? 

 

 

 

 It's all fun and games until somebody loses a nose.  Photo by Ned Harvey. 
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Welcome to Chez Elsa & Clio

Please, won't you come in? Right this way to your table. It's a little bit sticky; the last patrons were eating canteloupe, and we didn't have time to wipe it off. Oops, look out. There's some peanut butter on your chair. Here, let me take care of that for you. Please, sit down. But feel free to get up and attempt to run out of the room whenever you feel like. Or ask to be picked up. The rest rooms? Oh, sorry, we don't have those yet. But here's a diaper. Enjoy. And can I put on your bib for you? No bib? That's fine, please, feel free to tear it off and throw it on the floor. Not a problem.

 

Now, I'd like to tell you about some specials we have tonight: There's some delicious leftover chicken from the grown-ups' dinner last night, served with a nice salad, and some lovely wild rice. We also have some of the macaroni and cheese you didn't eat at lunch, which the chef tells me is perfectly good once it's heated up, with a little butter in it -- No? Not interested in the specials? Of course not, I didn't think so. Between you and me, I'd stick to the menu. All of our most popular items are here, and really, they never get old. 

 

Here you go, and let me know if I can answer any questions. Can I bring you some milk while you wait? Yes, of course, in the blue cup with the green lid. I wouldn't dream of doing otherwise. 

 

Le Menu  (Lunch and Dinner) 

Les starches: 
Macaroni and Cheese (made fresh to order, never left over)

Whole wheat bread with butter (spread all the way to the edges), cold or toasted 

Pasta with olive oil or tomato sauce (served "wit cheese on it!! No, more cheese!!")

Sweet corn (on or off the cob)

Bagel bread with butter or cream cheese

Pizza crust (served with sauce, cheese and other toppings to be picked off / spit out) 

Tater Tots (with Ketchup). Limit one order per customer per week, Chef's orders
 

Les Sandwiches (served on wheat bread, with side of one baby carrot)
Peanut butter and jelly 

Hummus on pita wedges

Grilled cheese

Turkey and cheese (turkey and cheese optional) 

 

Les Proteins
Hot dog, cut or "a big one"

Turkey meatballs 

Veggie burger or Chik'n burger, with "lots of ketchup"

Scrambled eggs 

Les Vegetables 
Broccoli  (One floret)

Peas (You just have to eat five. OK, four.)

Green beans (two)

Cherry tomatoes  

 


Have you decided yet? The fresh macaroni and cheese and a hot dog cut up. Excellent choice. Can I get you a vegetable with that? No? That's fine, just be forewarned: the chef may put a little broccoli on your plate. But please feel free to take it off and put it on the table. Or on the floor, if no one's looking. I won't tell. And one Fig Newton in a bowl, you said? Well, normally we don't serve dessert until after you've had your entree, but I'll ask the chef and see what she says. She always says no, but no harm in asking, repeatedly. Maybe this will be the night she changes her mind, right? I'll be back in a few minutes with your food. No, of course you don't have to stay seated. Feel free to get up and pester the chef while she's cooking. She loves that.

 

Six minutes later 
 

Ah, I see you've finished your meal -- and, my goodness, you ate more than half of the food on your plate! You must have been starving! Very good. Now, can I interest you in dessert? You can have that Fig Newton you requested, or a popsicle, and we also have a variety of fresh fruits, yogurt....I'm sorry, you want all of them? Well, normally we ask that our patrons choose one dessert, but you know what? I'll talk to the chef and see what I can do. She's had a long day, and I think I might be able to wear her down. I'll just turn on the tears and the whining, maybe throw a low-grade tantrum, ha ha ha -- yeah, you know what I'm talking about don't you? Ha ha! All right. I'll be right back....Fingers crossed! 
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Please Stand By

Last weekend, we brought the girls down to the recording studio where Alastair has been working on his forthcoming kids' album, A Cow Says Moock. (Yes, yes, he loves the puns.) I sang harmony on one of the tracks -- my first studio singing experience since I was ten years old and sang on a commercial for Duncan Hines cookies (Crispy, chewy! Crispy, chewy! To the tune of "Love and Marriage." Anyone remember it?) It went fine -- the harmony track, that is -- though I don't think I have much future as a recording artist. Elsa and Clio, on the other hand...

 

 

 

OK, so they were more interested in the headphones than in actually saying or singing anything. Elsa was also fascinated by the microphone, and kept asking me to "turn it on!" I think she thought it was a lamp. Clio liked opening and closing the door to the booth. But we did manage to get some good little clips of them laughing and moo-ing and singing  "You are my sunshine" and the alphabet song. The former, I think we would have to pay royalties on if he put in on the album, but ABC, we believe, is public domain. 

 

Anyway, Alastair is going to find places to add some snippets of them where appropriate throughout the album. There's a song about twins, "Twins are twice as fun," where their voices will almost definitely make a cameo. And when the album comes out, they'll be joining their father on a 30-city stadium tour, with the Jonas Brothers opening. Nickelodeon has already contacted us about a sitcom and video series, which they're pitching as "the Olsen Twins for a new generation." Just kidding. We'll settle for obscure blog fame and occasional recognition at Boston-area playgrounds, thankyouverymuch. 

 

For the next week, through labor day, however, we'll be taking our act up to Lake Winnepesauke, so the blog will be dark for a while. Well, not dark, but you know. Not updated. But don't y'all go away! We'll be back. Enjoy the last lovely days of summer.
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Regression, anyone?

We're back in the saddle, after a lovely vacation week in New Hampshire followed by a weekend's stay in Vermont. Fabulous weather, beautiful scenery, lots to do, and even a bit of relaxing thrown in there. I managed to get several hundred pages of good reading in, which, to me, is the sign of a good vacation. And the girls did remarkably well, all things considered, adapting with aplomb to a slew of new places, people, and situations. 

 

They were, however, a bit clingier than usual, always wanting to be picked up, and acting particularly attached to me. They've also been doing this weird sort of "baby talk" thing where they say "mama" and "dada" and talk in babbly, indistinct voices. Clio has been espeically prone to this. I would say that it was a result of vacation -- the unfamiliar people, the disruption of routine -- but the fact is, it actually started a few weeks earlier. 

 

I suspect that this is also one of those developmental phases that a lot of kids (babies? toddlers? youths?) go through around this age. I wonder if it might also have something to do with the fact that they know they're about to start preschool. In fact, I'm a little nervous about how they're going to handle the transition to that. It's only two mornings a week, but still....eek! I'm thinking it's probably a good thing that Alastair will be the one to drop them off on their first day next week, not me. (This clinginess is decidedly directed more at Mama than Dada.)  

 

The girls are also somewhat obsessed with talking about things they can do when they're bigger or -- interestingly -- when they're littler. For example, if we say to them that they need to walk (as opposed to being carried) because they're big girls, and being carried all the time is only for babies, they may very well say, "But when I'm a little baby I can have a pick-up!" 

 

I suppose the whole concept of chronology -- and the fact that they only grow up, not down -- is a bit confusing to them, and maybe even a bit threatening. Then again, we don't really help matters. Sometimes we refer to them as little girls (as in "this book is for grown-ups, not for little girls") other times as big girls ("you're such a big girl to drink from a cup like that!") and even occasionally refer to them, affectionately, as "baby girl" or the like. Can we blame them for being slightly confused? 

 

And then there's the more comical manifestation of all this chronological confusion: When she's not acting babylike, Clio has lately taken to acting "Mommy-like" to Elsa. She'll try to comfort her or explain things to her or even scold her, all in a pitch-perfect imitation of parental tone. Yesterday as we were driving back home from Vermont and Elsa was whining about the song we were playing (she wanted to hear Old MacDonald -- again), Clio said, "Elsa, Mommy and Daddy and Clio need to listen to this song and then we listen to Old MacDonald, OK?" It's very cute, but I think it's only a matter of time before Elsa gets pissed off and decks her one. 

 

But perhaps not. After all, Elsa is learning new, more productive ways to channel her immense physical energy. While we were at Sandy Island, she was a madwoman on the dance floor. (I really would love to enroll her in a dance class -- she seems to have some real aptitude for it, and clearly loves it.) And one morning, she spotted a stretching/gentle yoga class and insisted that we join in. "I want to do exercise!" she said. (I have no idea where she learned that word!) We got started just as the class was ending, but had our own private yoga session, captured on film by offical Elsa and Clio Paparazza, Heidi Cohen Miller. These are some of my favorite photos ever taken of Elsa and me. 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 Namaste!

  
Published Sep 08 2009, 02:43 PM
The Fall Fashion Issue

I have never been terribly concerned with clothes where my children are concerned. I mean, I make sure that they have enough of them, and wear them as appropriate for the weather and, to a lesser degree, the occasion. But as much fun as it would be, we just don't have the time or energy -- let alone the money -- to dress Elsa and Clio super-adorably. 

 

Their wardrobe consists of a motley combination of gifts from grandparents and others, hand-me-downs from friends, things that I buy for them second-hand at tag sales, and a few supplemental store-bought items as needed, generally from Target or Marshall's. The dresses in the closet go largely unworn. Anything that requires ironing or hand-washing is pretty much never worn -- at least, not more than once. 

 

As the girls outgrow clothes, I toss them into a shopping bag in the closet and periodically bring them up to the attic, where I transfer them into other bags and boxes, which I intend to sort through any day now, I swear. Meanwhile, the girls share one big dresser, which I am convinced is haunted by some small, slovenly poltergeist that gets its kicks by unfolding everything we've just folded and pulling dirty clothes out of the hamper to mix in with the clean ones. In short, I never feel quite in control of the clothing situation. But it's never been high on my list of worries in life.

 

Of course, I do enjoy getting the gals into a cute outfit now and then, if I can swing it. (i.e. if one of them is not throwing a fit while I'm trying to dress the other one, and if a good combination of shirt / pants / sweater / etc. all happen to be clean at the same time.) And I do occasionally feel a pang of jealousy and inferiority when I see little girls in cute-meets-funky ensembles made up of clothes that look like they came from boutiques or, at the very least, high-end consignment shops. (Just as I occasionally feel pangs of jealousy and inferiority when I see women looking similarly stylish and cool.) 

 

But most of the time I could care less. What's the point of making your kid look like they stepped out of a Hannah Anderson catalog if their clothes are going to be spattered with yogurt within an hour of their getting dressed? And what's the point of spending fifty bucks on an outfit that they'll only fit into for six months?

 

Of course, four days out of the week, it's their dad who dresses them, and his sartorial standards are even lower than mine. Some days I come home from work to find the girls looking like he dressed them in the dark. Cute pink flowered pants and a grungy red t-shirt with writing on it. Jeans and a pajama top. Brown with purple. Stripes with dots. Granted, the man is fairly color blind. But mostly, he just doesn't notice or care. Which is fine. Really, it is.

 

Except that the girls are about to start preschool. And in the spirit of the back-to-school season (remember how important it was to figure out what you'd wear on the first day of school?) I'm feeling the urge to get a bit more on top of the girls' clothing situation. I'm going to a huge kids' tag sale tomorrow morning, and am hoping to score some cute stuff. Maybe I'll even spring for some of the big ticket items -- you know, things that cost more than two dollars. And maybe I'll start laying their clothes out the night before on school nights.

 

Of course, all of this begs the question, "Why?" Am I succumbing to some subtle societal pressure to make sure that my children look well-dressed and are not perceived as ragamuffins by their teachers and the other parents? Yeah, there's probably some of that. (I remember my mother's dismay on one occasion when I wore the same dress two days in a row while she was away and my dad was in charge). But I also think it's just the whole notion of them going to school. There's some part of me -- and maybe it's a little old fashioned -- that believes you should look a little nicer for school than you would for hanging around the house. (Aren't my girls going to adore me when they're teenagers?) Who's with me?

Published Sep 11 2009, 11:10 AM
The marketing onslaught begins

More than two years (!) ago, I wrote about the logistics of going to the grocery store with two babies in tow. A little over a year ago, I tackled the subject again, commenting on the near impossibility of grocery shopping with two 18 month-olds. (Which made going with two infants seem like a cakewalk.) For awhile, I didn't dare bring both girls to the supermarket at once. But for whatever reason, over the past six months or so, I've given it another shot -- short excursions for basics only -- and it's gone pretty well. 

 

Coming armed with juice boxes and toys helps.  Free cookies from the bakery section help even more. (If free cookies are not out for the taking already, I've actually asked the bakery folks for them a couple of times, and they're happy to oblige. Behold, the amazing power of cute little kids!) Letting the girls hold an item or two also helps (hint: things in boxes or bags, not produce of any kind. Elsa actually took a bite of a lemon once.) Letting Elsa get out of the cart and walk for awhile toward the end of the trip when she's getting restless, is also a good tactic, and not too hard to pull off, now that she listens and understands when I tell her to stop, watch out, stay near us, don't pull every bag of bread off the shelf, etc.

 

Believe me, if I had my druthers, I wouldn't go to the grocery store with the girls at all. But "druthers" in this instance means copious amounts of free time. And I'd much rather spend my druthers writing, reading, going to the gym or doing errands that I simply can't do with the girls. (Same goes for Alastair, who also, bravely, brings them along to the store at times.) Ah, druthers. (Hey, I just realized something: is "druthers" a Cockney-ish contraction of "I'd rather," that got turned into a word over time? Somebody please google and report back. Druther not take the time.) 

 

Anyway: yesterday marked a turning point in our grocery shopping adventures. It was the first time that the girls started, well, noticing certain things. I went to get them some juice boxes and while I was mulling the options, they both starting shouting "Doggie juice! Doggie juice!"  I didn't know what the hell they were talking about, and then I noticed the juice boxes with Clifford the Big Red Dog on them. The girls do not even know who Clifford is, but they started asking for "Doggie juice," which was not the brand or size that I wanted to buy. I sort of lamely told them that the kind of juice we were getting was better ("Look! These have a pineapple on the box! Isn't that cool?" Lame.) They were OK with this, and Clio even added, sagely, "I think that doggie juice is for doggies." To which I said, "Yes, that's right, it's for doggies." (Is it wrong to lie to your children, constantly?)

 

 But it happened again in the cereal aisle ("Bunny cereal!") and the dairy case ("Dora yogurt!") and each time, I had to explain that we didn't buy that particular product; we bought a different one that we liked better and that tasted better and was better for us. (Note use of the royal "we.") To the girls' credit, they really didn't put up a fight. But I can definitely see this changing in the near future. 

 

My immediate instinct was to think: uh oh, time to stop taking the girls to the grocery store. But this isn't really realistic. And it's not just the grocery store, it's any store. And it's TV, if they start watching things other than Curious George and Sesame Street. (Both of which, I should point out, are preceded by pseudo-ads for Chuckie Cheese and McDonalds...) 

 

My mom managed to raise me and my brother without buying the cereal with the bunny on it, or the peanut butter with Peter Pan on it. But there were a lot fewer brands in the stores then, and I don't think syndicated characters had colonized groceries to the extent that they have now. I don't mind giving in to the lure of the cute character occasionally (I totally bought them Elmo potty seats, because I knew it would be appealing to them). But I don't intend to give in all the time. 

 

And I want to bring my girls up to be informed consumers, savvy about advertising and marketing. The question is: does a preschooler really "get it" when you tell them that the yogurt without Dora on it is the same -- and likely better, and cheaper -- than the yogurt with Dora on it? How do you deal with this issue with your little 'uns?  
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Preschool

The girls had their preschool orientation yesterday, and start preschool for real tomorrow. The orientation was, well, a little harrowing. For starters, I wasn't in the greatest state of mind. My moods have been playing havoc with me of late, and I was feeling a bit unhinged and over-emotional. Granted, it's an emotional thing to grasp the fact that your babies are old enough to start preschool. But in my un-depressed state, I'm not one to tear up repeatedly in the midst of this kind of thing, as I did yesterday. Meanwhile, the fact that I was feeling foggy and depressed on this significant occasion made me feel even worse. (Depressed about being depressed -- who needs that?)  

 

Fortunately, Alastair was there with me, and able to play the role of sane and stable parent. And Elsa, not surprisingly, was totally in her element. When we arrived at their classroom, she was off to the races, immediately checking out all the new toys. (We even witnessed our first interaction between her and a classmate! She yelled "mine!" when he tried to take a play teacup from her. Ah, our feral, un-socialized children.) Clio, though, clung to me and didn't want to let go. After a few minutes, we managed to get her to go over and play with a tea set on the play table that she'd been eyeing, and she soon seemed quite happy, pouring imaginary tea and serving up plates of plastic waffles. 

 

But a few minutes later, when it was time for the parents to go down the hall for coffee, mingling, and a word from the directors, Clio totally lost her shit. It was awful. When we told her we had to leave for a few minutes, the lower lip immediately curled down (an expression which, I'm convinced, is genetically programmed to trigger maternal tear ducts, depression or no) the face turned red, and she started wailing that she wanted to come with us / she wanted us to stay / mama, mama, mama, etc.  Oh, dear God, I'm getting teary just writing about it. 

 

But I swallowed it back, bucked up, and walked out of there and down the hall with Alastair, trying to ignore the fact that my daughter was wailing. The only one wailing, I might add. Down the hall, as we got our coffee, we could still hear her. I felt like someone had punched me in the heart. And I fully expected one of the teachers to come in any minute and summon us back to the classroom, whispering, "maybe she's not quite ready for this yet..."  It didn't happen. But when we finally did go back, about fifteen minutes later, Clio was still crying. And then it was the same thing all over again: clinging and wanting to be picked up for a few minutes, then gradual willingness to be released, and then, before you know it, she's dishing out plastic waffles and serving tea. 

 

I know she can do this; we've left her before -- at church childcare a handful of times, and at the childcare at the gym -- and while she's cried a lot the first couple of times, she's eventually gotten used to it, and gotten comfortable. I think this will be the case with preschool, too. But she is going through a clingy-with-mama phase. And I'm going through a sad phase (to put it in preschool terms). Which is why I think it's a very good thing that it will be Alastair, not me, dropping the girls off at their *real* first day of preschool, tomorrow. 

 

 

 

Photo (in which I don't quite look like myself, but my arms look skinny so I'm not complaining) by Heidi Miller
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"I was a little sad, and then I was happy."

So speaketh Clio, when asked how preschool went. As predicted, she had a rough start -- a whole lotta crying and screaming. Alastair stuck around at the school office for a while (along with a few other parents in the same boat) then left when one of the co-teachers reported that Clio was down in the low-simmer territory, as opposed to a full-on, rolling boil of misery. (Metaphors inserted by the author.) When A. picked her up at the end of the day, on the playground, she was still sticking close to one of the teachers, but at least she wasn't crying.

 

I expect this will be the pattern for awhile, until she really gets comfortable. Which she will. But in the meantime: How about that sentence, huh? "I was a little sad, and then I was happy." Two thoughts in one sentence, a sense of time, an awareness of emotion! This is a far cry from "Pick up!" and "More milk!"  Which, admittedly, are more representative specimens of the general tone and quality of toddler-speak in the Baby Squared household. But gradually, the sentences really are getting longer and more complex, and the thoughts they express more nuanced and coherent. 

 

One thing in the area of language development that I'm finding particularly fascinating -- as a self-professed grammar snob -- is hearing the girls tussle with the mechanics of language. Pronouns still trip them up, so we often get sentences like "her was playing with me" or "We go home to we house." Often, in these cases, I'll repeat the phrase back, with the correct pronoun, and sometimes they'll give it another shot. But they's a long way from really mastering this particular linguistic skill. Past tense is still a work in progress, and irregular plurals are still pretty much a lost cause, but hey, that's English for you. (Is there any other language in the world that has so many irregularities and inconsistencies?) 

 

It's also interesting to notice the girls' respective strengths when it comes to verbal ability. Clio tends to put longer sentences together, but Elsa is a champ when it comes to memory / recall. One of the latest manifestations of this is her enthusiasm for "reading." Lately, It's been almost impossible to read a book *to* her; she always wants to hold and "read" them herself. For a while, my reaction to this has been one of anger and annoyance -- it's incredibly frustrating when I'm trying to read a book to Elsa and Clio together, like we've always done as part of our bedtime routine, and she's trying to grab the book out of my hands, yelling "No, I want to read it!" (and then insisting that Clio and I each read our own book, which pisses Clio off, because she wants a story read to her.) 

 

But lately, I'm trying not to fight it as much. If Elsa insists on reading a book on her own, I say that's OK, but why doesn't she read it to me and Clio? And in doing this, I've discovered that the girl really can "read" (as in, recite / riff on) entire books if she knows them well. Sure, she doesn't do it word for word, and she adds her own little twists and interpretations. Often, there are mommies and daddies inserted into the plot and interpreted from the illustrations. (If there are two people or animals on a page, it's fairly likely, in Elsa's interpretation, that one is the other one's mommy or daddy. Inter-species parentage is quite common.) But she also frequently picks up on subtleties and complexities that I'm amazed she can recall. 

 

It bums me out to know that I was, for awhile, missing all this by intepreting her "I want to read it" behavior as sheer willfulness. I love reading to the girls -- having them both snuggled into my lap together. It's one of the few opportunities for that kind of calm, physical closeness, and I would hate to lose it completely. But there is also something quite lovely about listening to your two-year-old's interpretation of a book, and seeing how happy she is to be listened to. 

 

A good reminder that often, when you scratch the surface of "terrible two" behavior, you see that there's some pretty exciting developmental stuff going on. 
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"Working" from home

Yesterday morning, due to some childcare issues, I had to work from home. At least, that's what I was officially doing -- what I told my co-workers I was doing, anyway. (Some of whom read this blog. Hello, co-workers!)  But the reality is, it is not possible to get any meaningful quantity of work done while simultaneously trying to take care of small children.

 

And you end up feeling like a jerk in the process: You're not paying enough attention to your kids, who you've either plopped in front of the TV or are trying desperately to keep occupied with toys, crayons, books, etc. ("Hey! I know!! Why don't you guys see if you can build me the biggest lego castle ever!! Take your time!! Make it really, really big!)  Meanwhile, you're not really giving your work the attention it needs or deserves, because some kid is tugging on your leg asking you to look at their big dumb lego castle. 

 

The impossibility of the situation was summed up perfectly for me yesterday when I suggested Elsa and Clio draw pictures (to keep them occupied while I shot off just a couple more emails...) and Clio ended up drawing all over a document from work that she found on the floor near my chair. At that point, I said screw it, and took them out to the playground.

 

I'm always sort of puzzled when I hear expectant or would-be moms say they'd like to work from home some or all of the time. I mean, I guess it's do-able when you've got older kids, who are in school. And it's do-able if you've got some childcare at home. And maybe it's do-able if your job is...um...testing and reviewing toys. And maybe there are even some angelic children out there who are content to quietly occupy themselves with some independent, non life-threatening activity for more than fifteen minutes at a time. Or who can watch more than an hour of TV without getting antsy. But they sure aren't my kids.

 

Now household work, on the other hand, is something I can manage to get done -- to a limited extent -- when the gals are underfoot. Sweeping, giving the sink and toilet a quick wipe-down, basic meal prep, laundry, and dishes are all feasible, I suppose because they are more interruptable, and don't require a whole lot of mental energy. Unlike, say, coming up with an idea for an ad, or writing a blog post about how impossible it is to work and and look after small children at the same time. Also, housework is the sort of thing preschool-aged kids are sometimes happy to help (well, pretend to help) with:

 

 



 

Maybe next time I find myself with no choice but to simultaneously work and look after the girls, I should give them each a non-functional laptop (I've got one up in the attic somewhere, and Freecycle would surely yield another...) and let them pretend to write. I'm sure that would keep them happy for at least three minutes. I'm curious: anyone out there had any luck working and parenting from home -- at the same time, that is -- on a regular basis? How on earth do you do it? 
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Not Yet

This is one of the girls' favorite phrases these days. Can you please give Elsa a turn with that toy now? Not yet. Are you all done with your English muffin? Not yet. Are you ready to get off the potty now? Not yet.   
 

As the girls grow and change by leaps and bounds, it's amazing how much more able they are to communicate their needs and wants, and it's delightful to see them able to participate in an increasing number of activities. This weekend while we were in Maine visiting my parents (and giving my sister in law a baby shower -- my first nephew is on the way!) it was fun to see them doing things that just a few months ago they would not have been able to do: playing downstairs in the basement playroom independently for a good fifteen minutes or so while the grownups were upstairs -- without needing toy refereeing; riding tricycles and actually starting to use the pedals; making sardonic comments. (OK, this isn't exactly true. That is, I'm not sure it was intended to be sardonic. But if it hadn't been spoken by a two and and a half year old, it certainly would have come across that way. Then again, it was Clio, who has a pretty good sense of humor. I said:  "Clio, how about we go upstairs and take a bath now." She replied, "How about no.")   

 

 
 

Clio played with my old childhood dollhouse for nearly half an hour, on her own. Amazing!     
 

And yet, we still bump up against things that we realize -- often after the fact -- they aren't quite ready for. The not yets. Like when, while trying to keep them occupied for a little while when we were getting dinner ready, and for lack of appropriate entertainment choices, we put on the movie The Cat in the Hat -- the live-action one with Mike Myers. It's a pretty trippy movie -- not to mention a trippy book, that I never quite liked as a kid, as I've mentioned here before. But it proved to be a bit too intense for the gals, especially Elsa, who was a bit freaked out the whole time, but couldn't quite take her eyes off it. It was like a technicolor car accident. Toward the end, when the little girl character was getting sucked up into a tornado-like thing and Elsa started saying "Oh no! Sally!" and then actually screamed, I finally whisked her away. (But brought her back a little later to show her that everyone was OK.)     

 

They also weren't quite ready for the too-long day trip we took up to the Common Ground Fair -- a country fair put on by the Maine Organic Farmers Association. It was an hour and a half each way and, stupidly, we forgot to bring their ga-gas, a.k.a. pacifiers, which we still let them have on long car trips. (You'd think after this calamity we would have learned our lesson.) They were cranky and exhausted the whole time, wanting to be picked up, wanting to go home, wanting to eat but not particularly excited about the grilled cheese sandwiches we got them, on super-dense, all-natural, gluten-free, organic, grass-fed, free-range, fair trade, cruelty-free, 22-grain bread made by rehabilitated prisoners. (Kidding, of course. But seriously, the bread tasted like shit.)      

 

I think that in another year or two, a trip like this might actually be do-able for them. But while we did have a few nice moments -- Elsa enjoyed getting a ladybug painted on her hand (below); they were fascinated by the giant merino sheep "getting his hair cut"; and thought the old-fashioned farm equipment was pretty fun to play on (below below); overall, I'd say it was a not yet. It was also, I think, a case of something being a not yet because of the twin thing. One kid might have been a bit more manageable. Having twins, I think, can at times prolong the not yets by a few months. 

 
 
 
 
[image: image87]
 
 

They can be frustrating, the not yets. And they will always be there. But there's a nice hopefulness to the phrase. Can we take the girls on a longish day trip to a big and somewhat overwhelming event like a fair? Not yet, but we will in a year or two. Have I found a publisher for my novel? Not yet, but I still have hope. Have I figured out the right balance of work and parenting and writing, all while managing to keep my depression at bay? Not yet, not yet, not yet, but I will. 
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Bedtime madness

We all know how important it is to have a consistent bedtime routine for our children, particularly when they're under the age of three. Establish rituals, create a sense of security, establish limits, yada yada yada. We're pretty good about sticking to our routine for the most part, either abbreviating or elongating it depending on the hour and the mood of the girls. (Abbreviating doesn't go over too well when they're tired or cranky -- ironic since those are the nights we're *most* inclined to abbreviate.) 

 

Over time, the routine has evolved, as the girls' needs have changed. When they were still babies, I read to them in their cribs, but as they got more engaged and interested in books, we moved reading to the rocking chair. For a long time it was two books, and then goodnight. Nowadays, the reading routine is a bit more unpredictable -- Clio wants to sit on the floor instead of on my lap / Elsa wants to read a book herself / Both of them want to read books on their own in their cribs, etc. But it's all good, yo.

 

What's more complicated is the actual, final good-night, when the girls are in their cribs and the lights are out. Until they were around twenty months (I think?), they were satisfied with a couple of kisses. But ever since then, the good-night has been a constantly changing series of mini-rituals. If we ever, in our folly, dare to introduce any new element -- singing a song, for example, or having a back rub (or "rub back," as the girls call it) -- the girls will latch onto it ferociously, and demand that it be part of the routine. For awhile, anyway, until they come up with something new. And then, of course, there are the various stuffed animals and dolls to be fetched, the blankets to be arranged, the books to be brought into or taken out of the crib.

 

Sometimes I am probably too accommodating. But for the most part, I don't feel like quirky bedtime requests are a battle worth fighting. Better just to put the blankets on in the right order, give one more kiss on the nose, and go downstairs and get the Elmo doll if need be. But there are times -- like last night -- when even my best intentions and most concerted efforts cannot satisfy my daughters' peculiar demands. 

 

Clio was in her mode of wanting to rewind what has just happened and re-do it in exactly the same way, but with one slight variable altered. Only it's not exactly clear what that variable is. Example: when I moved her blankets aside for her to get in her crib, she flipped out. When I moved them back, she flipped out even more. When I told her SHE could move the blankets herself, she further flipped out, because, in fact, she DID want me to move them back, she just wanted me to have done it the right way. Whatever that was.


A few minutes later, when she was in her crib and I thought she'd calmed down, we had the following absurdist exchange:

 

Me: You've got your Bert doll there to go night-night with you?

Clio: Yeah, I want my George, too.

Me: OK, here's your George. (I get her Curious George doll from the chair and put it next to her.)

Clio: Now I have them both!

Me: OK. Good night Cli. (I start to rub her back - this is a required part of the ritual these days)

Clio: (squirming out of my reach)  NO!! DON'T SAY OK!!! DON'T SAY OK!!! WAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!!

Me: All right, I won't. (I try to rub her back again.)

Clio: Nooo!!! No!!!!! No rub back!!

Me: All right, good night, Clio. (I start to leave)

Clio: No!!! No!!! WaaaahhHHH!!!! You say yeah!!! You say yeah!!!

Me: Yeah?

Clio: No!!!!! No!!!!!!! Not yet!!!!

Me: (Sigh) What do you want, Cli? Can you use your words and tell me what you want?

Clio: (Whimpers and Hugs Bert and Curious George close) Now I have them both.

Me: (With great trepidation) Yeah....now you have them both.

Clio: (Satisfied. Finally.) Can I have a rub back and a kiss? 

 

If only they would give me a copy of each night's bedtime script to study ahead of time. It would make things so much more pleasant, for all of us. 

 

But what really disturbed me last night was what she said after her series of fits were over, when she'd finally calmed down, and I was kissing her goodnight:  "You don't love me anymore."

 

What???!!!  

 

I assured her that I most certainly did love her, I would always love her, I loved her loved her loved her. This (of course) didn't satisfy her. "You still love me?" she asked. "Yes, of course I do," I said. She tried again: "You still love me?"  "Yes," I replied, "I still love you."  This was the response she was looking for. She snuggled into her pilow and closed her eyes.

 

I had NO idea where this came from, or where she picked up this phrase. She didn't sound particularly angry while she was saying it, and I suspect she didn't even really know what it meant. But -- interestingly -- she'd said something along the same lines earlier in the evening, when I came home from work, and the sitter was there: "You don't love me because I didn't eat all my eggs. I just ate one for you and one for daddy." 

 

At the time I'd laughed it off, thinking maybe I'd heard her wrong, or she was mixing up two different things. But now I wonder: has our babysitter been saying things along the lines of "If you don't eat your [insert food here], your mommy / daddy / I won't love you anymore"? She's a wonderful sitter for the most part, but she can be a little odd at times, and her methods aren't always what we'd prefer. Plus, there is the language issue. 

 

But I need to talk to her about this next week when she's here again. If that is what's going on, it is most definitely not cool, yo.

Published Oct 01 2009, 09:10 AM
Rock-n-roll Toddlers

Clio and Elsa will never be as truly rock and roll as some of the other blogster young 'uns here on Babble, but as the children of a performing musician, they do get the occasional opportunity to rock out. (At least, as much as it is possible to rock out when your dad plays mostly in the folk / roots / singer-songwriter scene. It's not like he does death metal.) Most of his shows happen after the gals' bedtime, but we've brought them along to some of the daytime gigs. 

 

It's been a little tricky for them, so far, to understand that when Daddy is playing onstage, it's not like at home -- they can't just go up to him or try to talk to him or tell him to play "Nana phone." (He doesn't actually know how to play Nanaphone -- a.k.a. Banana Phone, and has told them this repeatedly, but it's still one of their favorite requests.) At a show a few months ago, they were dancing in front of the stage, then Clio got freaked out by the applause after a song and started crying, and ran up to him for comfort before I could stop her. So, of course, Elsa went up to him, too. One of the other performers, the lovely and talented Rose Polenzani, artfully defused things by letting them play her glockenspiel during the next song. I'm not sure either of them has a future in percussion, but it's probably too early to judge.  

 

 

Rose Polenzani and back-up glockenspielers 
 

This weekend, Alastair had an early show at a pub, so the girls and I went over and had dinner there. It's not a seedy place or anything, but isn't exactly family-oriented, so having a couple of two-year-olds in the house was quite a novelty for some of the regulars. We had a few gin-soaked kisses blown in our direction by twinkly-eyed, grinning old men. Things managed to stay on the sweet side of that very fine sweet / creepy line. 

 

The girls bravely sat at the high top table and we ate our greasy dinners. I don't know why I haven't yet managed to learn that if we order something for the girls that comes with fries, they will only eat the fries. I guess this isn't the worst thing in the world, given how infrequently we eat out with them. And, in fact, I did get Clio to eat one bite of a pickle (does that count as a vegetable?) It slipped out of her hand onto the floor, and she said "I'll leave it there for the dogs and the cats." Very thoughtful of her. Meanwhile, Elsa, with ketchup all over her face, exclaimed out of the blue, "I'm excited to be here!"  

 

Once Alastair started playing ("It's a little loud," said Clio) the girls were ready to dance. And dance they did. Elsa is majorly into twirling around and around at present, so she'd twirl and twirl, then stop and dizzily stumble around and fall on the floor. A few times I had to catch and redirect her before she wiped out and knocked into a barstool. A few times she ended up on the floor, but hey -- it's not really a night out until someone ends up on the floor, right? 

 

Actually, both of them did some floor-moves as part of their dancing. I know this isn't the most sanitary thing in the world -- having your children roll around on the floor of a bar. But I gave their hands and faces a very thorough scrubbing when we got home, and as long as we can get through a night of clubbing without anyone throwing up or passing out, no harm done, right?  I even managed to capture some of their rocking out on film -- it's a little dark, but you can catch some of their moves. The song is one of Alastair's originals, "Swing that Axe." He's on the acoustic guitar, with local fave side man Austin Nevins on electric. 
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The Girl Who Cried Potty

Make that girls. And they don't actually cry, "Potty"; They cry "I'm makin' pee-pee now!" and "I'm makin' poo-poo now!" And (what a suprise) they do this most frequently at bedtime, typically right after I've put new diapers on them and changed them into their PJ's, or -- more nefariously -- right as I'm kissing them goodnight. Suddenly, they desperately need to sit on the potty or have their diaper changed again. And the law of twin physics applies here: if one of them wants something, the other one wants it too. So if I give in to one child's demands, I'd better be damned ready to do it in duplicate. 

 

This is obviously a stalling technique, right? But the question of how to respond still stymies me. In the interest of potty training, we've been encouraging them to tell us when they need to go / are going / have gone, and I feel like ignoring their pleas just because it's bedtime sends the wrong message. Even if I suspect they don't really mean it. So, I usually give them a chance to sit on the potty, or I check their diaper to see if it's actually wet. (It almost never is, and they pretty much never actually do anything on the potty, except point out various things in the bathroom and ask for toilet paper.) 

 

But, being two-year-olds on the brink of bedtime, this is never enough. They want to go again. They want to stay on the potty just a little longer. They want me to check their diaper again because this time, they mean it -- there really is a wolf. I mean, pee-pee. What am I supposed to say? "You had your chance. If you have to pee, just do it in your diaper?" Is this really the right thing to be saying to a child that you're trying to potty train -- and, in fact, plan to do a three-day potty training bootcamp with THIS WEEKEND?

 

And what happens once they are on their way to being potty trained and they try to pull this kind of shit? Sorry. That wasn't nice. Let me rephrase. If they're wearing underwear, and ask repeatedly to go to the bathroom -- after already "trying" -- am I supposed to just ignore their requests? And risk soaked sheets and stinky stuffed animals? 

 

I'm hoping this is one more to file under "this too shall pass," and that once they are actually potty trained (or close to it), they will feel a little more in control and at ease about the whole bodily functions thing. As it is, they're a little bit in potty limbo. We've been taking a gradual approach, but haven't been good about being consistent in our efforts -- i.e. having them sit on the potty every night before bed. (We try sometimes, but they frequently refuse.) 

 

Meanwhile, we've been hinting at the idea of underpants, explaining what they are and how they work (?!) and all that. I suspect that this in-between-ness is confusing to them, and maybe even a little bit frightening. The way poor Clio was screaming last night for us to change her diaper -- over and over and over again -- you'd think that her entire sense of security and safety in the world rested on the diaper changing ritual -- one of the last vestiges of "babydom" in her life. 

 

Anyway, this weekend -- starting Friday, that is -- we're going to begin Operation Underpants. (I love how with little kids you get to say "underpants" -- a word that sounds absolutely ridiculous when used in reference to adult undergarments, but that is so perfect for little ones. And I refuse to call them "panties," by the way; I have always hated the word, and it sounds too sexual, to my ears, to describe children's underwear. But that's just me.) We put them in underwear -- sorry, underPANTS -- explain that they need to keep them dry and tell us when they need to go, plop them on the potty when it looks like they're on the brink of going, and reward -- but never bribe -- them with stickers, animal crackers, etc.  And we pretty much don't leave the house all weekend. Gosh, it's going to be fun. 

 

But we've got to bit the bullet and do it. Bedtime potty absurdity, aside, I think they're very ready for this, and I am optimistic that at least Elsa will get in the groove pretty quickly. I worry a bit more about Clio, but but if we can at least get one of them headed in the right direction, it will be progress.  

 

Someday, I hope, I will look back at this post and laugh at myself. For being so excited about using the word underpants, that is.
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Potty Boot Camp: Dispatch

Potty boot camp began this morning at approximately 0900 hours. Elsa was (quote) very excited to be wearing underpants! (end quote). Clio, more reluctant. Sat half-naked on a pair of them for awhile before finally conceding to put on a pair. (Not the pair she'd been sitting on.) 

 

Next maneuver: proceeded to pitch all remaining diapers into a trash bag (to be given to the first worthy size 5 toddler we can locate), pitch the changing pads and diaper pails onto the porch, and start pushing liquids. No action until approximately 1.5 hours later when frequent urination began.  

 

Vital stats (as of 1600 hours):
Ounces of liquid consumed: 32 or more per child 

Pairs of underpants soaked through: 9

Loads of laundry done: 1 

Trips made to potty: too many to count

Trips made to potty that resulted in at least some pee actually making it into potty: 6 

Number of stickers rewarded for successful potty trips: 5 

Pairs of (adult) socks changed after inadvertent stepping in puddle of pee: 1

Number of episodes of Blues Clues watched: 2  (1 Steve, 1 Joe) 

Number of Froot Loop necklaces made: 2 

 

Observations:  Family morale: good.  Weather: overcast with occasional drizzle (outside). Cabin fever danger level: low to moderate. Expected to rise. Contrary to expectation, Clio seeming to catch onto concept more quickly than Elsa. Parents doing well, but looking forward to a glass of wine.  
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A Potty Training Saga

Well, we did it. We survived our hardcore 3-day  potty training weekend. And we've got two little big girls in underpants to prove it. It was such an intense and dramatic event, I feel like I should be writing about it in epic poetry form. Or rhyming couplets or something. But I am a writer of prose, not poetry. And I guess potty training isn't quite on par with the Pelopennesian war. Almost, but not quite. 

 

The important thing is that, we -- like the Spartans -- triumphed. To anyone out there who feels like they're not getting anywhere with the gradual approach to toilet training, whose little ones seem perfectly content in diapers and who (like us) haven't been particularly proactive or consistent about making the move to a diaper-free existence, I'd highly recommend this cold turkey training approach.  

 

There are lots of books and websites -- not to mention recent commenters on this blog -- who sell books and eBooks on the subject. We followed the guidelines in one lent to us by a friend. But you don't necessarily have to drop $49.99 on some kind of Guaranteed As Seen on TV Top Secret Potty Training Method with FREE bonus DVD and -- if you order now -- Handheld Diaper Shredder, to do this. It's pretty simple. 

 

Plan to stay home for a few days, and get some help if you can. Put your kid(s) in underpants and explain that they need to keep them dry, and repeatedly remind them to tell Mom/Dad when they need to go pee or poop. Give them lots of liquids so they have ample opportunity to practice. Offer effusive praise and rewards for successful potty usage. And prepare for lots of accidents.

 

The first day, for us, really was a pee-fest. Lots of puddles on the floor. Luckily, we'd put a waterproof sheet on the couch and rolled back the rug in the living room. (If you have wall-to-wall carpeting...um...good luck! Maybe plan to spend a lot of time in the kitchen / outside if possible?)  We did a lot of mopping and panicked grabbing of paper towels. I stepped in pee at least once. 

 

Clio, however, pretty quickly started recognizing when she had to go, and started making it to the potty on time. Alas, then she started saying she needed to go approximately every two to five minutes. "I'm makin' pee-pee!" has become her signature catch-phrase. Better than, say, "Git 'er done!" or "Whaaasssssssup!"  but annoying in its own right. She will literally go back and forth to the potty ten times within a half an hour. And sometimes, she'll just say "I'm makin' pee pee!" (Or its goofy variation "I'm makin' pay pay!) for fun, in a silly voice.  

 

The problem, we think, is multifaceted: She doesn't empty her bladder fully when she goes, so she actually does pee some (but not all) of the times she sits on the potty. She also sees the potty ritual as a way to get attention from mom or dad (but mostly mom, at her insistence), and to earn praise -- and possibly a sticker or packet of fruit snacks. You gotta admire the girl's business sense: hmm, either I can go pee all at once and get one sticker and one big kiss from mom, or I can pee over the course of three potty visits and get three! Suckers!!  When I'm feeling more generous and patient, I tell myself that she hasn't mastered her body's signals yet, and isn't quite sure when she really does have to go. I also think she's got higher-than-average obsessive compulsive tendencies, even for a two-year-old. 

 

Elsa has the opposite problem (of course). By the third day, she stopped having accidents every time she needed to pee. But she still really resists going to the potty. She crosses her legs and grabs her crotch and dances around. She insists she doesn't have to go even when we -- oh so gently -- suggest that she do so, or try to bring her into the bathroom. I think it's partly because she doesn't want to stop whatever she's doing. But partly that she is a little freaked out by the whole concept. When we've asked her why she doesn't want to use the potty, she's said that it is "scary" or "yucky." 

 

In a stroke of genius (if I do say so myself) I dug out an old souvenir from Russia -- a little wooden bearded guy with a pipe -- and dubbed it a "Potty Wizard" whose power was to make going to the potty not scary. Elsa was very excited about this, and it actually helped for a little while. She is still fond of her potty wizard. However, his power seems to have worn off. And as of this writing, Elsa has still not actually pooped in the potty. That is, not without some of it landing in her underwear first.

 

As for overnight -- the method we used recommends doing nighttime and daytime training all at once. Which sounds like suicide, especially when twins are involved. But the logic of it is reasonable enough -- be consistent. So, for the first three nights, we tried doing underwear at night. We put the potties in the bedroom. We even -- and this was arguably too much change at once -- moved the girls into toddler beds, so they could get in and out of bed more easily, and we could more easily change the sheets if needed. We told them to call us when they needed to go. We woke them up early in the morning to go. 

 

Interestingly, Elsa seemed to do OK with the overnight thing. It was every-two-minutes-to-the-potty Clio that presented a problem. Especially in the middle of the night, when she would wake up wet, then literally not let us leave the room after we came in to change her. One more kiss, one more backrub, and then -- as soon as we left -- "I'm makin' pee pee!"  It became not so much about going pee-pee, but a control thing -- right in line with some of the other recent bedtime struggles we've been having. After we'd been in and out of the bedroom multiple times, we tried letting her "cry it out." But it is not possible to win a battle of this sort when Clio is involved. Seriously. We ended up being awake in the middle of the night, multiple times, sometimes for over an hour at a time, until she finally calmed down. And she'd still wake up in the morning soaking wet. (Partly as a result of this lack of sleep, I am now sick with a bad cold, hence my free time to compose epic poetry on this subject.)

 

So, last night, we said screw it. We're doing Pullups at night. We hoped Clio wouldn't wake up wet, and our troubles would be solved. And -- here's the part where I start laughing like a lunatic because it's more fun than crying -- she did the exact same thing. She woke up in the middle of the night saying -- everybody, now! -- "I'm makin' pee-pee!" so I went in and helped her go to the potty, sent her back to bed with a kiss, and as I was leaving the room: "I'm making pee pee!"  No sooner was I back to bed, when she started yelling again. After a few more rounds of this, we decided to just let her yell it out -- as we'd tried unsuccessfully on the previous nights. But this time we meant it. We put in earplugs and everything. (Alastair got some sleep, but I couldn't bring myself to wear two earplugs, just one, so I still heard her.) My friends, she screamed for OVER AN HOUR. Taking occasional breaks for a few minutes at a time, but never letting up. Finally, Alastair went in and rubbed her back one last time, and it seemed to work. But seriously -- how are we supposed to deal with this??

 

I guess it makes sense that she's trying to hold onto some measure of control in this new situation, testing limits, feeling especially clingy and needy. Elsa has acted out in her own way, being "wilder" and punchier than usual, even lashing out physically. It's disturbing. I hope all this will pass as they get used to and better at living sans diapers.

 

What I really didn't expect leading up to this milestone (or milestone in progress, I guess) was how emotional I would feel about it. The girls have not outwardly protested wearing underwear, or asked for diapers or anything like that. They love and are very excited about their new "big girl beds." But I've actually found it quite disorienting and difficult. Last Thursday, I was changing the girls' diapers and putting them into cribs at night. Even though I didn't think of them as babies anymore, there were still these rituals and fixtures that have been with us for almost three years. Now, I've got two little girls in underwear and toddler beds. And while it's all good -- who needs the financial drain of diapers, or the physical toil of hoisting 35 pound toddlers in and out of cribs? -- I've found myself feeling rather weepy and nostalgic. This is, I'm sure, exacerbated by the sheer exhaustion of the whole undertaking. 

 

And so, I emerge from operation Potty Training, back to a diaperless version of our everyday routine, victorious, but decidedly weary.  
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The frog in my throat, and other calamities

I've had a cold this week, no doubt partly as a result of the exhaustion and sleeplessness of our potty training intensive last weekend. The other day, my voice sounding particularly scratchy and ridiculous, I told the girls that I had a frog in my throat. Of course, I quickly realized that this would sound absurd to them, and explained that I didn't actually have a frog in my throat; it was just an expression. (Like that would really clear things up.) "Sort of like a joke," I clarified. They chewed on this for a little while (not literally), and somehow it became, "You have a frog in your mouth so that's why you make a funny joke!"   

 

I rather like this interpretation -- that there's some kind of comedian amphibian in my mouth, and every time I open my mouth to speak, he comes out with a joke -- "What is the deal with toads? I mean, they look like frogs, but the fuckers can't swim!" --  in his hoarse (not horse) froggy voice. 

 

There have been some other prime examples of two-year-old literalism lately. We've had some difficulty with getting Elsa to go #2 in the potty -- a very common toilet training issue, it seems -- and at one point we had the following exchange when she'd been holding it in so long that she appeared to be in some pain:

 

Me: You know, I think your tummy would feel a lot better if you got the poop out. 

Elsa: Is there a poop in my tummy with my food?

Me: Well, sort of. The food you eat goes in your tummy, and some of it turns into poop, and then you need to get it out.

Elsa: (Delighted) There's a poop in my tummy with my food!

Me: (Abandoning any attempt at scientific accuracy) Yeah, and it's saying "Let me out!  Let me out!"

Elsa: (Very serious) No, poop doesn't have a mouth.

 

It's true. As far as I know, poop doesn't have a mouth -- at least not one that's visible to the human eye. Poop, therefore, cannot have a frog in its mouth. This is rather comforting if you think about it. Then again, it makes going to the bathroom much less entertaining. Sorry. I'll stop talking about poop now. And frogs. 

 

Of course, all is not completely literal in the Baby Squared household. There are times when the girls reach amazing heights of imagination bordering on surrealism. The other day, Clio was holding her phone (a non-working cell phone) up to her ear, "talking" to her grandma Jaycee. She asked me to hand her other toy phone, which I did, held it up to her other ear, and announced, "Now I look like a strawberry!" After I stopped laughing, I affirmed that, yes, that was exactly what she looked like. A very, very cute strawberry. (With a very cute sister) 

 

 

 

Photo by Mara Brod
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Clio's Afternoon Nap, 2007-2009: A Eulogy

Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today not to mourn the loss of Clio's nap, but to celebrate it. Because that's what the nap would have wanted us to do. It would not have wanted us to dwell on its absence with weeping and lamention, although certainly that is a natural reaction to a loss of something so, so, SO dear to us. Excuse me -- sorry, I just need a minute, I'm fine, really -- does anyone have a tissue? Thank you.

 

As I was saying, this nap had a long, happy life -- longer than many afternoon naps. So let's remember the good times we had while it was with us -- all the things that the nap brought into our lives: time to write or relax or catch up on email; time to recover our energy and patience after a hectic morning; time to nap ourselves. And let us not forget the powerful sense of hope that the nap brought us. For even on the days when we were up far too early, and the morning was far too exhausting, and everyone was in far, far too crappy a mood, we could always draw strength from the knowledge that soon, very soon, we'd get a break. The nap would not let us down. Almost never, anyway.

 

You know, I remember this one time -- this must have been in late '07, maybe early '08 -- that the nap was just so, so -- sorry, I'm getting all emotional just thinking about it. Give me a minute. OK. I'm fine. Ahem. During that nap -- that one, beautiful nap -- I did an hour of power yoga, took a shower, wrote a short story and a blog post, baked a German chocolate cake from scratch, cleaned the house, had an amorous interlude with my husband, did my nails, caught up on all my emails, drilled myself on French irregular verbs, tutored an at-risk youth, organized the attic, changed the litterbox, called my mother, and read an entire issue of The New Yorker cover to cover.

 

I suppose I might be romanticizing a little in hindsight -- it might actually have been brownies, from a mix, not German chocolate cake. But the point is, the afternoon nap was a truly beautiful thing. It made so many people so happy, just by being there.

 

But let's look on the bright side. I'm sure the nap, all its beautiful nappy goodness, would have wanted us to. For one thing, there's still Elsa's nap. That nap is hale and hearty -- sometimes lasting for well over two hours -- and shows no sign of leaving us any time soon. And while that nap still lives, we are given the rare and precious gift of one-on-one time with Clio. And, with it, the opportunity to say to ourselves, with self-righteous indignance, "Dear GOD, this is a piece of cake! Next time anyone with one kid starts complaining about how hard they've got it, I'm going to poke my own eyes out! Wah, wah, wah, it's so hard running around after a two-year-old. ONE two-year-old? Are they kidding? Cry me a freakin' RIVER!" 

 

Um...I'm guessing from the looks on your faces that perhaps I've gone too far. I've let my emotions get the better of me. You're right; I'm sorry. I know that parenting isn't ever easy, no matter how many or how few children you have. This is just a difficult time for me, OK? I loved that nap. Truly and deeply. 

 

And you know what's the worst part? A few times, since it left for good, the nap has come back to haunt us. Once last week, when Clio was sick, and another time after she'd been up a bunch of times in the middle of the night. And it was so wonderful, and everything felt good and right again, and cakes got made and litterboxes got cleaned and verbs got conjugated.... And then we had to grieve all over again the next day, and it was that much harder. Nap, if you're out there somewhere, listening to this, I beg you, please: Leave us in peace. We loved you, and always will. But leave us now. We've got to move on. Leave us!! I cast you out, nap! I forsake you!

 

No, wait, I take that back. I didn't mean it! Forsake forshmake! Come back and see us anytime! I mean, if it's convenient for you. No pressure or anything. But seriously. Come back. Come BAAAAACCCCCCCCCCCCKKKKKKKKKKKKKK!!!!!!!!!!!!

 

 

 Clio, asleep. January, 2007
 
In lieu of flowers, please leave comments below.
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A cousin for Clio and Elsa

I'm pleased and proud to announce that yesterday morning at 3:09 am, my brother's wife gave birth to a healthy baby boy, Deklan Patrick. He's my first nephew and the girls' first cousin. That is, the first cousin they've ever had. (Who also happens to be their first cousin.)

 

I'm all for cousins. I have seven of them myself, varying in age from ten years older than me to eighteen years younger. I saw them all on a fairly regular basis growing up, some more regularly than others. Family get-togethers were always so much more appealing when cousins were involved. Adult relatives were all well and good, but not terribly exciting. Cousins, on the other hand, were this cool cross between a sibling and a friend. They were (sometimes surprisingly) different from you in terms of appearance and personality, and yet you had a sort of conspiratorial connection: you were all from the same crazy family, with parents who grew up in the same house, and you a shared set of grandparents. (Although, actually, in the case of one of my grandparents, this last fact made me jealous sometimes: She's my grandma! Not yours!)

 

I am glad that the girls will have a cousin not too far apart in age from them. It seems like a big gap now, but it's almost exactly the age difference between my brother and me, and we have always been good friends. I'm looking forward to bringing the girls up to meet the little guy, hopefully in a few weeks, once we're in the clear from a recent H1N1 scare. (A kid in the girls' preschool class was diagnosed last week, so we've been on symptom-watch, but nothing so far....unless holding in your poop so you don't have to go on the toilet because you're scared and then letting it rip in your pants counts as a symptom, in which Elsa's had H1N1 for two weeks now.) 

 

Anyway, I think the girls sort of get the fact that the baby that was in Aunt Emmy's tummy came out, and that he's a boy. When I got home from work last night, I asked them if they knew what the baby's name was, and while Elsa said something close to "Dek-an," Clio's reply was much closer to "Ducky." When I asked if they'd seen the picture of him that my brother had sent, Clio said, "Yeah, I think he looks like a ducky." I don't see it, but judge for yourselves:

 

 


[image: image92]
 

 

As for me, I'm rather excited to be an aunt. First off, because "Aunt Jane" sounds so terribly, terribly elegant. I feel like I ought to be one of those willowy ladies on the cover of a 1920s New Yorker, with a long cigarette holder and a chic hat. (Which I am so completely not.) Secondly, because I'm looking forward to holding a little teeny baby that I have some biological and emotional connection with, but that I don't have to wake up with every three hours. I've already enjoyed buying little boy clothes, and am looking forward to doing more of the same. 

 

I don't think that meeting this baby (which I hope to do on a quick solo jaunt this weekend) will flip any biological switches for me, and make me suddenly want to have another one of my own. But I wonder if it will be a little bittersweet. Lately, I've been feeling rather nostalgic for the girls' baby days. There was something so sweet about that time (exhausting though it could be) -- so focused and so singular in purpose. Feed, change, rock, hold, play, smile, burp, clean up, giggle, repeat. It was an intense time, to be sure -- not exactly a walk in the park -- but in a good way. I don't think I've ever felt as present and alive and content. 

 

Since then, it's been much more of an emotional roller coaster, due to the more rigorous challenge (as far as I'm concerned) of parenting toddlers, as well as some of my own personal issues, both chemical and situational. Not that things are miserable by any stretch. In fact, I find being with the girls continually more fun and rewarding as they blossom into people. But I will always look back on the simplicity and wonder of that first year with great fondness. I hope my brother and his wife will have reason to do the same.
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Yelling

I have been yelling at my children lately, and I feel terrible about it. There are different kinds of yelling. There's yelling that's just sort of loud talking -- the kind when I'm trying to make myself heard over the yelling / crying / squabbling of two very spirited two-year-olds. But then there's *real* yelling, where my anger and frustration explode in the direction of one or both of my children, and I know it's not going to do any good; I just can't help myself. I'm at the end of my rope.

 

We've had a lot of really, really frustrating bedtimes lately, as I've written about. This potty thing is out of control. Every night is poop and pee pscyhological warfare. We have the girls go to the potty twice in the midst of the bedtime ritual, once right after they brush their teeth and another time after stories, right before they get into bed. We tell them to "get it all out." But the second we try to leave their bedroom after kissing them goodnight, they jump out of bed and say they need to go again. 

 

If we let let them go, 9 times out of 10, they won't actually "produce" anything. It's that 10th time that's a killer. If we don't let them -- if we say something along the lines of "You've had plenty of chances that's it, it's time to go to bed" or just ignore them completely -- they will scream and yell and pull on the door until we come and open it. They will not relent.  We've tried putting the potty in their room, leaving the door open, telling them to go in their pullups for God's sake. Pretty much everything short of tying them to their beds. (Which feels quite tempting.) 

 

The other night was a real doozy. Elsa hadn't napped that day -- a rare occurence -- and was completely wired. Not only did she keep getting out of bed claiming she needed to go to the bathroom, but she kept turning the light on, too. (Suddenly, she's tall enough to reach the switch -- to push it up, anyway. When did this happen?) Clio, meanwhile, was in her usual pee-every-two-minutes mode. I was in a pissy mood myself, and at one point, when Elsa started to get out of her bed after I'd tucked her back in for the umpteenth time, I screamed,  "GET BACK IN BED NOW AND STAY THERE!!" I didn't add "you little #@&!," but that's honestly what I was feeling in that moment. And what probably came through in my voice. 

 

Of course it didn't work. It just scared and upset her, and I felt immediately terrible. And then five minutes later she was up again asking to go to the bathroom and being sassy and silly and dawdly when I let her, which made me feel like yelling again. (I didn't.)

  

The bedtime situation is complicated and messy and ridiculous, with a number of factors at play, and I don't think there's any simple or "right" way to handle it. But I know that yelling isn't it. And I know that my reaction isn't so much about what they're doing, but about how I'm feeling. When I'm feeing stressed out and bummed out and overtaxed and generally lousy, as I have been more often than not lately, I just don't have the patience or perspective to deal with the girls' misbehaving and limit-testing in a measured way. 

 

One would have to be a saint not to be annoyed and exasperated by this particular behavior of theirs. I know that it's natural for me to be angry, and unrealistic to expect that I'd be able to keep a lid on my emotions entirely. But I don't want to be blowing my top. 

 

Serenity now!! 

 

* * *

 

Literally right after I finished drafting this post, I saw a link on my Facebook feed to this  New York Times article about yelling at kids, and my generation's propensity for it.  (As well as our tendency to feel guilty about it.)  Most resonant pullquote: "Parental yelling today may be partly a releasing of stress for multitasking, overachieving adults, parenting experts say."  Yep. Sounds right to me.  

 

Any other closet yellers out there? Do you feel bad about it, and/or do you feel like there are times when it's warranted or even effective? What do you do to avoid it? 

Published Oct 26 2009, 10:12 AM
Telling stories

When I was a little kid, my mother used to tell me "e-Jane" stories. "e-Jane" was the main character, and she had all sorts of e-ventures, wherein she encountered e-goats and e-elves, flew e-planes and climbed e-mountains, and engaged in other silly e-xploits. The "E" prefix wasn't because my mother was way ahead of the technology curve or anything. (While e-Jane might indeed have gotten e-mail in one of the tales my mother spun, it was most decidedly of the paper variety.) 

 

She came up with e-Jane as my fictional handle because I went through a phase when didn't like being called "Janey." But everyone called me that, and there was no way they were going to stop -- Jane is such a serious name for a preschooler -- so she liberated me from the name in fiction, as e-Jane. And I loved hearing e-Jane stories. They were a bedtime treat that lasted well into my grade school years and beyond. Books are great, and being read to is great, but there's nothing quite like being told a story.

 

Thing is, it's not that easy to make up stories on the fly. You'd think that, being a writer, I'd know how to spin a tale out of nothing. Au contraire, mes freres (et soeurs). Actually, I think it's in part because I'm a writer -- I do most of my thinking on paper or onscreen -- that I'm not the best impromptu oral storyteller. This was clearly evidenced last night when I made my first serious attempt at telling the girls an "Elsa and Clio" story before bed. 

 

We'd just read this weird book called Potty about all these jungle animals who try to use a potty, so I had jungle animals on the brain, and knew that the girls did too, so I thought they'd enjoy a story featuring jungle animals. And possibly a potty. Unfortunately, that was about as far as my whole concept went. So the story went something like this:

 

"Once upon a time, there were two little girls name Elsa and Clio. And one day, they came to a big jungle. Um...and they decided to explore the jungle...and..um...have a contest to see who was braver. And Elsa said, "I'm so brave, I'm going to go bring back the biggest animal of all!" and Clio said, "No, I'm the bravest, and I'm going to bring back the biggest animal of all!" 

 

So they both went into the jungle and when they came back, Elsa was carrying a huge elephant, and it was so big that it was...bigger than all the trees and...yeah, it was just really big. But Clio also had a really big animal....a giant giraffe! And this giraffe was so big that it...I mean, its neck...reached all the way up to the sky. And, so...they both had really big animals. And they were both really brave."

 

The real Elsa, I should note, was totally loving this story, sitting up on the edge of her bed, looking at me with rapt attention. Clio, meanwhile, was lying down and looking over at me like, "what the hell is this supposed to be?"

 

I continued: "So, then Elsa said, well, I can....lift my elephant up...and teach him to stand on his head! So she flipped the elephant over with one hand, because she was so strong, and so smart and he stood on his head. And then Clio said, "well, I can also...um, I can teach my giraffe to dance!" So she...um...put on a CD and taught the giraffe how to dance and the giraffe danced all around the elephant standing on his head."

 

(The real Clio liked this."That's silly," she said, and smiled, finally.)

 

Now I was on fire: "And then, Elsa and Clio's mommy came along, and she said, 'Wow, you guys are so brave! And so....talented! But now it's time to go home..."

 

"And eat lunch!" said the real Clio. 

 

"Right! It was time to eat lunch. But, the mommy said, first you have to turn the elephant back over and make the giraffe stop dancing! Because if you don't...well, that won't be good and we can't go home and have lunch. So Elsa said OK, and flipped the elephant back over, and Clio told the giraffe to stop dancing, and he did, and then Elsa and Clio went home and ate lunch. And do you know what they had? They had ... blueberries with ladybug sauce, and eggs with...elephant poop, and waffles with.... a snake on top."

 

The girls liked all this, but they wanted to talk more about the elephant poop. They decided that it had hair and arms and a nose and a mouth. (Thus contradicting Elsa's earlier assertion that poop doesn't have a mouth.) And they seemed far more entertained by this than they had by my finely crafted allegorical tale of human folly and the availabilty of CD players in the jungle. Go figure.

 

The moral of this (non) story? My mom's e-Jane stories probably weren't that good either, as stories go. But they were silly and I was the star and I sure loved hearing her tell them. Which is much more important than plot. So until the girls develop a keenly honed sense of narrative arc -- which I'm still working on at 35 -- I can probably get away with inverted elephants, dancing giraffes, and anthropomorphized poop. The end.
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A Not So Happy Halloween

I don't know if it's the full moon, daylight savings, Halloween, or perhaps all three -- and maybe a molar coming in? -- but Clio has been having a rough time of things lately.

 

At the girls' preschool Halloween parade / show / party whatever thing last Thursday, she wouldn't wear her costume, started crying when her class went up on stage to sing "I'm a Little Pumpkin," and spent the rest of the event being held by her teacher. It was a little bit heartbreaking to see the pictures (Alastair was there; I wasn't) but I really did sympathize with the poor girl. It's no fun being forced to wear a costume if you don't feel like it. And getting up on stage in a big room in front of dozens of parents and kids is absolutely scary. (To sing a stupid song about gourds, no less.)  In fact, I'm sort of surprised more kids didn't melt down. 

 

Her freak-out on Halloween day, when we went to the U.S.S. Constitution museum in Boston for some old-timey nautical Halloween fun, was a little harder to comprehend. We were decorating goodie bags (ahem, "sailor's bags") with stickers and stamps and markers (you know, just like 19th century sailors decorated their bags) and Clio was happy enough, though she wanted me to hold her most of the time. Then, when we started to go upstairs to do some sort of activity about the seafaring life, she freaked out. Screamed. Wailed. Writhed. You'd think someone was doing voodoo on the poor girl. I had to take her outside, she was screaming so loudly and intensely, but this only made matters worse. She ran back to the door of the museum and started trying to pull it open, screaming that she wanted to go back in. 

 

I still don't know what flipped her switch (she thought she was about to be conscripted into the Navy?) or what she wanted, but even once she'd calmed down, she was still clearly unnerved, and fragile. There was another mini-meltdown on the way home, when Alastair picked her up a few yards before we got to the car, when, in fact, she really really wanted to walk those last few yards to the car. (BIG mistake, Alastair. Huge!)

 

Surprisingly, she seemed to rally in the afternoon when it was time to actually put on costumes and get ready for trick-or-treating. We'd been given a pair of ladybug costumes as hand-me-downs from a neighbor with twins, and while Elsa was perfectly content to be a ladybug, Clio had informed me that she would like to be a bird, please. So being the anti-Martha-Stewart that I am, with very limited time for purveying let along assembling the materials for a proper bird costume, I took a feather boa that we had, cut it into a few pieces, and sewed it to the leotard part of one of the ladybug costumes, for a sad but passable bird effect. (I sewed feathers onto the hat, too, but of course Clio didn't want to wear it.)

 



 

This costumed contentment lasted for all of fifteen minutes. When we were in the car, on the way to our friends' neighborhood to go trick-or-treating, Clio suddenly decided that the sleeves of the leotard were too tight, started screaming, and by the time we'd arrived at our destination, had 1.) Completely torn off the feathers on one sleeve and 2.) Fallen asleep.

 



 

We let her snooze for a little while. And when it was time for the actual trick-or-treating part of the evening, she rallied and enjoyed herself quite thoroughly. And would announce with great enthusiasm to anyone who asked her what she was, "I'm a Bahd!!" (As opposed to Freddie Mercury, a figure skater, or a drag queen who's been mauled by a bear, all of which would have been much more reasonable guesses based on what her costume looked like.)

 

But the next day, she was unhappy again. We had some friends over for a brunch-time playdate, and while Elsa and the two other kids played together happily (if not always harmoniously), Clio didn't want to join them, and clung to me -- or tried, anyway. And then, she started testing limits and doing "bad" things on purpose -- hitting and kicking; throwing toys; dumping sand from the sandbox onto the grass right after we told her not to, etc. It was so clear that she was doing these things for the express purpose of getting attention, so we were tempted to ignore her altogether instead of reprimanding or removing her from the situation. But how do you ignore a child who has just hit you on the legs with a plastic bat for the third time? How do you catch a cloud and pin it down?

 

And then this morning, to send me off to work in style, she hit me in the face when I went to kiss her goodbye. (She was mad at me, I think, because earlier I'd refused to give her a second helping of raisins.)

 

I wish I could look inside her little brain and understand what's happening there. I wish I could give her the words to explain what is upsetting her, and tell us what we could do to make her feel better. We are trying to do what seems right instinctively -- to make her feel safe, both with love and reassurance, and with firm limits. And we're trying not to lose our cool in the process. It's incredible, the depths of exasperation and love that one small child (or two) can simultaneously inspire.
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Published Nov 02 2009, 10:20 PM 

Positive Reinforcement

We're trying to do more of this around the Baby Squared household, as a means of fending off the whacking, kicking, hair pulling, whining, shouting, pants-pooping and other nastiness that seems to have proliferated 'round these parts over the past month or so. 

 

Partially as a result of the suggestion made by several fabulous readers/commenters on this very blog, we got ourselves a couple of "Responsibility Charts" by Melissa & Doug. (This is not a paid endorsement, however if Melissa & Doug, Inc. would like to send me some free stuff, I'd be more than happy to be a total blog whore and write about it here.) There are a bunch of "responsibility" magnets to choose from, ranging from very preschool-appropriate stuff like "keep your hands to yourself" to stuff I hope we won't have to use for awhile, like "Don't use bad language." Next to each one, there are spaces to put happy face magnets.

 

There are also a couple of blank responsibility magnets you can write stuff one (dry erase!) so on each girl's chart there's currently one magnet that says "Poop in potty." (This is still a bit of an issue for Elsa.) Alastair pointed out that "potty," probably would have been sufficient. But I say, anyone who comes into our home had better be prepared for the fact that poop is a frequent point of discussion. 

 

When we first put the charts up, we made the obvious, idiotic mistake of putting them low enough on the wall that the girls could reach them. Naturally, they thought they were toys and started moving all the magnets around. (Duh.) Now, they're high enough up that only Mommy and Daddy can reach. So, we now administer magnets for good behavior and aborted bad behavior, and shamelessly dangle the promise of magnets in front of the girls as an enticement to -- to choose a random example -- poop in the potty. Or say please and thank you, or pick up their toys when we ask them to. 

 

We'd been a beet stymied by how to deal with the "things not to do" categories, as in "no whining," and "keep your hands to yourself." We were sort of working on the idea that we'd award a magnet if, for example, the girls managed to work out a hair-pulling / pushing / hitting bout on their own, without parental intervention, or if they nipped a whine in the bud when it was pointed out to them. But that didn't seem quite right, so now we're trying to focus on "catching them being good." (Thank you, to the potential babysitter we recently interviewed, who gave us the term!) 

 

This morning, for example, I saw what could have been a potentially violent situation resolve itself quite beautifully. Elsa was sort of bopping a toy on Clio's head -- lightly, and Clio was laughing -- but it was the sort of thing that I could tell was about to turn ugly. Then, Clio said, as reasonable as can be, "I don't want you to do that, Elsa," and Elsa, by God, stopped doing it! It was miraculous. And I told them so (in slightly different words) and gave them each a magnet for keeping their hands to themselves.

 

We haven't quite figured out the best way to tie the number of magnets to an actual reward (beyond the magnets themselves) but Alastair tried telling them they needed to get up to ten, and they'd get a treat (i.e. a piece of Halloween candy), and that seemed to work well. It's also an excellent excuse to hang onto all the Halloween candy just a leetle bit longer. For them, of course. 

 

It is kind of funny, though, to look at their charts, and see all the magnets lined up for the "easy" stuff like brushing teeth and picking up toys. (And, in Clio's case, pooping on the potty. (Can I manage to say "poop" ten times in this post? If I can, I'm going to give myself a Reeses!) I kind of feel like we should tie the rewards to a distribution of magnets across the more challenging categories as well. It's quite the science.

 

But we're not only relying on the chart for positive reinforcement. We're trying hard to vocally recognize good behavior in general. Not that we haven't always, to some degree, but it seems more important than these days. We're pretty pooped out from having to be constantly reprimanding and warning. It makes us feel like jumping off the poop deck of very large ship. (One big enough to have a poop deck.) 

 

Shoot. That's only eight.  

 

Poop. poop.

 

Mmm....candy.

Published Nov 06 2009, 05:48 PM
Now we're cookin'

For over a year now, I've read and been told that cooking / baking is a fun activity to do with toddlers. Yes, well, maybe I was doing something wrong, but the several attempts I made at this resulted in chaos, messes, and major intra-sibling brawls over whose turn it was to mix / pour / etc. And the girls didn't quite grasp the concept that you mix with a spoon, not with your fist. So, maybe cooking is a dandy activity to do with one preternaturally calm toddler, but with two boisterous ones like mine, it's been pretty much impossible.

 

Lately, though, I've given it another shot, and the results have been quite good. In the past couple of months we've made oatmeal cookies, pumpkin bread and, most recently, pretzels, using this recipe. This latest one was particularly fun, because the girls got to play around with the dough and make it into shapes. Sort of. Mostly they just put little clumps of it onto the cookie sheets, which I then stealthily reworked before sliding the trays into the oven. (They particularly liked the big "E" and "C" I made for them.) 

 

 

 

 
They also, of course, ate a fair amount of dough. I know that you're not supposed to let kids eat stuff with uncooked eggs in it -- salmonella and all that. But in my 35 years, I've probably eaten the equivalent of five pounds of raw batter / cookie dough, and I've never had a bellyache, much less food poisoning. So while I try to limit the girls' dough-ingestion, I don't freak out about it either. You cook with kids, and they're gonna eat some dough. Not much getting around it. 

 

Funniest don't-eat-anymore-dough moment: while the girls were "helping" me knead the dough on the table, which was sprinkled with flour, I caught Clio eating something out of the corner of my eye, and told her to please not eat anymore dough. She said, "But I'm just eating the flour!"  We can't get the child to eat three-quarters of the real food we put in front of her, but she thinks flour off a tabletop is a real treat. 

 

 

 

Anyway, in doing these baking projects, I've gotten pretty good at making things run smoothly: give each girl a spoon for mixing and have them take turns (it's actually a very good exercise in turn-taking, now that they're old enough to understand the concept), divvy up ingredients so they can each pour some of them into the bowl, and keep a running commentary going on the things I'm doing that they're not involved in, always punctuated by "and when they're done we can eat them!" The whole thing is a pretty decent lesson in delayed gratification, come to think of it. Cultivating emotional intelligence and all that.

 

Going forward, though, I need to think of ways to get them involved in cooking projects that aren't so.....calorific. For me, I mean. Fresh baked goods are pretty high on my list of pleasures in life, and it would be tempting to whip up a batch of cookies / bread / etc. every time I'm looking for a good indoor activity. But the options are limited: I don't think the gals quite ready to start dicing vegetables, they can't do anything with raw meat because it will end up in their mouths, and God knows I don't want them within ten feet of the stove top. 

 

They could tear up lettuce leaves, I suppose. Mash up avocadoes for guacomole? Maybe we could do (vegetarian) rice balls? (Something I've never made, but have heard exists.) Fresh pasta? What else?

 



 
Published Nov 09 2009, 03:51 PM
Fear of Poop

After my recent post in which I goofily tried to set a new world record for the number of times the word "poop" ever appeared in a parenting blog, I feel rather ridiculous for giving bowel movements top billing in yet another installment of the ongoing parenting saga that is Baby Squared. But I must. Because we need your help!!

 

First, let me once again apologize to future Elsa for making this public. If technology allows, and the apocolypse of 2012 spares us, I swear I will remove this post from the Internets long before you're in fifth grade, when children turn cruel and evil. (Or did in my experience, anyway. Maybe it's earlier these days.) 

 

So here's the deal: the girl is terrified to go #2. Clio has mastered the practice quite nicely, but Elsa wants no part of it. She's also regular as clockwork, which means that every evening, right around bedtime, the same drama plays out: every couple of minutes she runs desperately to the potty, on the brink of tears, saying she needs to go pee-pee (the girl's in denial; we know it ain't just pee pee she needs to do) and will barely even sit down before she's up saying "I didn't make any." Repeat ad infinitum until finally she can't hold it anymore, and ends up going in her pants, and gets very upset about it, even though we tell her it's OK. (Whereas, a minute earlier we were telling her we wanted to her to do it in the potty.) 

 

Usually, at least, she goes in her "nightime underpants" -- our euphemism for Pull-ups, which we put the girls in at night. Sometimes she goes after she's already in bed. But she never, ever goes in the potty -- either the potty chair or the big toilet, with the potty seat on it. 

 

We've started giving her a bit of Miralax to make sure she doesn't get constipated, and to ensure that she can't hold it in indefinitely, which she would certainly do if she could, thus perpetuating the cycle of unpleasant potty experiences. So, I guess it's better that she's going in her pants than not at all, as I know happens with some kids. Still. How do we help her get over this fear?

 

Here's what we've tried so far:

 

· Telling her she's such a big girl, and she's so good at going pee pee in the potty, and big girls poop in the potty, too

· Telling her that mommy and daddy and everybody else in the world poops in the potty (except for babies and the incontinent)

· Telling her that it's OK to be scared; we get scared of things too, but they're less scary once you try

· Telling her that we'll flush the poop away and she won't even have to see it

· Telling her that we'll stay right there with her and hold her hand

· Telling her we know she can do it! She's brave! She's smart! She's awesome!

· Telling her she can have a magnet on her chart and/or a special treat if she goes

· Letting her flush down the poop she's made in her pullup, to feel empowered...or something 

· Offering to read books to her on the potty

· Letting her hold her stuffed animals and have her gaga (pacifier) while she's on the potty

· Having her "potty wizard" cast a spell on the potty to make it not be scary anymore (Potty wizard background here.)

· Holding her down on the potty (probably not the best idea)

· Closing the bathroom door and saying we're going to stay in here until she goes (also not parenting at its best)

· Getting Clio to come into the bathroom with her for moral support (Not sure either of them really gets this)

· Letting her sit on the potty in her pull-up and go that way, as a first step

 

And I'm sure there are other things I can't remember. One thing I'd like to do is get a (children's) book on the subject, to try to get her more comfortable with the idea. I know there's Everyone Poops, and another I found online that looks good, called Where's the Poop. 

 

Any other recommendations? On books, or in general? Do we just have to wait this thing out? I mean, I know she won't be in college or at her wedding, holding it in all day because she's too scared to go. But I do worry that it may take a while for her to get beyond this.... 

 
Published Nov 12 2009, 02:12 PM 

Parent Shock

This weekend, we went up to Maine to introduce the girls to their new cousin, Deklan, who has now attained the ripe old age of three and a half weeks. He's a cute little dude. On Saturday night, my brother and his wife went out for a few hours, and my mother, Alastair and I babysat for him. I was reminded of how simultaneously sweet, exhausting and dull the newborn weeks are. It also made me think back on the surreal-ness of going from being childless to suddenly being a parent. 

 

Once, when the girls were just a couple of weeks old, and my parents were in town, Alastair and I snuck out for a quick dinner at a Thai restaurant. It was the strangest thing to be suddenly back out in the world, doing something we might have done on a typical weekend night just months before. Since our babies were born, our lives had changed dramatically, but we hadn't yet made the full psychological shift. It was as if we were in a strange, prolonged dream, so that this -- being alone together in a restaurant, surrounded by mostly twenty- and thirty-somethings -- felt more like reality.

 

In general, the dawning of parenthood has been much slower than I expected it to be. The first year was challenging to be sure: exhausting, bewildering, etc. But it was also something of a honeymoon, in a way: Look at me! I'm a mom! I've got babies! Isn't this crazy? It's crazy! 

 

In the two years since then -- as the girls have embedded themselves more deeply into my mind and my heart, as they (and their stuff) have started taking up more physical space, and as they've gone from babies to little people with their own desires and demands -- being a parent has become more woven into my sense of self. There's nothing surreal about it anymore. I feel about a thousand times more like a mother now than I did on December, 28, 2006 when I first became one. 

Mostly, I think I'm pretty good at Mom-ing. And the great majority of the time I like it. Wouldn't trade it for anything. But the past month or two, I've found myself grieving a bit for my pre-parenting life. And it's not just because potty training the girls has been intense, or because Clio won't nap, or because Elsa won't poop, or because both of them can and do throw tantrums like nobody's business. I mean, it is because of those things, sort of.

 

But I think it's also that I haven't had the time -- or maybe I haven't made the time -- to recharge myself adequately so that the "being a mom" part of my life doesn't feel all-encompassing (when I'm not at work, that is). In fact, both Alastair and I have been feeling lately like we need a break --- a weekend away, or something, either separately or together, so we can re-collect and check back in with ourselves.

 

Interestingly several of my friends with kids around the same age as ours have expressed similar feelings of late. It's this sense of "Whoa, when did this being a parent thing suddenly take over our entire life??" Perhaps this is the point at which the novelty of becoming a parent wears off, and you're faced with the reality (both lovely and frightening) that this is for real and it ain't gonna stop. You're a person with kids. Just like your parents!! Yikes! 

 

I'm not exactly sure what the answer is to resolving this feeling of "parent shock" -- or even if there is one. Maybe trying to take a bit more time for myself would help. Maybe I need to make some larger changes in my life. Or maybe it's a matter of accepting and adjusting my expectations and sense of self. In any case, talking (writing) through it to sympathetic ears (well, eyes) helps a lot. So, thanks in advance for being that. 

 

And as you know, I don't think any of us should be afraid to air our struggles and even our occasional conflictedness about being parents, so feel free to do ye likewise. 

 

PS -- Elsa pooped in the potty last night. I'm not getting too excited, as this may have been a fluke, but I attribute part of it to letting her run around with no pants on, and part of it to following commenters' sage advice about backing off. Thank you! 

 

Published Nov 17 2009, 12:40 PM 

Taking it Silly and Slow

As you may have picked up if you've been reading this blog for awhile, I am a very silly person. Or, perhaps more accurately, I have an intensely silly side which balances out my incredibly serious and sophisticated side (cough cough). 

 

So I am therefore quite psyched that my gals are now entering the age of prime verbal silliness -- you know, when you crack up over words like "underpants" and (my personal favorite) "poop" and where nonsensical utterances like "you're a waffle head!" win big, gleeful giggles. (Just a few months ago, this kind of thing was more likely to get a solemn disputation: "No I'm not, I'm just Clio.")

 

Anyway, the gals and I have got a new favorite silly game, called "Hi, Mister ______ pants!" Basically, I just say this repeatedly, filling in the silliest possible words I can think of. Hi, Mister puppy pants! Hi, Mister bagel pants! Hi, Mister potty pants! (Two syllable words work best, and foods / animals / bathroom-related words are preferable.) The girls just think this is the funniest freakin' thing they have ever heard. Then they jump in, too, with their own Mister pantses: Hi, Mister yogurt pants! Hi, Mister Daddy pants! Hi, Mister Curious George pants!  

 

And we all laugh. Clio's got this high, ticklish sounding laugh. Elsa, meanwhile, has a funny, guttural snicker. Damn, is there anything better in the world than the sound of babies and kids laughing? 

 

So, that's the silly part of this post. Now, onto the slow. (I know, I know. Usually I stick to roughly one topic, or at least link them thematically, but I just don't have it in me today.)

 

We've had a bit of a breakthrough realization when it comes to Clio's tendency to freak out. Specifically, how she flips out when we don't say the right thing in response to something she says. We've felt like we're walking on eggshells lately -- one wrong word, and she starts screaming No, don't say it!! Don't say it!! Don't say it!! And there's pretty much no way to undo it we're fucked. 

 

But sometimes, what she screams is "Don't say it yet."  And what we've finally come to realize (duh) is that it's not so much what we say to her, it's when we say it. She wants to get her entire sentence out before we respond. If our "yeah" steps on the back of her sentence by even a half beat, she's pissed. She feels like she's not being listened to. 

 

So now, we wait. Which can be difficult. Because it can take a long time for Clio to get a sentence out, especially when it's a long and complex one. In fact, she really seems to like putting together long and complex sentences (I suspect she'son the advanced side when it comes to this particular ability) and I think she's proud of herself when she does it, which makes it all the more infuriating when some big stupid oaf of a grown-up ruins the ending. 

 

So, we're getting a lot better at waiting. Which requires slowing ourselves down a bit. We're so used to operating at full speed, in everything we do, that it's tough to change gears. But by waiting for the girls to get all their words out, by replying slowly and deliberately, and by generally taking things easier and at a more relaxed pace -- whether it's brushing teeth or putting baby dolls to bed or stacking all the books just so -- I think all of us end up feeling  less stressed and more on the same wavelength. A slower, less frenetic one.

 

Hi,...Mister.....Pokey....pants. 

  
Published Nov 20 2009, 03:25 PM 

Hulk Hogan Wants a Cookie

We have major toy storage issues in our house. Because we don't have a dedicated "playroom" for the girls, and because their bedroom is upstairs (and we're not, most of the time), the majority of their stuff is in the living/dining room, wedged in wherever we can find space for it: on the shelf underneath the coffee table, on the floor underneath our wall-mounted bookshelves, and (sigh) on and in our antique tiger maple sideboard. We've also got a couple of big square baskets where we keep smaller toys, but they're really too large and deep for the job -- you can't easily find things in them -- and as a result, Alastair calls them the place where "toys go to die." 

 

This weekend, in an attempt to recussitate some of said dead toys, I dumped out the contents of the baskets in front of the girls. They immediately seized on the WWF (now known as WWE) action figures from Alastair's childhood: Hulk Hogan and the Iron Sheik. 

 

"He's wearing underpants!" Elsa said (of Hulk Hogan). "He got a muck-tack!" Clio said of the Iron Sheik. (Translation: mustache.) 

 

So, all weekend, the Hulkster and the Sheik (a.k.a, their "mans") were the toys of choice. They slept in the girls' beds, they went to the playground with them in the girls' doll strollers, and they got "baths" in tupperware containers full of water in the kitchen. (Which is really a good thing, because, you know -- wrestlers get sweaty.) It was particularly sweet to see the girls attempting to cover Hulk and Sheik's eyes with washcloths while they were washing their hair, to keep the soap from getting in their eyes. 

 



 

By the way, this baths-for-toys thing is actually a pretty good indoor activity for toddlers / preschoolers -- one of those "why didn't I think of this sooner?" ideas. All you need are a couple of tubs and some water -- plus a little dish soap, if you want to make bubbles -- some towels and/or washcloths, and various plastic dolls, animals and action figures. Our baths started out with just the Hulk and the Sheik, but it was so much fun that Dora, Dora's mom, a frog, a fish, some Playskool people, and some random plastic clown figures of uncertain origin all jumped in too. It kept Elsa and Clio occupied for a solid half hour. Bonus: if your kids are as messy as mine, part of your kitchen floor will end up getting washed as a result! 

 

But back to wrestlers. Hulk Hogan (who Elsa, inexplicably, started calling "Mrs. Hogan" at some point in the weekend) and the Iron Sheik (or the "Ironing Sheik" as Clio called her -- perhaps a housewife pal of Mrs. Hogan's?) also came with us in the car to our friends' house on Sunday afternoon. The whole way there, they demanded milk, waffles, yogurt and other of the girls' favorite foods, which I had to imaginarily hand back to them from the front seat. At one point, we heard Elsa say to Mrs. Hogan, "Oh, you want a cookie? OK,  but you have to finish your dinner first." The Ironing Sheik also got his diaper changed while we were en route, which must have been embarrassing for him, with Mrs. Hogan already being in underpants and all.  

 

Within a few days or a week, the girls will probably have moved on to other toys. But it's been fun watching them bond with a couple of 1980s professional wrestlers. Especially since -- confession time! -- I have a special bond with professional wrestling myself. Not many people know this, but when I was a kid, I did some acting and modeling, and one of my plumbest gigs ever was a job for the WWF fan-gear catalogue, circa 1985. 

 

Yes, I'm absolutely dead serious. (And if posting this photo here isn't proof that I love you and am thankful for your readership, I don't know what is.) 

 

 

 

Hulkamania!! 

 

Happy Thanksgiving, Babblers. 

 

PS -- Shameless husband promotion: Alastair's new kids' album, A Cow Says Moock, is now available! Take a listen and place your holiday orders at www.moockmusic.com
 

Published Nov 24 2009, 08:45 AM
Bad girls

Well, the girls just had their first official F*#@ with the babysitter caper. The poor woman. We were down at Alastair's parents' house for thanksgiving, and left the girls with a sitter on Saturday night so we could all go out to dinner. This babysitter, who we'll call Dotty, is actually Alastair's parents' dog sitter, not a babysitter. But she's sat with the girls before, after they were in bed, and it's always worked out just fine. 

 

We figured it would be the same this time: we'd put the girls to bed, we'd be right down the road at the restaurant and come right back afterward -- no problemo. And anyway, you figure if someone can handle two boisterous golden retrievers, they can handle a couple of sweet, innocent toddlers, right? (Cue menacing music...) 

 

Problem is, last time Dotty sat for the girls, they were still sleeping in portacribs. This time, they were in a twin bed and an air mattress on the floor. And -- most problematic of all -- they could open the door by themselves. So, even before the night of the babysitter caper, bedtimes hadn't been going particularly well. The girls were all wired and excited to be at grandma and grandpa's house to begin with, then additionally wired about this new sleeping arrangement. When they discovered that they had the power to come and go from the room at will -- well. Forget about it.

 

Still, we hoped that if we could get them down to bed on Saturday night before we left, everything would be OK, and all the sitter would have to do would be, literally, sit. We tried our best. We started early. We got them bathed and PJ-ed and storied up and tucked in, all with plenty of time to spare. But they popped right up out of their beds and into the hall. So I ushered them back in, told them very firmly that it was time to stay in bed, no more talking, etc. 

 

Then, for good measure, I stood outside holding the door closed, so they wouldn't be able to open it. And this is what I overheard:

 

Clio: Are you going to get out of your bed, Elsa?

Elsa: Yeah. I am.

Clio:  Can you open the door?

Elsa: Ya, OK. (Tries to open the door. Mom tries to keep from giggling.)  I can't open it.

Clio: Here, let me. (Tries to open door.) I can't. You do it.

Elsa: (Tries again) I think it's locked! 

Clio: Oh. 

Elsa: Mommy! Poopie! I got poopie!! 

 

Can you believe it?? My darling angels, blatantly scheming together. I can't decide which one is worse: Clio, the mastermind of the plot, trying to get her taller and more manually dextrous sister to do the dirty work, or Elsa, who totally plays the fake poopie card in an attempt to get me to spring her. Unbelievable.

 

Anyway, I gave them one last stern talking-to, through the door, and after a few minutes they seemed to be settled down for real, and we left. But a half hour later we got a call from a distraught Dotty saying that the girls were both awake, they wouldn't stay in their beds and that, in fact, they'd emptied an entire box of tissues into the new baby doll crib they'd just been given. 

 

Apparently they'd also gotten into a bit of a spat because Elsa tried to take the tissues out at some point, and Clio wanted them to stay in, because the baby was cold. (I mean, duh, Elsa, why else would you dump the contents of an entire box of tissues onto a baby doll?) 

 

We suggested to Dotty that she sit outside their bedroom door for awhile, until they settled down, but I think the girls just waited until she'd gone downstairs to pop out of bed again. Dotty may be good with dogs, but faced with our little Pinky and The Brain, she was definitely in over her head. In the end, the girls didn't get to sleep until about 9:30, shortly before we got home. And, as we learned the next morning, it was three boxes of tissues, not just one. 

 

I tried to talk to them about in the morning; how they weren't very nice or cooperative with Dotty, and how they got out of bed when they weren't supposed to. Clio added, "yeah, and we got out again and again and again and again!" Smart kid.

 

So, we were looking forward to getting back home to our routine, normalcy, and a bedroom door that the girls can't open on their own. But their time at their grandparents' house mastering their breaking and exiting skills served them well: tonight, a few minutes after we'd put them to bed and closed the door, we heard their little voices and giggles in the hall.

 

I went immediately to our stash of babyproofing equipment in the basement, where I was pretty sure we had one of those doorknob cover things -- the kind that make it nearly impossible for most adults to open doors, let alone three-year-olds. And we did have one. And now it is on the inside doorknob of the girls' bedroom. And while it did make me feel a little wicked stepmother-ish to "lock" the girls in their room in this manner, when I heard the same routine playing itself out again (Clio telling Elsa to open the door, Elsa complying with gusto, failing, and then starting in with the mommy-i-gotta-go-potty-ing while Clio giggled in the background) I knew I'd done the right thing. (Unless there's some safety reason why this isn't OK?) 

 

So, yes, we are really in for it with these two. But as exasperating as this behavior is, I can't help smiling about it. It's an endearingly innocent sort of naughtiness. 

 

And so, in the spirit of twin mischief, we (my husband and I, that is) are currently giving away a FREE DOWNLOAD of "Twins are Twice as Fun" -- one of the tracks on Alastair's new kids' album, A Cow Says Moock. At the beginning of the song, if you listen carefully, you'll hear the diabolical giggles of Misses Elsa and Clio. Download it here, and enjoy. (And, of course, feel free to buy the whole album if you're so inclined!) 

  
Published Nov 29 2009, 10:17 PM
Picky, picky, picky

I was quite relieved to read this recent article right here on Babble, which reassured me that it's not the end of the world if your toddlers don't eat vegetables. I mean, not that the authors are pediatricians or anything. But it was an affirmation of what I've always suspected, which is that while in an ideal world your toddler would eat 2-3 servings of vegetables per day, he or she will not perish if it's more like 2-3 servings per week. And if one of those servings is actually ketchup. And if 3 partially chewed and then spit out peas counts as a "serving."

 

When the girls were babies, in the land of purees, I could get them to eat all kinds of veggies -- peas and squash and avocado and carrots. Once we were in "real" food land, they liked broccoli and peas for awhile. But now, it's all I can do to get them to eat a bite or two. And I totally use dessert as a bribe to get them to eat a tiny bit. According to the article, that's wrong. But I'm not entirely sure I agree. Unless they vehemently hate a food, I don't think it's overstepping my parental authority to ask them to have one bite before they can have applesauce or a fig newton. 

 

And yes, I know that there are ways to sneak vegetables into all manner of foods. I've got that Jessica Seinfeld cookbook, where everything is made with pureed vegetables (not that I've ever made anything in it). And I know there are lots of other kinds of foods that sneak veggies in, too. Maybe now that the girls are a little less high-maintenance (well, sort of) and starting to be more interested in cooking, we can try making some of those on the weekends, when I've actually got time for such things.

 

But sneaky veggie recipes or no, the problem remains that the girls are highly suspicious of anything other than breakfast foods, fruit, mac 'n cheese ("No, MacaMO and cheese!" Clio says whenever I call it this), PB&J, hummus, grilled cheese, chicken (sometimes), and pasta. (They *do* eat spinach ravioli, I just realized!) And sweets of any kind. And that just about covers it.  

 

To be fair, Elsa actually does have a slightly more adventurous palate. She'll do cherry tomatoes and cucumbers, and sometimes avocado. At Thanksgiving she ate a good deal of mashed potatoes. Clio, meanwhile -- after she was denied a second piece of pumpkin bread (pumpkin! That's a vegetable too, right?!) -- lay down on the carpet and rolled around singing "Happy Birthday" and "ABC" to herself while the rest of us ate. 

 

The next day, however, she suprised us all. We gave the girls plates of Thanksgiving leftovers for dinner (because, what else do you eat the day after Thanksgiving, right?) and Elsa ate happily. But Clio refused to touch hers, and kept asking for "a bone." We thought this was kind of weird, but tried to find her a little piece of something she could gnaw on -- part of a wing or some other scrap. But she said no; she wanted a BIG bone.

 

We figured, well, what the heck. We gave her the drumstick. And she went at it like you wouldn't believe. I mean, give the girl a flagon of mead and she'd be right out of the 11th century. It was amazing. And a little bit scary. But hey, at least we got a little protein into her. Maybe if we gave her an entire bunch of broccoli or a whole butternut squash, she'd eat those, too. It's all in the presentation, right? 

 

 

 

 

Published Dec 03 2009, 03:00 PM by Roper
Setting an example

It snowed here in Boston on Saturday night. Just a little, but enough that we had to put on our boots to venture out on Sunday morning. We took a drive up to Marblehead -- a quaint little coastal town -- because we figured it would be picturesque, which it was. Snow-glazed trees. Purty Christmas decorations. There were even sailboats out on the water. 

 

During the drive up, Alastair and I were talking about this and that. Work, family, the nuclear test-ban treaty, who knows. Every once in a while, as we were driving, one of the girls would ask, apropos of nothing, "Are you talking about my birthday?" They know that their birthdays are coming up soon, so it's a hot topic of conversation. And as far as they're concerned, what else could we possibly be talking about, right?  

 

Then at one point, I was laughing at something A. said and Elsa -- who likes to be at the center of the action -- asked, "Mommy, why are you laughing?" I told her that Daddy was very silly, and he said lots of funny things. "Yeah?" she said (which is her favorite response these days when you answer any question she asks. It's pretty cute). She was quiet for a little while. Alastair and I continued in whatever silly vein of conversation we'd been in. But the next time I laughed, Elsa laughed, too. Just because it was clearly the thing to do. 

  

Both of these things made me realize that, whereas we once were able to converse freely in front of the girls without them really even registering it, we're moving into quite a different phase now. They're keenly aware of what people around them are saying. Our front seat conversations are no longer quite as private as they once were. Little pitchers have big ears. (I've never understood that expression. Pitchers don't have ears at all. Is it a reference to the handle of a pitcher or something? Who thinks these things up?) 

 

And little potatoes have big eyes. (See, now that sort of makes sense, right?) At one point on our outing, the girls were playing with handfuls of snow from a little snow bank, and I made a snowball, which I lobbed at Alastair. And then he lobbed one back at me, harder. And I called him a jerk and playfully tossed some snow back at him -- the sort of silly, flirty horseplay we've done throughout the course of our very long relationship. Natural as breathing to us.

 

Except now we have an audience: Before we knew it, Elsa was flinging snow -- rather hard, crusty, icy snow -- at both of us, thinking it was the funniest thing in the world. Alastair got a good whack in the face at one point. And we felt like idiots, because it's pretty hard to turn around and say "snow isn't for throwing at people!" when, as you've just demonstrated, it clearly is. 

 

"Look at us," I said. "We're supposed to be setting an example."

 

"We are," he said. "Just not a very good one." 

 

But at least we're still having fun with each other, right? That's got to count for something. 

 

It's funny -- while we were in Marblehead, I remembered that we'd actually gone there on a similar weekend drive three years earlier -- almost to the day. I was hugely pregnant, and getting to the point where walking was getting pretty unpleasant. We knew that it was probably the last time we'd go on this sort of day trip before the girls came along. We even had someone snap a photo of us to mark the occasion. It's mind-boggling, how much has changed in the three years since this photo was taken. And nice that not everything has.

 

 

 

 December, 2006. 
 

 

Published Dec 07 2009, 09:28 AM
Fun with the H1N1 Vaccine

How many people does it take to administer an H1N1 shot to Clio? Read on.

 

Our city had a much anticipated free H1N1 clinic today. Alastair had to work, so I came home early from work to take the girls over. I brought our babysitter along too, which, as far as I was concerned, was essential. Me on my own (sick with a cold no less), pouring rain, possibly long lines, and two toddlers -- one of whom was very likely to totally freak out -- would have been a recipe for certain disaster. And besides, we were paying the babysitter for the afternoon anyway. Why not bring her on a road trip!

 

We didn't tell the girls where we were headed; only that we were going on a little adventure. We filled out the forms, no problem. We walked down the hall to the gym -- smooth sailing, though Clio was looking a little wary. Then, just before we went in, I made the grave error of telling the girls that a lady was going to look at their arms and make sure they were OK. I thought I was doing the right thing. Clio especially tends to do a lot better in unfamiliar situations when she knows ahead of time what's going on. Not fair to totally spring it on her, right?  

 

But the second I said this, she started screaming "I DON'T WANT A SHOT!!!" Which is pretty impressive when you consider that I hadn't actually said anything about a shot. Of course, she probably would have caught on pretty quick even if I hadn't said a thing. Alastair brought the girls to a regular flu clinic back in October, and I suspect that Clio found the whole thing eerily reminiscent. She's also sharp as a tack (or hypodermic needle?) when it comes to sensing a bad scene. You might say her sixth sense is "things you're going to make me do that I want no part of." 

 

Anyway, when the nurse at the door of the gym told us to take Clio's jacket off, she hit full screaming throttle. It took both me and the babysitter to wrest the jacket off of her, while the nurse stood there chatting up Elsa. (Blessed, blessed Elsa, who was completely calm and pleasant the entire time.) I had to hold a writhing Clio, screaming at the top of her lungs in a very echo-y gym, while two nurses debated whether we should give them the under-three baby shot or the three and up children's shot. 

 

I tried to distract Clio with anything I could in an attempt to calm her down. Look at that baby's doggie hat! Look at that big net! (The cargo net for climbing.) Do you think it's a giant spiderweb? Hey! Look! A basketball net. Daddy plays basketball, right? Remember we played basketball at the playground and I picked you up to put the ball in the hoop? Hey, look! Lollipops! When we're all done, you can have a lollipop! Won't that be GREAT?! 
 

The nurses finally decided, after what felt like several hours of discussion, that since the girls were technically under three, the baby shot it was. Which meant that we had to pull the girls' pants down to expose their thighs. This was actually probably a bit easier than exposing Clio's arm would have been. "Easier" being relative. I still had to exert all my strength to get her pants down, and hold them down when she tried to pull them back up. 

 

In the end, it took me, the babysitter, and two nurses -- not counting the one who actually administered the shot -- to hold Clio still on my lap.  That's five people to subdue one child weighing less than 35 pounds. From the bewildered looks on the nurses' faces, I don't think they'd ever seen the likes of her. Which, in some twisted way, made me feel slightly proud. (Hey, when you're the parent of *that kid* -- the one having a total and complete meltdown in public -- you look for the upside wherever you can.) 

 

Published Dec 09 2009, 08:13 PM
Define "normal"

It's gotten to the point where we're a little worried about Clio. I mean, we wonder if some of her "issues" are outside the realm of normal almost-three-year-old behavior. I'm not talking about screaming while getting a flu shot, or being a picky eater, or even just having the occasional garden variety tantrum about not getting her way. It's issues of control that seem a bit extreme, even for a toddler.

 

One of them is around talking / listening. As I've mentioned before, it's really important to Clio that we not cut her off before she's finished a thought, or try to complete a sentence for her. This is reasonable enough. (Reasonable in the context of preschooler parenting, that is.) But increasingly, she freaks out if Alastair or I (or even Elsa) say anything in response except yes / yeah / uh huh / that's right, or repeat back exactly what she just said -- to the word. 

 

So, for example, if Clio says "When we go to the store we can get some more yogurt, right, Mommy?" your response must be either "Yes" (or some variant thereof) or "Yes, when we go to the store we can get some more yogurt." NOT "Yeah, and you can pick out what flavors you want!" or "That's right, but we're not going to the store today, we're going tomorrow" and not even "Yes, when we go the the store we can get yogurt." (That would be leaving out the "some more" part. See?) 

 

Choose the wrong response, and you will get frantic, impassioned yelling / screaming: "No!! That's not what I said!! That's not what I said!!! I said..." -- and then, this is the really weird part: if you say, "OK, sorry, what did you say?" she will immediately go from furious screaming back to the chipper tone of voice she was using when she originally made the statement, and say it again the exact same way -- word for word, intonation for intonation. (Give her the wrong response again, if course, and you're back to screamsville.)

 

If instead of playing by her rules, you try to reason with her ("Remember, sweetie, Clio is in charge of what Clio says, but Clio's not the boss of what other people say") or tell her to stop yelling, or ask if she needs to "take a break" (a.k.a. a time out) or threaten to pull the car over (for some reason, it's always worse in the car) she will scream. And scream. And scream. Unless you let her start over and do it her way, there will be no calming her. And remember, once this child decides to throw a fit, she can go for thirty minutes, forty-five, even an hour -- easy. She is so tenacious, so persistent, (see how I'm trying to use positive terms for it?) she'll make you lose your fucking mind. (Oops. Not so positive.)

 

This bordering-on-obsessive need for control extends to other areas as well: the order in which we put her blankets on her when we're tucking her in at night (the order varies night to night, making it even more complex), whether or not she goes up the stairs in front of or behind us, even the direction we approach her from. And in all of these scenarios, again, it's like she needs to rewind and start things over if they don't go exactly the way they want. So, you put one blanket on wrong, and she wants you to take them all off and start over again. 

 

These things have been happening for the past six months, I'd say. But in the past few, it's gotten markedly worse, to the point where we feel like we're walking on eggshells around her. (I do, anyway). And this is not something that happens every once in awhile, when she's overtired or in a bad mood. This happens multiple times, every day. 

 

We're constantly trying different strategies to manage and change or even just cope with this behavior. Offering two choices, one with less desirable consequences. ("You can either stop yelling, or you can go up to your room and stay there by yourself until you cool off"). Talking so she'll listen and listening so she'll talk. ("Wow, you seem really angry!") Telling her to just stop it. Now. Enough. 

 

But when she gets in these states, she's pretty much beyond reach and reason. The sweet, silly girl we know is gone, possessed by an obsessive-compulsive demon. 

 

Maybe all this is within the realm of "normal" behavior for a strong-willed, spirited three-year-old. Maybe all we can do is wait it out. But I can't help wondering if there's something slightly amiss. Nothing I've found in the toddler parenting books speaks to this level of need for control. None of our friends with kids the same age are dealing with this to the same extreme. 

We're going to talk to the girls' pediatrician when the they have their annual check-up in a few weeks. At the very least, I think we could use some guidance on how best to deal with her behavior. I feel like we're flailing.

 
Published Dec 13 2009, 09:57 PM
The Other Half

I've been posting a lot lately about the issues we've been having with Clio's....let's call it "passionate"...nature. As a result, I feel like I've let Elsa fade a bit into the narrative background, which I feel bad about. 

 

To some degree, it's a reflection of how I feel in "real" life, too. We spend so much energy trying to manage Clio's behavior that sometimes it feels like Elsa gets short shrift. We're quicker to tell her "no" because we know that it won't escalate into a gigantic tantrum. Because she's fairly independent, we expect her to take care of herself while we try to manage Clio's freakouts. And because she's fairly laid back as compared to Clio, we often look to her to make accomodations (Elsa, is it OK if we read Clio's book first?) in order to avoid big dramas.

 

This is not to suggest that Elsa is a perfect angel, by any stretch. She can throw a tantrum with the best of them, she whines like a champ, and she can be willful and defiant. She's very physical, and we often have to reprimand her for throwing toys or food, or for hitting or kicking or pushing. (We try to give her lots of opportunities to dance, to get all that physical energy out -- she loves it, and is surprisingly good at.) In sum, she can be a handful. But a different kind of handful than Clio. 

 

I do sometimes wonder how much of her behavior and personality is in reaction to Clio's, and vice versa. A commenter on my last post, a twin herself, offered a little "twinnie pop-psychology" about how twins may behave in ways that are complementary as a sort of coping mechanism -- one being passive and calm when the other is being aggressive and freaking out, or one misbehaving while the other one is being "good."

 

There are definitely times when I feel like that's what's going on. (Though mostly I just think of it as a blessing: thank GOD they're not both freaking out at once!!) A couple of weeks ago when the girls got their H1N1 shots, for example. Was Elsa, in fact, preternaturally relaxed because Clio was hysterical enough for the both of them? When Clio is having her obsessive-compulsive moments, is Elsa calm and easygoing on Clio's behalf in some strange way? Is Elsa outgoing because Clio is shy? Or vice versa? 

 

For a mother of twins -- one who writes about her own regularly on a major parenting website -- I'm sadly un-tuned-in to the unique issues and psychology of twin children. Most of the time, I don't even think of my girls as twins. I just think of them as two small children who happen to be the same age. I don't spend much time mulling how their twin-ness affects their behavior and sense of identity. But maybe I should mull a little more. Or read a good book about twin psychology. 

 

The below picture of Elsa was taken at Alastair's recent CD release concert. Elsa was on or near the stage throughout the show, dancing, mugging for the camera, singing along. When a chorus of school-aged kids got up to sing, she went right up and stood with them -- she wanted to be a part of it. Who cared if they were a foot or two taller? I smiled my heart out at her the whole time -- she was so enthused, so delighted, so full of joy and boldness and spirit. I couldn't stop watching. Clio, meanwhile, refused to leave my lap. And that was lovely, too.

  

 

Photo by Mara Brod 
 

By the way, thanks, everyone for your wealth of sympathies and suggestions on my last post. Both Alastair and I read every word with interest and appreciation, and there were a couple of things people said that were quite helpful. More on that soon.... 

 

Published Dec 17 2009, 09:50 PM
Progress

I so often use this blog as a place to vent about and solicit advice for various parenting challenges, and since there's always a new one, I don't often get a chance to stop and report on areas where there's actually been progress. It's partly because -- let's face it -- hearing that everything's fine is isn't nearly as interesting as the drama of the latest childrearing crisis, either for me to write or for you to read. (Not that any of it's exactly action flick material, but you get my point.)  

 

But today, I want to comment on one major improvement, and one area where I think we may be making a little bit of progress, and are feeling optimistic: 

 

1. Poop. 
It was over two months ago that we bit the bullet and turbo-toilet trained the girls. It was a pretty successful endeavor, although, as I've written about in far more detail than I'm sure anyone needed, Elsa has had some issues with number two. We had several weeks where once a day, when the old poop was a callin', she'd go into this crazy manic state where she'd be running around, picking random toys, asking me to read books to her, then suddenly yell "poop! poop!" and head for the bathroom. But the second she sat down on the potty she'd leap back up and say "I didn't make some!" and begin the craziness again. Until...well, it was too late. 

 

We remedied this (sort of) by just letting her run around naked from the waist down whenever poop mania struck. We also started giving her a little bit of Miralax in her milk, as we used to when she had constipation issues when she was younger, to help get things moving a bit better. Eventually, she started getting her business into the potty most of the time (thank God we don't have wall to wall carpeting), and we rewarded successes with chocolate. 

 

And now, I'm happy to say, she's a pretty good pooper. Not as much poop-mania (not to be confused with wrestle-mania), no need for half-naked craziness, and only the occasional accident. The only problem now is getting her to stop asking for candy every time she goes. 

 

2. Clio Craziness
First off, I want to thank everyone for the advice and sympathy and commiseration when I wrote about Clio's somewhat obsessive control issues. We are still planning to talk to her pediatrician about her behavior, but we're not feeling quite as panicked about it. The fact that she doesn't exhibit the same behaviors at school is reassuring. And we're trying a new, two-pronged approach to dealing with her freak-outs, which seems to be working, a little. But more importantly, we feel less helpless / hopeless by having a more defined "strategy." 

 

One prong of this approach is being stricter when Clio starts to lose it. We don't yell or scold. We just very firmly tell her she may not scream and yell -- those are the rules in our house. She may not tell other people what to say: "Clio is the boss of what Clio says, but Mommy is the boss of what mommy says. You may not tell me what I can or can't say." (This Ad nauseum.) Either she can calm down and continue to play / eat / whatever, or she can go up to her room until she pulls herself together. It's not that different from what we were doing before, and it's not like it always works, but we're definitely being more consistent about it. Not letting ourselves be pushed around by or afraid of her behavior, but trying not to get as angry in the face of it, either. Which brings me to the next prong: Compassion.

 

One commenter on that last Clio post said something that really stuck with me: "Think how hard it must be for Clio to be so stressed and anxious every day, poor baby." I think it was the same day I read that that Clio started having one of her meltdowns at around bedtime -- insisting that I put toothpaste on her brush first after I'd already put it on Elsa's first; wanting me to say something in a certain way from a certain place in the bathroom, etc. etc. -- and at one point I just gathered her into my arms and rocked her and said, as gently as possible, "Sweetie, everything's going to be OK. I want to help you. I know you're having a really hard time. You want things to go a certain way, and they're not going that way, and that must be really frustrating. I want to help you feel better. And to feel better, you need to let go a little bit, OK? You can tell people what you want, but you need to be OK if they can't do exactly what you want."

 

And she put her head on my shoulder and whimpered a little and I realized: damn. This is really, really painful for her. It's not just a matter of her being stubborn or willful for the sake of it. She truly wants and needs to control her world -- including what people say and do -- and it truly hurts her when she can't. It's infuriating for all of us around her, yes. But it's more important for us to think of our dealings with her as trying to help her stop, not make her stop. 

 

So, did it work? Well, not exactly. After I held her and talked to her, she started flipping out again about something or another. But after I refused to say whatever it was she wanted me to say, she came over to me and yelled, crying, "Say the words!" To which I replied, "No, Clio, I'm not going to say the words you want me to say." And she screamed again: "No! Say the words to make me feel better!" and put her arms around me.  Again, it wasn't long before she was revving up again, but she did keep seeking me out for comfort, and gradually, the intensity of her freak-out diminished.

 

I think it will be some time before we see the end of Clio's fits. But at least we're feeling a little better armed (and disarmed) to deal with them.  
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Hey, we like this holiday stuff!

I'm so excited. This is the first year that the girls actually "get" the idea of it being the holiday season, and they're having a ball with the attendant rituals and festivities -- as am I. It's great fun to re-experience the joy of this stuff via your children. To date we have:

 

1. Celebrated the first night of Hanukkah with our friends the Almonds (long-time Babble readers will remember Steve Almond's blog here, Baby Daddy). The latkes were not a big hit with the kids (hey, more for us!) but the applesauce and chicken were, as was the gelt. Elsa and Clio thought the menorah (a.k.a. the banora) was a birthday cake, and we comitted happy sacrilege by letting them and Josie blow out the candles. 

 

2. Made gingerbread men. Or "gingerbread babies," as the girls call them, per one of their favorite books, Gingerbread Baby, by Jan Brett. The four-stage process -- make dough, let dough chill for an hour, cut out and bake, decorate when cool -- was tolerated admirably by the girls. (Though I did have to tell Clio, when she asked to sit at the kitchen table while the dough chilled, that maybe she'd be better off playing in the other room...)

 

3. Attended our friends' annual tree-trimming party. Although as far as the girls were concerned, it could have been called the the stuff-your-face-with-hors d'oevres-and-cookies party. You'd think we never feed the girls, the way they constantly, incessantly beg for food at parties and gatherings. I mean, you could give each one of them an entire bag of chips, a plate of cookies and six juice boxes, and they'd ask for more afterward. Clearly, they take after their father. 

 

4. Bought and decorated our own Christmas tree. Again, a good lesson in delayed gratification. We had the aforementioned party to attend the same day we got the tree, and needed to wait for the branches to settle before we decorated, so we did it the next day. "The branches falled down!" Elsa said as we got started. The girls didn't have the small-motor dexterity (not to mention stature) to actually hang many ornaments, but they "helped" by dumping out the box and taking the tissue paper off the delicate ornametns. Not very delicately. All told, we just lost a couple of elf feet and a pair of angel wings. It could have been worse.

 

5. Watched A Charlie Brown Christmas and Curious George: A Very Monkey Christmas and read my favorite childhood Christmas book, The Sweet Smell of Christmas, whose 32-year-old scratch-and-sniff labels now all smell like slightly sweetened paper. Which is fine, because the girls haven't quite figured out how to smell things yet anyway. They just make a little sniffing exhale with their noses. But the book's apparently still in print, so I'm going to buy them their own, brand new, richly scented copy in time for next Christmas. I still remember what those stickers smell like -- the apple pie, the hot chocolate, the pine -- and even just thinking about it takes me back.  

 

6. Brought the girls to see Santa. Not at a mall, but at my office, where a jolly-looking, white-bearded colleague annually dons the suit at a little party for employees and their kids. (We went last year, too.) Elsa was beside herself with glee and excitment when he came into the room: "Santa's here! Santa's here!"  And she now thinks that Santa lives at Mommy's work.

 

Clio didn't end up sitting on Santa's lap, but she did tell him what she wanted: a horsie. She's been saying this for some time now, whenever asked what she wants for Christmas / her birthday. I'm not sure if she really wants a horsie, or if she just likes saying it. Maybe she realizes that it's sort of a wish list cliche for little girls, and she's trying to be funny? Elsa, meanwhile, said she wanted a donkey, but later changed her mind to a froggie. Which is good, because I don't think our yard is big enough for a horse and a donkey. 

 

 

 

 

Merry Christmas, Happy Holidays, Safe Travels and Sweet Memories to you all.
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An Embarassment of Riches

This really was a good Christmas: nice, relaxed, not-too-big family gatherings. Great food, including some rockin' apple sausage stuffing, ginger molasses cookies and a pumpkin pie, all made by yours truly. A viewing of the definitive A Christmas Carol -- the one with Alastair Sim. And plenty of Elsa and Clio adorability (is that a word?). One of my favorite yuletide quips: On Christmas Eve morning, I told the girls that it was almost Christmas, and that Santa would be coming soon. Elsa said, "Yeah? Is he coming to town?"

 

It was also mighty cute to watch them "playing" with their baby cousin:

 

 

 

Things were fun in the gift department, too. Alastair gave me a Kindle (well, I sort of commanded him to), and I can honestly say that I haven't been this excited about a Christmas present since 1986, when Santa brought me an Apple IIE complete with Dot-Matrix printer.  We got our parents tickets to shows -- South Pacific for his, an evening with Garrison Keillor for mine -- which were as fun for us to give as they were (I hope) for the 'rents to receive. And, of course, the girls got a whole host of excellent stuff, including a table-top puppet theater, some preschool-level board games and puzzles, and this kickass doll house (from their paternal grandparents). And, oh yes, Santa brought them the horse and donkey they requested, in small, plastic form. 

 

All of this would have been plenty. (Dayenu!) But then there was the girls' birthday. And I must say: it's a lot for two small three-year-olds to handle so much excitement, so much sugar, and so many gifts in a four-day period. It's a lot for their parents to handle as well. I'd advocate for celebrating the girls' birthdays at the half-year mark, but it's kind of hard to tell a small child (or two): Yes, darling, your birthday is on December 28, right after Christmas, but you don't get any party or presents until June, because it's just TOO MUCH FUN and TOO MANY PRESENTS for you to handle all at once. Dammit. 

 

We did, however, hold back a few gifts to give to them later. And may spirit some other things away over the next few days, to be brought down at a later date. Christmas in March? Un-Birthdays in May? Why not?

 

 

 Clio obediently poses with sweater sent by faraway Great Aunt, while Elsa makes her own fashion statement. Note Cookie Monster, half-wrapped under tree -- a "present" from Clio and Elsa, budding re-gifters. 
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Buh-bye, 2009

And don't let the door hit you on the way out. Yes, my friends, it's been a pretty sucky year for me, as years go. This may come as a surprise to some, as I generally attempt to maintain a positive demeanor here on the internets -- and in life generally. And the past year certainly hasn't been all misery, by any stretch. There have been plenty of moments, hours and days of joy and delight -- many brought courtesy of Elsa and Clio and Alastair, my family and friends, and the sense of satisfaction and virtual community I get from writing this blog. 

 

But when I look back at 2009 (and 2008, for that matter) I will also remember them as 1.) The years during which I faced the immense disappointment of not finding a publisher for my novel, in spite of a few close calls 2.) The years during which the shit hit the fan with regard to my mental health. 2009 has been particularly rough in this regard. But -- spoiler alert -- it ends on a much happier and more hopeful note. 

 

Here -- deep breath, hold nose, holy crap what am I doing? -- is the full story. 

 

As long-time readers will remember, I went into a big bad (chemical, clinical, not situational) depression in February 2008, right after I weaned my girls. Upping my medication helped immensely. And then, a few months later, I was back down again for no apparent reason. Another med uppage. Another few months of delightful happiness, then another down, out of nowhere. Up again -- now on near off-label doses of Prozac -- and boy, was I up. A little too far up. Not manic, mind you, but contented and energetic and "on" to a slightly unrealistic degree. At the peak, I felt close to euphoric. And I remember saying to Alastair: this is too good to be true. I'm going to crash any day now. And I did. 

 

Thus came the realization -- mine and my doctor's -- that I'd edged out of the monopolar depression spectrum, and onto the bipolar one. Bipolar II is a milder version of bipolar disorder, characterized by cycling between periods of what's called hypomania (a low-grade version of mania, often mistaken for high-functioning behavior) and -- more prominently -- depression. The clincher: antidepressants, particularly SSRIs like Prozac, can bring it on. Which seems to be what was happening in my case. So, I had to wean myself off my beloved Prozac, and onto mood stabilizers. This was last spring.

 

The months that followed were a crapfest of medication adjustments, moodswings, anxiety, mild anhedonia and dysphoria (clinical language is fun!) and occasional, short periods of more severe depression. I was frequently cranky and snippy with both Alastair and -- more heartbreakingly -- the girls, which I hated. It was awful to feel like I wasn't being a good mother or a good partner. Somehow, I managed to stay a good employee. (Isn't that how it often goes? You work hard to keep up appearances at work because you feel you have to, but lose it when it comes to the people you love the most. I guess because you know they'll be more understanding and forgiving. Because you're not ashamed of being a mess around them. But they end up suffering as a result.) 

 

Late this Fall, I finally went to my doc and said "basta!" You've got to put me back on an antidepressant. This is killing me. And he did -- a small dose of something less likely to cause cycling. And I am feeling like a new woman. No -- scratch that. I'm feeling like myself again. 

 

One of the best parts of this is that I feel I can fully appreciate and enjoy and do right by my girls. (Perhaps not coincidentally, we seem to be coming out of the worst of Clio's screaming fits and tantrums. Now, I can't help wondering if her behavior was in part a reflection of and reaction to my unhappiness. My little seismograph.) 

 

Another really good thing that has come from this bumpy journey is the realization that I need and want to make some adjustments in my life, to align it more closely with the people, goals and values that are most important to me. More on that later, but for the moment I'll just say that some major changes are afoot for 2010, and I'm really excited about them.

 

At the same time, I hesitate to rest on my laurels where my mood is concerned. Things may very well get worse again. Jane Kenyon captures this sentiment perfectly in a verse from her poem "Having it Out with Melancholy" (which is one of the most trenchant descriptions of depression that I've ever read):

 

Credo 

Pharmaceutical wonders are at work 
but I believe only in this moment 
of well-being. Unholy ghost, 
you are certain to come again.

Coarse, mean, you'll put your feet 
on the coffee table, lean back, 
and turn me into someone who can't 
take the trouble to speak; someone 
who can't sleep, or who does nothing 
but sleep; can't read, or call 
for an appointment for help.

There is nothing I can do 
against your coming. 
When I awake, I am still with thee. 

 

But I don't want to end on such a melancholy note. Because at this moment, I am happy and hopeful for all that the new year may bring. Here's hoping for the same for all of you, and for the world at large. 

 

To quote Rydell High's Coach Calhoun, "It's gonna be a bettah year. A bettah year!" 
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