Buh-bye, 2009 

Posted by roper on December 31st, 2009 at 7:08 pm 

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!” 

 



Absurd Toddler Phobias 

Posted by roper on January 3rd, 2010 at 7:03 pm 

There are a lot of things you pretty much expect two- and three-year-olds to be afraid of: monsters, loud noises, the dark, inflation. But my girls have developed some rather quirky phobias in the past couple of months.  

 

1. Trichophobia (Fear of Hair). OK, so accidentally getting a piece of hair in your mouth is never pleasant. But for Elsa, it’s a full-blown catastrophe. If it happens, she shouts “Hair! Hair!” and starts swatting wildly at her face, as if the hair is actually alive, and about to wriggle down her throat and breed there. (Ew! I just scared myself!). 

 

But it’s not just getting hair in her mouth that bothers her. If she has piece on her pillow or on a piece of clothing, or sees one in the bathtub, she lets out the same desperate, piteous cry and insists that Alastair or I remove it. Which isn’t alway easy, hair being on the light-colored side in our household. (In fact, I suspect much of the hair that terrorizes Elsa is, in fact, her own, which is very fine and wispy and frequently in her face.) I am beginning to wonder if we need to shave all of our heads. And the cat, too.

 

2. Hygrophobia Sockensis. (Fear of wet socks). If the girls get so much as a drop — nay, droplet — of water or other liquid on their socks, they will immediately start wailing that their socks are wet, and insist on a new pair. Sometimes I can’t even feel the moisture they claim to feel, but it’s generally easier just to humor them and give them a new pair. We go through a lot of socks in our house. A dispenser might be nice.

  

 3. Reprimandophobia (Fear of being reprimanded.) This one isn’t so odd in and of itself; it’s not surprising that a small child would be upset or frightened by a sharp reprimand — the kind you might give if, for example, that child continued whacking her father’s guitar with a plastic toy xylophone mallet after she’d already been told twice to stop. Or even the kind you’d give if the child was in potential danger — getting underfoot while you’re pouring hot coffee, or something like that. 

 

But what’s really nutso is how my children react: they burst into tears and start saying that their teeth hurt, and they want an “ice ga-ga.” (An ice ga-ga is what we call those mesh feeder things, which we used to give to them when they were teething.) The only explanation I can come up with for this is that they want the comfort of having something in their mouth and know that in the past, having teething pains was the best possible way to ensure that we’d let them use a ga-ga (pacifier) or ice ga-ga. Or could they possibly be having psychosomatic tooth pain? Anything is possible, I ‘spose.

 

4. Tryophobia (Fear of the word “Try”). This is Clio’s completely weird phobia: she hates it when we say the word “try.” As in, “you need to sit on the potty and try before we leave the house.” Or “you don’t have to eat all of (insert name of new food here), just try a little to see if you like it.” It’s not like she won’t actually do these things. To get her to try (the horror!) to pee, we just say, “You need to sit on the potty before we leave the house.” To get her to try (gasp!) a new food, we just have to say, “Give it a quick taste and see if you like it.” 

 

The other day I told her, “You’re like Yoda. Do, or do not; there is no try.”

“No, don’t say try!” she said.

“OK,” I said. “Do, or do not!”

“No, don’t say ‘do’!”

 

Oh well. 

 

And you? What strange things freak your kids out? Sometimes I feel like I’m living with two little Bobs — as in What About Bob. Baby steps in wet socks…baby steps! 

 

Cupcakes 

Posted by roper on January 6th, 2010 at 1:54 pm 

Yesterday morning, I sent the girls — via their father, who actually takes them — to preschool with two dozen cupcakes (yellow cake with pink icing and colored sprinkles) for an in-class birthday celebration. Since their birthday falls during school vacation week, and probably always will, this shall be their lot in life: late birthday cupcakes. Which isn’t the worst thing, really — sort of a last, sweet gasp of celebration after the holidays and their “real” birthday are over. The kids who really get screwed are the ones with summer birthdays. (As my husband, an August baby, can attest.)

 

I loved birthday cupcakes in school as a kid. Who didn’t? It was this fantastic surprise that made the day a little bit special. Something to look forward to all morning when it was your birthday or someone else’s. There was something slightly forbidden feeling about it (cupcakes? In the classroom?! Right here on our desks?!) and also something a little comforting — your mom, or someone else’s, coming in to deliver them to the teacher in the carefully packed cardboard box lined with waxed paper, or the snug tupperware container. A bit of home sneaking its warm way into the institution.

 

Given this great nostalgia I have around birthday cupcakes in the classroom — (with the exception of the time in sixth grade a friend of mine brought in cupcakes for me on my birthday to share with our homeroom and I was mortified, lest anyone think that my mom did this, because it was MIDDLE SCHOOL for God’s sake, and birthday cupcakes were totally elementary school) — it’s surprising, I guess, that in hadn’t even occurred to me to make cupcakes for the girls’ birthday until their teacher mentioned something to Alastair. 

 

Part of it, I guess, is that I didn’t know this sort of thing was done in preschool. I mean, it makes perfect sense that it would be. It’s just that all my cupcakes-in-school memories are associated with elementary school (and sixth grade, unfortunately). I have only vague memories of nursery school — as it was called back then — and they involve wetting my pants, painting with roll-on containers, and playing outside on a big metal climbing thing shaped like a spider. (?)  But no cupcakes.

 

But another part of it is that neither Alastair nor I have fully immersed ourselves in the whole preschool culture. The school where we send the girls is not one of these crunchy-creative-progressive (read: expensive) programs where parents are super-involved. (Believe me, I would love it if our circumstances allowed us to send the girls to one of these). Our school is a really nice little program, and the girls seem to like it, and we’re happy. But we (and by “we” I mean Alastair) basically drop the girls off, say hello to their teachers, pick them up, ask how they did, and that’s it. This — and going to the occasional “parties” they have for the kids, like on Halloween — would appear to be the extent of the expectation of parents.

 

Except it’s sort of not….for example, on the day of the Halloween party, the girls came home with tons of candy, goodie bags, favors, etc. Aghast, I asked Alastair, “Did the school give them all this [expletive]?”  He explained, equally aghast, that no, the school gave them a few pieces of candy, but other parents had brought in stuff for all the kids in the class and put it in their cubbies. 

 

“[Expletive],” I replied. “Were we supposed to bring in treats for everyone too?”

 

“I have no idea,” he said. “But [expletive] that. Why should we have to buy candy for every kid in the class? The school gives them stuff, and they’ll get more on Halloween. It’s too much.”

 

I agreed, in principle, but some guilty, insecure part of me thought: we’re letting down our children! The teachers think we’re slackers! The other parents hate us! 
 

We tried to clean up our act at Christmas by remembering that we should probably give a little something to the teachers, and gave them each a Starbucks gift card. But wouldn’t you know it, the same day Alastair gave it to them, he spotted one of the teachers looking through a huge envelope full of cash. Which led to another [expletive]-filled conversation at home. Were we supposed to tip the teachers? On top of paying our tuition in a timely manner? Even though we have little to no relationship with them, and barely get to say more than “hello” and “good bye” to them during drop-off and pick-up time? Is there a PTA for this preschool that we don’t know about? 

 

And then there is the upcoming silent auction fundraiser for “enrichment activities for the children,” which I’m of two minds about. On the one hand, sure, I don’t mind ponying up a little more cash for a special performance by, say, an up-and-coming kids’ musician, or in-class visits from people with ferrets or whatever else qualifies as “enrichment” for three-year-olds. On the other hand, I don’t like the mild guilt associated with it (what kind of parent wouldn’t want to pay for enrichment for their children?!) or the use of the term “fundraiser” as if they were a non-profit institution. Why don’t they just make tuition a little higher? 

 

What I am perfectly happy to do, however, is make birthday cupcakes. And seeing how excited the girls were to tell me about it when I got home from work last night — sporting paper “birthday girl” crowns that they’d been given as part of the celebration (included in the price of tuition) made it doubly worth it.

 

PS — Here’s my cupcake recipe!  1 Box Betty Crocker Cake Mix, 1 can Betty Crocker pink “funfetti” frosting, 1 episode of Dexter on DVD to watch while cupcakes bake. Voila! 

 

One more reason why twins rule. 

Posted by roper on January 11th, 2010 at 2:15 am 

Back in August of 2007, just a few months after I started writing this blog, I posted a list of five reasons why twins rule. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt much like being a cheerleader for twin parentdom. I mean, the last year and a half has really kicked my ass. But lately — just in the past couple of months, really — a wonderful thing has started to happen. And this is my #6 reason why twins rule:

 

They keep each other entertained so you don’t (always) have to.
 

People have said to us many times over the past three years, “it’ll be great when they can keep each other entertained!” and we have nodded wearily and said yes, yes, that will be great. And we waited. And waited. And waited. 

 

But when they did start interacting more, it tended to be more fighting than playing: grabbing things away from each other, pushing, shoving, whacking each other over the head with legos, laughing while the other one cried (stop me when my children start sounding like sociopaths…..sometimes I have wondered). We really couldn’t leave them to their own devices for more than three minutes.  

 

And it wasn’t just the infighting that was the problem. For a good part of their twos they just couldn’t — or wouldn’t, anyway — do a whole lot on their own. We really had to initiate most of the activities and games, and they wanted mommy or daddy right there with them for the most part. 

 

But these days, it is not unusual for the girls to play with each other for twenty or thirty minutes at a stretch, blissfully independent of me or Alastair, without getting into more than the occasional minor scuffle. Playing what, exactly, you ask? Cribbage? Dominoes? Trivial Pursuit? Definitely not the latter, because I would insist on joining them. No; Elsa and Clio are pretend play maniacs.

 

They pour tea and make cakes and “raisin juice” with their plastic food and tea set. They wrap dolls up in construction paper and give them to us as “presents.”  They ride their toy cars (which they’re really too big for) around the house saying “I’m going to work, mommy! I’m late for work!” or “I’m taking Curious George to the grocery store to buy waffles, Mommy!”  They “fix” their baby dolls with their doctor kit. And they subject Ernie, Cookie Monster, Hulk Hogan, the Iron Sheik and others to all manner of domestic scenarios: being fed, given baths, taken to the grocery store, brought to the doctor, put to bed, etc. etc. Alastair and I are frequently chastened for talking too loudly while their doll / horse / monkey / etc. is sleeping. (Chastened, usually, in a very loud, sreaming toddler voice). 

 

But there is one small secret to making this independent, imaginative play happen: we have to pretend to be busy. Or actually be busy. Doing dishes, cleaning up, updating our Facebook sta– I mean, um, working. 

 

Obviously, we need to be in the same general area as the girls. But it helps to be a little bit out of sight (i.e. out of mind). So I’ll often try to keep myself busy in the kitchen and thereabouts while they live their imaginary lives in the living/dining room. They’ll come in from time to time to tell me that Ernie is sleeping, or offer me a cup of raisin juice or whatever. And sometimes they’ll ask if they can “help” me with whatever I’m doing, but they’re pretty easily rebuffed with a quick “Sorry, sweetie, this is something mommy needs to do by herself. Why don’t you go see if Cookie Monster wants to go to the grocery store with you?” (Sort of the kinder, gentler, more developmentally constructive version of Betty Draper’s “go watch television.“) 

 

Anyway, I’m very pleased about this trend in our household. And not just for the selfish reason that it frees us up a little bit; it’s also really, supremely fun to see and hear the girls playing together, and coming up with so many lovely and ridiculous play scenarios, giving us a glimpse of what goes on in those wonderful small heads of theirs.

The princesses are coming. 

Posted by roper on January 13th, 2010 at 7:00 pm 

I can just make out their pastel gowns, heart-shaped faces and impossibly large eyes in the distance. I hear their wistful sighs, charming laughter and bell-like singing voices (Ariel, I’m talking to you) drawing closer. They have Curious George, Elmo and Thomas the Tank Engine in their sights, and they are ready to take those mofos down. “Step aside, boys,” they trill. “The princesses are coming to town!”

And I’m not talking about traditional fairy tale princesses. I’m talking about those princesses. You know the ones I’m talking about: Cinderella, Snow White, Aurora, Belle, Ariel, Mulan, Jasmine and Pocahantas, and the new one in the Frog movie, brought to you by Walt Disney, Inc. And now, they seem to have their own subsidiary franchise. The 3-10 year old girl merchandising appeal of nine trademarked characters, bundled into one, irresistible package! I applaud the marketing people who came up with that. The bastards.

 

Do I sound cynical? Hard-hearted? Unrealistic?

 

Again, it’s not that I’m anti-princess with a lower-case p (as the commenters who misinterpreted this post from way-back when thought). I will read the girls fairy tales until the cows come home. Sure, I guess the main characters aren’t exactly exemplary role models for 21st century girls. But I think they will have enough of those in their life (ahem, me, for example) that I’m not too worried. And honestly, aspiring to be anachronistic, dignified wives of powerful monarchs is far preferable than aspiring to be, say, trampy reality TV stars.

 

And it’s not that I didn’t think it was cute when, the other night, Elsa
looked down at Snow White on the front of her pullups
(we had to get a different brand in a pinch….I didn’t even know they
had The Princesses on them), asked who that girl in the picture
was, and said, when I told her, “I love Snow White!”  It’s not that I don’t think it’s cute that Clio only wants to wear the pullups with Cinderella on them, for no particular reason I can ascertain. And I don’t really care that the girls brought home pages torn out of princess coloring books from the daycare at the gym, where they went with Alastair the other day. I don’t care that they’ve been given a couple of Princess(TM) items over the past couple of years. 

 

So, what is my freakin’ problem with the Disney princesses? I guess they just seem so vapid and mass-produced. I know they supposedly have different “personalities” in their movies, but those personalities could be likened to different shades of the same color (I choose pink) as opposed to distinct hues. Even their “feistiness” is such fake, sanctioned naughtiness. I realize this is irrelevant to little girls, who pretty much just like the dresses. I’m just saying. 

 

I guess it’s the merchandising aspect that really gets to me — the fact that these damned Princesses are so ubiquitous and that they exist basically to sell products. And while, yes, the girls do have some TV character toys as mentioned — Curious George and Elmo dolls, Thomas trains — the PBS connection somehow makes them feel less icky. That may be totally illogical and ridiculous, but there you go. I guess there is some paranoid part of me that still suspects that the Walt Disney Corporation has a secret evil agenda to turn all American children into brainwashed consumer automatons. And then harvest their organs to sell to third world countries in exchange for petroleum.

 

Also, if the girls — like so many others — get really into the whole princess thing, they may ask if we can go to Disney World. And I really, really hate theme parks.

 

But will I ban The Princesses(TM) from our home? Will I not let them watch their movies, or dress up like them for Halloween, or buy the occasional Princess(TM) product? Will I give my girls lectures on the aesthetic tragedy of corporate co-option of folk mythology? No, no, no. I’m willing to make certain sacrifices for my children. And I do have a soft-spot for Belle. What with her being bookish and all. And telling that ass-hat Gaston to f*$#& off. 

 

But if Princessmania(TM?) does takes hold, I will also make sure that the girls supplement their Disney diet with lots of non-commercial books, toys, movies, etc. Because there’s a lot of wonderful, magical, little-girl friendly stuff out there other than what is shilled by the Magic Kingdom. 

 

The End.

The adventure begins 

Posted by roper on January 15th, 2010 at 8:30 pm 

In a couple of weeks, that is. This is the big change that I alluded to in my kiss off, 2009 post a few weeks ago: I’m leaving my job and am going to freelance.  

 

This is something I’d always planned on doing eventually, but eventually finally arrived — a bit sooner than I thought it would, but what can I do? Eventually is not a fella you can ignore forever. He knocks and knocks and knocks on your door — softly at first, then louder and louder, until finally you’re like, OK, Eventually, I get the point!! It’s time for me to move on. I hear you. Now will you stop that already? It’s driving me NUTS. Can’t you just ring the freakin’ doorbell? 

 

There are two main goals to this change: the first, is to have a bit more time to spend with Elsa and Clio — even if it’s just driving them to and from preschool and cutting out the commute to and from work. The other goal is to be able to refocus on and spend more time on my own writing, which has gotten serious short shrift in the past two years (somewhat understandably). 

 

Of course, I’ll still primarily be copywriting. I’ll continue to be very involved on one of the accounts I work on at my job, and I’ll also be doing other freelance projects as needed — lots of irons are in the fire already. But I’m hoping I can be disciplined enough to also get an hour or two of “me” writing in each day. (I’ve got a writing project I’m excited to dive into.) This, and the variety of projects, the flexibility of schedule, the varied work environments (different offices, different coffee shops, home) and the being-my-own boss thing — which I’ve done before, and have really enjoyed — are all very appealing to me.

 

On the flip side, there’s no job security. We’ll have to pay for our own health and dental insurance. There will be times when I’ll panic because I don’t have enough work and probably times when I’ll take on way too much. And I will miss the camaraderie of my co-workers, some of whom I’ve known for a very long time. Not to mention the free coffee.

 

But what can I say? I’ve been mulling this change for months, and it just feels right. For the first time in several years, I’ve got that I’m-about-to-go-on-an-adventure feeling — a little apprehensive, but mostly pumped. It’s the feeling I had before my semester abroad in Cameroon during college, and that I’ve had before other big trips I’ve taken. The feeling I had before we moved out to Iowa for my grad school. And — in fact — the feeling I had when I was about to give birth to the girls. 

 

Of course, there are plenty of moments when I think: what on God’s green earth am I doing? I’m the primary breadwinner in this family. What if I fail miserably? What if I hate it? But there other times when I think that if I don’t do this I’ll go crazy. And other times when I just think….wahooooo! Cannonballl!!!!!!!

 

Whatever the outcome may be, I’ve got to give it a shot. Eventually is here, and he won’t take no for an answer. 

Game Theory 

Posted by roper on January 18th, 2010 at 10:15 pm 

Trying to explain things to young children makes you realize how complex and/or bizarre so many things are that we take totally for granted. Board games, for instance. 

 

The girls were given a few very rudimentary, preschool-level games for Christmas and their birthday, and I’ve tried a few times to play them with them. One of the games involves a die with a different color on each side, which you roll to advance. Roll a red, and you move to the next red space. Roll a green, and you move to the next green space, etc. It’s about as basic as a game can get, and I figured that since my children are (of course) geniuses, who can perform such complicated tasks as feeding baby dolls and putting wooden train tracks together and recognizing letters of the alphabet, that this would be a piece of cake. We’d be on to Monopoly in no time.  

 

But, no. The first problem: understanding the concept of a colored pawn representing “you.” We had four pawns. So why were we only using three of them? And why couldn’t both Elsa and Clio be yellow, their favorite color? 

 

Next problem: die rolling. Not so easy for three-year-old fingers. They proved able to drop the thing, or chuck it across the floor. But rolling? No. Next problem: getting the concept that the color on the top of the die was the color they’d rolled. They could see the color on the side facing them, too, so why wasn’t that the color they were supposed to pay attention to? Totally reasonable, and totally never occurred to me when we set out to play. 

 

Next issue: making the connection between the color they rolled and the colors on the board. They eventually sort of caught on to this; but then the problem was moving in sequence. What exactly was the “next” blue space? There were blue spaces all over the board.

 

Finally — they didn’t really get what the point was. “Winning” doesn’t mean anything to them. What do they know from winning? When Elsa (sort of) got to the middle of the board first, with my die-rolling and space-counting assistance, and I said “You win! Nice going!” she just picked up the die and dropped it again and moved to a different space on the board. Then Clio picked up her piece and put it in the middle and said “I win!”  Yes. Yes, she did.

 

They have another game, called “Magnetic Baby Animals,” which I’ve also tried with little to no success to teach them how to play. There are magnets of baby animals that you place in different places on the (magnetic) board, and you choose a mommy animal gamepiece and move her around the board, using a spinner (also tricky for three-year-old fingers), to collect her babies. This also proved way too complex for them. And they didn’t believe me when I told them that the gamepieces were the mommies, not the babies. And Elsa kept kneeling on the board while we were playing. So I gave up. 

 

Nevertheless, this game is actually one of their favorite things to do at the moment. They just move the gamepieces and magnets around on the board (ignoring the colored spaces on the board completely) and say things like “I’m going to find you mommy, kitty!” in high voices, and occasionally try to use the spinner. Clio is always the kitty, Elsa is the bunny or the dog, and I am the chicken. And I always win.

 

The Sitter Search 

Posted by roper on January 21st, 2010 at 5:01 pm 

We learned a few weeks ago that our regular sitter, who looks after the girls a couple of afternoons a week, won’t be available for the next several months due to some family medical issues, so we’ve been searching around for someone to fill in. Always a pleasure. 

 

We tried our various networks and contacts without much luck, and since then we’ve been using a combination of Craigslist and Care.com. We’ve gotten lots of inquiries, and have managed to schedule a few interviews with the qualified candidates who actually get back to us when we contact them. But it’s amazing how few viable options there end up being when all is said and done. Perhaps I am too picky, but chances are I will not hire you to watch my children if:

 

1. You don’t show up for a scheduled interview.

 

1a. You don’t show up for a scheduled interview, and when I call you to ask if you’re on your way, you say that you called earlier that morning to re-confirm. But you didn’t leave a voicemail. And you don’t apologize for the misunderstanding. (Reliability, promptness and communication are MAJOR factors for us.)

 

2. You waste my time by interviewing for
our position sitting 8-10 hours a week and clearly advertised and confirmed on the phone as such when, in fact, you are looking
for a full-time nannying job. But will “take anything you can get” in the meantime. (Which means you will leave us as soon as you get another job, and we’ll have to go through this whole damned process again.) 

 

3. When I call your first reference, the first thing they do is sigh and say, “Let me think how I can put this without seeming like I’m being unfair…” and proceed to tell me how the candidate was great with your kids, but basically went AWOL for a month after a questionable auto accident. 

 

4. You give monosyllabic answers to all our quetions and barely acknowledge my children, even when we make repeated attempts to give you an opportunity to engage with them. 

 

5. You respond to our Craigslist ad thusly: “Yeah I can do it. I like kids. How much does it pay?”

 

Sometimes, I swear, I wish it was the olden days, when you lived in a house with your parents and aunts and uncles and cousins and you had five kids and everyone took care of each other and you didn’t have to hire babysitters and you ate a big chunk of boiled meat with potatoes and carrots every Sunday and listened to the Victrola and got your ice from the ice man and knew what an antimacassar was. And you all had tuberculosis, rickets and bad teeth. Those were the days. 

  

What Child is This? 

Posted by roper on January 25th, 2010 at 3:34 pm 

Back in December, I wrote about the issues we were having with Clio — issues that felt so intense and insurmountable that we were seriously worried about her: multiple, unstoppable tantrums per day, triggered when things didn’t go exactly in the order and manner she had in her head, or when people didn’t say things precisely according to her own internal script. The girl had no tolerance for improvisation. 

 

We were feeling like we simply didn’t have the tools to deal with her, and were walking on eggshells around her. Which, in turn, was probably making things worse. But we started standing our ground more firmly but more gently; telling her repeatedly (and with a smile or laugh, when we could muster it) “Hey, you’re the boss of what Clio says, but Mommy is the boss of what mommy says, remember?”; and trying to be more sympathetic and comforting when she got into one of her mobius strip-like fits where it felt like there was no way out, either for her or for us. 

 

Things got gradually better. And better. And while she still does have a tendency to be rigid when it comes to how people respond to what she says, it’s nowhere near as bad as it was. She doesn’t flip out completely, or have crazy screaming fits. She is, in fact, quite a delightful child — affectionate, funny, playful, agreeable. In short, she’s much more like herself, much much more of the time. It’s a total relief. 

 

In fact, the only issue we’re having with her lately is that she sometimes when she’s behaving particularly well, she tries to “parent” Elsa into good behavior, e.g. “Elsa, mommy said no more raisins” or “Elsa, we have to brush teeth first then read stories.” And if we have to give Elsa an extra nudge to do something we want her to do, like not kneel backward on her chair, Clio will remind us “I’m sitting the right way in my chair, mommy.” Cute. But probably not to Elsa.

 

And on that note, I’m convinced that it really is true that twins pick up each other’s slack. Since Clio has chilled out, it feels like Elsa has been much higher maintenance — more whining and resisting things like getting dressed, brushing teeth, etc. I mean, it’s nowhere near the craziness of Clio, but it’s still like she’s decided (unconsciously, I’m sure) that now that Clio’s going through a smooth-sailing phase, she can up her pain-in-the ass toddler shtick a bit.

 

Theories as to the reason Clio has mellowed? 1.) She was breaking a molar in (her first dentist visit, at the beginning of January, revealed that one molar had come in, but three more remain — ay ay ay)  2.) She was going through a difficult stretch, for simple developmental reasons — possibly language-oriented — and just had to get through it. Now, in fact, she is kind of amazingly verbally adept. We can’t shut the girl up.  3.) Our fabulous parenting (I’m not inclined to believe that this is the entire explanation, but I hope it at least helped.) 

 

So, in celebration of Clio’s new-found happiness — and ours — I’ll share an original Clio story. We’ve been encouraging the girls to make up their own stories lately, and this is a favorite of Clio’s. In fact, she tells it exactly the same way, every time. Which, perhaps, helps fulfill her need for verbal control, but in a productive way:

 

Once upon a time there was a dragon. And he came to our house and we said “No, Dragon! Go away! This is our house!” and he rang the doorbell and knocked on the door. And then he went to the library because he was a big girl. And then he came home and went downstairs because daddy was making him bref-esk. The end.
 

Perhaps we have a budding writer on our hands! Except she’s into dragon stories. And therefore will probably have a better shot at getting published than I ever will. (I’m confident that 15 – 20 years from now, home-invading, library-going dragons will be the new vampires.) 
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Going Ga-Ga 

Posted by roper on January 27th, 2010 at 7:00 pm 

Anyone have any advice for getting your kid to quit the binky / pacifier / whatever else you call it? In our house, it’s “ga-ga,” named for the weird sound Elsa used to make as a baby when she was sucking on it (more like “goy goy,” actually, but as a gentile married to a Jewish man, I felt like it was directed at me, so we went with “ga-ga” instead). We used the things right from the get-go, when the girls were wee babes. We knew the risks — dependency, buck teeth, etc. — but basically said screw it, we’re playing the twins card here. 

 

However, since the girls were 18 months, we’ve restricted their ga-ga use to naptime, bedtime, and long car trips. Then, a few months ago, Clio quite abruptly announced that she was big girl, and she didn’t want her ga-ga anymore.

 

Elsa, however, shows no sign of giving hers up. She goes for it as soon as she’s upstairs in her room, and will yell for us in the middle of the night if she wakes up and can’t find it. When she’s upset about something, or having a tantrum, she’ll cry for it or go upstairs to her bed and pop it in her mouth.

 

I don’t think she actually sucks on the thing. She appears to just chew it / keep it in her mouth between her teeth. As someone prone to oral fixation myself — I chew gum, I chew pens, and if it weren’t for the health risks, I think I would totally be a smoker — I sympathize. But I feel like at some point we’re going to have to bite the bullet (mm! Bullets!) and take the thing away from her, right? Buck teeth and malformed jaws and stunted emotional growth and all that? 

 

The thing is, it’s going to be really hard. She’s very, very attached to her ga-ga. And she’s going through a weird sort of phase of being uncooperative, doing a lot of “testing.” For example, when it’s bedtime, she’ll lie on the floor and refuse to get up into her bed, smiling mischeviously the whole time, looking for attention. We’re doing a lot of “Elsa, I’m going to count to three…” with her lately. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t. So I feel like this might be a tough time to attempt to lose the ga-ga. Or maybe it’s the perfect time? I have no idea. We probably should have done this when the girls were 6 months old. Sigh.

 

In any case…how to do it? I’ve heard of parents telling their children tales of a fairy who comes and takes pacifiers away and gives them to new babies (It’s magical AND unhygienic!) then leaves a toy or new security object of some kind. Others are more straightforward about it: the kid says bye-bye to their pacifier, throws it away, and that’s the end of it. Maybe they get a reward of some kind for their troubles. I’ve heard of others just spiriting the pacifier away without the child knowing and pretending it’s lost. This feels sort of cruelly dishonest, though. (As opposed to the fairy method, which is at least whimsically dishonest.)

 

So, what say ye, oh wise Babble readers? What has worked (or not) for you, and how bad was it? 
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 Elsa with her ga-ga (and her sister), circa 14 months.
"I’m All Done Sleepin’!" 

Posted by roper on February 1st, 2010 at 3:30 pm 

We’re having one of those spells — as we seem to have every once in a while — where one of the girls is not sleeping well at night. It’s Elsa this time. So forgive me if this post is a little bit groggy

 

First off, she’s fighting bedtime. She doesn’t want to sleep in her bed, she says she can’t sleep, or, ten minutes after we put her to bed, she’ll be at the door, yanking on it (it’s got a childproof knob cover on it, which she can’t maneuver, but this doesn’t stop her from trying), and yelling “I’m all done sleepin’!” Of course she doesn’t seem to have any trouble at all falling asleep if we put her in our bed, which we’ve resorted to a few times recently, moving her into our bed later.

 

I wonder if the fact that she still naps is part of the problem: she just isn’t tired at 7:30, when non-napper Clio is eager to fall into bed (she even asks us to go to bed). But if Elsa doesn’t have her midday nap, she pretty much falls apart by 4:00 pm. The girl lives hard. So it may be time to stagger the girls’ bedtime, but this is tricky since they share a room.

 

But the bedtime end of the issue isn’t really so bad. It’s the waking up in the middle of the night that sucks majorly. Usually she cries first (nightmares?) then cries for her ga-ga and/or her potty wizard (that damned little figurine that was a blessing to us during potty training and is now the bane of our existence) or some other toy or book she’s been particularly attached to that day. One of us goes in, retrieves the necessary object by groping blindly around the floor in the dark, then tries to rub her back and tuck her back in. But usually we get “I’m all done sleepin’!” and an attempt to get up and run out of the room. Sigh.

 

Most of the time, Clio sleeps right through all this, although last night she got into the act, too. It was around 4:20 am (spark it up!) and I’d gone in for the usual Elsa routine, when Clio woke up and started asking for her cookie monster doll. I told her I’d find it, and she said, quite pleasantly, “He’s playing hide and seek with me.” Which was sort of cute and unexpected. (I wonder if she was dreaming about one big muppet game of hide and seek. Fun!) But a quick fumbling search of the immediate area surrounding her bed turned up no cookie monster, and she informed me that cookie monster was, in fact, downstairs. So, 4:23 am (sigh) I’m downstairs fumbling in the dark for freakin’ cookie monster. (Who, as it turns out, is a really good hider.)

 

And, to cap it all off, she’s been waking up earlier than usual in the morning. Now, I realized that we are quite blessed in this area, as our girls typically sleep until between 7 and 7:30. But on Friday, Elsa was up at 5:30, which I consider to be an hour at which human beings who do not work overnight jobs or who are not farmers should in bed, asleep. We brought her into our bed for awhile, where she alternately rested quietly and poked Alastair in the face.

 

At around 6:15 (still too early) I brought her downstairs and installed her on the couch with some milk and dry cereal and told her she could watch absolutely anything she wanted on TV, with hopes that I could catch another 20-30 minutes of shut eye. She chose the “Maria movie” a.k.a. The Sound of Music, which she’s way into of late. I thought: great! A 3-hour movie! Got it going, helicopter shots of the alps, lovely, back to bed. I was on the verge of sleep when I hear Elsa shouting, “Mommy! Maria forgot her hat! She forgot her hat!!” (Sound of Music buffs will remember that after singing The Sound of Music at the beginning of the movie, she leaves her wimple in the meadow and has to run back for it.) 

 

Well, I thought, fuck it, and went downstairs to lie on the couch with her. I dozed, and it wasn’t until somewhere around Liesel announcing that she was sixteen and didn’t need a governess that I heard Clio waking up upstairs. And then, wouldn’t you know it, Elsa wanted to get back in her bed and rest awhile. (Cue comic trumpet sound: wa wa waaa)

 

Ah, kids. Can’t live with ‘em, can’t ship ‘em off to boarding school in Switzerland.

Pro-Choice Parenting 

Posted by roper on February 4th, 2010 at 1:40 pm 

Talk about a provocative title, eh? But fear not — this is not a post about abortion legislation (which I can’t imagine how would really figure into one’s parenting technique anyway).This is about giving your kids choices. Or not. 

 

We’ve found that an extremely effective technique for manipulating — er, managing — the girls is giving them choices. Two, never three. And I’m not just talking strawberry vs. vanilla yogurt or milk vs. juice (although we do that sort of thing, too). I mean the day-to-day stuff that can end up being a headache: 

 

Either you can go right to bed without a story, or you can let mommy have a turn brushing your teeth and have a story. Which one? 

Either you can share with Clio/Elsa, or we can put that toy away for awhile. Which one?

Either you can stop whacking your sister over the head with that plastic horse or you can STOP WHACKING YOUR SISTER OVER THE HEAD WITH THAT HORSE!!!

 

Ahem. There are some times when things are not a choice. In which case we say, as calmly as we can manage, “This is not a choice Clio/Elsa. You need to (stop jumping on the bed / use the potty before we leave the house / put your shoes on / etc.)”  And, we’ve learned recently that we have to be careful with what is a choice and what isn’t. Lately, this sort of thing is far more likely to happen:

 

US:  Elsa, it’s time to get dressed so you can go to school.

ELSA:  No.

[This exchange repeats several times, with us trying various ways to persuade Elsa to get dressed. And then...eventually]

US: Well, listen, you can either get dressed or you can stay here and not go to school.

ELSA: Stay here. 

US: Doh!!

 

And then there are the times when we just let them have their way because it’s not a battle worth fighting. But it can be hard to know what is and isn’t an unimportant battle. We want to be fairly consistent about routines and rules. And at the same time, we don’t want to be rigid. The complicating issue with twins (or any siblings close in age, I would imagine) is that if you make an exception for one of them, you need to be prepared to make an exception for both, or at least have a good way of justifying / explaining / persuading (all very rational verbs, often lost on 3 year olds) why you won’t.

 

And then, sometimes, it just works out fine. Like with Elsa the other night. As I wrote about last time, she’s going through a rocky phase where bedtime is concerned. And on Tuesday night she didn’t want to sleep in her bed. “There’s too much room,” she said. Which seemed like a weird thing to say given that her toddler bed is nice and snug. I sat with her and tried to rub her back to help her fall asleep but she kept trying to climb out of her bed onto the floor. Finally I just let her. 

 

ME: Elsa, do you want to just sleep on the floor.

ELSA: With my ga-ga?

ME: Sure. I’ll get your pillow and a blanket, too. Are you comfy?

ELSA: Yeah. 

CLIO: Is Elsa gonna sleep on the floor?

ME: Yes

CLIO: I’m sleepin’ in my bed. 

ME: That’s good. Sleep tight, sweeties. I love you.

Melt. Down. 

Posted by roper on February 8th, 2010 at 1:10 pm 

Elsa did not have a nap yesterday. This doesn’t happen very often, but every once in a while we miss the window, or there are extenuating circumstances, as was the case yesterday: Clio had had an extremely gruesome potty mishap, on account of not having pulled her tights down far enough before she began doing her business. The mishap itself didn’t phase her in the least. But when I didn’t let her go into her room with me afterward to get her a new pair of underwear, so as not to bother Elsa, who’d just gone down for her nap, she pitched an all-out, really loud tantrum, thus preventing Elsa from falling asleep at all. (Don’t you just love it when your attempts to head off a bad situation end up bringing that bad situation on faster? Like in an episode of Three’s Company?) 

 

For the first hour or so, napless, Elsa was fine. But she began to deteriorate, fast. Soon, she was exhibiting all the classic symptoms of Elsa-without-a-nap Syndrome: Excessive whining, random acts of destruction (Lego castles demolished, fridge magets swept to the floor) and total disregard for the rules of sharing. 

 

By bedtime — which happened very, very early — she was falling apart completely. Dissolving, pretty much. She was rolling around on the floor, using made-up words (Me: “Elsa, come on, get up off the floor, it’s time to brush teeth.” Elsa: “Sassa. Sassa!”) and throwing her weight around (literally) with Clio. At one point, I stepped out of their room for a minute to throw out a tissue (both girls have colds, too) and when I came back, Clio was hobbling around, holding her crotch, wailing “Elsa Pushed me! She hurted my bum bum!” (I’m not entirely clear on the physical details of the assault). 

 

“Elsa,” I said, “did you push Clio?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“Why did you do that?”

“I needed to get to my bed.”

 

I managed to suppress my laughter long enough to tell her that next time she should probably just go around Clio, not through her.  

 

I wonder when Elsa will give up her nap. I’ve worried a little bit lately, given some of her recent, erratic sleep behavior, that she might be transitioning out of it. I really, sincerely hope that isn’t the case, because we are not prepared to handle Total Daughter Dissolution every afternoon and evening. If she wants to keep on napping until kindergarten, it’s fine with me. (Frankly, I think we should all take naps after lunch. The whole world.) She’s always been a very physical kid, and I think she just needs to refuel mid-day in order to keep on chugging along. 

 

And Elsa chugging along can be quite a glorious thing — as evidenced by the photos below, taken at the sound check before one of Alastair’s recent shows. She’s quite the dancer these days. She’s even got a new signature move:

 

All the best ballerinas take naps, right?

Mommylancer 

Posted by roper on February 10th, 2010 at 10:15 pm 

This is my first week of self-employment, and so far I’m loving it. I know, I know, I’m still in the honeymoon phase. It’s no doubt going to be a roller coaster once things get going. There will be times when it may downright suck. But for the moment I’m reveling in this new situation, and patting myself on the back for having the guts to make it happen. (The fact that I’ve got a few projects in the pipeline, of course, makes it that much more palatable! Anyone else out there need a freelance copywriter?) 

 

Yesterday morning, I got the girls dressed, gave them breakfast and took them to preschool. It was pajama day, and all the kids were in their PJ’s and slippers, many clutching stuffed animals. Elsa and Clio elected to bring Ernie and Cookie monster (sometimes re-dubbed cousin Deklan) along with them. Cute city. Some of the other moms and dads introduced themselves to me, and suddenly the kids that the girls had mentioned — Aidan and Lucy and Matthew and Sophia — seemed like real live people. You know, with parents and everything. 

 

Hanging outside the girls’ classroom was a sign up sheet on a red, construction paper heart, for ice cream sundae toppings to bring in for the Valentine’s Day party. And it pleased me to no end to sign up — for rainbow jimmies, specifically. (That’s sprinkles, for you non-New Englanders out there.) I know it’s nutty that such a small thing could give me so much pleasure, but it’s exactly the sort of engaged-with-my-daughters’-daily-life sort of thing I haven’t been able to do much of until now, and exactly the sort of thing I hoped to do more of as a result of this change. The little things. 

 

After that, I came back home and wrote — my stuff, not copywriting stuff – for a good hour and a half. (More me writing time. Check!) And then, for the rest of the day — not counting a quick trip to the gym — I did “work work.” A few times, I took breaks to come down and say hi to the girls, help with the odd snack request or potty break. We haven’t changed our childcare setup, so the work days are still pretty much covered, and I’m free to spend them working. But I’m here. And at the end of the day, when my work is done, I’m here.

 

Today has been similarly well-balanced: writing in the early morning, work mid morning to afternoon, mid-day break to read the girls stories and get Elsa down for her nap. Another break to go downstairs and see what the girls and the babysitter were up to. (They were imaginarily flying to Africa. Lucky.) Now, it’s five o’clock — almost quittin’ time — and I’ll make the gals dinner and put them to bed. 

  

I could get used to this. 

Elsa’s All-Nighter 

Posted by roper on February 13th, 2010 at 3:36 pm 

Elsa’s sleep patterns continue to be wonky, but this week really took the cake: The other night, she was up until 2 FREAKING AM. 

 

I can’t even remember the last time I stayed up until 2 am. Six or seven years ago at some crazy party in grad school? Or maybe New Year’s Eve 1999? And even then I’m sure I was panicking, thinking Oh My God, It’s 2 am!! The sun’s about to come up!! I’m going to be non-functional for the next three days!! 

 

But Elsa. Lordy lordy. It started out the way many evenings have started lately: she fought going to bed, said she wanted to sleep in our bed, then finally ended up asking to sleep on the floor in her room. Fine. No problem. I went downstairs, Alastair and I ate dinner, and started watching a movie. (Jane Eyre — the old one with Joan Fontaine and Orson Welles). But at around 8:30, we hear Elsa upstairs saying she’s all done sleeping. I try sitting and rubbing her back for awhile — no dice. I try putting her in our bed — nope. 

 

Finally, we bring her downstairs and figure she’ll fall asleep on the couch with us. (How interesting can a 1944 black and white movie be to a three-year-old? It was barely interesting to us!) But she was, of course, riveted: Who’s that? What is she doing? That’s a horsie! Is that his dog? Is that a castle? 
 

She eventually seemed to get a little sleepy, so we brought her up to her bed and she was quiet for a good twenty minutes. And then it began again. Finally, at around 10:00, I just decided to go to bed myself (earlier than I would have liked, but fine, whatever) and bring her into our bed in hopes that that she’d sleep. But no. The girl was wired. Literally had the jimmy leg. Like someone had laced her milk with Red Bull. 

 

At midnight, she was still awake. Crawling on our faces, starting up conversations at full voice, saying she wanted to go downstairs. We told her repeatedly she needed to quiet down. We tried ignoring her. We tried rubbing her back and making soothing, shushing noises. No, no and no. Finally, we brought her downstairs with a pillow and a blanket, turned on Sesame Street and hoped she’d fall asleep. Nope. She came back upstairs. We sent her back down and put on another episode. Nope. 

 

It was right around 2:00 that she finally drifted off. Needless to say, she was a complete wreck the next morning at 7:00 when it was time to get up and get ready for school. We woke her up a little bit early from her nap in the afternoon, hoping to avoid another all-nighter, and she did not like that one bit either. She was pretty much toast by around 5:00. Rather, she was the peanut butter on the toast. You could have scraped her up off the floor.

 

We haven’t had a repeat of this insomniac behavior since, but we are trying to cut her naps a bit short in an effort to get her in bedtime synch with Clio (who is out like a light at 7:30). She’s not happy about it. (Toast, peanut butter, scraping.) But it seems to be getting a little bit better.  

 

I now understand why parents are so eager to get their teenage kids up at a reasonable hour on weekend mornings rather than letting them sleep in. (Mine were, anyway). It’s not because they want to spend time with them, or want them to do chores or homework, or simply don’t like the slothful idea of them being in bed until 11:00 am. It’s REVENGE!!

Object Love 

Posted by roper on February 17th, 2010 at 5:19 pm 

Elsa and Clio are in this phase (well, have been for several months)
where they latch onto certain objects for hours or days at a time, and
want to carry them around or have them nearby constantly. And it’s not
just the typical dolls or stuffed animals, (although those certainly
figure in). 

 

A couple of weeks ago, for Elsa, it was a particular library book that she had picked out herself — a funy little book called Little Bird’s ABC,
featuring birds and bird-related actions (including pooping) to
illustrate the alphabet. Elsa brought this book with her everywhere –
in the car, in bed and into the bathroom for potty reading. She tucked
it into her little canvas bag, along with plastic animals and dollhouse
furniture, and carried it around the house. She memorized all the
words. The obsession with the book lasted for a good couple of weeks,
although now the relationship has cooled somewhat. Elsa and the book
are still friends, they still hang out; they’re just not, you know,
madly in love.

 

 

Then, this past weekend, both of the girls became temporarily enamored of a couple of painted wooden boxes with their initials on top, which they’d been given at a Valentine’s Day party. I totally got the appeal: they were pretty and sparkly and personalized, and even had hearts glued inside the lid (bonus!). And you could put all kinds of little stuff in them — stickers and small toys and valentines from classmates at preschool. But I don’t know that I’d really want to sleep with a wooden box next to me on my pillow, which is what the girls did the first two nights they owned them. (It was a two-night stand. Boxes have now been cruelly abandoned, heartbroken and miserable. But it’s probably one of those “for the best” things.) 

 

And just last night, there was Elsa’s Special Drink — a.k.a warm milk in a mug. As usual (usual being the past couple of weeks) Elsa was having trouble sleeping. I decided — per a suggestion by a reader from my post on Elsa’s all-nighter — to give her some warm milk. Not just for the alleged soporific effects, but because I thought that the idea of a special, magical drink, just for her, would placate her. A toddler sleep placebo, if you will. 

 

But when I brought the warm milk back upstairs, Elsa told me that she didn’t want it. She wanted to save it until the morning. I said OK, kissed her goodnight (again) and started to leave. But she stopped me. She wanted me to leave the milk on the dresser for her. I said OK, fine, whatever. As it turned out, even just having her “Special Drink” in the room seemed to please Elsa greatly, and pretty soon she was asleep. Victory! (And I actually remembered to go back in and get the milk later!) 

 

First thing this morning, Elsa woke up saying “I’m ready for my drink now!” So Alastair dutifully went dowstairs, warmed up some new milk, and brought it up to her. But again, she didn’t want to drink it. She wanted to carry it around. The milk, of course, cooled. But Elsa’s ardor for it did not. She carried it downstairs to breakfast with her and kept it next to her on the table. She reluctantly let me move it to the counter when I got out the Play Doh for her and Clio after their breakfast dishes were cleared. But she did not drink it.

 

For all I know, she still hasn’t drunk it. I left to work at a coffee shop (yay for self-employment!) and here I sit while the milk sits at home (I assume) cold and indifferent. If Elsa asks to bring it to bed with her tonight, I’m going to have to draw the line. It’s just too pitiful. But she will, of course, move on to some other object or beverage. I just hope it loves her back. 

The Princess and the Frog and us 

Posted by roper on February 22nd, 2010 at 12:25 pm 

We reached a big milestone for the girls this weekend: their first ever movie (in a theater). We didn’t have anything planned all day Saturday, which sounds like a good thing but is really not when you’ve got two three-year-olds to keep occupied. So a movie seemed like a fun and momentous thing to do. 

 

The kid-friendly options available were Alvin & the Chipmunks, the Squeakquel (No. Just…no) and The Fantastic Mr. Fox (we actually really wanted to see this, but heard it wasn’t quite appropriate for very little kids) and The Princess and the Frog — which is Disney, of course, and a princess movie, no less, and regular readers know how I feel about the Disney princesses. But we were really jazzed about this movie idea, and I’d actually heard and read pretty good things about Frog, so we went. I know, I know. I’m the world’s biggest hypocrite.

 

But here’s the thing: it was actually pretty good. The main character, Tiana, is much more focused on opening a restaurant than finding a husband. In fact, she’s such a workaholic that she doesn’t take time for love or friendships or having a good time. The love interest, prince something-or-other with the typical Disney prince jaw (i.e. square and enormous) gets dressed down by Tiana for being a conceited playboy. There are various complications, they both turn into frogs for a while, meet some talking animals, yada yada yada, and they end up married and running a restaurant together. 

 

Oh, and all of this happens in jazz-era New Orleans, so there’s lots of good music. And it’s about time there was a mainstream kids’ movie with a black, female main character, so that’s cool, too. I’m sure one could analyze the movie to death on its handling of race, class, stereotyping, etc., but I’ll leave that to the people with more time on their hands for such things. From my point of view, the only questionable choices were the depictions of voodou and of Cajun culture.  

 

But enough about the movie. The more important question: did Elsa and Clio dig it? Well…I think they were a little overwhelmed, for starters. We’d prepped them ahead of time and told them what to expect, but the darkness, the big screen, the giant pictures were still a lot for their little brains to process. And then there was the problem of the scary folding seats, which they weren’t quite heavy enough to hold down. (Solution: put our coats on the seats and have the girls sit on top.) 

 

Elsa was pretty much mesmerized right from the get-go, but about twenty minutes into the movie Clio whispered to me that she wanted to go home and go to bed. She ended up sitting in my lap “sleeping” for most of the movie — sometimes with her head on my shoulder looking away from the screen, sometimes looking toward it. 

 

As is the case in pretty much every Disney movie, there were some intense / scary parts (in this case: alligators, voodou, demonic shadows) and at one point we did take Clio out of the theater for a few minutes. The music got menacing and she proclaimed quite loudly and emphatically, “I want to go home and go to bed!” But she came back. And, in fact, neither of the girls seemed particularly traumatized. I actually wonder if they might have been more spooked if they were a little bit older. 

 

And so far (knock on wood) no requests for movie-related paraphernalia, costumes, toys, etc. Again, I think they’re too young and innocent to make the merchandising connection, whereas if they were four or five it might be a different story. And judging by our conversations after the movie, the whole princess/romance aspect of the story was lost on them. For them, it was all about the talking frogs, alligators and fireflies. 

 

Phew. 

 

Strokes of Parenting Genius 

Posted by roper on February 24th, 2010 at 1:05 pm 

You ever have those inspired ideas for entertaining / feeding / managing your kids that pop up seemingly out of nowhere? I have had a few over the past week, and they do wonders to help me rationalize (or at least not feel too guilty about) the times when I’m a totally lazy parent, resorting to Blue’s Clues, mac and cheese and time-outs. I present them for you below. And I realize these aren’t revolutionary, and you may have done these yourselves, but I’m going to pat myself on the back anyway. Pat pat.

 

1. Dippin’ Dinner.
I wanted to make something for dinner for the girls beyond the usual chik’n nugget – pasta rotation (not that they mind the repetition) – but needed to do it fast, as it was getting late. At first, I was going to just give them hummus on pita, but as I was reaching for the hummus, I saw that we had a half-full, not-yet-brown container of guacomole, and I thought: hey, let’s make this a little more interesting, shall we?

 

I cut the pita bread into wedges and popped it into the toaster oven to crisp it up a little, then put out bowls of hummus, guacomole, salsa, plain yogurt and applesauce (why not?) for the girls to dip the wedges into. It had the novelty factor as well as the delicious / nutritious factor. The girls didn’t quite get the idea that the bowls of dipping substances were meant to be shared, so I eventually had to divide them so each of them had their own set of dips. And neither of them liked the salsa. But they definitely had fun. And made a complete mess.

 


[image: image3] 

Note random size 3T jeans on chair. I have no idea why they’re there. 
 

2. Gluestick + Scissors + Vogue = art! 

I don’t know why we didn’t do this earlier. I went out and got a couple of gluesticks — the kind that go on colored and dry clear — and cut a bunch of pictures out of some old Vogues (the subscription was free with something I bought on Amazon, lest you think I am that glamorous) and let the girls glue them onto pieces of construction paper. You’d be surprised how much interesting collage material you can find in a Vogue; it’s not all miserable-looking models in bizarre clothes, though those can make for very good collage fodder, too.

 

Elsa took a minimalist approach to her collaging: just a few clippings per page, all scribbled over with even more glue. (Maybe I won’t get the colored gluesticks next time.) Clio went for sheer volume, piling as many clippings (“stickers” as she called them) on the page as she possibly could, in layers. A must-have scrunchy boot, partially covered by Roger Federer, partially covered by a chihuahua, juxtaposed with a Tiffany key necklace, peeking out from behind Heidi Klum. It was groundbreaking. And kept them busy for, like, an hour.

 

3. Booklight Magic
As regular readers know, we’ve been having some trouble with getting Elsa to sleep at night. Because she naps, and Clio doesn’t, she’s not ready to go to bed at 7:30, when Clio is more than ready to konk out. The fact that they share a room complicates matters. And we don’t want to have to do the whole bedtime routine twice, thanks very much. But the other night, I thought of a solution to be filed under “Why didn’t I think of that sooner?” I gave Elsa my booklight — it’s the kind that can stand up on its own – and a few books, so she could read without disturbing Clio. It was a gamble; Clio could have asked to read, too, but she didn’t. 

 

After Elsa got through her books, she asked for some more, and I gave them to her, but said that after she was done with those, it was lights out. She finished her books, asked for more (of course) but didn’t put up a fight when I told her no. She was asleep within minutes. Behold the power of literature and a few AA batteries!

 

So, come on, you know you want to toot your own horn. What’s your latest stroke of parenting genius? If I end up stealing any of them, I will report back here and give you full credit. 

 

Imaginary Backlash 

Posted by roper on February 26th, 2010 at 1:35 pm 

Imaginative play is a good thing, yes? We’ve all been told this ad nauseum. It’s an important part of our children’s cognitive development. It encourages creativity and problem-solving skills and world peace and whatever else. Plus, it’s basically free! You don’t need fancy toys or batteries — just give a kid a stick and a cardboard box, and they’ll turn them into a boat, a dragon, a zoo, a French restaurant. Sky’s the limit.

 

One of my favorite things about having kids this age is listening to, watching and participating in their imaginative play. But sometimes, I swear to God, their lively imaginations are a royal pain in the tuchus. Do any of these scenarios sound familiar to anyone else out there?

 

– Your child tells you (at the top of her lungs) to stop talking on the phone because her baby doll is sleeping.

 

– Your child will not come and brush her teeth because she needs to finish cooking the pickle and raisin pancake she’s making for you or else it will get “burneded.” 

 

– Your child has a fit because you move her Ernie doll aside to sit down on a chair and drink your coffee but ERNIE WAS SITTIN’ THERE WAITING FOR THE DOCTOR TO COME FIX HIM!!

 

– Your children get into a shouting match because one of them insists
that the brown horsey is the mommy and the dragon is the daddy, while
the other is quite certain that the dragon is the mommy and the horsey is
the daddy. 

 

– Your children get into a shouting match because one of them takes an (imaginary) bite of the other’s (imaginary) ice cream without asking. And then the one whose ice cream was stolen reaches into the thief’s mouth to get it back, hurting her in the process. 

 

It’s like living inside a surrealist painting where if horsey = mommy, then pancake = pickle. Dragon? Yes. Ice cream, Ernie. Ice cream.

The Von Moock Family Singers? 

Posted by roper on March 2nd, 2010 at 3:19 pm 

Since Alastair’s first album for kids came out a few months ago, we’ve been bringing Elsa and Clio to a lot of his shows. Needless to say, it’s a really fun thing to do with them, and they have a blast singing and dancing along.

 

There’s just one tiny problem: the girls don’t quite yet fully grasp the fact that there’s a difference between Daddy playing a show and Daddy sitting in the living room messing around on the guitar. It’s not quite as bad if there’s an actual stage, and the girls can’t physically get close to Alastair to try to talk to him / grab his legs / make song requests. 

 

But if he’s on the same level as them, as has been the case at some recent shows at Twinkle Star — a baby/kids boutique in Cambridge — things get kind of kooky. I have to physically restrain the girls (mostly wild child Elsa) from folding his set lists / lyric crib sheets into “presents,” asking him for a snack, or sitting on his guitar case (which they’re not allowed to do at home, either, dammit.) It’s distracting for him and (I suspect) a little annoying for the other people in the audience. Of course we tell the gals over and over again before and during performances that Daddy’s working, it’s a show, and they can’t talk to him or sit on his lap — it’s different from home. Eventually it will sink in. But it hasn’t quite happened yet. 

 

On the upside, the girls are pretty much the awesomest band dancers you could ask for. Elsa is pretty much always front and center, dancing up a storm and singing along. (Sometimes–increasingly, actually–Clio will get her groove on, too.) Again, though ometimes it’s hard (for me) to know when it’s cute and when it’s a little bit inappropriate or even obnoxious  — not on the girls’ part, mind you, but on my part for allowing it. It can detract from what’s happening on stage, and people didn’t come to see my kids dance, after all. So, I guess the lines are a little blurry for me, too. 

 

Anyway, here’s Elsa (right) and her pal Marlie go-go dancing next to the stage at one of Alastair’s recent shows at Club Passim. (I’m the one in the foreground with hair that needs cutting and Clio on my lap. The fella next to me is Marlie’s dad.) 
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But the boundary issue aside, I must say that I love love love that the girls are being exposed to so much music. They seem to really love it. Alastair’s  been very good about promoting their musical education in other ways as well: He makes awesome mix CDs, combining both adult and kids music that he thinks they’ll like, in an effort to broaden their horizons. Currently, Elsa’s favorites are “Mail Myself To You” and “Amos Moses.” Clio is a major fan of Dizzy Gillespie’s “Salt Peanuts” and “Gone gone gone,” as performed by Allison Kraus and Robert Plant on “Raising Sand.” 

 

The gals are also becoming pros at identifying which instruments are playing. (Clio informed me today that she wants a drum for Hanukkah, a trumpet for Christmas, and a saxophone for her birthday.) And Elsa’s got a mind like a steel trap when it comes to lyrics. As for me, I’m quite a good harmony singer, if I do say so myself. (Deep dark geeky secret: I was in an a cappella group in college). So, maybe someday we can all go on the road together. The Von Moock family singers, anyone?

 

Remnants of babydom 

Posted by roper on March 4th, 2010 at 8:40 pm 

I know that every kid and every family is different, and it’s not necessarily fruitful to compare your children’s progress or their daily routines to those of other kids. But sometimes I just can’t help wondering: are there areas where we’re behind the curve? I’m thinking of a few things in particular:

 

1. Dinner for two.
Ever since the girls were eating solid food, we’ve fed them dinner separately from when we feed ourselves. Currently, we give them dinner between 5:30 and 6:30 — when they are more than ready to eat, but we’re not really — then put them to bed at 7:30 or so, and eat our own dinner at a very continental 8:00 or 8:30. We tend to make the girls very simple, three-year-old friendly stuff like pasta, chicken nuggets, mac-n-cheese, etc., so it’s not a big deal to make two dinners. And we get to enjoy a quiet meal by ourselves — one that’s hot out of the oven or off the stove, not warmed up from earlier. 

 

But I know that this can’t last forever.  At some point the girls are going to have to learn how to deal with “grown-up” food and sit at the (grown-up) table for more than three minutes. And eventually their bedtime will need to migrate into the 8:00 – 8:30 realm. I fear that time is going to be here before long. And it makes me sad.

 

2.  Sippy cups
When are you supposed to stop using these? I mean, our girls are capable of drinking from a regular cup. They just aren’t capable of not knocking it over within two minutes of us putting it down on the table for them. So, we stick with sippy and straw cups, which are more portable, anyway. Are we stunting our children’s social growth? Should we insist on their using “big girl” cups and assume that greater caution and coordination will follow? 

 

3. Er…hygienic supervision
I’m a little embarrassed to even ask this but, hell, that’s never stopped me before: at what point are you supposed to let your kids wipe themselves after they go to the bathroom? We are sort of kind of starting to let the girls take care of this when they pee, but I never have the sense they’re doing a very good job. And they’re really not very adept at pulling small quantities of toilet paper off the roll. As for number two, we handle that entirely. With flushable wet wipes for good measure. It’s hard for me to believe they’ll be even remotely capable of this delicate job on their own before they’re in kindergarten. Any insights on this one? Wait, don’t tell me….it all depends on your child(ren). Whatever works for you. 

 

 



Our 100 Decibel Children 

Posted by roper on March 8th, 2010 at 1:30 pm 

I think my daughters are exceptionally loud children. When I tell people this, they usually, politely say “well, all kids are loud.” But I’m telling you, mine are louder than average, at least in comparison to the other children of similar age that I have observed. Which is a little weird, since I don’t think Alastair and I are particularly loud people. 

 

Clio, in particular, seems to think that talking = projecting at the top of your lungs. I always think of that scene in Austin Powers where he’s just been un-frozen, and he says “I’m having trouble controlling THE VOLUME OF MY VOICE!!” That’s Clio in a nutshell. (Help! I’m in a nutshell! How did I get into this bloody great big nutshell?) 

 

Elsa is actually not that loud when she’s on her own, but when she and Clio are together in the same room (which is the grand majority of the time), she has to bring her volume level up to compete. And herein lies the crux of the problem: competition. The two of them are constantly talking over each other in an attempt to win our attention or response and/or have their needs met. And being three-year-olds they need to be responded to / get what they want NOW.

 

So the average breakfast, for example, might sound something like this:

 

I WANT WAFFLES!! MAY I PLEASE HAVE WAFFLES PLEASE? MOMMY PLEASE CAN I HAVE SOME MILK? I WANT WAFFLES, PLEEEESE? MILLLLLLK PLEEEEASE!!! CAN I HAVE SYRUP ON MY WAFFLES? NO THE BLUE CUP NOT THE PINK ONE! NO CLIO’S IS THE  ORANGE ONE! ARE YOU MAKIN’ THE WAFFLES? I WANT SYRUP PLEEEEASE? CAN YOU CUT MY WAFFLE UP? NO NOT THAT WAY! HEY LOOK, MOMMY, THE KITTY WANTS HER BREF-EKS! I WANT MORE SYRUP. CAN YOU CUT MY WAFFLE TOO PLEASE MOMMY? NO THAT’S NOT WHAT I SAID!! THANK YOU!! THANK YOU!! MAY I HAVE MORE MILK PLEASE? MOMMY, I SAID THANK YOU!! NOW YOU SAY ‘YOU’RE WELCOME.’ SAY ‘YOU’RE WELCOME’! I WANT MORE WAFFLES!!! PLEASE MAY I HAVE ANOTHER WAFFLE PLEASE MOMMY? MOMMY ARE YOU GIVING THE KITTY HER BREF-EKS? I WANT ANOTHER WAFFLE! I SAID ARE YOU GIVIN’ THE KITTY HER BREF-EKS, MOMMY? IS THAT YOUR COFFEE? MOMMY WHY ARE YOU CLOSING YOUR EYES? ARE YOU NOT FEELING WELL, MOMMY? LOOK, MOMMY, MY WAFFLE LOOKS LIKE A MOON! MOMMY, MY WAFFLE LOOKS LIKE A MOON, TOO! MORE MILK, PLEASE!!* 

 

And in between (well, under) all the yelling, there is also me attempting to respond to everything (without raising my voice, if possible), feeling like I’m doing mental and lingual calisthetics, which really is not easy at 7:30 in the morning. Honestly, I feel like having children has given me a speech impediment. I literally can’t get the words out sometimes. I’ll be trying to say “First I’m going to put the waffles in the toaster and then I’ll get you your milk sweetie,” and it ends up coming out (once I can actually get it out): “I’m waffles to toaster, and thig I’m your…I’ll give your milk next, after.” 

 

And it’s stressful as all hell. The constant noise, the constant
pressure to respond — it’s exhausting and infuriating and makes me (and
Alastair) really, really yearn for a glass of wine and a quiet evening
at the end of the days. Which, as I mentioned in my last post, is part
of why we still eat our own dinner after the kids go to bed….to be
able to have one meal where we can actually converse and enjoy the food.
(CAN YOU POUR ME A GLASS OF WINE, HONEY, PLEEEESE? NO, THAT’S A RED
WINE GLASS! WE’RE DRINKING SAUVIGNON BLANC! I WANT A WHITE WINE GLASS!!
CAN I HAVE MORE TILAPIA PLEASE? IS THERE MORE TILAPIA? NO! DON’T PUT IT
ON MY PLATE THERE!! I WANTED IT OVER HERE NEXT TO THE ASPARAGUS!!!)  

 

Anyway, we are working on it. Talking about inside voices, one at a time, being patient, etc. But it doesn’t seem to be SINKING IN YET!

 

 

*Note that I intentionally made this passage go on for longer than necessary, to make you feel the pain.
Yakfest 2010 

Posted by roper on March 10th, 2010 at 3:59 pm 

This is a post about puking. I won’t go into the super-gory details, of course, but I know that some people are very sensitive to this sort of thing, as in, it triggers nausea and a gag reflex. So, I’m just warning you. Also, if you think I’m immature and silly because I find puke funny (which, for some reason, I do — although not when actually depicted, like that pie eating contest scene in Stand By Me, because in that case it grosses me out) then, well, I understand completely.

 

So, last week, in the middle of the night, Elsa woke up crying that her pillow was wet. I thought maybe she’d wet the bed, as she has a habit of spinning around in the course of the night, or perhaps she’d drooled excessively. But the “wet” was actually of the vomitous variety. I chalked it up to a fluke at first (maybe she was having a really gross dream?) but a half hour later — more of the same. 

 

The girl had never actually thrown up before — not counting baby spit up. And the worst part about throwing up when you’re a little kid is that you really don’t understand what’s going on. What is this terrible occurrence wherein foul-tasting stuff is coming out of your throat, in the most violent of ways? (I’m sure this is how they articulate it to themselves, too, don’t you think?) 

 

I actually have a strong memory of being sick to my stomach when I was three or four. I remember the yellow, footed pajamas I was wearing, and having to change them in the middle of the night. I remember a white, plastic basin that my mother brought to my bed, and feeling like the basin itself was making me even more sick by its — I don’t know — basin-ness. Maybe it smelled plasticky. I remember that the whole thing was just — awful.

 

Anyway, Elsa spent the next four hours in our bed with us, alternately throwing up and sleeping fitfully. Many towels were employed. It was not a good night. (Although, it’s interesting — dealing with your kids’ throw-up isn’t nearly as awful as you’d think it would be. Not for me, anyway.) 

 

In the morning, we braced ourselves for the seemingly inevitable fact that Clio would get sick, and most likely we would, too. Stomach bugs are like that. But — miracle of miracles — none of us seemed to catch it. We were in the clear! 

 

Until four days later, when Clio, out of nowhere, puked all over the living room floor. (Amazingly, on the hardwood, as opposed to on the rug where most unwanted substances inevitably land.) To add insult to injury, the cat proceeded to throw up in the precise location Clio had, right after I’d cleaned up. Tra la la.

 

The next time Clio yakked, I was holding her. She made that fire-swamp-like, pre-puke, clicking sound and I scrambled to put her down, but she threw up right as I was doing this, spattering the contents of her stomach all over the hallway, my jeans and Elsa, who was standing nearby. Elsa started crying. I went off to find a towel, yelling “Nobody move! Everyone stay right where you are!” which is, of course, a totally useless thing to say to toddlers. Meanwhile, Elsa’s still crying, I’m trying to tell her everything’s OK, Clio’s crying for me to change her shirt (of course, neat freak that she is, she’s more concerned with her clothes being messy than with the trauma of throwing up.) And the hallway looks like a crime scene. Very Dexter-like, except with barf instead of blood. (Oh MY this is a nasty post, isn’t it??)

 

The next time (I promise, this is the last one I’ll describe) Clio and I were sitting side by side in our La-z-boy and I was doing something on my laptop while she and Elsa were watching Mary Poppins. This time when I heard the fire-swamp sounds, my first priority was getting my laptop to safety. (Screw the La-z-boy. I’d love to replace the damned thing, we just haven’t had a good reason yet.) But the main thing that got soaked were Clio’s and my jeans. So, she’s screaming “My pants are all wet! I want new pants!” and I’m trying to comfort her by saying “Yes, we’ll get you new pants! And look, my pants are all wet, too! Isn’t that funny? Gross! We’ve got gross pants!” This actually got a smile out of her.

 

But wait — there’s more. As we watched the Academy Awards that night, Alastair started feeling sick. We hoped it was just all the close-up shots of that arrogant bastard James Cameron but knew that it probably wasn’t. I, however, still felt fine. Until 2:00 a.m. when I began yakking. Good Lord. The next 24 hours were the worst. Alastair and I both felt like hell, Clio did, too (though at least she wasn’t throwing up anymore) and Elsa had decided to be an extra whiney brat just to make things even more difficult. Being sick and having to take care of your kids is just so lousy. It’s actually a little better when they’re sick, too, because at least they’re a bit more subdued. But still. No rest for the weary. And achey and nauseated and exhausted.

 

But now, Yakfest 2010 has come to a close. As of yesterday, all of us were eating solid food and functioning more or less normally. And I’m feeling a little nostalgic about the whole thing. Just kidding!

 

And now, for something completely different — and guaranteed puke-free — I wanted to let y’all know that I have (finally!) set up a fan page on Facebook for Baby Squared. I’ll post an update each time I publish a new post here, plus the occasional bit of bonus material and pictures. So if you feel like it, become a fan. I’m looking forward to putting faces to the names of regular commenters.

 

You can also follow me on Twitter, though my posts there are not exlusively Baby Squared-related. (And note that my handle there is JaneRoper. Someone else has recently started an impostor Baby Squared blog — imitation is the sincerest form of…annoying me? — and uses the handle BabySquared on twitter. Don’t be fooled!) 

 

OK, end of shameless self-promotion and puke stories. 

Won’t you please get dressed? Please? 

Posted by roper on March 12th, 2010 at 9:06 pm 

What is it with three-year-olds and getting dressed? I know this is a common problem with kids this age, and we are right in the thick of it. Yes sirree. Lately it’s like pulling teeth — extraordinarily large teeth in extremely healthy gums — to get Elsa and Clio to get out of their pajamas and into their clothes. (And sometimes the reverse, too.) They run and hide, they curl up on their beds, they wiggle away, they whine and shout. 

 

And I should preface this by saying that I really don’t care
if they
want to stay in their PJs if we’re just staying home. But I’m not willing to take them out of the house in pajamas. I know that some parents do let their kids wear their PJs out, and that’s cool. Whatever works. Lord knows there may come a time when I break down, say screw it, and let my girls do the same. But I’m old fashioned and uptight enough that I want to avoid it. 

 

It used to be that we could entice the girls to get dressed by letting them choose their own clothes, but the novelty of that seems to have worn off. They’re not interested in trying to undress and dress themselves unassisted either. Occasionally making it into a game of some kind works. One commenter on this recent post shared her clever “Dressing Dragon” technique, which I’ve tried a few times (Rrroooaaar! I’m the dressing dragon!!!). But even that doesn’t always get the job done. 

 

More “disciplinary” type approaches aren’t terribly useful either. If I take away whatever toy or book they’re playing with, they’ll move on to something else. Counting to three has no power over them in this context, because what am I going to do if they don’t comply: hold them down and wrench their clothes off of them? They are strong and wily, like jungle cats. And I really don’t like forcefully taking off my children’s clothes anyway. Though God knows I’ve done it a few times, in desperation.

 

Meanwhile, I can’t exactly threaten to leave them behind by themselves if they don’t get dressed. (I’m going to the grocery store, girls! Be good! And remember not to fall down the stairs!) Telling them that we’re running late is completely useless as they have little to no concept of how time works. And saying “fine, then we won’t go anywhere” is fine if we really don’t have to be anywhere. But what if I was really, really, really excited about taking them out to the playground or library or some other non-essential outing just because I’m bored to fucking tears of being inside the house!!!??   

 

What exactly is their problem with getting dressed, anyway? Are they cold? Modest? They fear change? They’re just lazy? I wonder if it’s sort of like the way I feel about folding laundry: it seems so completely unappealing and tedious, so I put it off and put it off and can’t bring myself to get started. But once I finally suck it up and start folding, it’s really not that bad. 

Anyway, now you know why in so many of the pictures I post here, like the one below, the girls are wearing their pajamas. But they’re not outside our house, by God! 

 

Ga-ga Gone? 

Posted by roper on March 15th, 2010 at 8:27 pm 

Yesterday, the inevitable happened: Elsa’s beloved doggie ga-ga — a.k.a. her binky — bit the dust. That is, she bit the tip off. (You mean she bit ya? No her dog. Oh, she bit her dog, eh?) So, suddenly she had nothing to sink her teeth into or suck on, rendering the thing more or less useless to her. 

 

“Fix it, mommy!” she cried. But I couldn’t, of course, and there was no Zu-zu’s petals type wizardry to be performed here. (I’m still wondering where, exactly, the piece that she bit off is. We may, er, see it at some point today or tomorrow…) 

 

Then she asked if we could buy a new one at the store, and I had to think fast. I told her that we bought that ga-ga when she was a little baby (true) and now she was a big girl (also true) and the store we got it at only sells ga-ga’s to little babies, not to big girls (true in some parallel universe somewhere). Amazingly, she bought it.

 

Her next hope was that Daddy could make her a new one. Which is ridiculous, because if anyone could make her a new anything it would be me. I’m much more resourceful. She wanted to go ask him right then, but he was asleep at the time — it was early Sunday morning, his turn to sleep in — and I told her she’d have to wait. She replied, tearfully, “But I’ll be very quiet!!” 

 

I was almost on the verge of tears myself, the poor child was so upset. But in a way, I was glad that this decision had been made for us. We’ve been wondering exactly when and how to give up the ga-ga, and were feeling a bit stymied by the whole thing. Now, we had no choice. So, I told Elsa that sometimes, when big girls put their ga-gas under their pillows at night, they turned into big-girl toys. 

 

“OK,” she said, still sobbing, but clearly trying very hard to be brave. “I’ll try that.”

 

Bedtime last night did not go well, but I think this was more a function of it being late and her being overtired; we tried to keep them up a little later than usual, given the whole daylight savings mess (whoever came up with that concept definitely did not have small children). Elsa didn’t cry for her ga-ga, but put it under her pillow as instructed. Clio put hers under her pillow, too, though she hadn’t actually used the thing in months. (She announced one day back in September that she was a big girl, and ga-gas were for babies. End of discussion.)

 

Before I went to bed, I retrieved from the attic a pair of very big-girl dolls I’d been saving for this very occasion. They were a gift from their Grandma Jaycee at Christmas 2008 that I’d squirreled away, thinking them just a little too nice to be set upon by a pair of then barely two-year-olds. They’re these very cool dolls called Karito Kids (specifically, the sort of floppy cloth versions of “Ling” and “Pita”) and conveniently, one is dressed in yellow like Clio’s (duck) ga-ga and one in red like Elsa’s dog ga-ga. 

 

Today, the girls woke up and found the dolls:

 

“My ga-ga did magic!” Clio said. 

 

“My ga-ga turned into a girl!” said Elsa.

 

The ga-ga’s are now in my top dresser drawer, but I’m going to have to find a place for them up in the attic, where I can be sure the girls won’t find them until they’re at least seven or eight. (I like to think they’ll believe in magic until then. Perhaps I’m naive.) We’ll see how bedtime goes tonight. I should note that Elsa did not nap either yesterday or today, which may or may not have to do with the death of the ga-ga. But she’s been skipping naps now and then for the past couple of weeks, so who knows. 

 

Here’s hoping lovely, long-legged Ling the Karito kid will help spirit her off to big-girl dreamland tonight.  

 

  

 Goodbye, ole boy.
Back to diapers?? 

Posted by roper on March 18th, 2010 at 1:45 pm 

Well, we’ve got ourselves a little situation here: For the past week and change, our heretofore (!) potty-trained Elsa has been going in her pants pretty much every day — and I’m talkin’ #2 here. I’ve been debating whether or not to blog about this because it seemed a little personal somehow — not that I’ve ever held back on the subject of my children’s bowel movements before. But, well, I don’t know. I do try to restrain myself occasionally. 

 

Then, yesterday, Alastair specifically asked me to blog about this — which he’s never done before — because he wanted your advice / interpretations. So, I’m oversharing (yet again) with the hope that you will come to our aid once again, as you so often have. 

 

I know that this kind of regression does happen from time to time. And since we did have trouble with Elsa and #2 when we were first potty training (see the infamous “fear of poop” post) I guess it’s not entirely surprising that this is happening. Things have never been perfect in poopland for Elsa. She has a few times gotten into patterns where she goes while she’s sleeping (which somebody once told me isn’t physically possible, but I’m not sure I believe them). And she still occasionally gets constipated sometimes, but not lately.

 

This is different. The kid will just be toodling along, doing a puzzle or reading a book to her toy donkey (yes) or making a “present” by crushing several pieces of construction paper together (she’s so totally Harvard-bound, my kid) and all of a sudden we hear “Poopy! Poopy!” She’ll head for the potty, but it’s waaaaay too late for that. And it doesn’t seem to upset her in the least, the way it used to when she had accidents.  

 

The question is, why? We figure she must be reacting to something. But we can’t pinpoint anything specific. There haven’t been any major changes in her world. No new routines or instability. This all started before she bid adieu to her ga-ga, so it can’t be that. She was sick the week before last, but it began before that, too. 

 

I will say, however, that Elsa has been a bit of a challenge lately behavior-wise. We’ve had trouble getting her to get in bed and stay there, she’s a nightmare when it comes to getting dressed, and it’s just generally been a challenge getting her to listen and do what we ask. We even got a report from one of her preschool teachers recently that she’d had a “not-so-good day” — throwing books and grabbing toys away from Clio and generally being a hellian. She’s also not napping as consistently lately, which may be partially to blame for all this. 

 

On the other hand, she has hours and even whole days when she’s a total delight. It feels like her verbal skills have recently kicked up a notch, and she’s very into reading, either to herself or to her “friends” (of the donkey persuasion and otherwise). She’s also recently started saying “I love you,” which, of course, totally turns my heart to mush even if she probably doesn’t really know what it means. (Clio also went through a major “I love you” phase a few weeks ago. Mush city).  

 

So, who knows what’s going on with Elsa’s rear end. We’re at a loss, and not quite sure how to deal with it. We’ve done lots of “talking about it” and are back in the habit of asking her frequently if she needs to go. We’re also trying to ply her with promises of rewards when she goes on the potty — just like old times:

 

Last night she was doing a weird sort of hold-it-in dance and I did what I used to do, back in potty training days: I took her pants and underpants off and let her pace around like a lunatic, just hoping she’d make it to the pot on time. She did. And she got a piece of chocolate for her efforts. (I knew that old Halloween candy we’ve been keeping around would eventually come in handy!) Perhaps this approach — maybe in combo with the magnet chart — will work. 

 

Of course, if you’ve got other ideas — or pop psychology theories — we’d love to hear ‘em. 

Accidents will happen 

Posted by roper on March 22nd, 2010 at 1:40 pm 

It was quite the weekend in the Baby Squared household. On Saturday morning — warm and sunny — while I was hanging out with the girls, Alastair was downstairs in the basement doing some cleaning and organizing, good man. Alas, he made the fateful mistake of trying to brush a bit of the rust off our old dinosaur of an oil tank. Next thing we know, black gold (well, it was actually sort of pinkish) starts spurting out of the thing like someone just took a machine gun to it. And of course, the leaks were happening right at the bottom of the tank. And, of course, the thing was 3/4 full.  

 

So, Alastair’s down in the basement like the Dutch boy with his finger in the dike, I’m running around trying to get him rags and buckets while simultaneously calling our oil company and trying to explain to the girls that, no, we are not going to go to the playground as planned, because mommy and daddy are trying to deal with a problem, and they need to stop asking about the playground and stop asking for juice and stop fighting over where on the living room rug your baby dolls want to sleep, I will get you your juice in a minute, we just have a bit of a crisis, and mommy and daddy are a little bit tense. Do you know what tense means? It means we are a little bit scared and a little bit sad and angry because something bad is happening — but no! Not too bad, you don’t have to be scared. Just please. Please stop asking to go to the playground. And please, Clio, please stop taking Elsa’s baby. And no, Elsa, please do not come down into the basement. Yes, that’s very nice that you want to bring daddy a paper towel, and I know you’re trying to help but just…please….

 

Household calamities involving flammable liquids + two three-year-olds = really not a great mix. 

 

After half an hour and two calls to our oil company with no call back from a service person, I said screw this, and called the fire department — which I should have probably done in the first place. A fire truck pulled up in front of our house approximately 30 seconds later. It was just a few guys at first, but then the deputy fire chief showed up, and then another whole truck. I think there must have been eight firefighters there at one point. They did a lovely job, helping to slow the leak and clean up the oil that had spilled. But there was also a lot of just standing around and chatting and laughing and asking us questions about our house (so, who did that roofing job? really nice!). I think they were all really psyched to get out of the station on a warm, sunny Saturday, and were in no hurry to leave. 

 

Of course, it was entertaining for us, as well. The girls and I hung out in the backyard, escaping the oil fumes and watching the action, playing in the sandbox, eating PB+J. One of the firefighters was very sweet with the girls. He asked them how old they were, and Elsa said, “Actually, we’re three.” (“actually” is a popular word with them these days. Though they don’t actually use it correctly all the time.) Then she added: “And actually, we’re twins.” This was, actually, the first time we’d ever heard either one of them make overt reference to the fact that they’re twins. Very interesting!  

 

Seeing all the fireman – toddler bonding that was going on, I asked the firefighter if maybe I could take a picture of the girls with him. He suggested that I take a picture of the girls on the truck, which was what I was hoping he’d say (heh heh). So, I got this choice pic of Elsa driving the ladder engine. Clio did not care to have her picture taken on or near the truck. But, if you look carefully, you will see that she is, in fact, visible in the photo. (Totally a happy accident. A little cute, a little sad.)
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Eventually the oil company showed up and pumped out the old tank. God knows how much this whole fiasco is going to cost us — not to mention the cost of a new oil tank. (If we don’t end up switching to gas, that is.) I don’t even want to think about it. But it could have been a whole lot worse — like, the tank could have busted open and leaked all over the place without us knowing it had happened, and it would have been a nightmare.

 

And speaking of the other sorts of leaks that have been happening around here — namely in Elsa’s pants — things sort of came to a head a few days ago. She was basically not asking to use the potty at all, just peeing and pooping in her pants constantly. We started getting very serious about watching her body language and bringing her to the bathroom when she started doing “the dance,” and we reinstituted a sticker chart, like in the potty training days of yore (i.e. October). We are not out of the woods yet, but at least it feels like we’re doing something.

 

The moral(s) of this story: replace your old oil tank, thank your local firefighter, and never underestimate the power of stickers.

 

Breast Obsessed 

Posted by roper on March 25th, 2010 at 1:30 am 

One of the things that’s interesting to me about having daughters (as opposed to the things that scare me to death about it) is the whole “body bonding” thing. You know, we’ve got the same anatomy and all, and they’ll look to me for answers (to some extent) about what’s going on with their bodies at various phases. And I hope I’ll be able to provide the answers they need, or, at the very least, instill in them healthy feelings toward their bodies and their girl/woman-ness on a physical level. 

 

All right, all right, I’ll cut to the chase: Clio is obsessed with my boobs.

 

Perhaps “obsessed” is  too strong a word. But she has been taking a very keen interest in them lately. When she sees me changing, she stares pointedly and thoughtfully in the direction of my chest. And a few times lately, sitting beside me or on my lap, she’s sort of
just put her hands on or near my breasts, and looked up at me with this
very serious, questioning expression on her face. Like she’s really
curious about what these things are, but she’s not sure if it’s OK to
touch them, or what.

 

Generally, I’ve responded by saying something silly and
overly-formal sounding like “those are my breasts, and you’ll have them when you grow up,” because I feel like
that’s the right thing to say, and it’s good to teach your children the
correct anatomical names for things, etc. I wouldn’t want her to go and say something about “boobs” or “ta-ta’s”
or someone’s “rack” to her preschool teacher, for example. But the fact of the matter is, I
almost never say the word “breasts” out loud in real life unless I’m talking
about chicken. Talking about “breasts” to my daughter makes me feel like some bad P.E. teacher in a Judy Blume book. 

 

But I’m not even sure what, exactly, I should be “teaching” her about boobs (breasts, whatever). I mean, does she need to know that they’re a “private” part? I sort of love that that idea is still meaningless to her. On the other hand, I’m not quite sure how to react when she tries to cop a feel. Should I just let her go fumblingly at it like a teenage boy? Let her get the lay of the land? On some level it wouldn’t bother me too much. After all, she did suck on the damned things for the first year of her life. 

 

Still, I feel like I need to let her know that it’s not generally OK to go around touching people’s boobs. There was an occasion recently in public when she was getting touchy, and I was sort of embarrassed and told her that it wasn’t OK to touch mommy’s BrrrrrREASTs when there were other people around. (The implication being that it is OK at home?) 

 

I think I fall right in the middle of the spectrum where total bodily openness and acceptance are at one end and repressed, prudish modesty is at the other. I just don’t want to say or do something that’s going to stick with either of my girls and make them feel in any way ashamed about their bodies or even their nascent sexuality. 

 

I have a strong memory of something one of my parents said once when I was very, very young, which shaped certain behaviors of mine in this territory for years — something I’m sure was said totally offhandedly and without much forethought, but that made a big impression on me. I don’t want to do the same thing, if I can avoid it.

 

Creatures of Habit 

Posted by roper on March 28th, 2010 at 8:45 pm 

It’s pretty much common parenting knowledge that routine and predictability are very important to toddlers and young children. We’ve always tried to keep things as consistent as possible for Elsa and Clio — mealtimes, bedtimes, various small rituals throughout the day. But nothing — NOTHING — reminds you how important routine is until you do something as un-routine as going away for the weekend, which we just did.

 

Good God, was it awful.

 

First, we headed out to western Mass. to spend the night with some family friends. Things appeared to be going OK when we first got there; Clio was clingy, but this wasn’t suprising. Elsa began demanding mass quantities of food — also not surprising. But at bedtime, the shit really hit the fan. We set the girls up with sleeping bags on the floor of the thirteen-year-old daughter’s room (she was away for the weekend) and called it a pajama party and read them lots of books and told them to please don’t rip down the pictures of Robert Pattinson (totally hot) and Taylor Lautner (not really my type) and Taylor Swift (Slut. Just kidding; I don’t actually know anything about her.)  

 

But they kept on talking and kept coming out of the room (a big problem with traveling — no childproof doorknob baffle on the inside of doors, like we have at home) and when we told them it was OK to talk or sing quietly as long as they stayed in bed, they interpreted this to mean it was OK to sing the entire score of The Sound of Music at full voice. (“Re, a drop of golden poop! Tee hee hee!!”) 

 

Finally, we put Clio in a different room, temporarily, but Elsa still wouldn’t sleep. So we let her sleep in the 13-y.o.’s bed. We brought her warm milk. We told her boring storeis. Alastair lay down with her for awhile, rubbed her back, etc. But the minute he left the room, she was back up again, crying that she wasn’t sleepy. At one point, I got her to stay in bed for a while by telling her she *had* to stay awake, and I’d be right back in a few minutes and I’d lie down with her again. That got us a good twenty minutes. I don’t remember how we finally got her to sleep. Alastair was the last one up before she finally konked out. Perhaps he slipped her some Benadryl with a whisky chaser. Fine with me. 

 

But wait. It gets better: the next morning, we were treated to a full-scale, screaming, pants-wetting Clio tantrum of epic proportions. See, she’d wanted to get dressed and *then* use the potty. Which we let her do. Fine, no problem. Then ten or fifteen minutes later, as we were about to leave, we told her she had to use the potty. Well, this was a huge problem. Because, see, she wanted to use the potty right after getting dressed. Not fifteen minutes later. Really, she was just angry at herself. But at us, by extension, because we weren’t able to alter the space-time continuum so she could go back and carry out her original plan. 

 

Later that morning, Alastair had a gig at a very chaotic / crowded kids’ music, etc. festival called “The Meltdown.” (Adorable.) And the girls behaved OK, it was just packed with people and generally stressful. After that, we drove to the house of some other friends (two destinations in two nights — very, very bad idea) and we thought everything was going to be great: they had a four-year-old girl who our girls immediately started playing with, a big playroom full of fabulous unfamiliar toys, and (very exciting!) air mattresses for the girls to sleep on. 

 

But the same bedtime ordeal from night before played itself out again: They wouldn’t go to sleep, and kept coming out of the room. (Note to selves: bring childproof doorknob cover with us any time
we spend the night away. Bring bungee cords as backup in case doorknob
is not standard-size. And/or to strap girls on top of the car if they
start pitching fits about what music we’re playing on the CD player, as
they did the next day on the way home.) 

 

Worse, the room they were (not) sleeping in was the playroom. At one point it was very quiet for a while and we thought, great! they’re out! In fact, they’d turned on the lights, and when we came in, Elsa was playing with the four year-old’s “Littlest Pet” toys and Clio had plucked out the contents of an entire box of tissues (reminiscent of this other bedtime away caper). 

 

Oh, and the weekend also included three absolutely horrendous meals at restaurants, where the girls were determined to show the rest of the world just how whiney and loud they could be. Beverages were spilled. Feet were caught in chairs. Various foodstuffs were rejected.  Attempts at distraction — coloring books, favorite toys, etc. — were rebuffed. We were the assholes in the restaurant with the terrible, awful kids. Three times. 

 

I’m not sure why it didn’t occur to us that this would be such a difficult weekend. I guess you just get lulled into a sense of confidence by the (relative) manageability of life at home. You forget that when you disrupt the routine and take them away from the familiar, small children feel like the rug has been pulled out from under them. They have nothing to grab onto, nothing to ground them. You’d think that your presence, a favorite doll and a blanket from home would be enough. But for my gals, it is most definitely not. Not yet.

Creatures of Habit, Part II 

Posted by roper on April 1st, 2010 at 1:00 pm 

In thinking about how completely and thoroughly loop-thrown Elsa and Clio were (I just coined that phrase, ‘loop-thrown.’ like it?) by our recent weekend away it occurred to me that perhaps there’s some change in routine that’s been responsible for Elsa’s recent potty training regression, her resistance to going to bed at night, and her generally more willful / punchy behavior of late. 

 

When I look at when these issues started, there’s only one significant change that seems to coincide: my switch from working almost full-time out of the house to freelancing. Before, I was in the office four days a week, leaving at eight in the morning and not usually getting home until six or six-thirty at night — just in time to put the girls to bed. Now, I’m around much more. I take the girls to preschool the two mornings that they go, I’m in and out of the house during the day, depending on my schedule, and sometimes I work upstairs in my office while they’re downstairs with Alastair or the babysitter.  

 

This is, I hope, a good thing, where the girls are concerned — I’m around and in their lives more. Not to mention that I’m generally happier. But I’m wondering if just the change itself is throwing them for something of a loop. (There’s that loop again.) 

 

In fact, it brings me back to when they were babies — how they’d be perfectly content before I got home (according to Alastair or the sitter) and the minute I walked in the door, they’d become a total mess — crying and whining and clinging. This is pretty common behavior, I hear; lots of babies and kids hold it together while mom’s away, and then when she reappears, then let it all hang out. (The pent up emotion! The baby miseries they’ve kept locked up in their souls, certain that no one else would understand!) Is it possible that Elsa is subconsciously reacting to the shift in my work situation and having, as it were, one prolonged “mommy’s home” meltdown?

 

It occurs to me that we never actually did *talk* the girls ahead of time about the fact that I was going to be around more during the week. I mean, I think I mentioned it a couple of times when I was gearing up to leave my job, but I didn’t try to explain it in more detail. Perhaps I should have. But would they have understood a whit of it? I mean, these are children who still can’t grasp the concept of “today” vs. “tomorrow” and say they want to be horsies when they grow up.

 

If this change is the cause of Elsa’s recent rough patch, I guess we can take comfort in the fact that pretty soon she’ll be adjusted to the change. It’s been almost two months now (!) since I became a free agent. (And so far, it’s been absolutely great.) So, perhaps things are soon to change for the better.

 

And speaking of changes and great things (er…awkward segue alert), I’m happy to announce that my debut novel, Eden Lake — which many of you were kind enough to read a bit of in the Amazon Breakthrough Novel contest last year — is going to be published in May 2011. Wahoooo! It’s been a long road, and I’m really excited that it’s going to finally get out there. More info about the book is at my website, and if you want a heads up when it’s available next year, become a fan of Baby Squared on Facebook. I’ll be sure to let you know. 

  

Clio the Enforcer 

Posted by roper on April 5th, 2010 at 3:15 pm 

I always thought that the firstborn kid was supposed to be the more obedient, responsible and eager-to-please one. This was definitely the case where my brother (younger) and I were concerned. But in our family, at the moment, Clio — younger by a whole nine minutes — is most decidedly the elder where temperament is concerned. 

 

And, increasingly, she’s being sort of a tool about it. If, for example, if Elsa is kneeling up on her chair at the kiddie table (they’re tippy, and the rule is they have to sit on their bums) and we ask her to sit down, Clio might chime in “I’m sitting on my bum, mommy.” And if Elsa is in one of her “testing the limits” moods, and she refuses, and we tell her she’s not doing a very good job listening to Mommy / Daddy, Clio will likely say, “I’m doing a good job listening.” 

 

In both instances, we suppress the urge to roll our eyes and try to respond to her (and we have to respond, or she’ll just keep repeating it until we do) in as simple and neutral a way as possible. “Yes, you are, good job” or even just “yes, you are.” And of course, we never try to use Clio’s oh-so-exemplary behavior to get Elsa to toe the line. No “why can’t you be more like your sister?” style manipulation. But I worry that Elsa’s going to feel like that’s the sentiment even if we don’t say it. (Which, who are we kidding, it sometimes is.)  

 

And then there are the times when Clio actually tells Elsa not to do things she’s not supposed to do: putting her feet on the couch with shoes on or throwing books on the floor or just generally giving us a hard time. “Elsa, if you don’t let mommy put your shoes on we can’t go to the playground!” And she’s totally right, but we have to tell her that she’s not the Mommy / Daddy, and it’s Mommy and Daddy’s job to tell Elsa not to be a complete pain in the ass, not hers. Ahem.

 

Other times, though, I think Clio gets genuinely worried — for good reason — when rules are being broken, and in these cases it’s hard to feel like she’s being a brown-noser. The other day, for example, we were getting ready to go out, and the girls were waiting on the front porch while I gathered together coats and bags and other gear just inside the door. They were instructed, as usual, not to go down the steps  — and they are normally very good about abiding by this. But this time, Elsa started to edge down the stairs and Clio promptly came in, a look of real worry on her face, to tell me what was going on.

 

The irony of all of this, of course, is that there are plenty of times when Clio won’t listen, or does things we’ve asked her not to do. And she has her own brand of bad behavior — losing her shit when things don’t go exactly the way she wants them to go. And, even more ironically, sometimes in my desperation I’ve even found myself asking Elsa if maybe she can try to make Clio feel better with a hug. (Like that works.) 

 

So, we’ve got Clio the enforcer, trying to impose order upon her sister and the world. And Elsa the wild child, who is probably, unconsciously, asking for order and limits to be placed upon her — but probably not by her sister. 

 

My little freaky sleepers 

Posted by roper on April 8th, 2010 at 1:52 pm 

 Last night, if you’d peeked into my children’s bedroom at about 8:00 pm (which I really hope you didn’t, because that would be awfully creepy) you would have seen the following:

 

1.  Elsa, sleeping in the rocking chair, her head smooshed into a corner of the seat cushion and her feet up on the arm, with four blankets heaped on top of her. She was there because she did not want to sleep in her own bed, and because we refused to let her sleep in ours. For awhile, the floor was her alternative sleeping place of choice, but now it is the rocking chair. A week or two from now, for all I know, it will be on top of the dresser or in the closet. Frankly, I don’t care, as long as it gets her to go to sleep — something that has been a constant struggle these days.  

 

2. Clio, sitting up in her bed, staring into the dark. Was she meditating? In a trance? Possessed by some kind of very calm demon? No. She was sitting up because she didn’t want to go to sleep. Why didn’t she want to sleep? Because her grandmother told her that when she sleeps, she grows. And Clio does not want to grow. She wants to stay little. (I know. How freakin’ cute is that??) It took us a little while to figure this one out, but once we did, we were able to talk her into lying down. We assured her that she wouldn’t turn into a grown-up if she did. “I won’t grow?” she asked, plaintively. “I’ll still be a little kid?” Yes, sweetheart, we told her. You will.
 

3. A clock with its face glowing dim blue (but not so dim that you can’t see the aforementioned sleeping weirdos) in the darkness. Specifically, a My Tot Clock, which you can set to turn different colors at different times. Ours is set to turn yellow for daytime at 7:00 am. Theoretically, the girls are supposed to stay in their room and not call for us until the clock is yellow. Theoretically being the key word here. 

 

What generally happens is that when they wake up, the girls call for one of us — usually me (Mom-EEEE!!) and I have to go to their room and ask, “is the light yellow yet?” (of course it isn’t) and reiterate the rules. There’s usually some back and forth. “But I really want to go downstairs!” (This is their newest catchphrase; saying they “really” or even “really really” want something after we say no.) And sometimes I end up just going into their room and waiting with them, as a sort of transitional step. But I’m hopeful that eventually they’ll get it. And Alastair and I will get a few extra minutes of sleep. 

 

4. You’d also see one of those monkey puppets from the 80′s up on top of the bookshelf — you know, the kind with the big long arms and legs you can wrap around you and close with velcro, so it looks like you’re actually holding the monkey? I got it for Christmas in 1984 or ’85. Did anyone else have on of these, or was it just me? Anyway, it’s in the girls’ room now. But that’s neither here nor there. 

Second-hand shopping for twins 

Posted by roper on April 12th, 2010 at 2:40 pm 

This weekend I went to a used clothing/gear sale put on by one of the many Mothers of Multiples organizations in the greater Boston area. Seriously, you can’t throw a soft, plush toy (a stone wouldn’t be quite right…) without hitting a pair of twins around here, so there are multiple multiple twin clubs, and many of them put on a couple of sales a year. 

 

I’d say that approximately 50% of Elsa and Clio’s clothes come from these things. They really are a boon. What’s extra great is that if you belong to a mother of twins/multiples club, you can get in a half hour earlier than the general public and snatch up all the good stuff. Bwa ha ha. 

 

I like this particular sale because instead of everyone’s stuff being thrown together and sold en masse, each family has their own little booth. So you can see which booth has things that will be of interest to you — girls clothes or boys, baby clothes vs. clothes for older kids, big-ticket items vs. small stuff. 

  

You also get a little taste of what each family and their children are like. In one booth, for example, I was looking for girls’ shorts, but only found skirts. “She was all about skirts last summer,” the mother told me apologetically. Another booth yielded an abundance of Hello Kitty-themed clothes and toys. Another, Disney princess-o-rama. (Barf.) You wonder: how much of this is a reflection of the children’s taste versus the mother’s? If I actually took my girls shopping — as opposed to getting their clothes out of boxes of hand-me-downs from friends and at second-hand sales — would they beeline for Dora and the Princesses?

 

Actually, the princess stuff was pretty ubiquitous, not unexpectedly. At one booth, I stood for approximately five minutes, agonizing over whether to buy a pair of inflatable toddler mattresses — one with The Princesses ™ and one with Nemo. I’d been planning to buy a pair of these, for numerous weekend trips we’ve got coming up over the summer, and these were just $10 each. But the characters were incredibly prominent in both and in the end I just couldn’t do it. Which I totally admit is sort of ridiculous. I just knew that every time I tucked my girls to bed with a bunch of trademarked corporate characters I’d feel slightly queasy, even if I did save a lot of money. 

 

Visiting these booths, you also get a preview of what’s to come: One of the booths I stopped in was Hannah Montana and High School Musical up the wazoo. The mother there told me that her twin daughters were twelve. Which, I guess, is when (mostly) innocent preteen obsessions end and more hormonally-driven, teenage ones begin. Thinking back, that was right around the time I ditched Cyndi Lauper and Ricky Schroder and traded up to Duran Duran and Michael J. Fox. (Dating myself horribly, I know. Not to mention revealing what I dork I was / am.) 

 

Overall, I fared well, and got most of what I came for (and then some — always a danger of these things): Size 4T t-shirts and shorts — check. Two 4T bathing suits — check. (When I got home I realized one of them says “Barbie” on it. Oh well.)  Two cotton sun hats – check (Although one of them is WAY too big. Clio instantly fell in love with it, however, and wore it around all day, looking like Paddington Bear.) Two pairs of size 7 sandals — uncheck. (And apparently my girls have freakishly small feet, because all the shoes at the booths with 4T / 5T clothes were much bigger.) Dress-up clothes — uncheck. All too small and Disney-infested.

 

On the unplanned front: One very cute kids’ backpack with Hello Kitty on it. (Why is it that I have a problem with Barbie and Disney characters and
not Hello Kitty? Guess I’m a secret Japanophile?) The only problem with this is that I have to stash the pack in the attic until I track down another comparable one — a peril of shopping second-hand for twins; Two cool hanging frames for displaying the girls’ artwork; One of those cube puzzles where you can make six different pictures, each of a different farm animal; and a set of foam lacing thingies where you practice “sewing.” 

 

Total amount spent: Less than $100. Not too freakin’ bad.

Elsa Grows Up 

Posted by roper on April 14th, 2010 at 1:45 pm 

So much of our children’s growing and changing happens gradually over time. But do you ever have those moments where it just hits you all at once that your child has made a developmental leap? 

 

I had this experience the other day with Elsa — on Sunday, specifically, which happened to be my birthday. (I’d been awakened in the morning by the girls bearing “gifts” of their toys wrapped up in construction paper, which they took back from me as soon as I’d opened them.) I was puttering around doing this and that, and the girls were playing their “couch game.” This is a brilliant (ahem) game they’ve devised in which each one of them sits on an arm of the couch, and when the decided-upon sound or word is uttered by one of them, they switch places, tromping violently across the couch cushions, giggling like mad.

 

They’d been to the zoo the day before, so as part of their couch game that day they were pretending to be lions. Elsa was doing this funny, whisper-y roar, complete with sneer and twinkling eyes, and for some reason, as she was doing this, it hit me: this is not a baby making a lion sound; this is a kid. I mean, she was really feeling it. Her lion had a character. Does this sound insane? Probably. But I swear, there was something different about it — about her consciousness of what she was doing, and how she was doing it. 

 

A few minutes later, we were playing lion / lion victim together, and she was pretending to bite me and I was tickling her and we were having a hilarious little time, just goofing and cuddling and something else struck me: she was making prolonged, affectionate eye contact with me — something she’s been generally too busy or distracted or downright cranky and petulant to do much of for quite some time. 

 

Indeed, it made me realize that, in fact, over the past few days Elsa had become a little less manic and distracted, and a little more inclined to converse and relate and express affection, of both the human and friendly lion variety.

 

Perhaps not coincidentally, over the past five days, Elsa has had no #2 accidents. We’ve been working very hard on this, going back to the old sticker chart approach. And not to jinx anything, but it seems to be working. At the risk of further jinxing: she’s also been better about going to bed lately, too. Her nap is pretty much gone now, but she seems to have made it through to the other side. And as if all this is not proof of rapid maturation: she’s figured out how to push her $1 Target sunglasses up on top of her head, so she looks like a little mini-me! (Except my Target sunglasses are $9.99, mind you.)  

 

I’m sure the toddler gods are up there right now, rubbing their hands together and smacking their lips, ready to bring down their wrath upon us with a big, giant, ill-timed crap accident or another spate of bedtime battles or some other source of exasperation I can’t even imagine. But if that’s the price of reveling in these joyful moments of unexpected progress, well, ring me up.

 

 

Ave Maria VonTrapp 

Posted by roper on April 18th, 2010 at 10:46 pm 

We are all about The Sound of Music — or “The Maria Movie” as the girls call it — in the Baby Squared household these days. Seriously, if we let them (which we don’t) they would watch the thing in its entirety every day. 

 

I’m not complaining (much), mind you. In fact, it’s one of my favorite movies and I still get verklempt at certain scenes, even though I’ve seen them literally dozens of times. (I know, I know, I’m a sap.) When I was a kid we had it on VHS — taped off the TV, of course, commercials edited with varying degrees of success — and my brother and I had it in heavy rotation, along with Annie, Mary Poppins and Grease.

 

Add to this the fact that I was actually in a high school production of the musical when I was seven — I was Gretl, natch — and, well, The Sound of Music runs deep in my veins. My heart regularly wants to beat like the wings of the birds that rise from the lakes to the trees. I truly believe that when God opens a door, somewhere he opens a window. And I always try to be firm but kind in my parenting. So I really don’t mind that we end up watching segments of this movie at least once a week. 

 

The influence on the girls has been substantial: They now know all the words to Do-Re-Mi (or Do, a deer or whatever it’s called). In fact, they sing it so incessantly that their preschool teacher has decided that it’s the song the class is going to sing at their end of the year show. (Elsa and Clio make up 20% of their class’s population, so they’re a pretty influential lobbying block.)

 

The other day Clio told me that “girls are afraid of things, but boys aren’t.” This disturbed me a bit until I realized that she was making a reference to the thunderstorm/’Favorite Things’ scene in the film, when one of the girls says that the boys aren’t afraid of thunderstorms. I tried to explain to Clio that girls and boys are both afraid of things sometimes and brave other times and 2.) Kurt and Friedrich are totally afraid of the thunderstorm, even though they say they’re not. (But I think this was lost on her.)

 

The girls’ favorite part of the movie, hands down, is the wedding scene. They love Maria’s white dress and the big church and — most of all — the presence of the nuns. They’ve both, on various occasions, declared that they want the nuns to marry them. We’re not sure if this means they want to get married to the nuns, or have the nuns perform the ceremony. Neither of which is possible, of course, but it’s no use dashing their hopes at this point. Or trying to explain the two very different senses of the verb “to marry.” 

 

Sometimes they just request that nuns be present at their wedding, which, while unlikely, is not an impossible scenario. More recently, Clio has said that she doesn’t want to get married at all, which seems to be more connected to her whole thing about not wanting to grow up, as opposed to any kind of objection on principle, or a desire to live the freewheelin’ single life indefinitely (like that rascal Max Dettweiler).  

 

We have tried to introduce them to other musicals (I got a Rodgers & Hammerstein box set for Christmas — my request) and have had some success with Oklahoma! and The King and I. They also liked Mary Poppins when we took it out from the library. But nothing has gotten the reaction of the Maria movie. Whatever it is — the nuns, the kids, the music itself — they just keep coming back for more. Must be hereditary. 

 

The Latest Bedtime Ploy 

Posted by roper on April 22nd, 2010 at 1:41 pm 

Sometimes I feel like I could write this entire blog *just* about Elsa and Clio’s bedtime capers. (Or maybe just that and poop.) 

 

I mean, every few weeks it’s a different thing with these two. We’ve had obsessive compulsive kiss good-night rituals, fake-out cries of needing to use the bathroom, refusal to sleep except in our bed / on the floor / in the rocking chair, refusal to sleep at all. And now it’s — for lack of a better name — the Wait! I have to tell you something! strategy for bedtime delay.

 

Here’s how it goes: teeth have been brushed, potty used, stories read, and everyone is in bed. I’ve even gotten them the extra drink of water — classic bedtime stalling method. And then, as soon as I close the door behind me, one of them yells “Wait! Mommy!”  So I’ll come back to the door, say “What, Clio?” (Because it’s usually Clio) and she’ll yell “I can’t hear you!” (Which she totally can) until I open the door and pop my head in. Because that’s part of the deal — once I’m in the room, they’ve got me in their small vocal clutches.

 

Then, Clio will typically start in on a very long sentence of some sort. Clio’s sentences go on for hours. Days. She’s like the Henry freakin’ James of the toddler set. I mean, she speaks in entire pages. And very slowly and deliberately. So she might say something like, “Tomorrow when we get up and…” Sorry, I’m neglecting to reflect how LOUD she is. So it’s more like: “MOMMY, TOMORROW WHEN WE GET UP FROM OUR SLEEP AND IT’S MORNING AND WE HAVE BRES-EK WE CAN HAVE WAFFLES AND THOSE ARE MY FAVORITE AND YOGURT IS MY FAVORITE AND BAGELS AND BREAD WITH BUTTER AND RAISINS AND BANANAS ARE ALSO MY FAVORITES AND MILK AND JUICE BUT NOT COFFEE BECAUSE KIDS DON’T LIKE COFFEE THEY ONLY LIKE MILK AND JUICE AND WATER, RIGHT??”

 

My response to whatever she says is — and must always be — “Yeah!” or “Right!” And if I dare — and I would never dare — to try to cut her off mid-paragraph, or try to urge her along with an “uh huh,” or “yep, right, got it” then she’ll say “No! No!” and start over. So all I can do is tap my foot and hope to God it’s going to be a paragraph of 100 words or less. 

 

Sometimes it’s a question, and those are a little more direct. “Are we going to Pop-pop and B’s house today or tomorrow?” I’ll tell her that actually, we’re not going for a few weeks. To which she’ll usually ask again, “But is that today or tomorrow?” (She’s obsessed with time lately. But has no idea how it works.) I’ll sigh and repeat my answer, or try to explain what “in a few weeks” means — lots of tomorrows put together — and eventually she’ll be satisfied and say “oh.”

 

With Elsa, it’s always a question. Except she doesn’t have a question. She just says, “Mommy, I have a question to tell you.” And then lies there saying, “um” and trying to think of a question, which typically ends up being about the clock, and what time it’s going to turn yellow. (We have a light-up clock that turns blue at bedtime and yellow in the morning — and which, amazingly, has become quite effective at keeping them in their room until 7:00 am.)  

 

But sometimes, she’ll just hem and haw for so long, that I’ll tell her she’ll have to save her question for tomorrow, or tell her she has to the count of three to ask her question — both of which result in protests. Last night, I tried just firmly telling her that there wasn’t any more time for questions, and left and she cried and cried. When I finally folded and went back in she said (and I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry) “You can’t just walk away from me like that, mommy!”  

 

And, of course, even once I answer their questions (if they actually think of any) or respond to their statements, they try to start in with more before I get out of the room, so I have to quickly say, “OK. No more questions. That’s it. Goodnight!” and hightail it out the door — which may or may not work.

 

But dontcha know, all this being said — sometimes when they call me back into the room, it’s just to say “I love you, mommy.” Which is still totally a stalling technique. But it’s a helluva a lot harder to complain about.

Do-It-Yourselfers 

Posted by roper on April 26th, 2010 at 2:15 pm 

For
quite a while now, the girls have insisted on trying to do certain things by
themselves — and frequently gotten their undies (and before those, diapers) in
a knot when we dared to interfere. 

 

I always find it particularly comical (and
tragical) when I start to do something for one of the girls and she pitches a fit or just
protests with vehemence she wanted to do it ALL BY HERSELF, so I stand there watching her struggle, and then, within ten seconds, she
gives up and says — completely unembarrassed and unabashed — “You do
it.”  

 

Ah,
yes. Nevertheless, I have been amazed lately at the number of things the girls
actually can do unassisted, with
acceptable proficiency — including some pretty practical stuff like getting
undressed and dressed (well, sort of), turning lights on and off, even getting
their milk cups out of the fridge on their own. Elsa’s pretty much doing the
whole potty thing solo now, too, and both of them can now wash their own hands
afterward. Sort of.

 

All
of which is great. But there is a flip side to all this self-sufficiency. Re.
hand washing: I think we have gone through more liquid soap in the past month
than in the entire previous year and I am fully
expecting our water and sewer bill to be sharply up this quarter. They turn on the water, go to put
soap on their hands, but get so engrossed with it that they end up pumping about a quarter cup of the stuff into their hands and spend like 30 seconds working up a lather before they even get to the scrubbing under
the water / rinsing part. And sometimes they forget to turn the water off
afterward.

 

Naturally,
we have talked to them about not wasting water / soap, and have tried to instill in
them the proper water-usage technique. And we do try to supervise as much as
possible, to avoid massive water and soap hemorrhaging. But they are really eager to do
this (and other tasks) on their own, without Mom and Dad breathing down their
necks (the big bathroom cry these days is “I need some privacy please!”)  So
I’m trying hard to give them some space to feel truly independent, and
resisting the urge to get uptight about stuff like a little extra soap and water down
the drain. Or, in the case of their solo potty endeavors, pee all over the seat. And their clothes. And the floor.

 

It’s
a small price to pay, really, for the advantages of their new-found
self-sufficiency. A few months ago, if, say, they wanted to put on socks, I’d have to  go up and get them. (Which doesn’t sound like a big deal, and isn’t, except when you consider the ten gazillion things you have to do for your children every day). But now I can say “why don’t you go
up and get yourself a pair?” and they’ll go upstairs, open the dresser drawer, grab a
pair of socks, and bring them back down. Amazing!

 

Sure, they can’t actually put them on yet by themselves — socks are surprisingly tricky — but that will come.

 

Wallflower 

Posted by roper on April 29th, 2010 at 1:45 pm 

This weekend, we took a drive up to a beach north of Boston
to take a walk and get some air. It wasn’t a particularly warm day, but not so
cold that we couldn’t walk around, look at the waves, maybe get a little
sand-castling in. 

 

Elsa ran right down onto the beach, thrilled by the sight of
the ocean, the sand, and all the dogs (and their owners) out getting exercise.
We ran around and threw rocks into tidal pools and I helped her sight a big
freighter on the horizon. 

 

But Clio didn’t do any of this. In fact, we could barely get
her out of the car. She wanted to stay and sit there. We tried to coax her, offered to hold her, tried to reassure her. But
she didn’t want to go, and cried each time we tried to lead her away from the
car. She didn’t like the wind, the noise, the very newness of whatever we were
about to do.

 

Eventually, Alastair managed to get her to come up and sit
with him on some benches overlooking the beach. She was happy enough there.
Especially when Elsa and I waved up to her from down below. But she wouldn’t join us.

 

On Monday, Alastair took the girls to a gymnastics class. Elsa
loved it – she tried all the different activities and exercises. She hung from
the uneven bars and tried walking on the balance beam. But Clio would only sit
in Alastair’s lap and watch.

 

In the photo we have of the girls’ preschool class, all the
other kids are standing in two messy rows, either smiling or looking distractedly at something else in the room, like kids in group photos do. But Clio is in one of the teacher’s
arms, looking like she’s about to cry, or already has.

 

Contrast all this with the child she is at home, with us:
silly, energetic, playful, affectionate, talkative (oh boy is she talkative)
even bossy to her sister. Sure, she has her control freak fits sometimes – and
those can be disturbing. She tends to be moody. But you’d never guess how
painfully shy and hesitant she is so much of the time.  

 

She’s always been this way, to some degree. But it feels
like it’s gotten worse of late. We always assumed – and still hope – she’ll
grow out of it. Not that there’s anything wrong with being shy, or preferring
to play alone at preschool or playdates. In some ways, I think it’s indicative of her
intelligence, sensitivity, and perceptiveness. (She’d probably make a great
writer.) 

 

But it also breaks my heart a little. I hate that she feels so
frightened, so uncomfortable, so often. I want her to be able to enjoy the
world and have new experiences. Do I expect her to be exactly like Elsa? Or like me? No. I
don’t want to push her, and I don’t want her to be someone she’s not. I just
want her to be happy. 
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Clio sticking to the stroller at the zoo, because the animals are “too stinky.” She does have a point… 
Let’s all play the rhyming game 

Posted by roper on May 1st, 2010 at 11:00 pm 

The girls are majorly into rhyming these days. Periodically, apropos of nothing, one of them will announce, “Hey! Plant ant rhymes!!” Sometimes they don’t quite get it right, e.g. “Hey! Donkey Daddy rhymes!” But they get credit for alliteration and comic effect. A lot of time, though, they just make up nonsense words to rhyme with real words: “Hey! Coat and shmoat rhyme!” Yes, children. Yes, they do.

 

But I knew it was only a matter of time before this happened: The other day, as we were getting coats on to go to preschool Clio piped up: “Hey! Witch Bitch rhymes!”

 

After I’d finished choking back my laughter, I told her yes, they most certainly did. But ‘bitch’ was a word that wasn’t OK to say, it was a word grownups said sometimes when they were being very mean to each other, and it was very important that she didn’t say it. 

 

This was the first time we’d ever had to have a curse word discussion. I’ve let a few slip in the past, and Elsa has a couple of times parroted back a “shit” or a “Dammit,” right in the moment, but it never stuck. And that was a while ago — I’ve gotten better at checking myself.

 

Anyway, it struck me how odd it must sound to a preschooler that certain words are “bad.” Here they are, soaking up new vocabulary like sponges, learning about rhyming and letters and how to put everything together and now, some ridiculous rule about certain combinations of sounds being “bad.” WTF?? I mean, what the hay? It is kind of absurd if you think about it in those terms.

 

So, they started going around telling people, “you can’t say witch bitch, because that’s bad.” And I had to tell them, no, really, it’s not even OK to tell people about that word being bad. It makes people angry and uncomfortable when you say that word. We had a good little discussion about it — even about how silly it is that certain words aren’t OK to say. 

 

And then this morning it came up again — they were talking about how it wasn’t all right to say it. I told them they really needed to stop, please. And Clio said again, in a mischevious sort of way, “bitch!” (She wasn’t calling me one, mind you. They don’t know what it means, just that it’s bad.) And I lost my sh–sugar. Rather, I told her very firmly: Clio, I do not want to hear that word again. Do you understand? It’s a mean word to say, and if you say it again, you’re going to have to go up to your room. 

 

Well, then she lost her sugar, and started crying. One of those slow, pouty mouthed, trying to hold it back, heartbreaking cries, because she knew she was in trouble, and she was upset that I’d “yelled” at her (I didn’t actually yell, I just used my no-nonsense mom voice — still probably a little scary, since I don’t use it very often.)  There’s nothing worse than having your kid cry because they’re sad that they got in trouble, and that you got angry with them. It just makes you feel awful. Meanwhile, Elsa was pouting and saying she was mad at Clio for saying that word. And I told her to stop being a bitch to her sister. Kidding!

 

Sigh. It’s only a matter of time before they come up with creative rhymes for sock, duck, hit, bell, lamb or bockbucker. Or hunt. Dear God, don’t let them come up with a rhyme for hunt.

 

Summertime, and the Livin’s Expensive 

Posted by roper on May 5th, 2010 at 12:47 am 

 OK, it’s not summer yet. But it’s going to be soon enough — unofficially in one month, when the girls’ preschool year ends — and we are, for the first time, in the position of trying to figure out whether and how we can try to provide the girls with some structured activities during the break. For their edification and enrichment, yes. But also so that we don’t go bonkers. They only go to preschool two mornings a week — a mere six hours — but you get spoiled having regularly scheduled kid-free time like that.

 

So we’ve been looking into classes and week-long preschool “camps” and the like, and can I just say: holy expensiveness. Most of it is just not tenable for us. Even at the places you’d think would be cheaper — like the YMCA and Boys and Girls Club — it’s not really *that* cheap. Not for two, anyway. And therein lies the problem.

 

Now you know me. I try very hard to focus on the positives of twins (well, most of the time). But this is one instance where it really is a drag. Some places offer a 10 – 20% sibling discount on classes and activities, but it’s not enough to make it affordable. Bottom line: it would be a lot cheaper just to get an extra couple of hours of babysitting per week. Which I guess we could do, but I’d love for the girls to do something a bit more stimulating than that. 

 

And yeah, I know that any family with two or more kids has to deal with this. But at least it’s staggered. If I had a three-year-old and, say, a one-year-old (God help me) I could send the three-year-old to gymnastics class or music classes or junior paleontology camp or whatever the heck. (Hey, it’s Boston. We have very sophisticated children’s activities). Sure, I wouldn’t have a completely kid-free break for myself, as I’d still be dealing with the one-year-old, but at least the older kid would get to do an activity she enjoyed. 

 

And then, a couple of years later, when the one-year-old — let’s call him Verne — is three, and ready for junior paleontology camp (although, really, junior marine biology camp would be more his thing), he could go to that, and his older sister, Petunia (did I mention her name was Petunia?) would at that point be six, and taking violin lessons and doing junior astrophysics camp. Which are the kind of activities that cost more than junior marine biologist camp, but 1.) at least it’s not having to pay for two kids to do all that at the same time and 2.) by that time I would be a bestselling author, earning scads and scads of money, so it wouldn’t really matter anyway. See? (This is the plan for getting them through college also.) 

 

I feel the need to jump in here and say — in all seriousness — that I don’t want to have overprogrammed kids. I want them to have to figure out how to make their own fun and learn independently, and I want to help them do that. I believe there’s plenty we can do on our own to give them cool and educational experiences. But I also think there’s huge value in structured activities / sports / lesssons / etc., and I’d love to be able to give that gift to my girls the way my parents did me. 

 

Elsa loves dancing and moving and climbing — she adored the free gymnastics class she took last week, and I know she’d totally flourish in a dance class or the like. Clio — well, Clio doesn’t dig the whole class thing so much these days — not until after a significant adjustment period — but I wonder if trying to get her more involved in that kind of thing (she loves music and arts and crafts), slowly, at her own pace, would be good for her. 

We may end up springing for some one-time classes, probably at the zoo or at the Audubon farm (we’re members of both), and there’s a week when Alastair’s going to be on tour and we have to do a camp-type-thing so I can still manage to get some work done. We’ll be on the lookout for free activities around town as well.

 

But I think we also need to brainstorm a bunch ideas for summer fun / learning so that when the weather is hot and humid and we — mostly Alastair, since he’s with the girls most of the time — are feeling utterly unmotivated and don’t feel like going to the damned zoo or audubon yet again (one can only hang out with the stinky animals so much), we have an arsenal of ideas to draw on: nature walks, scavenger hunts, craft projects (preferably of the outdoor variety — e.g. giant bubbles), breaking and entering (they’re the perfect size to boost up through first-floor windows!), etc. Alastair may also set up a standing weekly playdate or two with some other stay-at-home-parent friends. 

 

How about you, the good people of Babbleonia? What are your strategies for getting your kiddos (and yourself) happily through the summer on a budget? 

I know a little girl who swallowed a…. 

Posted by roper on May 6th, 2010 at 1:40 am 

Last night Elsa woke up in the middle of the night crying and calling for me. When I came into the room, she was standing up by her bed and saying something incomprehensible about a dinosaur or a pony or something. 

 

I tried to hug and hold her, but she was inconsolable. Eventually Alastair got up, and between the two of us we managed to understand what she was saying: she’d put a ponytail in her mouth. (Not an actual pony’s tail, mind you. The girls call elastics ‘ponytails’ since, you know, that’s what you make with them). 

 

I told her that it was OK, she’d be fine — I figured she was probably just dreaming it anyway — and swiped a finger in her mouth just to be sure. Then I asked her, “Did you swallow it?”

 

She said/wailed “Yeah!! I did!!!” and started blubbering even harder.

 

What do you say to a three-year-old at three in the morning to make her feel better about the fact that she’s just swallowed a hair implement? When, to her, this is clearly a really big, bad deal? 

 

Well, you tell her, of course, that it’s not a big deal at all, and it happens to everyone — your daddy swallowed a bug once when he was a kid! Isn’t that silly? And when your mom had her wisdom teeth out and was totally loopy on laughing gas afterward she swallowed a big old bloody wad of gauze! Isn’t that…gross? And you tell her that it will just go down into her tummy and she’ll poop it out. (And then you have her drink a glass of water or two, just to make sure it gets washed all the way down.) 

 

At least, it seemed like a good strategy. But Elsa wasn’t comforted in the least. She wanted to get on the potty immediately and start pooping that damned thing out. She sat there straining and straining, and when we told her she woudn’t be able to poop it out right away, she was dismayed. “I want it out now!” she wailed. 

 

It is sort of creepy, I suppose, to have a foreign object in your stomach. Although I was surprised at the extent to which it bothered her. I suspect the whole thing was part of a dream of some sort, and most likely some sleepwalking, as she claims to have gotten the ponytail off the bureau, where we keep them. 

 

I also wonder if her trauma over this whole thing has been exacerbated by a book we had out from the library a couple of weeks ago, Gaspard at the Hospital. It’s about a little French dog/bunny (what is Gaspard, anyway?) who swallowed a keychain and had to have surgery to get it out. (Damned socialized medicine. Performing unnecessary surgeries when a good poop would do the job just fine.) 

 

Anyway, she was still quite distraught, so we brought her into our bed. But just as we’d started to drift off to sleep, she asked, “Now can I try to go poop it out?” Alastair reminded her that it would take a little while for the ponytail to get “through her pipes” and told her it probably come out tomorrow. “No, today!!!” she cried.

 

A few minutes later she said, “I think it’s through all my pipes now.” 

 

This happened several more times until she finally konked out. And at 6:55 am when she woke up for good, she practically leapt out of bed to go use the potty. It was like Christmas morning. But all she could do was pee. “It didn’t come out!!” she wailed. (How many times have I used the word ‘wail’ now? But I must. It really is apt.)  

 

All day, she’s been upset about on and off about ponytailocaylypse. Every trip to the bathroom has been a ray of hope followed by a downpour of despair. Tonight after dinner she informed me, with great certainty, that she thought she could go poop her ponytail out. She did manage to go #2, and I thought this would do the trick. I was ready to put on the whole show: “It’s there! In the poop! I think I see it!” 

 

But before I could, she said, “It didn’t come out yet.” And she was so convincing, I believed her. I did sort of a half-hearted “no, really, I think it’s there — in the poop. You just can’t see it.” (And hell, it probably was — if, in fact, she actually did swallow one). But she said  “No. It’s still in my tummy.” And she clutched her tummy just to prove the point.

 

She’s probably expecting it to pop out of her completely intact — a pristine little cloth-covered elastic. I pressed her for some details tonight — found out that it was, apparently, green. (How she knew this in the middle of the night, in the dark, I have no idea. But she was quite clear on the point.) And I’m thinking that tomorrow it may be time for a little parental sleight of hand. She sits down to go and we somehow, stealthily drop a green elastic into the toilet behind her back and, voila. End of trauma.

 

I suspect, however, that this may be one of those indelible childhood memories that will never leave her: the time I swallowed a ponytail.

 

 

 Shortly after telling me in no uncertain terms that she had *not* passed the ponytail. Note barrette — no ponytail — in hair.
Photos for blog posts that might have been… 

Posted by roper on May 10th, 2010 at 12:00 pm 

Back in Feburary, in advance of my transition to freelancing, I bought myself one of them newfangled Blackberry things, thinking (correctly) that I’d need a phone I could check and write email on, view attachments, get on the Web, etc. Since getting it, I’ve also been using it to snap the occasional photo. The quality isn’t great, but it’s a good way to capture something in the moment if I don’t have the camera with me (which I usually don’t.)

 

Frequently, I’ll take a photo thinking it would be good for a blog post, but most of the time, those blog posts never actually get written. Either I think of something else, or I can’t figure out a way to make a whole post around whatever I happened to capture in the photo, or I just plain forget.

 

Anyway, I recently went in and cleared a bunch of photos to make room for new ones (which I’ll also probably forget about), and I give them to you here — the photo ghosts of blog posts that might have been, but never were…..
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Here’s Elsa helping to “clean” some of the junk we hauled up out of our basement in March. My Dad is helping us finish part of our basement as a playroom for the girls (yes!!!) and we had to get four years of crapola out of the way. I think I was going to write about how my Dad was building us a playroom in the basement, but must have realized that it would take me all of one sentence, so I nixed the idea. Also, our oil tank ruptured shortly after this, making for a much better story.
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 I got this hat for Clio at a MOT club second-hand sale (not realizing that it was way too big) and for several days, Clio wore it around all day, everywhere. She even slept in it. What she’s holding in her hand is a “contraption” (pronounced “con track shun”) inspired by an episode of Blue’s Clues. All day, the girls were going around holding random objects together and saying “Look at my con track shun!” It was cute. But not full blog post material. Next!
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Here’s Elsa (and baby) on the T.  A few weeks ago I took the girls into Boston for the morning, to walk around the Common and through the Public Garden. I snapped this photo at the outset of our journey because Elsa was having such a great time on the train. It occurred to me that maybe I could blog about our little adventure, but the whole thing went very smoothly, and we all had a great time. Not really the stuff of good blogging. (Now the same outing a year ago, on the other hand….)
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OK, this one wasn’t ever intended for blogging, actually. It’s a poster that’s up on the bulletin board at the Stop & Shop where we buy most of our groceries that my friend Lori told me about. (We have a similar sense of humor, and both feel strongly that the presence of lobsters automatically makes anything funnier.) I just felt the need to capture it on camera before they took it down. Three months later, it’s still hanging there, and every time I pass it, I stop and look and giggle. In case you can’t read the text in the photo — or don’t frequent the Somerville Stop & Shop, where you can check it out for yourself — here’s what it says: 

 

Dear people who make the food at Stop & Shop,

We really liked visiting your store. We liked going upstairs and looking down. We liked looking around; we saw fruit, lobsters and 2 firefighters. We liked spreading the frosting and being the cashiers, going in the cart, and eating yummy snacks. Thank you for the toys, balloons, rings, and bags. We also liked the way we got to wash our hands. Love, PreK Room 242. 

 

Come to think of it, I probably could have written a whole blog post around that poster, analyzing the subtext, the punctuation (bold choice of semi-colon in the third sentence!) and the narrative flow. But one can only do so much.
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I’m really not sure what’s going on here. In fact, I’m not even sure that’s my kid.
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Cute shot of the girls on tricycles at the
park, could have been popped into any number of blog posts. The question is: why is it smaller than all the other ones, when I took
it the same way, and emailed it to myself exactly the same way? Damned Blackberry!!! I’m going to replace you with an iPhone the nanosecond my Verizon contract runs out! Mark my words! 

 

 

Anyway, that’s all from the photo archives, not counting the pictures of the floor and my fingers — which are also really great, but this post is getting a bit lengthy. Maybe next time…

* * *

Why not become a fan of Baby Squared on Facebook? It’s free! 

 




The Twins Must be Crazy 

Posted by roper on May 13th, 2010 at 1:55 pm 

 

Remember that movie The
Gods Must be Crazy? When the Coke bottle dropped from a plane in
southern
Africa results in all kinds of fighting and discord in a previously
peaceful
bushmen village? In the movie, everyone wants to get their hands on the
bottle,
because it’s like nothing they’ve ever seen before, and it’s useful for
all
kinds of things. (What, exactly, those things are, I don’t quite recall.
But
that’s beside the point.) 

 

This weekend when we were visiting my parents, a Coke bottle
of sorts dropped into our lives: a bright red, plastic My First Sony cassette
player that my father salvaged from their town dump’s “swap shop.” I know what
you’re thinking: cassette? What’s a cassette? Weren’t those declared extinct in
1995, along with the dot-matrix printer and the red-bellied prairie hen?*  

 

Yes, they were. But some ancient cassette tapes remain in my
parents’ house, including those of an old family friend, Roger Tincknell, who
does children’s music. So, we popped “Cookin’ up a Rainbow” into the Sony,
cranked the volume, and introduced the girls to the wonders of 1980s portable
sound technology. 

 

They loved it. Totally adored it. They carried their “radio”
(as they called it; not sure who gave them that term) all around my parents’
house, speaker blaring. Only trouble was, they both wanted to carry it. And
they were having a really hard time sharing – much worse than usual. The kind
of screaming and wrestling that went down over this piece of junk was way more intense
than anything I’ve seen between them before.

 

I would say that it was the thing itself – bright red
plastic hunk of coolness with a kid-sized handle and the power to emit really,
loud, peppy music – and no doubt that was part of it. But the truth is that in
general, the conflicts between them over “stuff” have kicked up a notch lately.

 

Suddenly, they’re much more possessive and territorial, and
their disputes have taken on a new level of drama. More yelling. More tears. We
try to take a hands-off approach as much as possible (“Can you two work it out,
or do I need to come in there?”) but it’s hard not to get involved when you
hear the sounds of your three-year-olds locked in epic battle. 

 

And it’s harder than you might think (for me, anyway) to
arbitrate. I get overwhelmed by the chaos of it and end up being a stuttering,
inconsistent mess. I want to be fair – because boy do kids hate it when they’re
unfairly accused of something they didn’t do, or feel like they’re justified in
their cause — but I hate to place blame. 

 

So usually I try to stay neutral, and just focus on being a
peacemaker, trying to defuse the situation and get everyone to calm down. But
there are definitely times when I find myself doing something closer to
refereeing: foul called on Clio for grabbing. Toy goes to Elsa. Technical foul
to Elsa for whacking Clio on head. Benched.

 

Distraction works sometimes (I know you really want to play
with that car right now, but WOW!! HEY!! Look at this awesome other car!!) But not usually. 

 

I wanted to take a picture of the rad My First Sony for this
post – perhaps posed with my old Madonna (True Blue) and Duran Duran (Seven and
the Ragged Tiger) tapes, which I’ve held onto all these years. But I can’t find
it. Maybe Alastair hid it somewhere until things simmer down between our
warring children. 

 

Now that’s good parenting.
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Another gift from my parents — one that inspired no brawls — an outing to see Curious George Live in Portland. 
 

 *Not a real animal  
Big News 

Posted by roper on May 17th, 2010 at 1:00 pm 

No, no. I’m not pregnant. (One of the most popular guesses over at my Facebook page, when I hinted that a big announcement was on the way.) With all due respect, are you nuts?? Never again, my friends. Not if I can help it. 

 

And no, the girls have not been offered parts on a sitcom (loved that guess!) and I’m not moving or getting a radical new haircut (the bangs were enough change for now). And no, I haven’t been asked to replace Elena Kagan as solicitor general if she is confirmed for the supreme court. (Nobody actually guessed this, which quite frankly I find insulting.) 

 

Actually the news — which many did guess — is that there’s going to be a book. A memoir, specifically — written by me — about my first three years as a mother of twins: the highs, the lows, the everything in between, (including the added challenge of parenting through depression.) It’s going to be published by St. Martin’s Press, date TBD. And gosh, I’m excited. SO FREAKIN’ EXCITED!!

 

Now, lest anyone think this is one of those mommy-blogger-gets-handed-big-six-figure-book-deal-so-she-can-put-all-her-blog-posts-in-book-form thing, let me assure you that 1.) Nobody sought me out for this. I came up with the idea, wrote a proposal and the first fifty pages, and found an agent to represent it.  

 

2.) I did not get a big advance. I’ll still be busting my ass as a copywriter to pay the bills, and squeezing in time to write this book whenever I can. But I can’t complain. I’m totally psyched to have a book deal at all, especially with such a great publisher as St. Martin’s, which publishes, among other things, Augusten Burrroughs’ excellent memoirs. 

3.) This is not going to be my blog in book form. It will cover a lot of the same subject matter, of course, and will no doubt draw on some of the specific anecdotes and experiences related here over the past three years. But it will be its own distinct work. And will has fewr typo.s. 

 

So, why am I writing this thing? Well, at the risk of sounding self-important, I think that the world needs this book. OK, yes, that definitely sounds self-important. But stick with me: When I found out I was pregnant with twins, I scoured the bookstores, Amazon, etc. for a book that would give me an up-close-and-personal look at what it would be like to have twins, and came up with zilch. I found some advice-booky-type things, some with real-life anecdotes thrown in. But I wanted something more like Anne Lamott’s fabulous Operating Instructions — except written by a MOT. So, while I don’t pretend to be able to even approach the coolness of that book, I’m going to attempt to write something along the same lines, for the twin mom set. To give them an honest glimpse of what they’re in for during the first few years of parentdom — and, I hope, make them feel a little less overwhelmed.

 

The book will also include a very frank and open discussion of my experiences of parenting through depression — another topic that I’ve written about here, but which there’s surprisingly little literature on. (There’s stuff about post-partum, but not on ongoing depression.) So I hope that the book will be source of information and inspiration to women who struggle with that as well.

 

And that’s the dealio! 

 

Now, onto the shameless marketing part: How can you be sure you’re first in line to buy this book for yourself or the people in your life who are expecting or recently had twins? How can you be sure you won’t miss my appearance on Oprah? (Ha ha.) And also get updates on my novel, coming out next spring? Well, you can “like” my Baby Squared Facebook page where I’ll be certain to post updates, and/or you can sign up for my mailing list on my website. (And fear not; I will not inundate you with email, just the occasional bit of news or links to new things I’ve written. No more than 1-2 emails a month, if that.) And, of course, you can just keep on reading this blog. 

 

One last thing: thank you — all of you who read here, and especially those who have been reading here and commenting regularly for so long: Michele, Melissa, April, NutterButter, Lena, EG, MidLifeMama, Jules, Julie, MamaDeMarlie, Rachel, Alyson, HippyGoth, Voice of Reason, Patty, Cindy, Tracy, Cheryl, Kristen, Amanda, Aunt Heidi, Marie-Eve and anyone else I’m forgetting (sorry!)  I wouldn’t be doing this if it weren’t for your readership and virtual friendship. 

  

xoxo

JR 

I am finally a Preschool Mom 

Posted by roper on May 19th, 2010 at 3:45 pm 

First off, thanks everybody for the congrats on my big
news about my “momoir” to be published at some point in 2012. (I
know, seems like an eternity from now. Elsa and Clio will be five!
Practically teenagers!) Again, if you want to make sure to get the news
once the book is available and find out where to catch me at a reading and say howdy, I entreat you to sign up for my
mailing list (in case Facebook is extinct by then, replaced by some
better, cooler social networking site. Hey, remember what happened to
Friendster and MySpace?) I promise not to bug you with email unless it’s
something really juicy.

 

OK, enough marketing. Forgive me.
Now back to
your regularly scheduled blog. 

 

SO. One of the things that really bugged me about having to work full-time (at a job-job, as opposed to working basically full-time as a freelancer, as I do now) was not being able to get a glimpse of my girls’ life at preschool. Now, I’m the one who drives them to school on Tuesday and Thursday mornings, which I love. I really look forward to that quick morning drive, to walking them into the school and saying hi to the other parents, to helping them hang up their coats and wash their hands, and then seeing them into the classroom as they’re greeted by their teachers. (And to say hello to the teachers myself.)  

 

It’s little, simple stuff, but it makes me feel so much more connected to this part of their lives. Unlike I did back in the Fall when, between being depressed and working full-time, preschool didn’t feel like much more to me than the place I wrote the checks for. And the place responsible for filling our kitchen table with piles and piles of drawings and fingerpaintings (well, it still does that.)

 

And thanks to my flexible schedule, I’ve also now gotten to participate in one of the school’s “special events” — a Mother’s Day tea party last week. It was purty darm cute. The kids all sat in the middle of the activity room while the moms stood around with cameras (Forgot ours. Again. So Blackberry pics must suffice). Each child had made a paper flower and a potholder for their mom  — which means I got an actual pair of potholders unlike the other moms. Score one for twins!!

 

They had also done “interviews” about their mothers, which the teachers read aloud. Things like what’s your mom’s name / hair / eye color / favorite food. AND favorite drink….doh! The second I heard that this was one of the categories I thought: Shit. One or both of my girls is going to say “wine.” I know it. And everyone is going to think I’m an alkie. Fortunately, however, there were some other wine-swilling moms in the class — two or three of them before my girls’ interviews were read. So that by the time my girls were up — Clio did, indeed, list my favorite drink as wine — it was sort of a running joke. (Elsa gave “water” as my favorite drink, which I appreciated because, really, I drink more water than wine. A little more.)

 

They weren’t quite as accurate when it came to my favorite foods, which they listed as donuts (Clio) and cupcakes (Elsa). Hm. Things I like, undoubtedly, but not exactly what I’d list as my favorites. (That would be wine. Wine’s a food, right?) I think they got a little confused there and listed their favorite foods. 

 

However, I thought they were rather perceptive when it came to their answers for what I like to do best: Read (Elsa) and Be By Herself (Clio — this made me a little sad, actually, but it’s not entirely inaccurate.) Their answers to “She likes it when I….” were also interesting. Elsa: She likes it when I do silly faces. (Yes, I do.) Clio: she likes it when I learn. (True, I guess, but a little surprising that she would say that.)

 

After the interviews were read and gifts for mom distributed, there were lots of baked goods to be eaten, though unfortunately no cupcakes or donuts.  
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The next big preschool event: Graduation Day. And as a result of my daughters’ obsession with “The Maria Movie” (aka The Sound of Music) and their powerful lobbying block as 1/6 of their class, the song their class is going to perform is “Doe a deer.” Score two for twins!!

Family Dinner Fail 

Posted by roper on May 21st, 2010 at 8:36 pm 

I’m not actually sure I’m a fan of this new “fail” term that the whippersnappers on the Internets are using these days, but I thought I’d give it a try. (“Our failed family dinner” just sounds so much better, though, doesn’t it?)

 

I’ve been feeling lately like we need to get our girls out of this separate dinner habit we’ve enabled, wherein we give them them their dinner at 5:30 or 6:00, consisting of tried and true, easy to prepare “kid” foods (pasta, vegetarian chicken nuggets, *maybe* some of our leftovers if they’re not too exotic), and then do dinner for ourselves after they’re in bed. The only very rare times we eat dinners together as a family are on holidays / special occasions or if we’re having other friends with kids over. (In which case everything’s sort of chaotic anyway). 

 

But last Sunday I was determined for us to have a nice, normal family dinner. We’d keep it very kid-friendly: hamburgers. (We eat very little beef, but when the girls have had burgers at picnics/parties, etc., they’ve gone over well.) And I made it into sort of a big deal: You’re such big girls! So we’re going to have a special grown-up dinner, with grown-up food! And we’re all going to sit together at the big-grown up table, and talk about politics and religion and it’ll be just great! 
 

And I got them involved, by having them help set the table:
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Forks and knives have already been placed — and tweaked slightly by me — and Clio is now placing the “grown-up food” that she made for Alastair and me. Note PJs, for expedited bedtime after dinner. 
 

Things started out OK, I guess. I mean, they both sat in their chairs and let us give them each a hamburger and some ketchup. It was about four seconds later, when I put a teeny, tiny little bit of salad onto Clio’s plate, that things started to go downhill. 

 

Clio: I don’t want salad! 

Me: What do you say when you don’t want something?

Clio: Take it off my plate!

Me: You say “no thank you,”

Clio: Take it away!! (Starts crying, dropping pieces of salad onto table) 

Me: Stop it, Clio. Hey, you don’t have to eat it, but you need to leave it on your plate. Look, there are mandarin oranges in there. You like oranges!  (Flashback to Better off Dead: “It’s got raisins in it. You like raisins!)) 

Alastair: Clio, part of a grown up dinner is trying a little bit of everything. Just one bite. And if you don’t like it you don’t have to eat it, but you can’t put it on the table. 

Clio: But I don’t WANT salad!!

Elsa: I like salad!!

Me: That’s great, Elsa.

Elsa: But I don’t want the lettuce. Just the oranges. May you give me some more oranges please?

Me: Clio, look, if you pick that lettuce up off the table and put it back on your plate, I will take it away. 

Clio: (Sobbily) OK. You’ll take it away?

Me: Yes.

Elsa: Mommy, MAY YOU GIVE ME SOME MORE ORANGES?

Alastair: I’ll give you some more oranges, Elsa.

Elsa: No, I want mommy to do it!!!

Clio: Mommy there’s still a orange on my plate! Take it AWAY!!

Elsa: I want all the oranges Daddy!

Me: (to Alastair) Gosh, isn’t this nice?

Alastair: Let’s do this every night!
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Elsa and the controversial salad.
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 Clio placated (eventually) by absence of salad.
So…..I’m not sure we’re going to make the switch to nightly family dining anytime soon. Table manners aside, it’s just not feasible for us on an average weekday to get dinner made and on the table by 5:30 or 6:00, when the gals are both starving and ready to eat. And their bedtime is still early — 7:30ish. But I think it would probably be a good idea to get in the habit of eating all together once or twice a week. I’m very pro-family dinner — my parents always insisted on them, and I think it was a great thing. I want us to do the same thing in our little household. So…sigh…it’s probably time the girls start getting the hang of it.

 

Any pointers?

 

* * *

 "But that’s OK." 

Posted by roper on May 25th, 2010 at 2:00 am 

Well, the blogosphere has spoken on the whole family dinner thing, and I have listened. Thank you so much for all the fabulous input and advice. Now, with all due respect to the family-dinners-since-birth folks out there, I do think it’s a bit trickier with twins. However I (and a slightly more reluctant Alastair) agree that we need to start making family dinners the rule rather than the exception.

It will mean more advance planning and food prepping, and some compromise in terms of our meal choices (No more steak tartare Tuesdays. Sigh.*) It will mean shifting our schedules a bit to ensure that we can get dinner going in time for us to eat at 6ish. But since we’re both self-employed we’ve got some flexiblility. (See, there is an upside to having to buy your own health insurance!) 

And there will obviously be some nights that we’ll still feed the girls separately, for whatever reason (if we’re throwing one of our fancy, five-course dinner parties, for example.**) But we’re going to do our damnedest to have dinners that would make June Cleaver (not to mention my mother) proud at least three or four times a week. And hopefully it will get easier. And the girls will broaden their gustatory horizons in the process. And stop dropping food they don’t like onto the table. 

In fact, our second family dinner, this past Sunday night, went much better than the first. We had spaghetti, which is sort of a no-brainer, but I made it with a very vegetable-heavy sauce, which isn’t the norm. (In fact, the girls prefer their pasta naked except for a little butter and cheese). But by God, they ate it! Sauce and all. And lots of it! 

Most adorable moment: when they got all excited about asking to be excused once they’d finished eating. And why were they so excited? Because I am a genius, that’s why: I leveraged their obsession with The Sound of Music to our advantage by reminding them that Liesel says “May I be excused?” at the family dinner before she goes outside to cavort with Rolf. Tee hee hee.

Anyway, we probably should have made this transition sooner. But — as Elsa would say – “That’s OK!” 

This is her newest catchphrase. If she makes a mistake or does something that’s less than ideal, she’ll follow it up with a perky, “But that’s OK!” And most of the time I agree that it is, indeed, OK. As in, “I got a little yogurt on my shirt, but that’s OK!”  But other times it’s borderline: “I got some marker on the couch. But that’s OK!” I’m just waiting for her to say, “I poked Clio in the eye with a crayon. But that’s OK!

 

It’s actually quite sweet that’s she’s got this little built-in reminder to herself not to sweat the small stuff. I like to think that she got it from me. I really do try to reassure the girls, when little things go awry, that it’s OK. No big deal. And I try — though it’s much harder — to remind myself of the same thing. 

Alas, it is getting late, and like the writers of LOST, I find myself unable to find a way to bring this post to a satisfying conclusion that ties everything — family dinners, Liesel and Rolf, catchphrases, etc. — neatly together.  

But that’s OK. (Eep!)

 *This is a joke. I’ve only had steak tartare once in my life, and got violent food poisoning as a result. 
**Also a joke. 
 

Rockin’ the Mom Bod 

Posted by roper on May 27th, 2010 at 6:24 pm 

So, yesterday I did a very uncharacteristic thing: I went for a free introductory session with a personal trainer at my gym. 

 

Let’s start with the “my gym” part. The truth is, I don’t really like gyms. I don’t like the smell, I don’t like the sense I always have that I’m
not quite using the machines or weights the right way, and I am incredibly cheap, so I hate spending
the money and then not going as much as I should. (Because I don’t
really like it.) I belonged to one for a year or so when I was in my twenties — a really nice, women-only one with pink weight machines and flattering lighting in the locker room — but even that I found vaguely intimidating and not the greatest thing for my body image (there were waaaayy too many mirrors around). 

 

I’ve always preferred jogging / walking and doing yoga. Solitary stuff. I did that basically up until we had the girls — and not in a very disciplined or consistent way — and tried to get back into something resembling an exercise routine when they were a few months old. It sort of worked, but if it happened to be raining or snowing or a blistering 95 degrees on one of the very rare times I had free to take a run, I couldn’t do it. And if I tried to do yoga during the girls’ naptime, they were guaranteed to wake up just when my prahna really got flowing. So a year and a half ago, I joined a gym.

 

It’s kind of a pit. Verrry basic. Very cheap. And I only go a twice a week, if that. I fire up the Kindle and get 40 minutes of uninterrupted reading done on the elliptical (seriously, the reading is the best part), stretch a little, and I’m out of there. Sometimes I manage to cram in a pilates or yoga class on a really, really good week. So let’s just say my approach to fitness, while not abysmal, is not what you’d call heroic. And yet, for the past two and a half years, I’ve been in arguably the best shape of my life. My weight is what it was pre-kids, even a little lower, and I’m stronger overall. 

 

The secret? TWIN TODDLERS!! Best workout ever. You run, you lift, you squat, you pivot, you chase, you go up and down the stairs, in and out of the house. You pick them up, you put them down. You pick them both up. You haul groceries in from the car nine bags at a time so you don’t have to go back out again and leave your toddlers unattended, lest they peck each other’s eyes out. Arms, quads, core, overall calorie burn — maximized. (I am also, admittedly, blessed with a pretty good metabolism.)

 

The thing is, now the girls don’t need to be picked up as much. They don’t require quite so much physical energy. I’m sure my patience muscle is as toned as ever. Bulging, really. But I’m sort of bummed out at the idea that my other muscles will go back to their previously so-so, lazy, flabby state as the girls move steadily away from toddlerhood into childhood. Lately I find myself sometimes offering to carry them up the stairs, just for the strength training. Seriously. How pathetic is that? (Flash forward: Me: “Elsa, do you want a pick-up up the stairs?” Elsa: “No, Mom, I want to borrow the car. Why don’t you lift some weights already?”)  

 

So, anyway, I saw a sign at the gym offering a free introductory session with a personal trainer, and I signed up. I didn’t plan to start paying for future sessions; I just hoped I’d get a few tips, see what it would be like. And to my own surprise, I liked it. I liked having someone show me various exercises and the right way to do them, and pushing me to work hard.

 

 I didn’t particularly like the trainer himself. He was sort of a meathead, and I got a weird vibe from him. Like either he was checking me out or he thought I was really, really dorky and weird. Maybe both? (Am I a WMILF?) He also liked to go on about how the way a lot of people lift is “totally retarded,” and wrong. I think he said retarded a total of seven times in the course of the little 20-minute mini-workout we did. But he did say he was surprised by how strong I was, given how un-bulky I was. So that scored him some points in my book. 

 

Today, my shoulders, arms, quads and some other muscles whose name I don’t know — they’re sort of under my armpits at the upper corners of my boobs — are totally sore. But in a good, strong way. 

 

I don’t think I want to spend $30 a pop to meet with a trainer once a week. Especially if it’s the slightly skeevy Mr. Retarded. But maybe I can get my hands on some back issues of Shape or Self or whatever it is that fit women read, and get some exercise tips. Spend an extra 15-20 minutes at the gym and try to consistently go twice a week. 

 

I’m torn about the whole fitness thing. I mean, there’s one part of me that thinks: yes, it’s healthy and reasonable to want to stay strong and fit and — who are we kidding? — look good, which is the main motivation for me. On the other hand, a guilty part of me thinks my time would be better spent writing or hanging out with the girls or making batches of healthy and delicious, kid-friendly meals or any of the other ten-thousand things I could or should do. And that worrying about having Madonna arms or looking halfway decent in a bathing suit is kind of vain. 

 

Either way, I don’t think the girls are going to let me bench-press them for much longer.
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 Feeling toddler-toned and fit, taken when the girls were 18 months old. Yes, that’s right, I’m wearing an eye patch. Never mind that.
 

Our l’il Graduates 

Posted by roper on June 1st, 2010 at 3:05 pm 

Last week, the girls had their preschool “graduation.” I’m not quite sure why it was called graduation, seeing as they’re going back to the same preschool next year. But no matter. It was a proud day for us as our daughters completed their first year of formal education unscathed. 

 

The ceremony began with a (very loud) rendition “This Little Light of Mine,” sung by all of the kids, en masse. We knew that this was coming; the girls had been singing (shouting) the song for weeks. If you’ve never heard several dozen three-, four- and five-year-olds singing gospel in approximately forty different keys at the top of their lungs, well, you haven’t lived yet. 
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 Here’s Elsa and her little light (or “little mine of line” as Clio calls it) waiting for her cue. 
 

The next number was “Do, a Deer,” (their class only, choice of song due to Elsa and Clio’s Maria Movie obsession). Also a real sonic treat. 

 

But what was most amazing about the whole thing — to us, anyway — was Clio. She actually got up there on the stage, in front of an audience of at least fifty or sixty parents and grandparents, in a very large room, and didn’t cry or ask to be taken down (which is what happened at the Halloween party show). She even sort of sang. Her mouth was moving, anyway. They’d had lots of rehearsals, according to the teacher, and I’m sure
that helped her feel more comfortable. (And apparently at those
rehearsals, she was the loudest singer of the bunch). 

 

The only time she appeared to be on the brink was at the end when they were distributing diplomas to her class, and one of her teachers reached up to hold her hand. I’m not sure why, but I think it might have been because there was more individual attention on each child — their names were spoken into a microphone one by one and they each got individual applause.  

 

But I was just so, so proud of her for holding it together up there. A few months ago, it never would have happened. 
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 Close, but no tears. 
 

 After the pomp and circumstance, we attempted a family photo with the girls and their diplomas. But you know how those go.

 

 1.
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 2.
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3. 
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 Oh well.

 

The girls had much more fun in the hour and a half that followed: pony rides (Elsa yes, Clio no), making crafts, and face painting (again, something we were pleasantly surprised to see that Clio actually wanted to do; she has turned it down in the past.) Elsa wanted to be a cow, which the teacher doing the face painting had never attempted before (has anyone?) but I thought she did a pretty awesome job given the challenge. Clio wanted to be a bunny. And the two of them spent about five minutes mugging for themselves in front of a mirror afterward.
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So, our little scholars are movin’ on up in September to the three-day-a-week class — complete with day extended from noon to 1 pm. (And we get to figure out how to pay for it. Eek.) 

 

 

What’s with all the SUVs? 

Posted by roper on June 3rd, 2010 at 12:20 pm 

We’re going through one of those phases where the girls are being real pains in the ass. Elsa is having terrible mornings lately — screaming and whining and tantrum-ing up the yin yang over stupid, ridiculous, typical toddler/preschooler things: SHE wanted to go the bathroom first, not CLIO!  She wanted the jelly on the TOP half of the bagel and the cream cheese on the BOTTOM, not the OTHER WAY!! SHE wanted to use the orange crayon and CLIO started using it first! No, mommy, THAT’S not what I SAID!! (CAPS indicate high, tragic drama, accompanied by
soul-shattering wails.) 

 

Clio, meanwhile, is going through another one of her super-controlling-obsessive-compulsive phases, where she wants everything to go a precise, certain way, and totally flips out if it doesn’t. On the surface, this sounds pretty much the same as Elsa’s behavior, and it is similar, but even more exacting. If one little thing goes awry in her plans for The Way Things Should Go — say, for example, she calls a question to me from the bathroom and instead of answering from where I am I choose to (Gasp!!) go to her so I can hear her better — she totally wigs out. Offers to start over again are rejected. Firm reminders that Clio is not the boss of Mommy are met with tears and screams and frantic gesticuations. (Do your children flap their arms like small, spastic chickens when they’re upset, or is it just mine?) 

 

Let’s just say there’s been a lot of depositing of screaming, out-of-control three-year-olds into their room for time outs. 

 

So, what does all this have to do with SUVs? Nothing! I just don’t feel like devoting a whole post to my angelic little pains in the ass at the moment, so I thought I’d take this opportunity to discuss SUVs. And minivans.

 

The other day when I was dropping the girls off at preschool, I couldn’t help noticing that *every* car in the lot was an SUV or minivan. Every. Single. One. Including ours — a Subaru Forrester. Now, I’m not one of these people who thinks that SUVs are the root of all evil. I mean, yeah, I think in many cases they’re excessively large and unnecessary. They’re gas guzzlers, which is bad, and they’re dangerous to smaller vehicles on the road. But to point fingers at SUV owners seems like splitting hairs when the truth is that there are just too many vehicles on our roads, burning up too much oil, period. 

 

What puzzles me is: how did we get to a point in our culture where so many middle-class families find that an SUV or minivan is essential? And I don’t exclude our family, here. Our Forrester is a very small SUV — more like a station wagon on steroids. But when we go on trips with the whole family and it’s filled to the gills with suitcases, gear, Alastair’s guitar, etc., I thank my lucky stars we have it. Our other car is a Honda Accord and couldn’t possibly fit the same amount of crap. And if we had another kid (NOT that we’re going to!) I don’t know how we’d fit him/her and all his/her stuff in.

 

But as early as twenty years ago, it wasn’t a given that if you had a family you had to get a van or SUV, right? Station wagons or even regular old cars did the trick. And if you take it back to the forties / fifties / sixties, when our parents were growing up, families tended to be bigger than they are now. And somehow they managed without Lincoln Navigators. 

 

I have several theories as to why things have changed. First, increased safety measures. Whereas in the old days you might have been able to jam three or four kids across the backseat of a car without a problem (and does anyone else remember fighting with a sibling over who gets to sit in the “way back” of their parents’ station wagon as a kid?) now there are more stringent laws about seatbelts, carseats, booster seats, etc. So, bigger cars with more “official” seating areas.

 

But that doesn’t answer the question of why, if you’ve only got one or two kids, you need anything more than a hatchback or sedan. Which brings me to my next theory: stuff. We must just have more of it these days, or at least bring more of it with us when we travel: bigger suitcases, more baby and kid gear, more gadgets and toys, more pets, more whatever. And then there’s the stuff we haul around locally: do-it-yourself materials and tools, furniture, sports equipment, etc. Are the rise of big box stores, Craigslist and organized kids’ sports to blame?

 

And (final theory) maybe we just expect to be more mobile than we used to. Maybe people didn’t take as many car trips back in the day. Maybe they took trains or buses or just stayed put. And wrote those “letter” things to their far flung friends and family instead. 

 

What do you think? Is there a reason why so many people these days seem to feel that an SUV or minivan is a must for family life? Do you have either, or plan to get one? Do you get by with a more eco-friendly Smart Car or Prius? Discuss amongst yourselves. Just don’t talk to me about my children. I’ve had it with those two.

 

Playtime 

Posted by roper on June 7th, 2010 at 1:51 pm 

My dad gave us the awesomest Christmas present ever this past year: he paid for (and helped build, along with a builder friend of his) finishing part of our basement to use as a playroom for the girls. The project was recently completed and it is *so* fabulous to have a place to put the girls — ahem, I mean, their toys. 

 

Until recently, their playthings had been gradually, steadily overtaking our living room / dining room. Now, for the first time since the girls were born, our main living area is more or less free of major baby/child accoutrements. And downstairs, we’ve got a gorgeous room that looks like this: 
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The only potential wrinkle here is the fact that our basement gets water when it rains hard for more than a day, and tends to be damp overall. But the floor is raised and the walls are built in front of the actual walls, plus we’ve got a de-humidifier running around the clock (can’t wait to see what our electric bills will be…) and so far, so good.

 

The building of this room coincides nicely with the fact that the girls are pretty much old enough to play down there on their own. From upstairs, we can hear them just fine, and the doors out of the playroom to the unfinished part of the basement are locked. So, theoretically, they could play happily down there by themselves for a long time. Except that typically we have to go down and break up fights every ten minutes or so. I’m trying to interfere less in these disputes and let them work it out for themselves. But the other day — for the first time — Clio bit Elsa. HARD. It didn’t break the skin, but the teeth marks were still there the next day. So now we’re a little wary of letting them tussle on their own for too long. (Have three-year-old siblings ever killed each other?)

 

Frequently they also need a nudge to come up with games or toys to play with once they’ve gotten tired of coloring — by far their favorite activity these days. It’s odd; they’ve got this whole room full of toys and games and pretend play “props,” and they can’t think of anything to do unless one of us suggests it and sits down to get things going with them. But usually once they get going, they’re off to the races.

 

The only thing that I struggle with (besides whether or not to break up potential bloodbaths when one of them grabs a toy out of the other one’s hands) is how much to play *with* them. I’m pretty playful in general — happy to make up silly songs with the girls, or launch tickle fights, etc. I like dancing to music with them, and I love reading books and setting up creative projects. I don’t even mind a few minutes of playing with the dollhouse or pretending to eat the “meals” they make for me with their plastic food (raisin and bean and donut and chicken and blueberry and strawberry cake, anyone?) But after five minutes of “pretend play,” well, B-O-R-I-N-G. 

 

And difficult to follow. They’ve got this strange internal logic as to how things are supposed to go that I just can’t follow for long. Example: yesterday I suggested that they put on a “show” for their stuffed animals. (This is big lately.) So they set all their animals and dolls up on their little armchairs near the front window (this was actually an upstairs game). Then Clio sat on the couch with a play guitar, and they wanted me to sit on a chair that they’d placed right in front of the couch, facing away. I was supposed to sing (“This little light of mine.”) but only once Clio started. It was never clear to me whether I was in the audience or in the show
or if it was some kind of high-concept,
test-the-definition-of-theater-participatory thing. I was yelled at several times for not doing what I was supposed to. 

 

Curious George, sitting in a toy high chair on the coffee table, was also involved. After — and only after — the musical number was done, I was supposed to make him walk (according to Elsa, who was sitting catty-corner to the couch, in the recliner) but NOT dance. Shortly after that, the girls realized that the lighting for the show was sub-par, so we made a “light” out of construction paper and a pencil. It needed a lot of tape and stickers. 

The whole thing was very Dadaist. Or like one of those dreams where you’re back in high school and you have to perform the whole production of “South Pacific” you were in your sophomore year, with no brush-up rehearsal. (What, you never had that dream?) 

 

All of which leads me to my conclusion, which is that I think in general — and especially when it comes to pretend play — children are best left to their own devices. And I shouldn’t feel guilty for encouraging them to play on their own (in their new playroom or not) most of the time. Right? Right?

For Katie 

Posted by roper on June 10th, 2010 at 2:38 pm 

The other night just as we were all about to sit down to
dinner (yes, family dinners are in full force these days, and going fairly
well), Alastair and I were absently finishing up a conversation that happened
to include a mention of the fact that so-and-so’s father had died recently,
hence so-and-something-else. 

 

About ten seconds into our meal, Elsa asked: “Who died?”

 

At least, that’s what we thought she said — which was a
little strange. We didn’t even know that the girls had this verb in their
vocabularies. But we answered, directly, and a little cautiously, “So-and-so’s
father died.”

 

Then she asked, “But where did he die?”

 

This was equally strange (maybe they did know what it meant?
They’d talked about it in preschool) but we went with it. “We don’t know.
Probably in his house.”

 

Clio piped up, “but where did he go?”

 

Alastair and I looked at each other, thinking: oh boy, here
we go. 

 

Except in the most glossed-over, abstract sense — i.e. animals
chasing after other animals in storybooks with intent to kill — the girls have
never really encountered death. I’ve been hesitant even to kill bugs in front
of them. But it had to come up sooner or later, right? 

 

So we gave the girls the three-year-old appropriate (we
think…) explanation: when people die, it means they aren’t with us any more,
and we can’t talk to them or see them or spend time with them.

 

“But sometimes they die and then they come back up,” Clio
said.

 

“Well,” Alastair said, “some people believe that, but Mommy
and I believe that when people die they don’t come back.” 

 

But as he was giving his careful, sensitive explanation of our
secular humanistic belief that dead is dead, it hits me: Clio thought we were
saying dive.
 

“Clio,” I said, “did you think we were saying dive? Like you dive into the water?”

 

“Yeah,” she said. “But he dived into his house.”

 

Ah. Well then. Hrrm ahrem. Never mind then. Moving right
along. More mac and cheese, anyone?

 

I hate the fact that we’re going to have to be the ones to
break the news to the girls (and I suppose we’ve already started) that all
living things die. Right now they live in a completely death-free world.
Imagine that. Imagine never having experienced the loss of someone (or even
some animal) you loved, and not even knowing that such a loss was possible. 

 

 

It sounds so strange and detached from reality, but
sometimes I feel like I live in that place, too. I’ve been lucky in my life not
to have suffered a devastating loss. My grandparents are all gone, and I miss
them, but their deaths were expected and timely. I’ve lost a few friends, but
no one I was close with at the time. I’ve watched death from afar, dreading the
inevitable fact that it will come closer to me at some point. 

 

My worst fear, of course  — the one my mind recoils from — is
losing a child. (I can’t even make the sentence personal, as you can see.) When
I hear about someone losing their child it almost always makes me well up. I
see the story of the boy
in Washington who disappeared on his way to class (perhaps he’s still alive
somewhere) and something inside me shudders. I hear of the student
at my alma mater who was recently swept to his death by an avalanche in the
Swiss alps, and my whole self winces.

 

And when I read of the death of Henry Granjau, son of Katie
Allison Granju, who blogs here (Home/Work) and
at her personal blog, MamaPundit, my
heart felt like it had split down the middle.

 

There’s no reversing what happened to Henry, and yet I still
find myself going back and checking Katie’s blog almost every day. I’ve been
asking myself: why? Because every time I do, my heart aches anew, and I’m terrified
anew at the thought that this could happen to me. Why subject myself to it? 

 

At first I wondered if it was some kind of titillation — a
pornography of death, along the lines of looking at car accidents, wanting to
see if anyone has been killed and finding a strange thrill in it — the thrill,
perhaps, of a sudden, powerful awareness of our own aliveness, and the
aliveness of those around us. Maybe as human beings we need to be shocked into
that kind of gratitude for life every once in awhile. Maybe it’s good for us.

 

But I think in the case of my inability to look away from Katie
and her family right now, it’s something different. I think I go back and read
again and again because I want to see how a mother copes with such a loss. I want
to know that if it happened to me, I would be able to go on, however gropingly
and brokenly. I want to see that it’s possible to get to a place of peace and even
happiness again.

 

I hope and pray that Katie and her family get there.




Reliving college — with toddlers. 

Posted by roper on June 14th, 2010 at 2:43 pm 

It was another typical Baby Squared weekend away, marked by
mostly lovely days and horrific nights. This time we went west, back to
Alastair’s and my alma mater, Williams College, for his 15th
reunion. 

 

The 15th year college reunion is not for the
faint of heart. Because everyone’s 36-37ish, a goodly number of them have young
children. (Which is probably why attendance is generally low.) This means
finding ways to keep your children happy and occupied during the day instead
of, say, strolling about the campus reminiscing, going out for a meal or two,
or partaking of the adult-centric lectures, programs, etc.  (Although, to be fair, there were a
number of good kid-focused activities, including mask making and reptile
touching (!) at the college art museum.)

 

At night it means either missing out on the parties, hiring
a sitter (which we did), or dragging your children along with
you and attempting to have coherent conversations with other adults while an
overtired toddler writhes and whines on your lap.

 

But at least you’re all in the same boat.

 

We might not have made the trek, except that Alastair was
invited to do a family concert and it seemed like a nice excuse for a weekend
away and a chance to catch up with old friends. It was also nice to be back at
Williams, in a way. I have lots of fond memories of my college days – I loved
the academics and the gorgeous setting, I made some good friends, had fun when
it came to artsier pursuits (music, dance), and well, I met my husband. So I
can’t complain. But I didn’t feel like I fit in with the overall vibe and
culture of the place as much as I’d hoped to. And there was plenty of angst and
discord between Alastair and me during my senior year, when he’d graduated and
I was still there. 

 

Still. Again. Fabulous education from a top-notch
institution + husband. Can’t complain too much. But I will complain about this:
I never got so little sleep at Williams College as I did this past weekend. 

 

OK, maybe that’s not true. I had some late nights writing
papers, angsting with Alastair about our relationship, and with hanging out
with friends, (I’d say ‘partying’ but that makes it sound like I was playing
beer pong and doing keg stands, which I most definitely wasn’t – though plenty
of other people were). But that was all by choice.

 

This weekend, it was crying, whining, middle of the night
three-year-olds. Sufficeth to say that: 

 

1.) The girls were wound up and wired from being in a new
situation with lots of people/kids around and lots to do, and were in a new
place — that place being a fairly noisy dorm full of other families and kids
and doors that slammed loudly — so they weren’t inclined to fall asleep at
their actual bedtime. 

 

2.) They could leave their room (which was across the hall
from ours) freely, and then knock on our door, which we had to get up and open
each time because there was a key code to get in. (And by “they” I mostly mean
Elsa. Clio generally toes the line when it comes to this kind of thing.) Oh
yeah, and when they wanted to use the bathroom, it meant walking down the hall
to a communal bathroom with bright fluorescent lights and a really REALLY loud,
powerful hand dryer that they girls thought was the most fun and hilarious
thing they’d ever experienced.

 

3.) We couldn’t let them shout or “whine it out” like we
sometimes do at home when they want to get up or come into our bed in the
middle of the night because there were other people sleeping (God, I felt for
the other people in the dorm we were in.) And, as always, we have the issue of
trying to get one of the girls to shut up – I mean, calm down and be quiet –
before she wakes up the other one.

 

4.) We did let Elsa come into our bed the second night when
she woke up yelling for me, and she was up pretty much all night. Talking,
tossing, poking our faces. Which, of course, meant that we were up pretty much
all night.

 

5.) A three-year-old who has been up most or all of the
night is not a pleasant person. In fact, she is pretty much a tattered shred of
a person who screams and whines and cries inconsolably for hours on end. Or who
hits her mother in the face at her father’s concert because she’s been told she
may not climb up onto the stage and sing with daddy, and has to be bodily
removed from the auditorium, screaming. Ah, yes.

 

6.) Finally, with all due respect to Williams College Dining
Services – which makes quite excellent food by college standards – their coffee
always has been and continues to be weak and lousy.

 

I am still recovering. And I never want to go anywhere with
these children ever again until they are twenty-two.

 

However, I will say that it was really nice to catch up and
mingle with folks we hadn’t seen in awhile, it was nice to visit some old haunts
and feel that bittersweet blend of
I-miss-this-time-in-my-life-and-at-the-same-time-I-don’t-at-all. And it was
really cool to find out that a bunch of people I talked to were readers of this
blog! So, shout out to the class of ’95. And I’m very sorry if our children
kept you up all night.

 

  Marching in the parade of classes with the other bleary-eyed members of the class of ’95.
 Elsa and Clio discover the joy of Dining Services M&M cookies. Like mother like daughters.
Dad-o-rific 

Posted by roper on June 20th, 2010 at 1:35 am 

As I write this, Alastair is on
tour out in Iowa, where we lived for a
couple of years
back before the kiddos were born. So, it’s
going to be a long-distance Father’s Day this year.  

 

Yesterday,

I took the girls to an arts and crafts store, where we stocked up on
supplies for a project (and also got a couple of those squirt pumps for
the backyard, because they’re just so much fun.) Back at the kitchen
table, we used stickers and paint to create the Awesomest Father’s Day
Cards Ever. 
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Painting the card interiors. Amazingly the girls mostly got the concept of one Q-tip for each different paint color (I knew that having them use one brush and rinsing it out between colors would never happen.) 
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 Card exteriors. Elsa went for real words while Clio preferred to make up her own, “Ysdalne.” (Or maybe it’s a Ukrainian surname?) As for the sporting goods decals … Alastair’s not what you’d call a sports nut, but he does watch the Boston teams (to recent heartbreak….), is watching some World Cup here and there, and plays basketball. So, good enough. They didn’t have musical instrument stickers anyway. 
 

As folks over at the Baby Squared Facebook page know, I’m planning to have Alastair do a guest post in the near future — it’s just a matter of him finding the time. But it’s a long time coming. We’re both acutely aware of the irony of the fact that I’m the one writing this blog, and writing a book about raising twins, given that he actually spends more time with Elsa and Clio during the week. 

 

Now that I’m freelancing instead of working in an office, I’m around the house a lot more, and end up helping out with the girls more — getting them dressed and fed and out the door, slathering on sunblock and helping with trips to the potty, etc. But I still stick to roughly a 9-5 schedule four days out of the week and I frequently work outside the house — in coffee shops, etc. Which means that Alastair is on duty with the girls any time they’re not in preschool (which they’re not all summer) or with our sitter (who comes 10 hrs/week). He’s doing the lion’s share of childcare, while I earn the lion’s share of our income. So I’ve got the financial pressure on me, but I think he’s got the much harder job.

 

 And he does that job beautifully. Really, really beautifully. 

 

For as long as Alastair and I were together before kids came along (and it was a long, lo-o-o-o-ng time) I knew that he would make a wonderful father, and suspected that we would make a pretty good team as parents, too. He has surpassed all expectations, and I’ve had more fun co-parenting with him than I ever imagined. 

 

What’s particularly great is that most of the time, even when things with the girls are really really frustrating or challenging, we manage not to get tense and angry with each other. (Most of the time.) This parenting adventure has brought us closer together, and led to some real growth in our relationship. And so far, we haven’t started referring to each other as “Mom” and “Dad.” I’m hoping we can stave that off indefinitely.

 

A very Happy Father’s Day to all the rockin’ dads out there.

 

Looking back, looking forward 

Posted by roper on June 22nd, 2010 at 1:15 pm 

The actual anniversary slipped by me, but last week and change marked my three-year anniversary of blogging here at Babble. Wowza! How the time doth fly. Hard to believe that when I first started writing here, it was about breastfeeding and sleep schedules and watching the girls’ unique personalities devlop. And now, three years later, I’m writing about….well….dinnertime and bedtime routines and how interesting it is to watch the girls’ unique personalities develop. Plus ca change….

 

I’ve actually been digging back into old posts a lot these days as I work on my book — “researching” my own life, as it were. Life moves so quickly and babies grow into children so fast; I don’t think I’d be able to remember half as much as I’m remembering if I didn’t have my own blog posts to jog my memory. 

 

It’s fun (and a little bit sad) to trip down memory lane, looking at pictures of the girls when they were just chubby little babies, and reading about their first big milestones. It’s also fun to relive particularly memorable moments of blogging here, like my psuedo blog war with my friend Steve Almond (which a lot of people — to my amazement — thought was real), and the first time I wrote openly about my depression. 

 

It’s also got me thinking a lot about the future of this blog — and the possible repercussions of blogging about your kids in general. When I started blogging here, I didn’t really have a sense of how long I would want to do it. “Baby” Squared suggests a certain shelf life. And frankly, I thought I might get tired of blogging after a year or two. But I didn’t.  And at this point, it’s hard to imagine not writing here. Where would I get all my parenting advice — not to mention reassurance that I’m not / my kids aren’t, in fact, crazy? 

 

And now, if don’t blog at least until my book comes out — which will most likely be May, 2012 — my publishers would probably kill me. The girls will be five then. Five!! 

 

Beyond that, I guess, it’s up to me. To blog or not to blog? 

 

Certainly, there may come a time when I just don’t feel inspired to write on a regular basis about my kids / being a parent anymore and want to spend the time on other projects instead. The more complicated issue for me is how the girls would feel about my blogging once they’re old enough to really understand what it is, and what I’m doing. And regardless of how much longer I keep at it, how will they feel when they’re able to go back and read what I wrote? 

 

Will they feel exploited? Embarrassed? Will they be hurt or confused by anything I’ve written here? Will they feel like I’ve used them for my own gain somehow? (Not like I’m getting rich off blogging here by any stretch of the imagination, but it has helped my writing career in various ways.) 

 

There is plenty about my children and my experiences as a parent that I don’t share here. I try very hard not to write anything that I can imagine the girls being upset about five or ten or thirty years from now. (If by then robots haven’t taken over the planet and replaced the Internet with a series of tubes.) And I try to respect their privacy. (Yes, I have written an awful lot about their poop. But believe me, I could go into much more detail.) But I do share a lot. 

 

Sometimes I think maybe I should have given the girls aliases back when I started blogging. Or just stuck to “E” and “C.” But I felt like doing that would make it harder for me to write honestly and from the heart; like it would put up a barrier between me and readers. But maybe I’m just rationalizing my exhibitionist tendencies. Ha! 

 

Anyway, it’s going to be interesting to see what happens when the generation of
blogged-about children comes of age. I can just see it now: support
groups, lawsuits, tell-all memoirs, blogs about being blogged about….  

 

My hope is that my girls will see this blog as evidence of my engagement in their lives — my desire to document and reflect on my experiences as a mother and also celebrate (albeit in a very public way) my love for them. This would be a very mature and measured reaction, however. Before they get there, I may be looking at a couple of very pissed off teenagers.

 

The girls at approx five months — can you tell who’s who? 

 Mickey Mouse’s Underwear 

Posted by roper on June 25th, 2010 at 3:51 pm 

Bathroom talk is all the rage in the Baby Squared household
these days. The girls feel that the words “poop,” underwear,” “potty,” etc. are the height of humor, especially when dropped into the middle of otherwise normal sentences and songs, e.g. “Old Macdonald had a poop.” (Which, to be fair, I’m sure he did. Lots of them, in fact, from multiple animals.) 

 

And somewhere they’ve even managed to pick up that old classic, “Knock
knock, who’s there, Mickey Mouse’s underwear.” (Which doesn’t even, like, make
sense, because, underwear doesn’t have hands, so it can’t knock. And Elsa is
the one who was quick to point out back when were potty training that poop
doesn’t have a mouth. So, um….Hypocrisy, anyone?)

 

We have made it clear that bathroom talk is not acceptable
at the table, or with grown-ups generally speaking. They can only talk like
that when they’re playing together by themselves.

 

The situation where we don’t really lay
down the law is when they do the potty talk thing around us (not counting at
mealtimes). Alastair and I are
pretty silly people, and not above engaging in the adult-version of potty humor
ourselves. And, truth be told, we may be partly responsible for sparking the
whole thing with the girls. I think we’ve made a couple of “bum-bum” jokes
ourselves with them in the past. (Aside: I am not quite sure how the word “bum-bum”
became the primary pet name for posteriors in our home. I think the girls’
previous sitter might have used it. I actually think it’s sort of cute.)

 

But (ha ha) I think kids sort of inevitably discover and
deploy bathroom humor on their own, whether or not they have idiotic, immature
parents. 

 

Sometimes we try to gently discourage it in their banter with us. But I think if we make too big a deal of it, we’re just making the whole enterprise even more attractive to them. I mean, it’s not like they’re going around saying the F word or referring to eachother as “my bitch.”  

 

And honestly, sometimes it’s hard not to laugh along. The other day, Elsa said
“Mommy and Daddy, hear this: ‘Knock Knock, who’s there, Cinderella’s BUTT!!”
And jeez, it was all we could do to keep from cracking up. I mean, that’s comic
gold. Right? Right? Who’s with me?

  

 What’s your policy on potty talk? Do you take a hard line, or join in the gross-out fun?  
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You’re a poo-poo bum-bum pee-pee waffle horse underwear-head monkey!!  
(Also, note Elsa getting ready for her future Facebook profile photo with a classic sorority girl “Duck Face.”) 
The Joy of Shopping With Twin 

Posted by roper on June 28th, 2010 at 2:23 pm 

That is not a typo — I meant to write twin, singular. Because Lord knows, going shopping with toddler or preschool-age twins — at least, when they’re a spirited duo like mine — is rarely a joy. And I’m sure the same can be said of being in a retail environment with any two small children. Which is why you avoid it unless you have no other choice.

 

Not that shopping trips with little kids can’t work at all. I’ve managed several successful jaunts with the girls in tow. The best errands to take them on are brief, with a clearly-defined, singular objective, preferably related to them as in: we are going to Target to buy you guys some sandals. Or with a reward, as in: we are going to the grocery store to get exactly ten items, you get a cookie from the bakery if you’re good, and then we go home.

 

But it’s still a hassle — getting in and out of the car, braving the parking lot, figuring out cart logistics and/or trying to keep the two of them from running off in opposite directions. And chances are pretty good that at some point on the trip at least one of them is going to get antsy/whiny, need to use the bathroom and/or have a complete meltdown. 

 

Running errands is actually one of the rare times when Alastair and I divide and conquer with the girls — each of us taking one of them — instead of doing the all-or-nothing approach. (One of us watches the girls and the other does something else, OR the four of us hang out together as a family). So, yesterday I took Elsa out while Clio stayed home with Alastair (and she napped for an hour of that time, the lucky bastard). The ostensible reason was that Elsa needed new sneakers, and after that we’d go to the grocery store, which for some reason she really enjoys. But I also felt like the girl could use some one-on-one time with mom. 

 

She’s been really clingy and cranky lately — lots of whining, lots of near-tantrums. She is constantly whining, “Mama!!” (when she’s not being this way, she calls me “mommy” or “mom”). And typically after I say “yes?” or “What, Elsa?” she just whines it again. She doesn’t really have anything to say or ask for. She just wants. 
 

She’s also been frequently wanting Clio to go away or keep her distance when she and I are together. So, if I’m helping Elsa get dressed and Clio is sitting nearby, she might pitch a fit saying that she wants Clio out of the room. Which isn’t OK, of course. (The fit-pitching part, that is.) But I sympathize with her feeling like she wishes this other kid who’s always stealing my attention away from her and sharing her space would just go away. 
 

So, Elsa and I went to Marshall’s to get some sneakers, and it was quite delightful. I’m always amazed at how easy it is to be with just one of the girls. I often liken it to picking up what looks like a heavy rock and then realizing that it’s actually one of those fake plastic hide-a-key rocks, and you’re like: wow! This is so light! Ker-azy!

 

We found some shoes right away — Elsa loved the slanted shoe mirrors, and trying on different pairs — and things were going so well that I decided to try on a few sundresses for myself. While I browsed the rack, Elsa picked up little plastic size rings from the hangers that had fallen on the floor. She presented these to the dressing room attendant with a long, enthusiastic explanation of where they’d come from, and then we went into the changing room, which, she declared, was “like a bathroom!”  She sat on the little bench on the corner. “I’m going to sit here,” she said. “It’s like a toilet, but it’s not.”

 

And then I asked her her opinion of each dress I tried on. She had pretty good instincts: there was one dress I tried that came in both pink and gray, and I asked her which one she thought I should get. She said “pink!” and I was thinking, well, yeah, you’re a three-year-old girl; of course you’d think that. I ended up getting both, so I could try them both on again at home and see (no time for protracted waffling). But she was totally right. I’m going to return the gray one.

 

After that (and a brief reward of a ride on the coin-operated merry-go-round thing outside the store) we went to the grocery store. Our Stop & Shop has the scanner guns that you can carry around with you to scan and bag your food as you go, and Elsa proved to be extremely adept at using it. It was a great way to keep her occupied and happy — whereas if I’d had both girls, it would have been a constant negotiation over whose turn it was to use the thing. I’d lose track of who had it last, a brawl would ensue, needed grocery items would get forgotten in the scuffle, I’d end up having to come back the next day to buy a single red pepper because someone dropped it out of the cart unbeknownst to me and it was essential to some recipe I’d planned to make. 

 

Yesterday, the whole outing was truly enjoyable. And I got to fully enjoy Elsa’s chatty, energetic, outgoing, adventurous, let-me-get-involved style. I didn’t have to divide my attentions three ways — shopping, child 1, child 2. Just two ways. Which is quite a relief for my overtaxed brain.

 

When we got home, I’m sorry to say, whiny cranky Elsa returned. Which made it that much clearer to me how badly she needed and wanted some Elsa-only time. I think we need to try to find ways to give her — and Clio — more of it. It’s just so tricky to make it happen.

 

Frenemies 

Posted by roper on July 1st, 2010 at 3:52 pm 

Does this sound familiar to anyone? You’re in the kitchen doing dishes or sorting through mail or any of the other zillion little tasks that you somehow manage to cram in on any given day, and you hear your children playing happily in the other room. How delightful to hear their little voices, their happy camaradere! They are putting on a ‘music show’ for all their stuffed animals, or perhaps playing doctor and ‘fixing’ their dolls (or each other) with their Elmo doctor kit. You listen with half an ear and smile at their quips. (“I’m going to check your your fever now. It’s six! That’s good. OK, now I need to look in your nose.”) 

 

You think: this is wonderful! It’s so great that they love playing together and have so much fun. It’s fabulous that they’re so self-sufficient these days. And look at all you’re accomplishing! You pull a cookbook off the shelf and page idly through it. Maybe you’ll make something you’ve never made before for dinner tomorrow night — something that’s interesting yet potentially kid-friendly. Eggplant polenta parmesan? Swedish meatballs over egg noodles? 

 

Things are getting a little sillier in the next room. You hear gleeful giggles and shrieks. You peek in the next room and your children are rolling on the floor wrestling playfully. They love to do this — always have, since before they were even walking. You wonder at the marvelous twin bond (your children are twins in this scenario; did I mention that?) and wonder: do all twins love this kind of physical play — this piling on top of each other? Does it have to do with the fact that they spent thirty-seven weeks this way in the womb? Is it comforting to them?

 

You go back to your cookbook. Soft tacos with grilled chicken and mango salsa. Mmmm…that sounds pretty good. You write down “mangos” and “cilantro” on the dry-erase board where you keep a running grocery list. The girls are still giggling in the other room. But then there’s a sound that’s not quite like a giggle — more like a squeal, with a touch of panic in it. Are they fighting? No, wait….it’s a happy squeal now, and they’re back to giggling again. All is well. You write “tortillas” on the board.

 

And then, just as you are going to the fridge to see if you have a red onion, there’s another squeal, but this time it’s definitely not a playful one. “Girls,” you call, “sounds like things are getting too rough in there.” You start to open the fridge door, but the screaming is getting worse, and now there are tears, and they’re both yelling at once and you close the fridge door and go into the living room where your daughters are writhing around on the floor in a two-headed, four-legged, tangled up heap, both of them crying because one is pinning the other one down and the other one is pulling that one’s hair. And you get the sense that they both really want to stop hurting each other but they don’t know how. 

 

You have to physically remove them from each other and as they continue to shout accusations: “Elsa was playing too rough!” “Clio was stepping on me!” (In this scenario, your children have the same names as mine. Weird, huh?) And you find yourself sounding like a kindergarten teacher when you say, “I don’t care who was doing what, or who started it, but you both need to cool off.” And you try to engage them in a new activity — coloring or books or playing doctor again, but this time giving them each separate practices on different sides of the living room (which isn’t really a good idea because there’s only one fever checker, and they both want that.) 

 

But as it turns out, they aren’t really that upset after all. Elsa gives Clio another playful, slightly too-rough hug, and they’re tumbling around again (and you’re cautioning them “guys, guys…”) and then Elsa picks up a stuffed elephant lying nearby and makes it say (to her sister) “hi, my name is pee pee, do you want to play with me?” and Clio picks up a baby doll and says, “yeah, I’ll play with you! My name is bum-bum cheese head!” and then they’re gigging and picking up every animal and doll within reach and having them introduce themselves to each other. They’re having a blast.

 

So you you creep away, back into the kitchen and find that, in fact, you do have most of a red onion in the fridge, though it’s looking a little worse for the wear.

 

But just as you’re about to write “red onion” on your list…..

Nobody here but us chickens 

Posted by roper on July 7th, 2010 at 1:09 am 

This morning, my mother drove down from Maine and scooped up Elsa and Clio and a suitcase full of their clothes, and brought them back north with her, where they’ll spend the next couple of days at “Grandma and Grandpa camp” on the Maine coast — picking strawberries, tossing stones into the ocean, and “camping” in a tent in the yard. 

 

A few hours after that, I brought Alastair and his guitar and his suitcase full of clothes and CDs to the airport. He is now en route to Germany, where he’ll be touring for almost two veeks. I mean, weeks. (He and I have been doing silly German accents for the past day, just for our own amusement, and it’s hard to shtop. I mean, stop.) 

 

That leaves me here all by my lonesome, eating supermarket sushi and debating whether or not to break into the leftover birthday cake from yesterday’s “half birthday” party for Elsa and Clio. (Since December 28 is a lousy time to have a birthday — and since the girls have to share it, at that — we thought a little half-birthday celebration would be fun. I made a chocolate cake and wrote “Elsa” on one side and “Clio” on the other. I split it in half, and gave them each a half on a plate, with 3.5 candles. We sang “half a birthday to you.”)

 

It’s very strange to be here in the house all by myself. (Not counting, of course, my big loaded shotgun, my pet rottweiler, and the attack snake that lives under the back porch.) I keep expecting to hear the front door open, and Alastair and the girls to come in. There’s only been one other time since the girls were born that I was alone here overnight, and it was only one night. I’ll be here for three before I go up to Maine and join the gals.

 

It was strangely difficult to say goodbye to them today. Much harder than the one other time I was away from them for three days, back when they were 13 months old, I think because they’re such little people now. My relationship with them is so much deeper than it was when they were babies. I find new ways to interact with and enjoy them nearly every day. 

 

But I think it was also tough to say goodbye because I feel guilty about the way I’ve been losing my temper with them recently. Bedtime (and, by extension, bathime) just continues to be a struggle. Getting them to get on PJs, brush teeth, use the bathroom, settle down for stories, get in bed and then, you know, LET ME LEAVE THE ROOM WITHOUT ASKING FOR TEN MORE THINGS has been, er, challenging. They test limits, they get punchy and too rough (in Elsa’s case) or uptight and obsessive-compulsive (in Clio’s) and they both do it at the same time, so I feel like I’m juggling a chainsaw and a firecracker with a lit fuse, plus a live kitten and a very expensive organic heirloom tomato, just for good measure.

 

At bedtime, we are all at our most burnt-out and tired. I’m eager for them to go to bed and they’re not. It’s a bad combination. And then there’s been this godawful heat, which saps me of all physical and mental energy, and makes me a much less nice person than I normally am. So I’ve spoken sharply (and loudly). I’ve been a little too brusque in my motions. I haven’t screamed or sworn or hit or anything like that. But there have been a couple of times where I feel like it has taken ALL my willpower not too. I have to literally bite my tongue. Take deep breaths. Step out of the room. 

 

Then, of course, I feel terrible about feeling this way. I hate that I am capable of being so pissed off at my children. Because they really are such sweet, good kids. I love them to the ends of the universe and back. And without them here in the house, I feel like a little bit of my heart is missing.

 

However, truth? I did not miss doing the bedtime routine tonight, nor will I miss it for the next two. 

 

And I’m totally going to go have some of that cake.

Goodnight noises everywhere 

Posted by roper on July 9th, 2010 at 2:00 pm 

The most unexpectedly nice thing about being alone in my house (except for rottweiler, shotgun and attack snake under the back porch) is the quiet. 

 

I’ve written before about how I belive that I have the world’s loudest children, and I’m going to stand by that. My friends with kids are always saying, “no, no, no, mine are, really!” and then their kids come over and they barely say a freakin’ word. But that may be just because they can’t get one in edgewise between Elsa and Clio’s constant yellammering (I just made that word up). Again, I think it’s in part a twin thing (or, yes, a sibling thing). They’re vying for attention, vying to be heard. Sometimes one of them will even start yelling “Na na na na na!!” over the other if she gets interrupted. Brilliant.

They do have damned cute little voices, though, my girls. And I love their giggling and squealing and poop jokes and uniquely
three-year-old observations about life, the universe, etc. But sometimes I feel like I’m going to literally lose my mind trying to keep up with their rapid-fire demands and questions and “look, mama, look!”s.

 

And if, in the midst of all this, Alastair is playing his guitar — or, worse, his banjo — forget about it. I might as well be lobotomized. 

 

Being on my own like this, I also realize just how much of my time I usually spend talking — answering questions and saying “That’s great, sweetie!” and asking for
things to be done (or yelling for them to stop) and calling upstairs and
downstairs and trying to get Elsa and Clio to stop talking at once so I
can hear them. 

 

I’m really enjoying not having to talk. One gets really tired of hearing one’s own voice. Especially one’s mommy voice.

 

Ever have those moments where you’re suddenly aware: Good Lord. I sound like such a mom! I’ll find myself saying things like, “The whining has to stop, kiddo” and “Can I get a thank you?” or “Do I have to count to three?” and I stop and think: Jeez, I’m such a freakin’ cliche! I’m a writer, and here I am using all these stupid mom cliches. Should I work on some new phrases? Maybe “The whining must cease, stat, little lambchop!” or….umm….that’s all I got.

 

I talked with the girls on the phone yesterday, which was nice. Elsa’s gotten pretty good at the whole telephone thing. She finally understands that you’re supposed to talk — not just smile when you hear the person’s voice, or nod your head. We had ourselves a nice little conversation, in which she told me about their trip to the beach with Pop-pop and how she’d thrown rocks in the water and then Clio had done something (not clear what) that made her cry, but she was feeling better now. She even said “Oh, I love you too, mommy” when I said I loved her. (Melllttt!!)

 

With Clio, it was more like this:

 

Me: Hi Clio-bear! Are you having fun with B?

Clio: (pause) Yeah!

Me: What did you do today?

Clio: (silence)

Me: Did you go to the beach?

Clio: Yeah! We went to the beach!

Me: Yeah? What did you do? Did you throw rocks into the water? 

Clio: (silence)

Me: What else did you do today?

Clio: We watched movies! 

Me: You did? What movies did you watch?

My Mom (in the background): Tell her it was ‘Bambi’

Clio: (silence)

Me: Did you watch Bambi?

Clio: Yeah! We watched Bambi!

Me: What kinds of animals were in that movie?

Clio: (Pause) All the animals!

Me: Was there a deer?

Clio: Yeah! A deer!

 

And so on. I tried to tell her I missed and loved her, but she’d handed the phone back to my mom by that point. Oh well. I could feel the love even if I couldn’t hear it.  

  

I wouldn’t mind a few more days of quiet. But it is starting to get a little lonely ’round these parts, so I’ll be glad to join my brood up in Maine soon. I fully expect them to have total, whining fits the moment I arrive, which is what they typically seem to do when they haven’t seen me for a while. All the pent-up need comes pouring out. It will be loud. But I’ve got some good reserves of calm to draw on. At least ten-minutes’ worth. 

The First Day of Camp 

Posted by roper on July 13th, 2010 at 1:37 am 

So, the girls had their first day of “camp” today at an area rec. center — games and crafts and water shenanigans and the like from 9-12 every morning this week. (Aside: I still can’t get used to the fact that any sort of summer activity program for kids these days is called “camp.” Going to camp for me, as a kid, meant cabins and campfires and a lake. In fact, I wrote a whole freakin’ novel about that kind of camp.) 

 

I was totally prepared for Clio to go into deer-in-headlights mode, and start screaming when I tried to leave her. But she did nothing of the sort. She went right in — along with Elsa and what appeared to be ten thousand other three- and four-year-olds — and never looked back. Apparently she didn’t participate in the water activities, but she’d already told me this morning when I put her bathing suit on that she didn’t want to. That is, she asked why we had to put bathing suits on, and I explained that there might be sprinklers or a slip-and-slide or…something…(frankly, I wasn’t sure; I was just following directions). And she said, “But if we don’t want to play those things, we don’t have to, right?”

 

“Right,” I said, hoping that this camp shared my heartfelt belief, based on my own preferences, that nobody should be forced to get wet if they don’t want to. (Or play team sports, for that matter. But that battle isn’t really win-able until after high school.) And apparently it was just fine with the staff that she preferred not to disrobe and get wet. Elsa, of course, was happy to do so. 

 

To my own credit (pat pat pat on my back back back) I think I did a superb job of preparing the girls for this experience. We’ve spent a lot of time over the past few weeks talking about camp, and what it will entail. I also bought them some very cool backpacks to put their towels and changes of clothes in. It was a calculated move, but also one of necessity; otherwise we would have been ones sending their kids to camp with their stuff in plastic grocery bags — something we did many a time at Preschool. 

 

These functional yet fashionable bags were by far the most enthusiastically received gifts *ever* in the girls’ short existence. For a few days, they insisted on loading the things up with toys and books and carrying them around everywhere. 

 

I also took the girls to see the rec. center — the classroom, the outdoor play area, etc. — a couple of weeks ago so it wouldn’t feel completely new and overwhelming. I’m sure the staff members there when I brought the girls through the classroom for a “tour” thought I was some psycho helicopter mom, but, well, the fact is that I *need* this camp time in order to be able to work while Alastair is overseas. If I’ve got a kid who won’t stay there, I’m screwed.

 

But much of the credit for our thus far successful camp adventure goes to Clio herself. I think she’s been psyching herself up for this experience as much as I’ve been (subtly, gently, I swear!) psyching her. 

 

We were like a couple of new-age head cases on the way there this morning. As we’re driving in, I’m saying, “Look, here we are, remember? There’s the outside place, where all the big kids and their parents are, and you’ll be downstairs with the little kids, and wow, look at all these mommies and daddies are dropping their kids off for camp! [Thinking: Oh my God, this is so chaotic, I hope she doesn't freak out, I hope I don't freak out trying to find a parking place...] I think you guys are going to have a lot of fun, I can’t wait to hear about it!”

 

Meanwhile, as I’m parking the car, Clio starts saying, “Here we are! It’s time to go to camp! We’re going to do so many things, and have a snack….” And as I’m unbuckling her from her carseat, she says, “I love camp!” Which almost makes me laugh out loud — in a joyful, God-I-love-this-kid sort of way — because she’s clearly giving herself a pep talk, bless her funny little heart.

 

I’m really, really proud of her. 
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 Photo by Mara Brod  (Not taken at camp, but reflective of general mood there.) 


I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take it anymore! 

Posted by roper on July 15th, 2010 at 9:10 pm 

Well, it’s day four of day-camp week, and while I’m incredibly grateful for the three hours I have each morning while the girls are there, and while they seem to really enjoy it, I will not miss the routine of getting them there each morning. Bathroom, bathing suits, sunblock, clothes over bathing suits, shoes, backpacks, car, go. It sounds simple enough, but this sequence of events can easily take upwards of twenty minutes when you factor in whining, dawdling, mini-tantrums, and angling over who has to get dressed or sunblocked-up first. 

 

“Do eeny-meeny!” Clio will say. “Start with me! And then Elsa, and then me, and then Elsa, and then me….”  The little bugger has figured out that eeny-meeny (as in eeny-meeny miney-mo, catch a tiger by the toe, etc.) always picks the person you don’t start with. Elsa hasn’t caught on yet. So I give Clio a handicap by messing around with the rhythm and the pointing, so there’s no predicting who will get picked, which annoys Clio immensely. 

 

We’ve also tried flipping a coin  to decide who gets to do something first or second. Or I’ll try to do a horse trading thing: “Elsa, if you get dressed first, then you get to pick which TV show we watch today.” Or something like that. But three-year-olds being three-year-olds, even if they agree to something — whether it’s tiger/toe catching, random chance or bargains — they’ll still put up a fight if they don’t like the outcome.

 

But I’ve been cracking down on whining and fighting and fussing this week. At least, I’m trying. I’ve been feeling lately like I’m too lenient with the girls. Not when it comes to overall rules. When the situation is unambiguous, I do fine. But when it comes to general whining and defiance, I think many times I fold too quickly or work too hard to “manage” the situation, instead of just putting my foot down and saying no. Enough. End of discussion. 

 

I think it’s in large part because I hate dealing with the consequences of saying no, or taking away a privilege — that consequence generally being tantrums. The other night, for example, after spending several minutes trying to get Elsa to come upstairs and get ready for bed, I told her that if she didn’t come up on the count of three, she wouldn’t get to pick a story. She didn’t come, hence there was no story. There was, however, a fifteen-minute, all-out, red faced, miserable category 5 tantrum. It was ugly. She could not be calmed down or comforted, and she would not be ignored. (At one point during the ignoring portion, I was trying to read a story to Clio and she came over and slapped the book out of my hands.)

 

And yet, the next day, when she had a book privilege revoked yet again, this time for pushing her sister down the stairs for no apparent reason (is my daughter a sociopath?) she accepted it calmly and reasonably. She even told the babysitter that she wasn’t allowed to have a book at naptime, after I’d forgotten to fill her (the sitter) in on the situation. Purely angelic. And maybe it was a result of the fit the night before. She realized that I wasn’t going to give in, so she might as well accept her punishment with honor and dignity. Like a little Laura Ingalls.

 

So maybe if I stick to my guns and continue to be a hardass, sticking to my guns will have consistently better results. So I won’t have to be such a hardass. 

 

In thinking about it a bit more, I think the other reason I sometimes have trouble standing firm is that I’m too empathetic. I really feel for the girls when they want something badly, or want things to go a certain way. And I know that little kids purposely test limits and manipulate, but I don’t think that they do it out of any malice or jerkiness (even though sometimes I feel like they’re being total jerks). They’re little kids. They don’t know how to manage their feelings or articulate their needs — emotional, physical (like, being constipated, for example) or otherwise — except in the most id-like ways. I *get* that when I say that there’s not going to be a story, they feel like their world is falling apart. It’s the nature of their age.

 

Of course, the solution is not to let my empathy (aside: should I be proud of the fact that I can empathize with three-year-olds?) get in the way of providing the limits and boundaries they need and secretly, unbeknownst to themselves, want. I need to set those limits and then give them hugs and reassurance that I love them, and that I understand it’s frustrating not to get their way. 

 

Sympathy, not empathy. 

 

Hm. That probably would have been a better title for this post.

 

Coloring inside the lines, and other developments 

Posted by roper on July 19th, 2010 at 7:15 pm 

Alastair got back from Europe last night, and there was much rejoicing. He even got up with the girls this morning, his body still being on European time. (Yay for jet lag!) I got to sleep in until the ripe old hour of 8:00 am for the first time in nearly two weeks. ‘Twas truly lovely. (Single moms and military wives, my hat is off to you. I don’t know how you do it.) 

 

In other news, Alastair’s parents generously offered to pay for another week of day camp for the girls, and miraculously, there was still space in this week’s session (well, one space, but we finagled our way to sneaking both of the girls in). So Alastair will have some extra time this week to get settled and back in gear and the girls will have some extra opportunities to run around in their bathing suits and make things out of paper and cardboard and paint to add to the teetering pile of masterpieces on our dining room sideboard. I feel terrible about how many of them I end up chucking, but it must be done. 

 

On the masterpieces front, however, I must say — the girls have made some impressive leaps in the past month or so. One morning, Elsa appeared to wake up suddenly able to color inside the lines of coloring pages. She’s getting good at coming up with her own creations, too. At her preschool graduation back in June, she made this totally awesome striped worm. Dude, check it out.
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The other day, she drew a picture of our entire family. I haven’t snapped a picture of it yet, but basically it looks like four very tall snowmen — our bodies are represented by big stacks of circles. Which isn’t quite accurate. But Alastair has short brown hair, and I’ve got long hair, and Clio — well, Clio looks like she has two heads. I’m not sure what was going on there. But other than that, it’s pretty accurate. She wrote her name on it, too — another fairly recent development. She’s finally making progress with the “S” (which held her back for awhile) and more times than not she writes the letters in the right order. Pretty cool.

 

More recently, Clio has started to come into her own in the representational art department. She’s also starting to use the series-of-circles approach to drawing things, and the other day she made some totally cool clouds on the sliding doors. (Glass-writing crayons are a big hit in our house. A pain in the ass to clean up, but worth it.) Suddenly she can color in the lines, too (although she doesn’t always choose to) and is getting good at writing her name (though she isn’t as frequently inclined to do so).  

 

Clio frequently asks me to help her color — as with most things, she prefers mom / dad to get involved, whereas Elsa is happy to be left to her own devices. But I don’t mind; I’d much rather be coloring or drawing or doing other creative-type stuff with the girls than, say, making little dolls and animals talk in high voices, or participating in one of their crazy, surrealist “shows.” And I’m excited about doing more creative stuff with the girls as they become more and more capable. Coloring and glueing today, beading and origami tomorrow, oil painting and avant garde performance art the next day. 
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Drawing on the kitchen floor, beside the cat food, like so many great artists before them.
 

Before I go, a big thank you to all the helpful suggestions and reminders in response to my last post, about discipline and behavior management. We do, of course, use a lot of the techniques people brought up — we’re especially big fans of “How to Talk so Children will Listen….”  — but it’s great to be reminded of them from time to time, because it’s easy to forget those strategies when you’re worn down and worn out. 

 

Also, a HUGE shout out to those who suggested the technique of switching days for each child to be “first.” We’ve been doing this for a few days, and so far it’s worked really well. What’s great is that sometimes being first means having to do undesirable things (having to get dressed — booo) but other times it means getting good things (syrup on your waffle!) first. Major sanity saver so far. I hope it lasts.

Mr. Baby Squared Speaks! A guest post from Alastair 

Posted by roper on July 22nd, 2010 at 12:12 pm 

While Alastair was still weak with jet lag, I cornered him and demanded that he write his long-awaited, oft-demanded (by me and by various readers) guest post. And here it is! Complete with music video after the jump. 
 

Hi Baby Squareders,

 

Well, Jane’s been promising a guest post for a while
so here it is. I suspect her main motivation was to take a day off writing. 

 

I’ve been stalling because I wasn’t sure
what to write about. Jane has covered quite a bit of ground in three years. It’s sometimes been a strange thing to have so many people read the blog,
including many of our close friends. We’ll have a couple over for dinner and all
be talking about our kids. They’ll tell me about this awful weekend away they
just had. I’ll say, “Man, we had a rough weekend a few weeks ago too. We
went to our college reunion…” 

 

“Oh, we know,” they’ll say, “We read
about it on the blog. Cute picture!” 

 

Maddening. I often struggle for things to talk about
in social situations anyway. Now I’ve lost most of my best material. There’s
only so many times I can tell my “once I ran into John Kerry in Harvard
Square” story before people start to get bored. 

 

I guess what I really wanted to write about is the girls’
love of music. I love that they love music as much as they do. I love that I’m
now able to perform shows that they — and Jane — can come to. I love that
they love to dance when I play and that we practically have to strap Elsa down
to stop her from storming the stage during shows. But most of all I love to
watch them discover new music for the first time.

 

I have a big iPod mix of tunes I put together for them
about a year ago, which I continue to add to. It includes many of their long-established
favorites (I made a list of some of these a while back) and other
things I think they might like. It’s fascinating to see what they connect to. 

 

Their latest and greatest passion is soul singer Sam Cooke. There
are a few Cooke tunes in the mix, but the one the girls immediately latched on to was
“Another Saturday Night.” After the first listen, Elsa in particular
started demanding it on a regular basis. It’s a great tune, but I only found
out a couple of weeks later why it was so especially intriguing. 

 

We were driving in the car and had just listened to it
for the 400th time in a row. “Daddy,” Elsa said, “Where’s his
body?” 

 

“Whose body?”

 

“Sam Cooke’s body.” 

 

“I don’t know what you mean, honey.”

 

“He said he ain’t got no body.”

 

Yes, it definitely adds a whole new dimension to the
song when you hear it in this light. It’s another Saturday night, work’s just
finished, and Sam Cooke’s floating head goes out looking for women. Toddlers
are awesome. Next into the mix is Morphine’s “A Head With Wings.” That’s
gonna blow the girl’s mind!

 

 

 

 

Well, there you go. That’s my guest blog. A pale
shadow of my wife’s fabulous writing, but I’ve done my best. 

 

Before I sign off, I just want to say thank you to all
of you who read Baby Squared regularly and especially those of you who comment
as often as you do. The blog has been a great outlet for Jane’s writing, but it’s
also been a major resource for us over the years. All the good advice and
confirmations of familiar behavior have been a great help to us in finding our
path with the girls. I hope some of you have taken as much comfort and guidance
in people’s comments as I have.

 

All the best,

Alastair

 

Now back to our regularly scheduled program… 

Rules for a successful date night 

Posted by roper on July 25th, 2010 at 11:52 pm 

We had one of our (rare) “date nights” this weekend, and it got me thinking about some of the unspoken guidelines we follow — or should follow — when sneaking out for a night on the town. (If you can call dinner and maybe a move and home by eleven a night on the town.) 

 

1. Try to look spiffy. Even if you’re going to a baseball game or a backyard barbecue (which doesn’t really count as a ‘date,’ but it is nice to go to a grown-up party once in a while), make an effort beyond the usual. Alastair and I are pretty good on this front. Except I inevitably end up looking a little more dressed up than him, so he inevitably ends up going back to the closet to look for something else, and inevitably comes up blank, and says he needs more nice shirts / pants / etc., but he needs my help picking stuff out, and I say we’ll go shopping together sometime but of course this never happens, and it doesn’t come up again until the next time we do a night out together, which is only about every 6 weeks, if that. But still, we end up looking a little better than usual. (Even if I usually look better than him. Ha!)

 

2. Don’t talk about the kids the whole time. We usually do pretty well with this. In fact, amazingly, I don’t think we talked about the girls even once on this weekend’s date. I’m not quite sure how we pulled that off, as we typically end up either talking about the cute / ingenious / highly intelligent things they’ve been up to OR what pains in the ass they’ve been and how we might better deal with their pain-in-the-assedness. Neither happened. Which would suggest that they haven’t been cute or pains in the ass, neither of which is the case. I just think we had a lot of adult conversation about life, work, hopes, dreams, etc. to catch up on with Alastair having been away. 

 

3. Don’t try to force “serious” conversations. Sometimes, to prove to myself that our lives haven’t been taken over entirely by domesticity, I say something like, “So, what do you think about the financial reform bill?” And the second it comes out of my mouth I realize that a.) I’m not nearly informed enough to have a truly interesting or nuanced conversation about this. b.) we probably feel more or less the same about it anyway and c.) I don’t really feel like talking about politics, because it only makes me feel miserable and pessimistic and angry. It’s always much better to let the conversation go where it will, even if it ends up going to the same old places, or doesn’t go much of anywhere at all. That’s OK, too.

 

4. BUY TICKETS AHEAD OF TIME. For anything requiring tickets. We attempted to go see Inception, and it was sold out at the theater where we planned on seeing it. The next show was at ten, which would have been way too late. We ended up driving into Boston to try to see it at a theater there — and couldn’t call ahead to see if there were tickets because it is impossible to get a real person on the phone at any chain theater — and the next two shows there were sold out too. We briefly considered driving to a town twenty minutes away to try to catch a show there, but finally decided to going to (very nearby) Cambridge where we ended up seeing a completely different movie, Winter’s Bone, which started at 9:35 anyway. So we basically paid an extra $20 in babysitting to see a movie we didn’t really want to see. (But which turned out to be really good.) And we got home an hour and a half later than planned which meant that — well, never mind. Sufficeth to say that we were very tired. 

 

That’s way more information than you needed, on many levels. Let me reiterate: BUY TICKETS AHEAD OF TIME, “convenience fee” be damned.

 

5. Don’t think about how much you’re spending on babysitting, and the fact that the dinner and drinks and whatever else you’re spending money on are, in fact costs about twice what you’re actually paying for them. (Sort of like if you go overseas and are spending Euros.) Really, it’s just too depressing. 

 

Any other tips? Bawdy or otherwise?

Beautiful dreamers 

Posted by roper on July 28th, 2010 at 1:32 pm 

 Every night before I go to bed, I sneak into the girls’ room to check
on them — make sure their blankets are on, adjust them if they’re
hanging halfway out of their beds (which they frequently are) and
usually put a hand to their cheeks or kiss their foreheads. It’s always a
sweet time. No matter how difficult the day has been, or how
challenging their behavior, watching them sleep reminds me of how small
and innocent they are, and how completely I love them. 

 

But lately, it’s even sweeter. Because when I go into their room I frequently find them sleeping together, cuddled
side by side, in Clio’s (toddler) bed. 

  

The first time it happened, I had a moment of panic. All I
saw was that Elsa was not in her bed, or on the floor near it. I was about to look behind the
rocking chair in the corner, where she sometimes curls up if she’s
having trouble sleeping, when I saw that there appeared to be more than
just Clio in Clio’s bed. Sure enough, there was Elsa, on her side with her head
tucked into the crook of Clio’s neck, a little hand on her shoulder.

It’s always Elsa in Clio’s bed, never the reverse. Clio is apparently happy to stay put (“I like it in my own bed better,” she told me when I asked about it). They arrange everything between themselves quite nicely. Sometimes I’ll hear Clio say something like, “Elsa you can ask me if you can come in my bed if you can’t sleep, and I’ll say yes.” Elsa is such a ball of physical energy that she often has trouble calming down and falling asleep. I think being close to Clio helps. It’s very sweet to me that she, who has always tended to be the alpha twin on a physical and developmental level, looks to Clio for this sort of nurturing and comfort.  

 

The other night as I stood gazing (yes, gazing) down at them, nestled together there, I had this strange feeling of wonder and disbelief: are these really the same beings as those tiny babies of three and a half years ago, who slept, swaddled, side by side? How can those babies be so completely gone, and these children so utterly present? 

 

I could never have imagined, while looking at my sleeping newborns, that a few years later I’d watch them sleeping in much the same way, and be even more awed by and grateful for the gift of them. Back then, they slept side by side because we placed them that way. (We
were told, and I’m sure it’s true, that newborn twins take comfort in
being close to each other.) Now, they’re choosing it out of fondness and
love for each other — even if they may not be able to articulate it as
such. 

 

It’s so damned beautiful I can hardly stand it. 

  
This too shall pass 

Posted by roper on July 30th, 2010 at 4:05 pm 

I think this phrase is perhaps one of the most important — maybe the most important — mantras for a parent of babies / small children. (And maybe older children, too. I don’t know yet.)  

 

Over the past three and a half years, the girls have gone through periods of (roughly in order of appearance — and this is by no means a comprehensive list): difficulty latching on, inexplicable fussiness, nursing strikes, biting my boobs, refusing to nap, tantrum jags, clingy/neediness, hatred/fear of baths, obsessive compulsiveness, refusal to poop, extreme shyness, general defiance and bossiness, difficulty falling asleep, refusal to stay in bed, refusal to make eye contact, hitting/fighting with each other — and the list goes on.

 

When it happens the first, oh, dozen times, you feel like it’s going to last forever: Oh no!! My daughter is NEVER GOING TO TAKE A BATH AGAIN!! This is it! She’s going to be afraid of water for life! She’ll be the kid all the other kids make fun of because she stinks! She’ll be alone forever! And we’re going to spend the rest of our lives trying to persuade her to take a bath!! What have we done? How did we bring this on? What could we have done differently? How on earth can we fix it???  

 

And it really doees suck while you’re in the midst of it. You dread bathtime. (Or whatever it is). You’re exhausted and exasperated and maybe you start saying “screw it, let’s just have a frozen pizza for dinner” a little more. You start asking your friends if they’ve had the same problem, or you blog about it. (Well, OK, I still do that.) 

 

And then, miraculously, one day — maybe a few days later, maybe a few weeks — it’s not a problem anymore. Everything’s fine. And you may also find that suddenly, the previously bathophobic baby is now doing things she wasn’t doing before (in addition to taking nice, calm baths). Maybe she’s suddenly added ten words to her vocabulary, or can hold a crayon. Or maybe she’s just sprouted a few new teeth, or suddenly doesn’t fit in her 12-18 month clothes anymore.  

 

You tell yourself that next time you’ll remember that these phases of awfulness are temporary. But you don’t. And you don’t, and then you sort of do, and then, eventually, you really do. 

 

All this is preamble to say that Clio is going through a ‘thing’ lately. Maybe it’s the three-year-seven-month itch. I don’t know. But suddenly 1.) She’s being very sullen and defiant and bossy. Lots of pouty “No!”s and “Go away”s. Pleases and thank yous are scarce. 2.) She’s having particularly intense fits when she doesn’t get her way. 2.) She’s fibbing a bit, too — little things like saying Elsa took a toy from her while Elsa is across the room engrossed in a book, and has been for the last five minutes. Or saying she didn’t already have raisins that day, when Alastair later tells me that she did. (The girl could live on raisins.) 

 

4.) Some of her OCD tendencies have also flared, as they tend to when she’s going through a phase: wanting us to respond in a certain, exact, particular way when she says something. Like, not only saying a specific word, (“OK” or “yeah”) but saying it in a particular tone of voice, while standing in a particular place. I’ve also noticed some sort of counting / sensory type stuff. Like doing three little stomps on each step as she goes up the stairs. 

 

And, 5.) Suddenly she’s refusing to eat pretty much anything except bread, yogurt, crackers, fruit, cheese and — yes — raisins. Vegetables and protein-rich foods that she used to enjoy and eat happily — cucumbers, carrots, eggs, chicken (fake and real), turkey cold cuts, hummus — she’s suddenly spitting out and saying “yuck” to (if we can coax her into taking a bite). I mean, I’m not worried that she’s going to starve to death. But it’s annoying when you work hard to make kid-friendly meals that the whole family can actually enjoy, and even those get the thumbs down.

 

In short, she’s being difficult. But as trying as it is moment by moment, I’m managing to remind myself that it’s temporary.That this too shall pass. And that maybe in a week or two, maybe three or four (ugh), she’ll emerge from her cocoon of preschooler angst and be suddenly lovely and sunny and pleasant (most of the time), suddenly able to do higher math, knit, and speak Swahili.  

 

That will be nice.

Back to the beach 

Posted by roper on August 5th, 2010 at 4:19 pm 

We are about to head down to Ocean City, New Jersey, for a family reunion and some beach and boardwalk fun. When I was a kid, we went there every summer, staying at what used to be my grandmother’s beach house. (My aunt now lives there). It’s a really sweet town — the antithesis of the Jersey Shore depicted on the eponymous show. Very family-friendly, dry (as in, no booze sold or even served in restaurants) and in many ways unchanged from the way I remember it. 

 

The last time we went there was two years ago, when the girls were 19 months old. We managed to have a pretty good time. But what I didn’t write about here was the fact that during that trip I was battling some of the worst depression I’d ever experienced. I’d been feeling good for the previous four months, after coming out of my intital post-weaning bout of depression, which lasted a little over a month. But just before we left for our trip, I found out that both of the publishers who had expressed serious interest in Eden Lake had decided to bow out. This was obviously a major bummer. But it triggered a depression that quickly sank me way, way down — past (understandable) disappointment and discouragement into despair that took on a life of its own. 

 

Our second morning in Ocean City, I woke up barely able to function. I got up and tried to get the girls diapered and dressed, but couldn’t. I sat down on the floor and stared at the side of one of their portacribs while the girls toddled around half-dressed. Alastair came back from the bathroom and found me there like that, immobilized. I couldn’t leave our room. I couldn’t stop crying. It hurt just to exist. I couldn’t imagine ever feeling better. For the first time ever, I felt like I could understand the kind of pain that drives people to suicide. 

 

And I felt trapped. Here I was, away from home, surrounded by relatives — both sets of parents, my brother and his wife, my aunt, cousins that I hadn’t seen in a long time. None of them (except my parents and my brother) really knew about my depression. And even they had never seen it this bad. I couldn’t just tell them. Plus the girls needed taking care of. I couldn’t let everyone down, make everyone else do all the work. I had to soldier through.

 

After a couple of hours, I was able to come downstairs. I was able to sleepwalk my way through the day. I felt better as the day went on. By late afternoon, early evening, I felt halfway decent. The pain in my chest wasn’t as heavy. But the next morning was the same. I called my psychiatrist and she called a prescription for a higher dose of Prozac into a local pharmacy. I remember standing in the pharmacy later that day in a daze, and then wanting to throw my arms around the pharmacist in gratitude for handing me that little paper bag. 

 

I started to feel a little better — probably the psychological bump of knowing that pharmaceutical relief was on the way. The mornings continued to be bad. But I pushed on through. I did what I could. I made it. I even managed to have some nice moments — riding on the Merry go-round with the girls. Playing mini golf with Alastair. (My depression did not impair my ability to excel at mini golf. In fact, it seemed to improve it. Dulled mind = better play.) But it was a constant effort. 

 

Two years later, it is painful to think back on that time. I get teary talking or writing about it. Especially knowing that it wasn’t the last time I’d feel that way. After recovering from that bout of depression, I’d suffer another in the Fall. Several months after that — after another upped dose of Prozac, recovery and a sense of wellbeing and contentment that grew and grew and culminated in hypomania — I’d crash again. I’d have my diagnosis changed to biploar 2, and go through nearly ten months of moodswings and medication changes before finally finding the right “cocktail” and finding the strength and clarity to make one of the best decisions I’ve ever made — to leave my full-time job and freelance, so I can spend more time writing and being with my girls.

 

Yikes. I didn’t set out to repeat this whole saga, which I’ve told in bits and pieces over the past two years. It’s just that I feel so incredibly grateful, so remarkably blessed to have come through that whole shitty time. I am so glad it’s over. And I am so excited to go back to Ocean City healthy, strong and happy. I can’t wait to see my relatives and to give the girls — no longer babies — all the wonderful experiences I remember from my childhood: the beach, the boardwalk, the kiddie rides at Wonderland Pier, Johnson’s caramel corn, watching the salt water taffy machine at Shriver’s, maybe even a round of mini-golf. And happiness — pure, unadulterated happiness.

 

 

 

Nudies 

Posted by on August 5th, 2010 at 4:31 pm 

 

Summertime, and the children are naked. At least, mine are. Not
entirely naked all of the time. But it’s not unusual to see one of them
hanging out in the house with no shirt on, or playing in just their
undies and a shirt. Sometimes they go to the bathroom, lose their shorts
in the act of pulling them down, and just don’t bother to put them back
on. Sometimes they’ll be engaged in some sort of water activity, an
item of clothing will get wet, and they’re simply not inclined to
replace it. When it’s 80 or 90 degrees out, they just can’t be bothered.

 

And
after a bath — well, they take great, bacchanalian pleasure in dancing
/ running around their room in their birthday suits. It’s incredibly,
ridiculously cute. Until it becomes a little annoying because I’m trying
to get them into their pajamas or brush their hair out, and they’re too
busy giggling and getting into all kind of innocently, inadvertently
obscene contortions. 

 

I have no problem with nakedness
(half or full) at home, although I am starting to be a little wary of it
in our backyard. We live in a semi-urban setting, so our yard is
surrounded by other houses, with not much privacy. It ends up being sort
of like ‘Rear Window.’
I’m not one of these people who’s super paranoid about dirty old men
(or young men) looking lasciviously at my three-year-olds, but they are
old enough now that I wonder if maybe they shouldn’t be dropping trou in
the middle of the yard in broad daylight. There is one guy in
particular in one of the adjoining yards that I’m not sure I want seeing
my daughters’ butts. (This in spite of the fact that he gave us a
folding picnic table for the girls that he dug out of his basement. And
that he offered to come pump the oil out of our oil tank when it broke
— and pay us something for it so he could use it.  I just get the
sense he’s a little off. He curses loudly and obliviously and has a
weird tendency to blow an airhorn for no reason. I love our
neighborhood!) 

 

The first vacation that actually sort of felt like one. 

Posted by roper on August 15th, 2010 at 9:14 pm 

I’m not saying that everything was a piece of cake, or that there weren’t tantrums, or that there weren’t times when I longed for the days of being able to alternately swim in the ocean and lie on the beach and read / sleep. And I didn’t get to play mini-golf, which is annoying. Nevertheless, we had a really nice time in Ocean City (and on our visits to Alastair’s parents on either end) last week. 

 

Between help from various relatives, the girls’ generally good moods / enthusiasm, and their tendency to take long NAPS (!!) in the middle of most days (nothing like a morning at the beach to wear a kid out) we managed not to feel completely worn down by, you know, the whole parenting thing. It’s great how much easier it is to pack for trips these days, too, now that the girls don’t need portacribs and diapers and all manner of other baby equipment. 

 

Hell, they even weathered a five-plus hour car trip down to the shore from New York, featuring bumper to bumper traffic on the Jersey Turnpike, less-than-fully-functional air conditioning, and a bizarre detour through South Jersey farmlands and the Pine Barrens as a result of our sadistic GPS. A year ago, they would have been losing their shit on a trip like that. Whining, screaming, yelling. A year before that and there would have been pooping, too. But this year — no sweat. 

 

And we only had to have one battle of wills in a rest-stop bathroom. You know the kind. Where you stand there in the stall, back against the door, arms folded over your chest, and say, “Well, we’re not leaving until you try, so I guess we’ll just have to wait here until you’re ready.” And the little bugger holds out for what feels like five minutes before she finally assents to sit on the pot — and then doesn’t actually pee, in spite of what appears to be an earnest effort. So you feel like an ass for having held your ground when she really didn’t have to go. But what else can you do? Yeah, there was only one of those. Maybe two. 

 

Highlights of the trip for the girls included: making sand castles / digging holes at the beach (Elsa did hers right at the water’s edge; Clio wouldn’t get within twenty feet of the water); being given a dollar each that they could spend on one item at the boardwalk dollar store (took awhile to catch on to the concept of “one” but eventually they both settled on magnetic fishing sets); playing with the hose behind the house; galloping down the boardwalk (?) and — most of all — going on rides.

 

Oh sure, we expected that they’d enjoy the super tame kiddie rides — the cars and fire engines that basically just went around in a circle, the merry go round, etc. What we didn’t realize is that they were ready for some of the more serious rides, too. Well, serious as kiddie rides go. There was this pretty cool hot air balloon ride with a lot of spinning and swooping. We were pretty much betting on one or both of them freaking out mid-ride, but it didn’t happen. Instead they just whooped and squealed and had a fantastic time. I did, too. And nobody threw up. 

 

 
[image: image32]
 

They also did a rad, retro rocket ship ride. No adult accompaniment allowed — they were on their own. There was a control that made the ship go up and down, which Clio (wo)manned resolutely, while Elsa stuck her head (and sometimes torso) out the side like a dog in the front seat of a pickup truck. We had to keep calling to her to sit down, for God’s sake. But they were off in their own little world. Very Thelma and Louise. 
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And there were, of course, the obligatory failed family portraits:
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So, now we’re back in Beantown, enjoying the final, lovely weeks of summer. (Damn, it’s gone by fast, huh?) I’ve got a few more freckles and probably an extra pound of belly, courtesy of Johnson’s Caramel popcorn, Brown’s doughnuts, and the vinters of the Marlborough region of New Zealand. But it was worth it. 

 

More soon, including a (possibly?) controversial question about kids’ music — a subject near and dear to my heart.

 

Are concerts for kids break time for parents? 

Posted by roper on August 17th, 2010 at 3:25 pm 

As you may know, I’m married to a singer/songwriter, Alastair Moock, who
happens to have recently released a totally kickass family album, A Cow
Says Moock. (Buy now!) So he does lots of performing for kids and families these days, and the gals and I frequently tag along. They always have a blast singing and dancing, when they’re not trying to talk to daddy mid-show, or rush the stage. We’ve been to some other family shows as well, and the girls always have a good time. I typically have a good time, too, because 1.) It’s something to do that requires little effort on my part 2.) I like exposing the girls to music and performance 3.) They look damned cute singing and dancing ,and  4.) See #1.

 

Recently, my friend Austin Frakt, over at the Incidental Economist posed an interesting question (and specifically asked me to respond) with regard to kids’ concerts, which ties in to reasons #1 and #4 on my list. 

 

He writes:
When
I attend a concert with my kids I’d prefer to sit back, relax, and
watch my kids do their cute dances as the entertainer entertains them.
But sometimes the performer has other ideas. Some want me to get
involved, sing along, jump, clap, etc. Some of them really lay on a
guilt trip. Do I have to do the hokey pokey? Really? It’s not break time
for me? 

 

I’m sympathetic to his plight. I don’t particularly like to be forced to sing or dance or act like a chicken or hop like a bunny if I don’t feel like it, or if it makes me feel like an idiot. And I don’t like when performers lay on a guilt trip (“Come on parents, I know you can do this, too! Get in touch with your inner bunny!”) But I don’t mind trying to get my girls engaged, e.g. helping them make owl eyes with their fingers if that’s what the performer is showing them how to do (it can be tricky) or encouraging them to clap or dance along. And if one of them asks me to dance with her, I can usually be persuaded. For a little while. Especially if it’s from my seat. 

 

I do think that it sucks when parents ignore the performance or their children completely — using the time to chat with each other or mess around on their Blackberry. I think it’s totally disrespectful to the performer, and sets a bad example for kids. But I may little biased on this point, being married to a performer. I feel his pain when people act this way. And I can’t imagine why they wouldn’t pay rapt attention, seeing as he is such a musical and lyrical genius. And so cute, too. 

 

Alastair does try to engage parents. He may ask them to sing, or invite them to do the motions that go with a particular song. But — as he pointed out when we talked about this — only if it doesn’t infantilize them. (And he certainly doesn’t lay on a guilt trip if they don’t participate). He uses humor that may go a teensy bit over kids’ heads, and makes comments or jokes from the point of view of a fellow parent. He isn’t going to ask them to do something idiotic.

 

It’s at the core of what he believes and tries to do when it comes to making music for kids and families: it shouldn’t condescend to kids, nor should it infantalize adults. (Or drive them crazy.) 

 

There are a lot of other kids’ performers these days who take a similar approach — like Dan Zanes, Rani Arbo & Daisy Mayhem, and Elizabeth Mitchell. We also recently discovered an awesome new group called Grenadilla, whose kwela-inspired album is in heavy rotation in our car. All of these folks make quality music that both big and small people can appreciate. The only one of these groups I’ve seen live is Rani Arbo & Daisy Mayhem. They did invite grown-ups to participate in the motions for one song, but there was no guilt trip. And it was a great song. So a lot of grownups did participate. (And I probably would have, too, had the girls actually been with us at the time.)

 

So, what do you think? When you go to a kids’ concert, do you want to be able to sit back and watch? (And I know you would never sit there and talk to your friends or play Brickbreaker throughout the whole show). Or are you OK with the performers asking you to sing / dance / motion along? Do you feel obligated to do so?

  

The Bread and Butter Gals 

Posted by roper on August 20th, 2010 at 2:05 am 

So, we’ve been doing the whole family dinner thing for almost three months now. Ever since I wrote about it back in May, and y’all gave me a verbal whooping for not doing it sooner. (Well, not really. Mostly you were very nice. As always. And I knew it was high time we did it.) 

 

These days, five out of seven nights a week, on average, we sit down together for a nice, family dinner, which lasts about 2.3 minutes, and at which, easily more than half the time, the girls end up refusing their food entirely and asking for bread and butter.

 

That was a really complicated and numerical sentence. What I mean to say is this: I have been working my butt off to make nutritious meals that I think the girls will like. Various forms of pasta. Mild and innocuous stir-fries. Homemade pizzas. Egg dishes. Et cetera. But most of the time, we can’t get them to eat more than a bite or two of it.  (Pizza, plain pasta and rice being reliable exceptions.) 

 

The other night, for example, I made a delicious Tortilla Espanola. I thought: it’s basically just potatoes and eggs, with a little onion thrown in for flavor. How could they not like it? 

 

“But you like eggs!” I found myself pleading with them as they sat looking warily at the lovely wedges of hot, Spanish goodness on their plates. “And you like French fries, right? That’s what potatoes are! It’s like eating scrambled eggs and French fries all mixed up together! Here, I’ll get you some ketchup!”

 

Elsa eventually gave it a shot — the ketchup thing tends to work on her — but Clio wasn’t interested. I argued (why do I bother arguing with a three-year-old? I don’t know) that when we go out to our favorite breakfast place, she likes to eat eggs. She replied, “I only like eggs at the restaurant and at other people’s houses. Not at home.”

 

Gee. Way to make a gal feel good about her cooking.

 

So, any night a meal doesn’t include rice or pasta, we’re faced with the dilemma of whether or not to give in to the girls’ pickiness and let them eat bread and butter (as they would prefer) or to just let them starve. I mean, not that they’d actually starve. But, you know. 

 

Our feeling is that they should at least try a bite of everything on their plate. And if they do that, then they can have a piece of bread. Maybe half of one. It depends how benevolent we’re feeling. 

 

But then I wonder: well, is that giving them too easy an out? Maybe we shouldn’t dangle the promise of bread? Should we say eat it or leave it? OR should we just give them a slice of bread, along with the rest of their meal and let them simply observe us enjoying a variety of delicious and nutritious foods on the hope that someday, eventually this will engender in them an appreciation for and curiosity about foods beyond simple starches? Apparently this is what some nutritionists recommend. But I can’t help imagining these nutritionists as the sort of people who also brag about the fact that they don’t own a TV. Which is to say, I know they’re probably right, but they annoy me.

 

To be fair, Elsa is a little more adventurous than Clio, and will sometimes try unfamiliar foods. Especially if she tries them from Alastair’s or my plate instead of her own. But Clio is firmly in the “no” camp. We are making some progress on getting her to say, “I don’t care for X” as she spits her food out of her mouth, as opposed to “yuck.” 

 

Anyway, I guess I’ll just keep on making a variety of healthy, delicious foods. I’ll keep putting them on the table. I’ll keep encouraging the girls to try them. And we’ll most likely continue to go through a loaf and a half of seven-grain bread per week. There are worse things that could happen.

 

Speaking of which — to put this all back into perspective pretty darn quick — I hope that if you have the means, you’ll consider making a donation to a relief organization responding to the flooding crisis in Pakistan. I don’t usually use this space to promote causes, but this is worse than Haiti, the tsunami, and the 2005 Pakistan earthquake all put together. Lots of hungry families over there could use a hand. We give to Doctors Without Borders. They do excellent relief and medical work overseas. 

 

The Society for Putting Things in Other Things 

Posted by roper on August 23rd, 2010 at 3:00 pm 

There must be some kind of wiring in the toddler / preschool brain that creates a propensity toward packing. And packaging. And, basically, putting things inside other things. (Not to be confused with putting things on top of other things.) One of the girls’ favorite activities by far, going back a good eight months now (maybe even longer?) is filling receptacles with toys and other objects. The receptacle in question might be a bag (they’ve got cute little canvas “pocketbooks”), a backpack, a lunchbox, a toy stroller, etc. 

 

Recently, Alastair performed at a birthday party with a horse theme, and was given a some extra favors to bring home for the girls, including a pair of straw cowboy hats. Did the girls put the hats on? Well, yes, briefly. But it wasn’t long before they started using them as baskets instead — holding them upside down by their strings and using them to carry their stuffed animals and dolls around. (Which resulted in a lot of too-top-heavy babies falling on their plastic heads. Poor babies.) First the girls referred to the hats as, well, hats, then pocketbooks, and then hot air balloons. (Nifty!)

 

The other day when Alastair took the girls on a walk, apparently some older girls came up to them and handed them some baskets. I’m not exactly sure how or why this happened; I didn’t press for details. (Why were some girls walking around with baskets? And how did they know that what they were doing was basically the kid equivalent of handing out hundred-dollar bills?) Nevertheless, there are now two more receptacles in our house.

 

And then there are the presents. Oy vey, the presents. If you put end to end all of the paper and scotch tape the girls have used to wrap their toys and books — not to mention other pieces of paper — to create “presents” (which they frequently carry around in other receptacles), they’d probably reach to the New Hampshire border and halfway back, stopping somewhere in the vicinity of Nordstrom’s at the Burlington mall.

 

What’s particularly funny is that the girls don’t really quite get the whole concept of a present. I mean, they think it’s more about the present-as-entity, rather than what’s inside. Case in point, this morning (it’s Alastair’s birthday; Happy birthday, baby!) they gave Alastair some freezer paper-wrapped presents, decorated (in a very minimalistic fashion) with crayon. Inside were…..drumroll please, wait for it……two of their books!! Which they told him as he was opening them, and promptly took back afterward. Happy birthday, Daddy!

 

I’ve heard from some other parents that their children exhibit similar stashing and wrapping tendencies. Is it some kind of attempt to rein in and control their ever-widening world? Oooh, I like that….I’m going to go with that.
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So, what we’ve done here is we’ve taken a baby, swaddled her in a cozy pink blanket, put some horsey stickers on her eyes, and surrounded her with a water bottle and a small plastic teacup containing several crayons. And all of this is nestled in an attractive, honey-brown two-handled basket. Enjoy! 
 

 

Cats in the cradle and the silver spoon 

Posted by roper on August 26th, 2010 at 2:21 pm 

This morning, as Alastair was getting the girls ready for an outing, Clio took a break to come over and sit on the floor near me, where I was eating the last of my breakfast. 

 

Clio: I’m thinking of a B word, and you have to guess what it is. 

Me: Is it a….baby?

Clio: (Twinkly-eyed) No

Me: Is it a….banana?

Clio: (giggly) No!

Me: Is it a….basket? (You’ll recall, these are all the rage.)

Clio: No…

Me: GIve me a clue.

Clio: (after a pause) Well…it’s soft and fun and it’s for the beach.

Me: A bathing suit!!

Clio: Yeah!! You guessed it! 

Me: Yay! 

Clio: (Runs upstairs to get her bathing suit on.)

 

What a fabulous thing to have your three-year-old, of her own volition and imagination, think up and pose to you a riddle! This is the sort of interaction we would never have had a few months ago. Well, actually, we might have, but I would have been the one making her guess. 

 

For all its challenges / tantrums / willfulness / etc., three really can be an awesome age. I love watching the girls emerge from their toddler selves into quirky, creative litle people with thoughts and ideas of their own — ideas that they are increasingly able to articulate and share. And at the same time, there are little pieces of toddler-dom that I am painfully aware will not be there for too much longer. Like wanting to cuddle, and wanting to be picked up. (I’ve become such a sucker for saying yes to the latter lately. And not only because it’s good for toning my arms, I swear.)  

 

I’m in one of these phases where I’m aware of how fast it’s all going. This tends to happen at the end of every summer, when we make our annual trip up to family camp in New Hampshire — which we’re about to do. Being there, in the familiar landscape, with the same people, I can never believe it’s been a whole year since we were there last. And the older I get, the faster it seems to go. This will be the girls’ fourth summer there. Yowza! 

 

I’m suddenly aware (more than usual) of how important it is that I stay present when I’m with the girls. That I not let myself get pulled too easily into distraction — thinking about the other things I could be doing, or want to be doing. That I try to get down on eye level with them more when I’m talking to them. (It makes such a big difference in the amount of connection I feel with them, and yet I do it so rarely). That I sit on the couch with them when they ask me to while they’re watching a TV show or a video — at least for part of the time — instead of using it as an opportunity to get other things done. Or to do something for myself. 

 

This isn’t to say that I feel the need to drop everything and be with them every second, or respond to every single one of their requests. I mean, there are times when I really do need to be making dinner and I can’t, say, come be the doctor to their pet dogs, Penelope and Penelopiggy. 

 

But I did, yesterday morning, take a break from my coffee and New Yorker (I try to steal at least 10-15 minutes for this after the chaos of getting the girls their breakfast, while they play or watch an episode of Super Why) to help Clio with a “project” she was working on. This involved taping a plastic necklace onto a small, inflatable smiley face doll, and then taping that to a maraca, which was then inserted into a toilet paper tube, so the whole thing resembled a giant light bulb. With a necklace on top of it. Sort of. 

 

I could easily have said, in a little while, sweetie, but right now mommy is having her coffee and taking a little break. And there wouldn’t have been anything wrong with that, per se. Sometimes I’ll still do it, of course. But I’m not holding onto it quite as fiercely lately. Coffee and The New Yorker, and my own interests and desires and career and privacy will always be here, in some form or another. Elsa and Clio, as children, will not. 
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The daring feats of Elsa & Clio 

Posted by roper on September 7th, 2010 at 5:38 pm 

Helloooo out there! Sorry for the long radio silence. We’ve been gallavanting about New Hampshire and Vermont, enjoying our annual end-of-summer vacation. This one was one of the best in recent memory, with the girls now at an age where they 1.) Don’t require constant, non-stop attention 2.) can actually participate in and enjoy more “advanced” activities, e.g. Canoeing….
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We canoed for four whole minutes before the girls decided they wanted to turn around and go back. (Photo by Heidi C. Miller)  
 

Land Kayaking 

 
[image: image38]
(Photo by my crap-ass Blackberry, because our camera died.)
 

Limbo contests (That is, sabotaging me during limbo contests.)
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 And I would have won it, too, if not for that meddling kid! Well, not really. My back ain’t as bendy as it used to be. (Photo by Heidi C. Miller) 
 

Bungee trampolining 
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We rocked the Adventure Park at Pico Mountain in Killington, VT. Elsa is attempting a flip, which she saw an older kid doing. Clio declined to participate in this particular activity. (Crap-ass Blackberry in action again.) 
 

and bravely riding chairlifts in order to go down alpine slides.
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She wasn’t afraid on the alpine slide, either. Meanwhile, I got to overcome a painful childhood memory of going down a similar slide when I was 8 or 9, being terrified, and being yelled at by my dad because I was slowing everyone down. (Another photo brought to you by my Verizon I-wish-I-had-an-iPhone Blackberry.) 
 

 The girls did plenty of less extreme activities also, of course. This year they were old enough to be in the kids’ program at the family camp on Lake Winnepesaukee we were at, which meant that they spent their mornings playing, singing, painting, etc. They painted up a storm, actually, and in one instance painted each other. That is, Clio painted on Elsa’s face when she refused to give her the color she wanted. This was obviously poor behavior on Clio’s part. But I couldn’t help laughing at the thought of Clio, instead of just grabbing or hitting, per usual, very intentionally doodling on Elsa’s forehead and neck with brown paint. It’s the kind of thing you’d expect to see on a Nickelodeon sitcom. That is, preteen not preschool behavior. 

 

They also got well acquainted with the lake. Elsa charged right in, as expected, and got pretty confident at floating and kicking on her own, when ensconced in a sort of pretzel-shaped flotation device made of two noodles (the foam kind). In spite of this, I felt a little bit like my heart was in my throat for much of the vacation because she is so fearless around water. While we stressed to her repeatedly that she could not go in the water without grown-ups, I still feared that, in her over-confident way, she might jump right on in when we weren’t looking. (It doesn’t help my paranoia that — tragically and eerily — not one but two sets of twin girls drowned in swimming pools in Massachusetts this summer.) 

 

Clio was much more cautious in the water, not unexpectedly, but as the week progressed she inched herself farther and farther in, and by the last couple of days she was standing in the water up to her waist or crouching at the edge right up to her shoulders. We even got her to blow bubbles in the water (which her big sister wouldn’t do.) Who can understand the ways of the Clio? 

 

Yours truly got a little R&R in, too.I voraciously devoured an entire 500-page novel (Sarah Waters’s ‘The Little Stranger’) only to be incredibly frustrated by the ending. (And still, it was a good read). I got in a little tennis, a kayak around the island, some good conversation, and probably a few too many paper cups of lukewarm white wine.  

 

Now, it’s back to work. September and October are my favorite months of the year, hands down, and I’m looking forward to that Fall nip in the air. Alas, my new sweaters and boots budget is almost nonexistent this year, as we pinch pennies as a result of my new, non-salaried life. I mean, we’re doing fine. But I won’t be whipping out the Macy’s card any time soon. The kiddos need Fall clothes a lot more than I do.  

 

So, farewell to a lovely summer, with a perfect ending. Hello again to the blogosphere. More soon!

 

 Extremely Demanding and Incredibly Rude 

Posted by roper on September 9th, 2010 at 12:42 pm 

What’s the magic word?

Would you like to try that again?

If you ask me again nicely, like a big girl, I will.

Are you forgetting something?

What do you say?

Can I please hear a please and a thank you? PLEASE??

 

Oy. I never thought that I would spend so much parental breath trying to get my children to ask for things nicely. They know they’re supposed to do it. They know (because I tell them, repeatedly) how happy it makes me when they use their manners, and yet still, at least several times a day, I get a “Give me some milk!” or an “I want a banana!” or “Make me a sandwich, bitch!” 

 

Clio is the chief perpetrator when it comes to this stuff. Sometimes I think she just randomly forgets how she’s supposed to go about making requests. Other times, I feel like she’s doing it on purpose — there can be a little bit of a pout in her voice — for attention, or to play at defiance, or something. In these instances, I have to restrain myself from calling her “young lady.” As in, “I don’t like your tone, young lady.”

 

And that’s part of what bugs me about the whole thing. It feels so cliche, reminding your children to say their pleases and thank yous. And sometimes I feel like such an old fuddy-duddy enforcing it. (And by “fuddy-duddy” I mean the kind of person who would use a term like “fuddy-duddy.”) But I really do value courtesy and I really *don’t* want my children going around saying “Give me some milk,” either to me or to anyone else. It’s not a question of what’s “proper,” it’s a question of what is thoughtful, kind and respectful. 

That said, grammar nerd that I am, I did teach them to say “may I” instead of “can I” when they ask for something. (Somthing even I rarely bother with.) But hey, why not take the opportunity to instill syntactical precision in your children while you have the chance? 

 

A particularly cute side effect of the “may I” thing is that sometimes when the girls ask for something (the times they remember not to demand, that is) they use “may” incorrectly. As in, “May you bring me my milk please?” It’s one of those little toddler language missteps I just can’t bear to correct. So, yes, that’s right. I’m teaching my daughters to use the verb “may” correctly in one case and totally loving it when they use it incorrectly in another.

 

Hm. Somehow the topic of this post wandered off from manners to grammar. 

 

So while we’re on that topic, I should add that I don’t even feel like the word “please” is the key to a polite request. I mean, I’d even settle for a conditional verb, i.e. “Could you pour me some milk, Mom?” I should probably get over my fondness for the “may you” thing and work on “could” with the girls.

 

In any case, I don’t want to be ordered around by my children, in good grammar or bad. We tried doing some reward charting for this, back in the Fall and Winter when we were using the chart system to help with potty training and with keeping bedtime running smoothly (ha!). But it didn’t really work terribly well with the pleases and thank yous since there were so many opportunities for success or failure throughout the day. It wasn’t like we could keep a running tally or even with conviction say that it had been a good or a bad day overall. 

 

So for now, I guess we’ll just keep on reminding them, keep on praising them when they do a good job and keep on modeling good — if not always grammatically impeccable — behavior.

 

On that note, thank you so much for reading. May you come back again soon?

The challenge: school lunches 

Posted by roper on September 13th, 2010 at 2:06 pm 

The girls go back to preschool this week — yahoo! — and this year they’re staying until 1:00, so they’ll be bringing their lunch. They are extremely excited about their new lunchboxes, which match the kickass backpacks we bought them over the summer. I am somewhat less excited about the prospect of having to fill them with nutritious yet appealing lunches three times a week.

 

I’m waiting on pins and needles to find out whether there are any nut allergies in the school this year (“orientation” is today). I’d love to be able to get away with PB & J once or twice a week. Meat is not allowed, since the preschool rents its space in a temple, and everything has to be Kosher. (No lobster rolls! Dang-it!) One teacher told me, with sort of a nod and a wink, that no one has actually ever checked up on the meat thing — it’s not like the Rabbi comes in and does spot checks. But I don’t feel quite right about trying to “sneak” meat in to a place where it’s forbidden. So I won’t be sending the girls in with turkey and cheese sandwiches.

 

The other possibilities on my list at this point — things I know the girls will eat — are bagels and cream cheese (very temple-friendly!), hummus with pita / carrots for dipping, yogurt, cheese sticks / cheese & crackers, possibly healthy muffins (the kind with wheat flour, applesauce instead of sugar/fat, hidden vegetables, etc.), maybe quesadillas made the night before, and….well, fruit. Maybe some cucumers or cherry tomatoes — for Elsa, anyway. I’d say yogurt except that they eat it by the gallon for breakfast. And, um….. Any other ideas out there? Seriously, these are the only things I can think of (besides PB & J) that I know the girls will actually eat. I’m probably missing something totally obvious. (Like the fact that the girls would probably be completely content to eat the same thing
every day.)

 

Both Alastair and I are, needless to say, very excited about the return to preschool. The girls really didn’t have much structure to their week over the summer. The only “programming” they had was their two weeks of (half day) day camp. I think they’ll appreciate being back, and I am really, REALLY looking forward to three quiet mornings a week in my own house. 

 

All summer, I’ve felt a little like a wandering vagabond, work-wise. I go from coffee shop to coffee shop, to Alastair’s parents condo (unoccupied most of the time), to the library, etc. I mean, I actually really love being a coffee shop denizen. God knows it beats working in a cubicle, and the sort of boho vibe helps counterbalance the reality that much of the time I’m writing things like healthcare brochures. Still. I think I’m drinking way more coffee than I should. And one can only listen to so much obscure alt. rock.

 

I wish I could train my children — and my husband, for that matter — not to interrupt me in my office while I’m working, or intercept me with a request while I’m on my way to the bathroom or the kitchen. But it’s just not possible right now. In fact, last week — as Facebook Baby Squared-ers know — I ended up conducting a conference call in our car, parked in front of our house (within range of wireless, no less!), because Elsa was having a screaming fit, wailing “mommy!” and attempting to physically keep me from going into my office because she didn’t want to play with the babysitter.  

 

The call went very well, actually. 

 

Still, soon — very soon — I will be able to work at home (inside) Monday, Wednesday and Friday mornings. Bliss! And, oh yeah, the girls will have some needed structure and stimulation and further their social and developmental progress, yada yada yada.

 

Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go up to the tattooed hipster behind the counter and order my second au lait of the morning. Sigh. 

 

The House of Demented Playthings 

Posted by roper on September 16th, 2010 at 1:00 pm 

Our friends’ son Owen is obsessed with the alphabet. Day in and day out, he asks for his parents to help him write / build / sculpt / etc. the letters of the alphabet. This has been going on since he was barely two years old. At first they thought it was great — he loves letters! — but now they are thoroughly sick of it. 

 

The other day, we went over to their house and saw the alphabet chalked on the driveway, written on various sheets of paper and spelled out on the floor in bristle blocks. If you added menacing music and some shaky, hand-held camera with fast, swish pans it would almost be creepy. An alphabet….another alphabet….Oh my god, another one. The alphabet killer! He’s been here!!
 

But if you stumbled into our house these days, you’d find something much, much creepier. (Cue shrieking violins….)
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 Noooooooooo!!!!!!!!
 

What, you may be asking yourself, are you looking at here? I’m sorry to say that on the left you have the unholy union of a horsey and a moose, held together with a rubber band, attached to a large a string so that they can “fly around.” On the right, a far more ghastly scene: A monkey in a paper “jacket,” a puppy dog (barely visible), a baby, and another, smaller baby tied together in freakish misery with a series of rubber bands and string.

 

And this, ladies and gentlemen, is only a small glimpse of the toy trussing perversion that has gripped the Baby Squared home. Come no closer, lest you find yourself face to muzzle with a plastic unicorn that’s tied to a stuffed frog that is taped to a piece of paper which is somehow, astonishingly, strung to a wicker basket using a complex web of kitchen twine and rubber bands. 

 

This, my friends, is our world. For over a year, “presents” were the girls’ obsession. They wrapped up everything — from books to crayons to rather large dolls — and then double and triple wrapped them for good measure. Sometimes they just wrapped up other pieces of paper. We thought it was annoying having to constantly tape and re-tape their — let’s be honest, rather shoddily wrapped — presents. 

 

But that was nothing compared to this. Now we find ourselves having to perform increasingly complex toy-tying feats as the girls test the limits of what is possible and decent to do with string, tape and rubber bands. Particularly trying is the fact that these children have no concept of the laws of physics. They don’t understand why hanging a large doll by a string from a sheet of construction paper simply won’t work. They don’t get that rubber bands only stretch so far. 

 

And do they have any idea how complicated it is to a.) secure two plastic toys into a plastic bowl without use of a powerful epoxy and b.) suspend that bowl with string such that it remains upright, so you can give said plastic toys a “hot air balloon ride”? And for that matter, do they understand how impressive it is that their mother — who, I might add, does not have an advanced engineering degree or a background in hog tying — was actually able to do this in less than five minutes? No, no, and no.

 

Of course, I think it’s great that the girls are so creative in their use of their toys. Really, it’s fantastic. Top notch. But I’m getting a wee bit tired of small people whining at me to truss babies to cups to horses to bananas while I’m trying to do the dishes / make dinner / use the bathroom. I’ve been trying to redirect them toward Legos and play-doh and other tacticle/building toys, but their attitude seems to be, “why play with toys for making things when you can make things out of your toys instead?” 

 

And so, the horror continues. 
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 Babies with rubber-band cinched waists and dog / monkey taped to heads as “helmets.” Sick, I tell you! 
 

So, is toy perversion typical in your house? Send me your weird / twisted / creative use of toys photos at jane (at) janeroper.com with the subject line “Baby Squared photo contest.” I’ll choose the best and sickest ones and post them in a future blog post, complete with snarky captions!! Deadline: Thursday, September 23. (Yay! The first ever Baby Squared contest! Sort of!)

 

Talking twins, tornadoes and bipolar disorder with Jenna Blum 

Posted by roper on September 19th, 2010 at 12:52 pm 

So, I’m trying something a little bit wild and crazy with this blog post. As you know, I don’t stray too far from my blogging formula here: I write about my incredibly fascinating and glamorous life as a mother of twins. But a big part of my life that I don’t write about much here is my life as a writer, and my many awesome writer pals.

Jenna Blum (author of the bestselling THOSE WHO SAVE US) is one such pal, and she just put out a terrific new
novel called THE STORMCHASERS, which I read in a matter of days (and
given my ridiculously busy life, this is saying a lot). It’s about a
pair of fraternal twins, Karena and Charles, who have been estranged for
twenty years. Charles, a passionate storm chaser, has rapid cycling
bipolar disorder with psychotic breaks but refuses to take medication.
When Karena finds out he’s been hospitalized (and quickly released) she
sets out to find him by joining a storm chasing tour through tornado
alley.

Now, normally I wouldn’t use this space to feature the book of a friend of mine. But I couldn’t resist, as it is about two subjects very near and dear to my heart: twins (obviously) and bipolar disorder (which I have only a mild variety of — “type 2″ as they call it — nothing like that suffered by the character in the book, but which I can still relate to on a certain level, and am always eager to learn more about.). Oh yeah, and tornadoes. With which I have always been perversely fascinated.

 

Jenna has graciously agreed to answer a few of the questions I had as I was tearing through the book. And thank you in advance, dear readers, for letting me pretend to be a big literary journalist hotshot.  

 

1.) Welcome to Baby Squared, Jenna. You’re our first literary guest, and we (“we” in the royal sense, that is) are honored to have you. 

 

The honor is all mine. I love Baby Squared and have been stalking you, Elsa, and Clio through the blog for years, especially once I started researching THE STORMCHASERS!

2.) The bond of love and loyalty between Karena and her twin brother, Charles, is a major theme of the book. Why did you choose to have them be twins, as opposed to just siblings who are very close? And what sort of research did you do to try to understand the unique relationships twins have?
I think, like many non-twins, I’ve always wanted to be a twin. When I was a child I didn’t like my actual sister, so I had an imaginary twin I used to wander the playground with. My first novel, which I wrote about my Social Studies teacher when I was 11 (I had a major crush on him), featured a set of twins. So apparently I’ve been carrying the twins around for a long time–wanting to understand and write about what it’s like to have a built-in best friend (and, sometimes, opposing force).

THE STORMCHASERS provided the perfect venue for me to write about twins, because it is also about bipolar disorder. In families in which one person has the disorder and the others don’t, the ones who don’t often feel terribly guilty, not only because they have to watch their loved ones cope with severe mood swings but because bipolar disorder is an inherited condition.  At one point in ‘CHASERS, Karena says she will never leave her brother no matter what he does because before they were born, she merely sipped from the bitter cup while Charles drank it all. Because Karena is Charles’s twin, and they are the primary person in each other’s lives, the guilt she feels about having escaped the disorder while her brother got the whole thing is exponentially exacerbated, and it’s her ultimate goal in life to figure out how to cope with that.

My dad used to say, “Jen, if you don’t know something, go to the library and look it up!” Not being a twin, that’s what I did to research twins: read everything I could find about twins. Including Baby Squared! I read dozens of twin accounts about everything from positioning in the womb to twin language to that “I cut myself, he bleeds” phenomenon. What struck me is how individual twin sets are. Some are best friends, inseparable. Some, as one reader recently told me of her twins, “navigate around each other like pieces of furniture.” 

What really struck me about the relationship was what one twin said about her brother:  ”You know how most people fear being alone?” she said.  ”I never have that fear. My parents will die before I do, my children will outlast me, but my twin is my life partner; he’ll always be there. Even if he’s not immediately in my life, I never feel alone because I know he’s in the world.” I think twins are therefore exempt from the kind of loneliness that plagues the rest of us singletons, that particular human condition. Unless, as is the case with my twins for 20 years, they are estranged. The plight of the twinless twin is terrible indeed.

3.) I often wonder what it will be like for Elsa and Clio when they’re older and not together as constantly as they are now — how they will experience the other’s absence or presence, etc. So one of the most intriguing twin-related ideas in the book for me was Charles and Karena’s “twindar” — their ability to sense when the other one is near. Is this concept something you’ve heard many adult twins talk about?
Ha–I’m glad you like the twindar. I have read many twin accounts mentioning this sense of where the other twin is, not like a GPS-pinpoint locator but being attached to the other by a sort of mental umbilicus.  You always have an awareness of the other twin being in the world. One theory I read purported that twins have this sort of heightened awareness because of all the time they spend together in the womb, that this fosters a kind of closeness singletons don’t experience. Many twin accounts I read, though, also said that the uncanny knack for knowing the other twin’s position in the world faded over time, if as they grew they went their separate ways.  (And many twins choose to do this so they can have their own identity!) 

This is what happens with Karena and Charles in THE STORMCHASERS; when they’re children, and Charles disappears (he is always running off somewhere), adults ask Karena where he is, and without looking up from her dolls she can say, “He’s on the roof, he’s on the watertower, he’s under the porch.” As adults, when they have been estranged for two decades, Karena has no idea where Charles is, in fact is actively searching for him with every tool in her reporter’s arsenal, and failing. But when they are reconnected, their twindar connection strengthens again–as I have read happens with real twins.  It doesn’t matter how long you’re separated. When you’re brought back together, your awareness of each other is still there, encoded in the DNA.

4.) I was particularly impressed by how you handled Charles’s perception of his bipolar disorder as something that made him superior to other people, and how in his manic states he felt brilliant and infallible, almost godlike. I’ve only experienced mild hypomania myself, but this certainly rang true on some level. Did you speak to people with bipolar disorder to get a first-hand account of the disorder? Also, do you find me brilliant and godlike? Just asking.
But of course you are brilliant and godlike. And a snappy dresser. And now, let’s you and I go stormchasing!

The perception of oneself as brilliant and godlike while in the manic state of bipolar disorder is an across-the-board experience — even though the disorder itself varies from individual to individual, is a real grab bag of symptoms. You said you’ve felt mild hypomania — I often feel this too, a sort of euphoria that keeps you up for days, mind racing (often, for me, writing-related). In fact, I’ve asked my excellent therapist, as Karena does in the novel, “Are you sure I’m not bipolar?” “No,” she said. “Maybe a little bipolar?” “No.” But I do sometimes think I can understand, when I’m in the creative throes and it’s going really well, how it feels to be hypomanic or manic, a comet streaking across the sky.

This, of course, is what makes bipolar disorder “a cunning and most feline thing” (Melville; my epigraph) and so difficult to treat. People who have it often don’t want to take meds that will slow them down, dull them, snuff out that sparkling manic light. Why would you want to do that?  Charles says to his sister, who is always after him to try new drug cocktails that will modify his moods and behavior, “You’re asking me to give up my sense of self to comply with polite society.” He says on medication, his thoughts have to come through a little door in his head, that he is not himself.  Think about that for a minute, the times when–maybe if you’re sick or brokenhearted–you do not feel like yourself. Then imagine being that way forever. Is there anything scarier?

I have beloved people in my family who are bipolar, and although I can’t talk about their specific stories because those don’t belong to me, I’ve gone through everything Karena has in the novel: standing by and watching somebody you love more than anything cope with severe mood swings; being scared of that person, never knowing which version of himself he’s going to be — the nice, funny, smart, generous, sweet, charismatic one, or what Karena calls “the Stranger, the djinn” — the destructive manic version who has no boundaries. I know what it’s like to walk on eggshells and to feel so helpless. If THE STORMCHASERS helps open up conversation for people who have bipolar disorder and people who love them — because often, since it’s been stigmatized, the disorder is hidden, which helps nobody — I will have done my job and be grateful.

5.) Finally, I’ve always been slightly obsessed with tornadoes myself —- I used to rewind and watch over and over again the part of the Wizard of Oz where you could see the tornado in the distance, I frequently have (exciting, not scary) tornado dreams, and once spent several hours watching tornado videos during some cable tornado video-a-thon.(Obviously, this was before having children. And I think I might have been stoned.) 
 

Bottom line, I’ve always been dying to see one. After reading your book, I totally want to go stormchasing someday -— maybe as an empty-nester treat for myself once the girls are grown. Alastair’s response to this has been, basically, “over my dead body.” Which is one option, I suppose. But if I’d like to go before he’s dead, do you have any facts or stats about the safety of stormchasing tours like the ones you’ve been on that I can throw at him?
You are definitely a stormchaser in the making! Many of the people I chase with are obsessed with The Wizard of Oz but watch only the beginning, the tornado part. We can all quote from Twister. And we have recurring tornado dreams. Mine used to be that the tornado was coming and I had to collect all my favorite toys and get to the basement; now I dream I drive around, chasing them, but every time a funnel touches down my camera doesn’t work. Luckily, in real life, this has proved not to be true. On my website (www.jennablum.com), there’s a photo gallery of tornadoes and severe storms and a couple of new videos showing two very violent tornadoes we caught this past summer in Minnesota. One of them is the PERFECT Wizard of Oz tornado, so go look!  Unfortunately, that tornado also took out a house and farm — it was rated an EF4, the second-most damaging kind of tornado.

This is probably not making Alastair feel any better, so I will tell you that no stormchaser or guest has ever died nor been injured by a tornado. When you read about tornado injuries or fatalities, it’s the people stuck in the path of the storm (often in trailer homes with no basements) who suffer. The chasers are in vehicles with radar and guys who know how to read the radar and we get out of harm’s way. There are some close calls — we all have war stories, and mine is encoded in THE STORMCHASERS. While I was chasing with Tempest Tours, my professional storm tour company, in May 2008, my Jeep popped a tire during a tornado outbreak — under a tornadic supercell that was about to produce. I was going to drive on the rim to an abandoned farmhouse a couple hundred yards away to take shelter until the storm passed, but the Tempest guides changed our tire and got us back on the road in thirty seconds, right before the storm started dropping tornado after tornado. They have saved my life; they’re an intrepid, passionate, funny bunch of meteorologists, the best. And they are all still alive.

I’m hosting my own tour with Tempest next year, bringing readers out onto the Plains and showing them how the experience of chasing alchemized into the novel. HINT. HINT. www.tempesttours.com….  You don’t have to wait until your husband’s demise. Come with!

And thank you for the great ride of these questions. xoxo 

 

Thank *you* for being my first ever literary guest (and for writing a kickass book)! You are welcome to stalk me, my children, and my website any time. And thank you, readers, for allowing me to pretend, for a day, that Baby Squared is The Paris Review. 
Learn more about Jenna Blum and THE STORMCHASERS — as well as Jenna’s previous, bestselling novel, THOSE WHO SAVE US, at www.jennablum.com. 

 

Elsa, will you PLEASE go to bed? 

Posted by roper on September 21st, 2010 at 8:25 pm 

Arrrggghghghrrhghghgrhrhhrhrggghh!!! 

 

It’s getting to the point where if I had a dollar for every time I blogged about the trials and travails of bedtime, I’d have enough to buy a…well, OK, a pizza. But a really good pizza with lots of toppings. And maybe a Greek salad on the side. 

 

I mean jeez, when does this end?

 

Elsa is going through one of her phases where she will not stay in bed. She gets up repeatedly for an hour, even two hours after we say good-night and turn out the lights. Sometimes she asks to use the bathroom, or for a drink of water. Sometimes she actually just gets up and turns the light on to read or play (and Clio, to be fair, is sometimes a co-conspirator in this). But eventually Clio will conk out, and it’s just a fidgety Elsa, claiming she can’t sleep. Or as she sometimes (very cutely) puts it, “I just can’t do it, mom!”

 

I’ve tried leading her wordlessly back to bed every time. I’ve tried telling her that if she comes out of her room / turns the light on again, she loses one of the toys or books she’s brought to bed with her. I’ve tried telling her she can sleep anywhere in the room she wants — on the floor, in the rocking chair, etc.  I’ve tried rubbing her back and giving her visualization scenarios: “Imagine that you are riding on a boat with billowed sail, perched on Puff’s gigantic tail.” (Puff the Magic Dragon is HUGE in our house right now. Even bigger than Maria ever was). “Where are you and Puff going? Close your eyes and think about where you’re going…on the calm, calm sea. Rocking, gently. Gently. Back and forth. You’re getting sleepy. Very sleeeeepy…..”

 

All of these things have worked in the past at least once. But they are just not doing it lately. We used to have a childproof doorknob on the inside of the door to physically keep them in the room (a source of much controversy when I wrote about it here….) but we took it off a few months ago because it seemed like the girls had gotten better at staying in bed. I’m tempted to put it back on, but would rather not. 

 

I’ve actually been reading 1-2-3 Magic lately. (More on that in a future post, to be sure….) But even that doesn’t really have a great solution for bedtime — especially not for very little kids. One suggestion is to park yourself in a chair in the doorway of their bedroom with your back to the child (or children) and don’t talk to them, no matter what. If they get out of bed and come to you, lead them back to bed silently. 

 

I tried this last night and have concluded that the author must never have actually tried doing this. Otherwise, he would realize that 1.) The child will probably not stay in the bed when you lead them back there.  2.) Not talking to his child when they are whining that they can’t sleep / want to read / need another drink of water / etc., will lead to major melt-down behavior. And if he thinks it’s possible to quell a tantrum without any talking or any consequences and/or if he expects that I’m supposed to silently, physically restrain my very spirited child until she is done losing her shit — all while also not talking to her sister, who will probably be shouting at me, meanwhile, that she dropped her stuffed monkey or something — well, he’s got another thing coming. Specifically, a deluxe pizza and a Greek salad. 

 

However, I do intend to try this approach again tonight if needed, because I got nothing else left. And to be fair, maybe it takes a few times to work. 

 

Actually, said author, Thomas Phelan, is about to post something on his blog about bedtime strategies, and I’m sort of dying of suspense. Either it will be The Answer that I’m looking for, or it will be a sure-fire tactic that I will eagerly try and that will fail in an epic way. In either case, I will be sure to report back here.

 

And now, I’m going to go take a nap.

 

But before I go, a reminder: send me your photos of the weird things your kids do with toys, and I’ll post the wild and craziest ones here! jane (at) janeroper.com 

Butt out, Mommy. 

Posted by roper on September 24th, 2010 at 12:40 pm 

As if to cruelly, maliciously mock the fact that I complained to the internets about how we were having bedtime challenges of late, the girls took it to a whole new level the night before last: Clio came into our room at around two a.m. saying she couldn’t sleep. We brought her (silently! Wordlessly!) back to bed, she came back again, we brought her back, rinse and repeat. And repeat. And as if that wasn’t pleasant enough, Elsa soon woke up, too. My friends, they were up until 5:30 a.m., alternately whining, crying, playing, fighting and making unecessary trips to the bathroom. It was hell. And they didn’t even have the decency to sleep late once they finally fell asleep. 

But that’s not what I want to write about here. What I want to write about is something that made me feel much less hateful more tender feelings toward my children — a conversation I had with them over breakfast the other day, about preschool.

They seem to be loving their new teacher and their new class. They’re fully back into the swing of things. But apparently they said something strange to Alastair when he asked how they liked the other kids in their class: they said that the other kids didn’t let them play with them. And yet, they didn’t seem in the least bit bothered by this fact. 

He also wasn’t sure how reliable the information was, three year olds not being known for their ability to differentiate between one-time occurrences and generalized ones. It was entirely possible that on just one particular day two particular children said the girls couldn’t play with them, and that was that.  

But I was curious, and a little concerned, so I posed the same question to them the other day before taking them to school: How are the other kids in your
class? Are you making friends? 

 Clio replied, quite matter-of-factly, “The other kids don’t let us play with them.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Do they say you can’t play with them, when you ask?” 

 “No, they just don’t let us,” she replied, happily eating her frozen waffle. (And I mean, literally, frozen. That’s the way they like ‘em. I have no idea why.) 

 “Does it make you sad that they won’t let you play with them?”

 “No,” she said. “I like to play by myself.” 

  She really didn’t sound sad, but I was pissed. Who were these asshole kids who didn’t want to play with my daughters? Why not? Was it because they were twins? Did they seem clique-ish or something? Was it the way I dressed them? Was it because I put their sandwiches in tupperware containers instead of ziploc bags? Were the other kids intimidated by their obviously superior intelligence? Or were my children just big, huge dorks? Or bossy, grabby pains in the ass? 

 “Do all the kids say you can’t play with them, or just some of them?” I asked. Thinking, maybe there were one or two bad apples. 

  “All of them,” Clio said. “But Davis lets us play with him.”

 Great, I thought. Davis. He’s probably going to grow up to be the kid who wipes boogers on the inside of his desk and, when he’s older, sits in the back of the room and draws pictures of medieval weapons on his notebooks and makes little battle sounds under his breath. 

 “Well,” I said, in what was to be my first-ever lame piece of unsolicited parental advice, “if you want to play with the other kids and they’re not letting you, you should tell them that that isn’t nice, and they should let you play with them.” (Jeez, mom, thanks a lot.) 

 Elsa chimed in, “They let me play with them sometimes because they like me better.”

 Insert knife into heart, twist. This has been a secret fear of mine: that Elsa, being quite outgoing, will have no problem in social situations, and Clio, being much more reserved and, well, a little quirky, will have trouble making friends. Or even get made fun of. 

 “That doesn’t sound very nice, Elsa,” I said. And then, to Clio, “Maybe the other kids don’t know you want to play with them. Maybe you should just….go and start playing with them. You don’t have to ask.” (Yes, more ass-vice from mom, who clearly isn’t going to just let this drop.)

 After some more unsucessful attempts to get at what was really going on I pulled the ultimate dumb/annoying parent move: “Do you want me to say something to your teacher about it?”

 Now, Clio snapped to. “No, don’t tell the teacher.” She sounded suddenly older. Quite certain, and quite confident.

 I was — and still am — impressed and a little puzzled by her reaction. It takes a certain sense of perspective and maturity to tell your mother that you don’t want her interfering on your behalf. Or even to perceive that maybe this isn’t a good idea; that it might end up being embarrassing in some way, or get your peers into “trouble.” Or that it would mean getting pushed into a situation you don’t even want to be in. Maybe she really was happier playing by herself. 

 More to the point, it was such a complete change in tone and awareness from the conversation we’d been having up until that point, wherein she’d just sounded like her usual, slightly oblivious and completely innocent three-year-old self. 

I assured her that I wouldn’t tell the teacher. And we moved on to other things. But a few minutes later she said it again, with quiet urgency: “Don’t tell the teacher about the other kids.”

Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you this, either. 

The whole conversation — and that particular turn of it — made me feel suddenly, keenly aware of the fact that my daughters are starting to have their own little lives, with their own little problems to solve and situations to navigate. It also made me realize how unprepared I am to provide useful advice when it comes to things like social situations. Not because I didn’t have problems of my own, but because, well, what do you say? Kids can be jerks? Find friends that aren’t jerks? Hang in there, when you’re grown up everything’s going to be fine?  

Most of all, it made me think about the fact that even if I have the world’s greatest advice to dispense to the girls as they venture out into the world and encounter heartbreak and disappointment and loneliness and all the rest, they still, ultimately, have to figure it all out on their own. They have to find their own way. And even though it goes against all my protective motherly instincts, I have to let them. (As Clio has already, wisely reminded me.)

 

 



The Strange Ways Kids Play – Your Photos! 
Posted by roper on September 28th, 2010 at 6:56 pm 

First of all, thank you all for your interesting thoughts and perspectives on what to do (or not to do) about our girls’ report that the other kids won’t let them play with them at preschool. We’re going to chat with the teacher later this week, and see what we can find out. Meanwhile, in other fun preschool social dynamic news, a boy bit Elsa yesterday at school during a fight over some blocks. Not a big deal or anything, and honestly, Elsa’s sharing skills leave something to be desired, but still…poor girl. She’d just gotten chomped by her sister the day before, and now has two nasty bite marks on her arm. She looks like a little addict. 

 

On a lighter note, hey! It’s time to showcase the pics readers sent in in response to my invitation / plea to send me photos of the weird / strange / inexplicable things your kids do with toys. I did this, admittedly, in part to reassure myself that other people’s children are as looney as mine. So, thank you, those of you who contributed. It helped. And remember: preschooler weirdness is nothing to be ashamed of. The more we bring this subject out into the open, the less stigma there will be. Someday, I hope that all of us with children who do strange and unexpected things with toys will be able to stand up, without fear or shame, and say: My child does strange and unexpected things with toys! And there’s nothing wrong with that!
 

Even if it looks very, very wrong. Like in the case of this pic, contributed by Kristen B.

 

 

Poor baby. He seemed so happy and well-balanced. Nobody saw this coming, not even his closest friends. 
 

Babble’s own Korinthia Klein, over at Holding Down the Fort submitted the below photo, with the explanation: “This is the most typical thing my children do. They carefully place
things in odd spots that I’m not supposed to disturb. It all means
something but I can’t fathom what.”  Nor can we, Korinthia. Nor can we. 

 

 

 

And then there are the little ones who do things that are typical of babies  — like putting toys in their mouths. Except they’re not really babies anymore. Like Tamara L.’s girls. But I say more power to them!  As long as they’re not actually ingesting the things, right? 

 

 

 Mmmm. Tastes like a poly-acrylic blend, made in Taiwan. Hand wash only. 
 

Some stuffed animals are more fortunate. Their owners — like Jane F.’s daughter, pictured here — are thoughtful enough to consider their bodily needs. And they even provide entertainment!

 

 
[image: image46]
“Elmo’s feeling a little soggy. Ha ha ha!”
 

My children, meanwhile, continue to be downright cruel to their dolls and toys, continuing to subject them to ever more complex forms of bondage. Although in this case, I don’t think they realized who they were up against.

 

 

Must….escape….these silly bands! 
 

As it turns out, my children’s twisted tendencies run in the family. In fact, I think they can be directly traced to my mother’s side of the family, as evidenced by this photo — my favorite entry of the bunch — sent to me by my aunt (my mom’s sister). The picture was taken recently, but the abuse — the dismemberment, the eye gouging, the strip searches, not to mention the psychological trauma in those who witnessed it (the dolls that *look* just fine are not, believe me) — was committed back in the fifties. I don’t think the dolls really ever got over it.

 


Butt out, Mommy. 

Posted by roper on September 24th, 2010 at 12:40 pm 

As if to cruelly, maliciously mock the fact that I complained to the internets about how we were having bedtime challenges of late, the girls took it to a whole new level the night before last: Clio came into our room at around two a.m. saying she couldn’t sleep. We brought her (silently! Wordlessly!) back to bed, she came back again, we brought her back, rinse and repeat. And repeat. And as if that wasn’t pleasant enough, Elsa soon woke up, too. My friends, they were up until 5:30 a.m., alternately whining, crying, playing, fighting and making unecessary trips to the bathroom. It was hell. And they didn’t even have the decency to sleep late once they finally fell asleep. 

 

But that’s not what I want to write about here. What I want to write about is something that made me feel much less hateful more tender feelings toward my children — a conversation I had with them over breakfast the other day, about preschool.

 

They seem to be loving their new teacher and their new class. They’re fully back into the swing of things. But apparently they said something strange to Alastair when he asked how they liked the other kids in their class: they said that the other kids didn’t let them play with them. And yet, they didn’t seem in the least bit bothered by this fact. 

 

He also wasn’t sure how reliable the information was, three year olds not being known for their ability to differentiate between one-time occurrences and generalized ones. It was entirely possible that on just one particular day two particular children said the girls couldn’t play with them, and that was that.  

But I was curious, and a
little concerned, so I posed the same question to them the other day before taking them to school: How are the other kids in your
class? Are you making friends? 

 

Clio replied, quite matter-of-factly, “The other kids don’t
let us play with them.” 

  

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Do they say you can’t play with them, when you ask?” 

 

“No, they just don’t let us,” she replied, happily eating her frozen waffle. (And I mean, literally, frozen. That’s the way they like ‘em. I have no idea why.) 

 

“Does it make you sad that they won’t let you play with them?”

 

“No,” she said. “I like to play by myself.” 

  

She really didn’t sound sad, but I was pissed. Who were these asshole kids who didn’t want to play with my daughters? Why not? Was it because they were twins? Did they seem clique-ish or something? Was it the way I dressed them? Was it because I put their sandwiches in tupperware containers instead of ziploc bags? Were the other kids intimidated by their obviously superior intelligence? Or were my children just big, huge dorks? Or bossy, grabby pains in the ass? 

 

“Do all the kids say you can’t play with them, or just some of them?” I asked. Thinking, maybe there were one or two bad apples. 

  

“All of them,” Clio said. “But Davis lets us play with him.”

 

Great, I thought. Davis. He’s probably going to grow up to be the kid who wipes boogers on the inside of his desk and, when he’s older, sits in the back of the room and draws pictures of medieval weapons on his notebooks and makes little battle sounds under his breath. 

 

“Well,” I said, in what was to be my first-ever lame piece of unsolicited parental advice, “if you want to play with the other kids and they’re not letting you, you should tell them that that isn’t nice, and they should let you play with them.” (Jeez, mom, thanks a lot.) 

 

Elsa chimed in, “They let me play with them sometimes because they like me better.”

 

Insert knife into heart, twist. This has been a secret fear of mine: that Elsa, being quite outgoing, will have no problem in social situations, and Clio, being much more reserved and, well, a little quirky, will have trouble making friends. Or even get made fun of. 

 

“That doesn’t sound very nice, Elsa,” I said. And then, to Clio, “Maybe the other kids don’t know you want to play with them. Maybe you should just….go and start playing with them. You don’t have to ask.” (Yes, more ass-vice from mom, who clearly isn’t going to just let this drop.)

 

After some more unsucessful attempts to get at what was really going on I pulled the ultimate dumb/annoying parent move: “Do you want me to say something to your teacher about it?”

 

Now, Clio snapped to. “No, don’t tell the teacher.” She sounded suddenly older. Quite certain, and quite confident.

 

I was — and still am — impressed and a little puzzled by her reaction. It takes a certain sense of perspective and maturity to tell your mother that you don’t want her interfering on your behalf. Or even to perceive that maybe this isn’t a good idea; that it might end up being embarrassing in some way, or get your peers into “trouble.” Or that it would mean getting pushed into a situation you don’t even want to be in. Maybe she really was happier playing by herself. 

 

More to the point, it was such a complete change in tone and awareness from the conversation we’d been having up until that point, wherein she’d just sounded like her usual, slightly oblivious and completely innocent three-year-old self. 

I assured her that I wouldn’t tell the teacher. And we moved on to other things. But a few minutes later she said it again, with quiet urgency: “Don’t tell the teacher about the other kids.”

 

Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you this, either. 

 

The whole conversation — and that particular turn of it — made me feel suddenly, keenly aware of the fact that my daughters are starting to have their own little lives, with their own little problems to solve and situations to navigate. It also made me realize how unprepared I am to provide useful advice when it comes to things like social situations. Not because I didn’t have problems of my own, but because, well, what do you say? Kids can be jerks? Find friends that aren’t jerks? Hang in there, when you’re grown up everything’s going to be fine?  

 

Most of all, it made me think about the fact that even if I have the world’s greatest advice to dispense to the girls as they venture out into the world and encounter heartbreak and disappointment and loneliness and all the rest, they still, ultimately, have to figure it all out on their own. They have to find their own way. And even though it goes against all my protective motherly instincts, I have to let them. (As Clio has already, wisely reminded me.)
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* * *
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So, thank you again to everyone who participated in this first-ever Baby Squared call for reader participation. It’s been…..weird. And I mean that in the best possible way.

 




Mama’s tired 

Posted by roper on September 30th, 2010 at 7:22 pm 

I was all excited to report back on how much better things have been going lately in the bedtime department. And then, last night, Clio woke up around 3:00 am to go to the bathroom, and couldn’t fall back asleep. Multiple trips into our room, multiple times being led back,  threat of losing a magnet from the bedtime chart (more on that in a minute….) and finally much incessant screaming until I ended up sleeping with her, in her toddler bed, until 6:30 a.m. Now my left buttock and hip hurt. And I’m tired. 

 

But we really were doing much better until last night. First off, we made sure that the girls did not fall asleep during their “quiet time” after lunch. Not too hard — we just keep all the curtains open / lights on in their room and ours (we have to separate them or they just squabble the whole time). And blast 80s hair band music throughout the house. And periodically douse them with cold water. Piece of cake!

 

We also now make a habit of going over our rules each night at bedtime: 1.) Stay in your bed 2.) Stay in your room 3.) Lights stay off. This way they know, in no uncertain terms, what is and isn’t OK, and we can stick to our guns. Repeating the rules ad nauseum is, of course, key to anything having to do with toddlers or preschoolers. And having three rules is good. Everything is good in threes. It’s a magic number.
 

Rules established, we implemented a reward system: they get one magnet on their reward chart every time they have a good night. When they make it to ten magnets, they get….drumroll please….A REAL WATCH!! (They are majorly into time telling lately. They’ve been going around wearing paper watches on their wrists.) This, plus a combination of the “I’m going to come back and check on you in ten minutes” trick when they complain of not being able to sleep — thank you, commenters who suggested it! — has been pretty effective.

 

I think part of the problem is the weather, actually. Back when thing were really bad, we were having a hot/humid spell. And it was like that again last night — the girls kept complaining that their pillows were “itchy” until I put towels on them and told them that would *definitely* help, guaranteed. Whaddya know, it did. (Alastair, unfortunately, took the air conditioners out a few weeks ago, when the weather was downright nippy. Oops. Mistake.)

 

Anyhoo. I probably shouldn’t have caved last night and slept with Clio. But God almighty, I was tired. I haven’t been sleeping terribly well lately — which is uncharacteristic. I’ve been having trouble falling asleep, feeling jumpy and jittery, like I’ve OD’d on Sudafed. This is particularly unpleasant at 3:30 a.m. when 1.) You’re tired and really really want to fall asleep 2.) You’re made even more anxious by the fact that you’re pretty much anticipating the next moment you’re going to hear the pitter patter of small feet in the hall. 

 

The good news: today was my day to sleep in. Which I did, until a luscious 8:50 a.m.

 

More good news: Soon, I’m going to get to sleep in for a whole bunch of days in a row. On Saturday, I am leaving for a week-long writing retreat at an undisclosed location in Western Massachusetts to work on my book! (The one recounting my most excellent adventures in parenting twins.) And while I’m a little sad about being away from the girls for such a long time — the longest, by far, I’ll have ever been away from them — I’m really, really looking forward to the time, the space and the focus. I’m about halfway through my draft of the book at this point, but I’m hoping to crank out a good forty or fifty pages (in addition to a post or two here and on Facebook) while I’m away. Wish me luck!

 

More importantly, wish Alastair luck, as he braves a week on his own with the insomnia twins. What a wonderful partner to let me do this, eh? (I love you, baby!)

 




Bye-bye, Babies 

Posted by roper on October 8th, 2010 at 2:06 pm 

I’ve been spending a glorious week out here in Western Massachusetts at this magical place, doing nothing but writing and reading and sleeping and taking drives and walks through some of the most beautiful New England countryside I’ve ever seen. Before I came, I was afraid that I’d be lonely or bored or miss the girls too much, or turn into a psychopath on account of spending way too much time working on my book. But none of those has come to pass. (Lucky for my fellow guests here on that last one. Heeeeeer’es Janey!) 

 

Really, it’s been heavenly. It’s been really productive to step out of ordinary life, into a zone where there’s nothing expected of me except to work on my project. I’ve written about forty pages of my book while I’ve been here, give or take, which brings me about two-thirds of the way through my rough draft. Not too shabby! 

 

I’ve spent a lot of time going back through old blog posts to remind me of what the girls were like and what the various challenges and delights of parenting were when they were babies and  toddlers, and to pull out anecdotes and passages here and there that seem worth including. Of course, it’s very different writing about things in the moment, as one does in a blog, than writing about them with hindsight, as I’m doing now. I could go back and tell my mom-dealing-with-19-month-old-twins self a thing or two now, honey. (And I’d call myself–I mean, my other, in the past self–”honey,” like I’m an old, wise aunt or something. You know, just to piss myself off.)  

 

It’s been fun, revisiting that time. But it’s definitely also made me feel a little misty, looking back at stories about and pictures of those sweet, toddling baby girls that were Elsa and Clio. It made me realize: wow, I don’t have two little babies anymore. I’ve got two little kids — no more diapers, no more cribs, no more pacifiers. They can talk about just about anything now, with pretty damned good grammar in most cases. They can put their own shoes on! And 50% of the time, they get them on the right feet! 

 

I won’t lie to you, I like this phase much better, in most ways. I find it more rewarding, more fun and a little less crazy making than the 18-36 month period, which, admittedly, was a pretty rough time in my life, too, on account of my struggles with depression in that timeframe.  

 

But damn, those little babies were lovely. It’s been nice tripping down memory lane. And country lanes. Back to our regular, three-year-old twins program soon. And back home for me, in about fifteen minutes. I’ve missed them, I’ve missed you, and sometimes, I really miss this:
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"They were perfectly happy before you got here." 

Posted by roper on October 11th, 2010 at 8:05 pm 

Ah, the words that just warm a mother’s heart. Dad / Grandma and Grandpa / the sitter / etc. have been enjoying a perfectly lovely day with the girls — they’ve been absolute dolls, perfect angels — and then YOU get home, and suddenly all hell breaks loose. They become instantly whiny and weepy and needy (if the’re babies) and all of these things plus sullen and defiant and generally difficult if they’re older. And whoever has been watching them up until that point looks puzzled, maybe apologetic, but above all, a little suspicious — like, you must really spoil them, huh, Mom? Because they weren’t pulling this crap with ME!

 

Raise your hand if this has happened to you. Or just, you know, pretend raise it. Because I know there are ladies out there who get what I’m talking about. What is it with the lose-your-shit-as-soon-as-mom-gets-home thing?  

 

When I got back from my writing retreat on Friday it was like all of a sudden the girls let out a week’s worth of pent up emotion and just…slipped and slid around in it, like a couple of not particularly happy pigs in mud. They whined, they fought, they tested.

 

Actually, rewind a little: my initial greeting was very sweet. I got back to the house a few minutes before Alastair came home with the girls from preschool, and when they got out of the car, Elsa ran to me with outspread arms and gave me a big, huge bear hug. That was awesome. 

 

Clio, meanwhile, rushed toward and past me yelling: “Hey Mommy! I’m going to tell you a big suprise about what I did at school but not right now but right after I go inside and take my shoes off and then I’m going to tell you!” I said, OK, sure, and as she was pulling her shoes off in the front hall, I said, “Hey, Clio, can I get a hug?” but she just raced off to the living room, to sit in her little chair, all excited to tell me her news.

 

“Sit on the floor in front of me!” she said. (I got the feeling she’d pictured this whole thing in her little head.) And she proceeded to tell me, beaming, that she’d played with another little boy in her class by asking.
 

We’d talked about this a couple of times in the previous weeks, in response to her telling us that the other kids in her class didn’t want to play with her — about how, if she ever wanted to play with kids, she could just ask them to play. So, she had. And she was very proud of herself. I asked her what she played, and she said they’d played with the fire engines. “Was it fun?” I asked. “Yeah,” she said, looking almost a little bashful. “It was fun.”

 

“That’s great,” I said. “I’m really proud of you. And I missed you, you know. How about a hug?” And then, finally, she seemed to remember that I’d been gone, and gave me a big ole hug.

 

So, that was nice. But it wasn’t long after that that all hell broke loose. The girls did not want to stay in their room for “quiet time” (no huge surprise, there, seeing as I’d just gotten home), the afternoon was one battle after the next, and bedtime — ugh. Let’s not even go there. In short, my sweet homecoming quickly turned into an intense and guilty longing for the days of peace and quiet I’d just left behind.

 

This same thing used to happen when they were babies and toddlers: I’d come home from work, they’d see me, and start wailing. As if the previous hours had been pure torture, and how could I have possibly left them alone with this terrible person? (Whoever that person might have been.) And more recently, there have been times when we’ve left the girls with my parents or Alastair’s, and received glowing reports of how happy and well-behaved they were, only to watch them melt down completely minute we walked in the door. 

 

Why does it happen? Well, my best guess is that it’s not unlike the way you can put on a good face around other people when you’re going through something difficult, but when you’re around your spouse or parents or other people closest to you, you let it out — you give in to your sadness or anger or whatever else you’re feeling because you know, on a subconscious level, that they will forgive you, or support you or comfort you in a way other people won’t. 

And mothers? Well, we’re the ultimate source of comfort and solace to our kids. And — usually — the most familiar to them, connected in some deeply biological way that even the most hands-on fathers can’t quite be. When we go away, when we come back, it’s probably a much bigger deal to them than we quite realize. That’s my theory, anyway.

 

I’m glad to say that after the intial 24 hours, the girls pulled themsleves together and got back on track. They didn’t become suddenly angelic, of course — that only happens with babysitters, teachers, and grandparents — but let’s just say I felt a whole lot happier to be home than I had the day before. 
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Being angelic (and cute) at my parents’ house, over the summer. 
Are you preparing your kids for college or the apocalypse? 

Posted by roper on October 14th, 2010 at 2:45 pm 

I was a little heartbroken when I read this article in the New York Times about languishing sales of picture books that came out last week. Apparently sales are down, and publishers say that it’s not just because of the lousy economy. According to the article “Parents have begun pressing their kindergartners and first graders to
leave the picture book behind and move on to more text-heavy chapter
books. Publishers cite pressures from parents who are mindful of
increasingly rigorous standardized testing in schools.”

 

If this is true, then it’s seriously sad. I’m all for kids learning well and striving for success and alla that. But if that success requires pushing kids to read before they’re ready and steering them away from the joys (and other educational virtues) of picture books before they even lose their first tooth, then it doesn’t seem right. 

 

I hate that so many parents these days start to think (and stress) about what college their kids are going to get into before they’re even out of diapers. A mom I chatted with on the playground not too long ago was telling me how their older daughter had just started kindergarten at a charter school and how great it was: super-rigorous and strict, with homework and exercises and the whole nine yards. “They start them on track for college right from the start,” she said. And I’m thinking: this is good? You’re happy about this?  

 

I mean, sure, I’d like for my girls to go to college. We’ve got the 529 accounts set up and save what we can. But I’m not convinced that their lives will be measurably less fulfilling — or even, necessarily, less prosperous — if they go to so-so colleges or even don’t go at all. I was lucky enough to go to a cushy, competitive private college, and it was great, but I think the things my parents taught me and the experiences I had — particularly the organic, non-organized ones — before college were just as important in shaping my character, my career, and my life’s path.

 

Moreover, I have plenty of friends — very smart ones — who went to middle-tier state schools and now lead perfectly happy and interesting lives and, in some cases, make an extremely good living. (Making, in fact, far more money than me. But I’ve chosen the path I’m on. I suppose I could have chosen to be a lawyer or a business consultant, like many of my classmates did.)

 

I think part of what’s behind my skepticism of this whole hyper-achievement push — in addition to feeling like it robs children of the time and space to simply play, experience and discover the world on their own — is that I feel like our world, particularly America, is in the midst of huge economic, environmental and technological changes. We could be living in a very different society twenty, twenty-five years from now. Who is to say that the key to success (or even survival) in that world will be having a degree from a top college? It could be that the kids who grew up less programmed are, in fact, more prepared to thrive. Maybe instead of getting them SAT tutors and signing them up for tuba lessons we should be taking them camping and teaching them how to grow their own food. 

 

I’ve always felt a little fringe-y in this belief. A bit of a Cassandra. So I was very excited (relieved?) to read an “Armageddon Mama,” an excellent piece in 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.brainchildmag.com/essays/fall2010_mayor.asp" \t "_blank"  by Tracy Mayor which articulates exactly these fears, and, at the same time, comments on why the uncertainty of our world today may, in fact, be responsible for the hyper-achieving and hyper-enrichment pressure that parents — in particular college-educated, professional-class ones — put on their kids: we don’t know what the world of the future will look like, so we don’t quite know how to prepare them for success in it. 

 

Quoting Margaret Nelson, author of Parenting Out of Control: Anxious Parents in Uncertain Times (2010), Mayor writes: 

 

 “With the hollowing out of the middle class in this country, it’s no
longer clear what kinds of skills will lead to a good occupation and to
financial success,” (Nelson) writes… As a result, that class of parents strives to raise children
who are both highly skilled and highly flexible. “They want them to be
good athletes, to be good students, good friends, to demonstrate a wide
range of skills. So if a child shows even a bit of interest in art, they
sign them up for art class,” Nelson says. “The fear is that if their
children settle too soon, if they settle on the wrong thing, they’ll be
out of luck.” 
 
The goal is not just entry into a top college, or success in a
financially stable career, it’s to raise kids who are able to compete in
the kind of world that New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman laid out in his best-seller, The World Is Flat (2005),
where Americans must be well-educated, hard-selling, fast-moving
entrepreneurs of their own careers in a fully wired, completely
interconnected, always-on global marketplace of ideas and innovation.”
 

But, Mayor says, “What if that isn’t at all what the near future will look like? What if
we’re raising our kids to succeed in a George Jetson kind of world, but
they wind up living more like Fred Flintstone?”

 

Great question! Exactly the one I ponder when I think about Elsa and Clio’s future. How, exactly do I prepare my children for happiness and success in an uncertain world? I’m not exactly sure. But my gut tells me it’s not putting chapter books in their hands when they’re in kindergarten and signing them up for ten thousand extracurricular activities. 

 

We were recently talking with some good friends of ours, who have a daughter the same age as Elsa and Clio, about what good parenting means to all of us — specifically in terms of how we want to prepare our children for their adult lives. I don’t know if these friends share my slightly looney doubts about the health and stability of our country, the global economy, and our planet, but they came out in much the same place as I did in terms of  long-term goals for our children.

 

We want them to be kind, thoughtful, and conscientious people. We want them to challenge themselves. We want them to be economically self-sufficient. We want them to find fulfillment in their work — either the wage earning kind and/or the not-so-profitable, pursuing your passion kind (writing, anyone?). And, yes, we want them to have choices in life, which a college education will most likely help provide. But we’re not going to drive ourselves or our children crazy trying to make sure they get into ivy league schools, unless that’s what they decide they want to do. (And in that case, they’d better get some hefty scholarships and/or be prepared to take on some debt!) 

 

Maybe I’m being naive. Maybe my views are colored by the fact that I come from a relatively privileged background. And maybe my views will change when the girls get into the dog-eat-dog world of…er….elementary school.

 

What are your hopes (or fears) for your children over the long term? What are or aren’t you willing to do to prepare your children for the future? 

 




My children are kleptomaniacs 

Posted by roper on October 18th, 2010 at 1:00 pm 

Well, not exacly kleptomaniacs, I guess. But they do, all of a sudden, seem to have taken on a distinctly “what’s yours is mine” (and NOT the reverse) attitude when it comes to household objects and supplies. 

Before I pillory them for crimes, however, I should confess that I was also prone to taking my parents’ stuff without asking when I was a kid, for use in various recipes / craft projects / experiments / etc. Once, for example, a friend and I picked my parents’ vegetable garden clean to make “soup,” in the form of a giant pot of water, filled from the hose out back, filled up with tomatoes, carrots, beans and other produce, and heated up on the stove. (Since we moved away from the house with the garden when I was a mere nine years old, this means that I was attempting unsupervised cooking at a fairly tender age.) And yes, the soup was terrible. (We couldn’t understand why….) And yes, my mom was pissed.

 

The girls have not committed quite so grievous an offense yet. But Elsa, in particular, is getting awfully bold about swiping the Scotch tape for her various projects — the rage of the moment is taping several pieces of paper together to make “maps” and “books” — as well as pens, post-it notes, and other supplies. We are, of course, happy to provide these things, in limited quanitities, if they ask. It’s the “limited” part that they’re not fans of. I’m thinking we should give them each with their own roll of tape, post-it note pad, etc. and let them use those, with the stipulation that they won’t get a new one for X weeks. And when they run out, well, that’s it. (They would run out in approximately 1.4 days.) 

 

They’re also starting to help themselves to food. (You know, I’m writing ‘they’ but really, three out of four times, it’s Elsa.) I’ll be getting dinner ready, chopping vegetables or grating cheese or something, and if I turn away for a minute to do something else, I’ll turn back around to find a little hand reaching up to take a taste of whatever’s on the cutting board. Not a huge deal, usually. And sometimes they get what they deserve, ending up with a mouthful of onion or the unpleasant surprise of potato when they were expecting apple. The time Elsa ate garlic was fun, too. (Is it wrong that I take pleasure in my children’s food-tasting capers? But, really, the faces kids make when they end up with something ‘yucky’ in their mouths are truly priceless.)

 

And then there was the afternoon I came home from work to find the girls’ fingernails and toenails painted a very…maturely…dark hue. It seems the girls showed the babysitter where my nail polish was and requested manicures and pedicures. Really, though, the sitter is equally to blame here. Going through my makeup on the advice and direction of two three year olds? And then choosing Luscious Burgundy (or whatever….) for their nails, when something more along the lines of Cotton Candy Pink was available? And putting on TWO coats? For shame.

 

Anyway, we’re starting to be more emphatic about what the girls can and can’t help themselves to; what things they need to ask for, and what things they can take or do all by themselves. Still, I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before they borrow my $1,000 white suede ensemble while I’m out of town, wear it to a party, spill red wine all over it, then have to date Dr. McDreamy to pay me back. I just hope their careers are more successful than Amanda Peterson’s. 
 



 

 Sorry, where was I?

 

Are you ambivalent about motherhood? 

Posted by roper on October 20th, 2010 at 3:50 pm 

I remember an acquaintance of mine saying, once she had kids, that she “totally LOVED being a mom!” 

I had hoped, before I had kids, that I would say the same thing (albeit without the same, slightly lunatic smile on my face). But the fact is, I don’t totally love being a mom all the time. I love my children. The depth of my love for them is astounding to me. But there are times when I find “being a mom” to be a real drag —  times when I really would rather keep working / writing / sleeping / etc. than be with my children. 

And there are times when the little buggers wear me down and try my patience and make me dislike not only them, but myself. I don’t like it about myself that I am capable of thinking that one of my daughters – my innocent, three-year-old daughters — is being an absolute bitch. And that I seriously feel like smacking her.
 
So when my friend Steve Almond told me that his mother had written a book, The Monster Within: The Hidden Side of Motherhood, about maternal ambivalence, and asked if I’d like to read it, I was like “YES! I mean, maybe. I mean, not that I’m ambivalent about being a mother or anything. But sure, yeah, I guess I’ll read it.”

And so I did. It’s a thoughtful, in-depth exploration of the mixed feelings women often have about motherhood, based on Almond’s research and her years of experience as a psychotherapist.

Then I said to Steve, hey, now that I’m a big literary interviewer now, do you think maybe I could ask your mom a few questions about the book? And he was all “maybe” and I’m all “please” and he’s all, “yeah, OK.”

And here is the conversation with Barbara Almond that followed.

Me: I’ve always tried to be fairly open about my ambivalence about being a mother, to some extent here on my blog, and to a much greater extent with my close friends who are mothers. It seems to me that women are talking more about the fact that motherhood is often a mixed blessing—that they find it unexpectedly challenging, or they miss being able to focus on themselves or their marriages or careers. And that, to put it bluntly, kids can be real jerks sometimes. 

But as you discuss in your book, this ambivalence can lead to a sense of guilt; many women feel that if we have mixed feelings about being mothers, then we’re probably not very good mothers. Or at least not as good as we could be. I certainly experience it, despite my best efforts to cut myself slack.  

It was, therefore, something of a relief to read your book and discover that this kind of ambivalence is fairly widespread, and that not addressing it openly can have some serious consequences. Was your main purpose in writing this book to let women know that it’s OK—even healthy—to be ambivalent? Going a step further, what do you think is the best way for women to deal with and process that ambivalence?

Barbara Almond: It’s good to be reminded that women do speak frankly about the whole range of their maternal feelings, especially with close friends. At least there is that outlet available. But it is coupled with the idea that if one is a really good mother, one probably doesn’t struggle with negative feelings. Guilt, shame, anxiety and depression in various mixtures plague more mothers than we know, as many will not admit to it. Or they admit it kiddingly, or in an offhand manner, so as to diminish their tension and the impact of what they are saying.

And, yes, it was certainly my purpose to let women know that it is normal to experience ambivalence. It is normal and healthy in the sense that ambivalence develops from the differing needs of mothers and their children. Out of these differing needs, mothers can become more “creative” in their mothering, as they think about what it is their child needs and what they, as the mothers they are, can do about it.  There are many ways to deal with the negative side of ambivalence, too many to summarize easily, but it must be obvious that the more intense the negative part of ambivalence is, the more help the mother needs. If a woman is afraid she may murder a child, she needs professional help and fast. If the feelings she struggles with are milder, but still troubling, she needs to understand them, talk them out, not brood and defend herself while her ambivalence deepens. 

Me: You point out that there seems to be increasing pressure on mothers to be, as you call it, “maternally correct.” From breastfeeding to providing developmentally appropriate activities to using the latest parenting techniques. Which can lead to even more guilt: if I don’t want to put every ounce of my waking time and energy into doing everything just right, what does it say about me as a mother?

Where do you think our culture’s current obsession with being “maternally correct” is coming from? Especially since so many mothers these days work part or full time, making it virtually impossible for them to be “super moms”?

B.A.:  Well, I think [it] comes from mothers, but is exploited by the powers that be –- manufacturers, politicians, educators, for example. Because so many mothers work, it is impossible for them to be super-moms, whatever a super-mom is.  (I am suspicious of the whole category!)  In the late 60’s and 70’s when feminism became a strong force, women were supported in their efforts to work.  Work was seen as a fulfillment, as much as motherhood. At that time, many women, myself included, could find good part-time work.  

But things have changed. Part-time work is less available (as is work, period) and women are stressed to the limit, trying to do both.  Some women give up work and others don’t have children.  The birth rate for highly industrialized countries is going down. When highly motivated women give up working for motherhood, they don’t give up the kind of perfectionistic standards they apply everywhere else, nor the competitive underside of their ambitions. It’s a very tough situation. 

Me: I have one specific question for you as a fellow mother of twins. Actually, it starts with an admission: when I found out I was pregnant with twins, I was not happy about it. In fact, I spent a good portion of my pregnancy “psyching myself up” to feel good about the fact that I was having twins. 

Now of course, I love my girls to death, and can’t imagine not having twins. But I do sometimes wonder I’d feel less conflicted about my role as a mother if I’d had just one child, or had them one at a time. You admit in the book that you experienced ambivalence about motherhood yourself. Was any of it, for you, wrapped up in being a mother of twins?

B.A.:  I, too, was dismayed when I discovered I was going to have twins. I already had a two year-old son. I found this news out late in my pregnancy – no ultrasounds in those days – and had to scramble to get ready for this event. I was working very part-time, and continued to do that until the twins were almost a year old. I wanted very much to have fraternal twins, a boy and a girl, so they would feel their own individuality more.  I got fraternal twins, two delightful boys, who have grown up into two very nice men. Still, I think this was hard on everyone, particularly my two-year -old. The twins had each other, and furthermore, they were not my first, so I could bend the rules to make it easier for all of us.  But, it wasn’t easy.

When you say you love your girls to death and can’t imagine not having twins, I have two reactions.  Loving someone to death seems to me to be an admission of ambivalence, in fact, a definition of its essence. (Sorry!)  And of course you can’t imagine not having twins. They are what you have.  BUT, I also know what you mean in a positive sense. Twins are fun, cute, good company for each other. They don’t get lonely and demanding as easily as single children. And they are at the same developmental stage as they grow up, so you are not dealing with an infant and a toddler at one time, but rather two toddlers!  Keep on enjoying them. They grow up so quickly.   


Family Dinners Rule.


Posted October 25th, 2010 at 10:19 am

It’s hard to believe that just a few months ago we were only just starting to get into the habit of family dinners with Elsa and Clio. Back at the beginning, it was all we could do to get them to keep their butts in their seats and refrain from spitting out the “yucky” food we were putting on their plates. (With the move to the family table, we also began more aggressively introducing new foods beyond the kid-friendly ones they’d eaten for dinner until then: Mac-n-cheese, fake chicken nuggets, and pretty much anything beige or white, not counting cauliflower and flounder. Which I don’t like either, frankly.)

Now, five months later, the girls’ table manners have markedly improved, and they love to “help” set the table. (Who says napkins should be folded? Or that four is the proper number of placemats for four people? Why not line them all up — all eight of them — so that they cover nearly the entire table?)

Best of all, the girls have gotten much better about trying new foods. We’re not militant about it, but we do encourage them to take a bite of whatever’s unfamiliar or appears to be “yucky stuff” as Clio calls it. Before we remind her that no food is yucky; there are foods you like and foods you don’t care for. Of course, if I ever served, say, liver, and she called it “yucky” I’d think she was completely justified. Which is why I would never serve liver. Or monkey brains.

Quinoa, black beans, tuna casserole, chicken stir fry, and even pork chops have been successfully added to the menu. (Although Clio insists that the pork is chicken. Hey, whatever.) Elsa has been known to be even more adventurous in her culinary exploits, going so far as to sample asparagus, shrimp, and mushrooms. And we now know to add extra tomatoes to the salad on her behalf.

We’ve got a good dessert system down now, too: school days (Mon-Wed-Fri) are non-dessert days, because we usually put a Fig Newton or handful or Teddy Grahams or something in the girls’ lunch. On non-dessert nights, they can have fruit. Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, they can have a popsicle or cookie or whatever “special” dessert we may have available. It works for us.

In fact — and I’m sort of marveling at this even as I write it — our family dinner has become one of my favorite parts of the day. I always like to ask the girls what their favorite part of the day was. Usually the answer is something concerning food — the snack they had at school, or the waffles they ate for breakfast. But occasionally it’s something juicier — how they got to be the line leader at school, or how they made cookies with the babysitter. Oh, wait. That’s food again.

They’ve also been telling a lot of jokes lately at dinner — and in general — and this is pure awesomeness, even if the term “joke” is a bit of  stretch. Sometimes they’re more like Zen koans: “Why does the witch go to Halloween? Because she’s a real witch!” (child cracks up at own comic genius) or, a recent fave that I posted on the Baby Squared Facebook page, from Clio, “Why did the giraffe go to college? Because he’s a silly giraffe!” Too true.

But neither top my all-time favorite, from Elsa: “Knock knock. Who’s there? Cinderalla’s butt!” Technically, this is potty talk, and technically we have a rule against potty talk at the table. But sometimes you just gotta let it slide.


My Love-Hate Relationship with Parenting Books


Posted October 27th, 2010 at 11:03 am

9


Call the parenting experts, quick!

You know those parenting how-to books of the “foolproof method for raising loving, respectful, confident and well-behaved children” variety? The ones with catchy names, written by “experts,” that promise (promise!) that if you use their method, you can’t possibly go wrong, and that peace and love will reign supreme in your home and, by extension, the world? Well, I’ve read a few of them over the past couple of the years, and a couple over the last few months in particular, and I think I’m ready to write my own. Here goes. Ahem.

Scenario #1: The Morning Rush
It’s a hectic morning in the Jones household, and Mrs. Jones is trying to get her three-year-old son, Little Jimmy, ready for preschool.

“Come on, Jimmy,” she says. “Time to get your shoes on!”

But Little Jimmy is busy playing with his new toy dinosaur. “But I wanna keep playing!” he whines.

“Come on, now, little Jimmy, you don’t want to be late for school!” She says, starting to get tense. They’re already running late, and she is hoping to get in a trip to the grocery store after dropping Jimmy off.

“No!” says Jimmy, and flings his dinosaur across the room. “I don’t wanna go to school!”

Mrs. Jones goes over to Jimmy and yanks him up by the arm. “Now listen to me, young man, you will not talk to me in that tone! And you will not throw dinosaurs, ever! Go and pick that up right now and then go get your shoes on!”

Now Little Jimmy goes into full tantrum mode, lying on the floor, kicking and screaming.

Mrs. Jones is at her wits’ end. “Fine!” she says, “Scream all you want! I’m leaving!” She goes to the liquor cabinet and grabs a bottle of tequila, gets her keys off the hall table, heads out the door and drives to Vegas. When she comes back, twenty years later, Little Jimmy is serving a life sentence for drug possession and armed robbery.

We’ve all been there, right??! Now, see what this scenario might look like if you use Jane Roper’s Foolproof Parenting Method!
It’s a hectic morning in the Jones household, and Mrs. Jones is trying to get her three-year-old son, little Jimmy, ready for preschool. She crouches down next to him, at a nurturing but independence-enabling distance, puts a hand on his shoulder, and says, “Wow, Jimmy, looks like you’re having a great time playing with that dinosaur!”

Jimmy beams up at her. “I am, Mommy!” he says. “I love how you notice and care about my likes and interests! It makes me feel so safe!”

Mrs. Jones smiles. “It’s eight o’clock. You know what that means, Jimmy?”

Jimmy’s face lights up–he knows the answer to this question, and that makes him feel so good! “It’s time for school!” he replies.

“That’s right!” Mrs. Jones says. “Yay, school! You seem really excited to go! And we’ll go as soon as you put your toys away and put your shoes on, OK?”

“OK!” says Jimmy, scrambling to his feet, dropping his dinosaur.

“Uh oh, Jimmy,” says Mrs. Jones. “Toys don’t go on the floor.”

“But I wanna go to school!” Jimmy cries, his face turning red. He’s gearing up for a tantrum now. “I don’t wanna clean up!”

Mrs. Jones snaps her fingers three times, spits over her left shoulder and says “Cochise!”

A sweet, slightly deranged smile breaks over Jimmy’s face. “OK, Mommy. I’ll put my dinosaur away so no one will step on it. Safety is important!”

One minute later, Jimmy’s shoes and coat are on, and they’re out the door. They’re so ahead of schedule that even have time to pull the car over on the way to preschool and pet a little bunny they see on the side of the road.

And Mrs. Jones is so happy and relaxed that instead of going to the grocery store after dropping Jimmy off, as planned, she goes out and buys a sexy lingerie set and surprises Mr. Jones at work.

“Wow, what inspired this?” Mr. Jones asks, incredulous, as he and Mrs. Jones fumble to take each other’s clothes off in the dark of the supply closet. “Wait, let me guess….” And they say it together, laughing: “Jane Roper’s Foolproof Parenting Method!!”

* * *
I’m still looking for a publisher for Jane Roper’s Foolproof Parenting Method, the book + DVD with bonus scenes of Mr. & Mrs. Jones in the supply closet. But apparently you need one of those “PhD” things to be taken seriously as a parenting “expert.” So, for the moment you — and I — are stuck with the other parenting books out there, if we care to read them.

And this is where my ambivalence comes in. I think that a lot of the tips and methods and strategies in these books are useful (even if the writing is often almost unbearably corny and condescending). There are some excellent reminders about how kids’ minds work, and what they need in terms of structure, limits, understanding, etc. But so much of it breaks down in practice. And — to make matters even more confusing — much of it is self-contradictory, between and even within different “methods.”

Threaten your child with consequences and give them a chance to self-correct! No, don’t threaten or give them a chance to self-correct, just show them the consequences! That’s how real life works! No, no, consequences are irrelevant if you show your children enough respect, compassion and empathy!

I mean, jeez, like I don’t have enough contradiction, chaos, and uncertainty in my life trying to parent two three year-olds? Like I need to feel even more insecure about my mothering than I already do?

So I try to remind myself to take these books with a large grain — a shaker, actually — of salt. Take what I can from them, give some of the methods a spin (we had a week of “1-2-3 Magic” in our house before we decided we really didn’t like the dynamic it was setting up, but we still trot it out when we get desperate), but above all, try to stay tuned in to what works for our kids, our family. Not what works for the Joneses. (Except maybe the supply closet thing….)


Grace


Posted October 30th, 2010 at 8:27 am
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Just a brief post to say: today the girls had their Halloween parade / assembly / party at their preschool. Alastair and I got the girls into their costumes this morning, together. Elsa is being a dragon. She’s waaay into dragons, these days, Puff the Magic and otherwise. I got her this comfy, pajama-y dragon costume with a big ole funny dragon head as a hood.

Clio chose cowgirl. We’re not sure where this came from, but when I was showing the girls a bunch of costumes online (yeah, yeah, I’m the lame, over-busy mom who doesn’t make her kids costumes. Sue me) she immediately gravitated toward the “girlier” costumes: fairy, witch (cute, not sexy), and cowgirl. Cowgirl won.

Last year, Clio refused to wear her costume to the preschool Halloween thing. She spent the entire assembly in her teacher’s arms, tearful, while the rest of the class went up on stage to sing. This year, she was completely psyched. Hootin’ and a hollerin’ happy. She sang, she did the gestures, the whole nine yards. Elsa did, too. They were beautiful.

Last year I wasn’t there. I had to be at work, so I only heard about the whole thing secondhand. I saw the pictures. This year, I was the one who brought the girls to school, who sat there in the auditorium grinning at them and all the other costumed kiddos — the superheros and dinosaurs and princesses and witches — as they fidgeted and sang and shuffled around.

Last year at this time, I was deeply depressed. I was dragging myself out of bed in the mornings, considering taking medical leave from work, wondering when or how I would ever feel better. I hated that I wasn’t the one taking the girls to their preschool Halloween party. I hated how awful I felt. I hated what my life looked like. I felt so damned stuck, so lost. It was like Groundhog Day (the movie, not the dumb holiday).

A year later, and I am unabashedly content. I’ve found the right medication cocktail to keep my depression in check, and have been stable for almost a year. My new work life as a freelancer affords me the flexibility to be a bigger part of my girls’ daily lives, to do my work on my own terms, and make time for my creative writing. It’s not always easy. In fact, there are times when I am practically overwhelmed by everything I’ve got on my plate. But I’ll take it.

This morning, as I was driving the girls to school, I found myself reflecting on all of this. We were stopped at a light, with a view of a park on our left. There was a flock of Canada Geese nosing (beaking?) around on the grass, and the trees were orange and golden. The girls were chattering away in the back seat while a couple of folksy kids’ musicians sang “Going on a Bear Hunt” on the stereo. I was suddenly, keenly aware of how painful it was back then, and how blessedly pain-free it was now. How good it felt not have a pit permanently carved into the middle of my chest or be constantly on the verge of tears. How glad I was for the changes I’d made in my life — I was taking the girls to preschool! — and how good it was to feel like myself.

I am not a religious person. I’m not even sure I believe in God. But the word that occurred to me, for some reason, as I was looking out at this scene — geese, leaves, etc. — and feeling all these things was ‘grace.’ What does grace mean, exactly? Good fortune? Mercy? Thanks? The thing Jackie O. had, that Elaine Benes didn’t? Just something generally amazing? I’ve never been quite sure. But that’s my word for today — for this whole Fall, maybe — and I’m sticking with it.


Wait, is there a baby in my tummy?


Posted November 2nd, 2010 at 12:34 pm

4

Something very exciting has happened over the past month or so in the Baby Squared household: The girls have become absolutely infatuated with drawing. They spend hours — well, OK, maybe more like minutes, but a LOT of minutes — every day sitting on the floor with paper and markers and crayons and scissors (for cutting out what they draw), creating people and “maps” and various creatures.

It’s kind of amazing to see what they come up with, and to watch the rapid progress they’ve made over the past few months, going from rudimentary, torso-less people to much more life-like (relatively speaking, of course) figures complete with fingers, hair, ears, eyelashes, torsos and even the occasional neck.

For awhile, Elsa was seriously ahead of Clio in the representational art category, but Clio seems to have moved out of her abstract period, into more traditional portraiture. In fact, a few days ago she drew a really, really great picture of our family. She even seemed to have done the faces at three-quarter view. Very advanced. (OK, maybe it was an accident, but either way, it was pretty cool.) She did, however, take a little artistic license: First of all, she gave me a mohawk. (As if.) Second–and more significantly– she decided draw a baby in my tummy.

In spite of this serious inaccuracy (and partly because of it), I wanted to save this picture for the scrapbook, and labeled it with Clio’s name, the date, and a description, but Clio swiped it off the kitchen table, where I’d put it, and said she wanted to give it to her preschool teacher. I reluctantly agreed. (It was so good!)

Then yesterday, when Alastair when to pick the girls up from school, he was greeted by the teacher with “Congratulations! Dad!”

Alastair was confused; he thought maybe somehow (thought he had no idea, exactly, how) she’d heard that his kids album, A Cow Says Moock had just won a Nappa Gold Award. (See how I got that little plug in there like that? Heh heh.)

The teacher went on: “I heard Jane is expecting! That’s wonderful!”

Alastair was bewildered. And then the teacher told him about the picture Clio had given her. Much laughter ensued. But jeez. I really hope Clio doesn’t know something I don’t….


Is karate good for young kids?


Posted November 3rd, 2010 at 9:31 pm
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The other night, I was reading the girls an alphabet book we got out from the library with somewhat “advanced” words for each letter. Words like “earthquake” and “jetty” and “factory.” The “K” word was karate, and when the girls asked what it meant, I found myself stumbling a little. You can’t really tell three-year-olds that karate is an ancient martial art form, because that would require them knowing the words “ancient,” “martial,” and “form.”

So, I said, “It’s a kind of fighting.” Then added, “But it’s also sort of a way of doing exercise.”

This seemed to satisfy them, and we moved on to L. (Labyrinth!)

Then, today as I was driving the girls to preschool I saw a sign in the window of a Karate studio near us announcing that they now had classes for three- and four-year-olds: “Mighty Mites!” (Cute, eh? Your child, the fighting tick!)

Whenever I see that a class — anywhere, for anything — is being offered for three and four year olds, I contemplate, however briefly, whether we should sign the girls up for it. We have them in a gymnastics class now, which they love, but it only runs for a couple more weeks, and I know that Alastair really appreciates having activities to bring the gals to during the week when he’s looking after them.

So I thought maybe we ought to check it out. Martial arts are supposed to build discipline and focus and confidence and all that. It’s good exercise. And how cute do little kids look in the outfits? (Exhibit A., above).

But then I thought: Wait. Do I really want to bring my daughters to a place where they’ll learn how to kick, punch and otherwise inflict bodily harm? My daughters, who get into a physical altercation of some sort with each other at least two or three times a day?

It’s Elsa in particular I worry about. She’s a very physical kid — strong and boisterous and energetic. And she loves as hard as she fights: more than once she’s knocked me off balance with a sudden embrace or hugged me around the neck with all the tenderness of a boa constrictor. I worry that if we signed her up for a karate class, she would only become more dangerous. Possibly unstoppable.

On the other hand, maybe it would be good for her to have the outlet. If she were given a sanctioned, disciplined place to kick ass, in a safe and mediated way, she might be less inclined to bop her sister on the head every time they get into a toy dispute. And maybe it would help her understand when fighting is and isn’t appropriate. (That’s part of the whole martial arts thing, right?)

Still, I’m very curious as to how instructors manage to convey to children so young that kicking and punching (and yelling, for that matter) in a class is one thing, but practicing on your siblings and friends is another. Are “mites” mature enough to make the distinction?

Has anyone out there had their 3-5 year-olds take karate or the like? What has your kids’ experience been like? Has it been a good thing for them? If nothing else, have they offered to paint your fence or wax your car?

My New Mantra: “That’s Not My Job”


Posted November 6th, 2010 at 1:15 pm
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See that pink straw-cup from which the precocious Miss E. is sipping? A year ago, if it was in the other room or in the fridge, and she wanted it, and asked me to get it for her, I might have done so. Because a year ago, at just shy of three, Elsa was still clueless enough that she probably wouldn’t have been able to find it by herself. She certainly hadn’t mastered the opening-the-fridge-door thing. (Which she now has, for better and for worse.)  And she probably would have whined and kvetched and cried if I’d asked her to go get it herself.

But times have changed. Not only are the girls more capable of doing things for themselves; I’m confident enough to insist that they do it. And I’m less afraid of the fit they might pitch as a result.

And whaddya know? They’re pitching fewer fits as a result. Maybe I should write my own parenting advice book.

My phrase of choice these days in such situations — in addition to that old chestnut, “What, are your legs broken?” — is “That’s not my job.” So, when they ask me to carry their lunchbox for them? Take their shoes off when we get inside the house? Clean up their toys? Fetch them anything whatsoever, unless it’s physically beyond their reach? Yep. That’s not my job. Or, actually, to put it in a more empowering way (which I often do) “That’s your job!”

Because Lord knows, the girls love having “jobs.” When they come home from preschool, they eagerly report what their “job” for the day was: line leader, fish feeder, napkin passer….um….electrician, etc.  So I’m happy to keep the job thing going at home, too.

I’ve also found it useful to employ the converse: “That’s my job.” As in, “You need to let me look at and wash that boo-boo, because it’s my job to keep you healthy.” Or “It’s my job to do the dishes, so I can’t play with you right now, but I will play with you afterward.” Again, it doesn’t always go over without a hitch. But I still find it useful as a way to remind not only them but myself what I do and don’t need to do, and who is ultimately in charge.

Because — confession — while I’m a pretty confident person when it comes to work, interpersonal relations, etc. I can’t say that I’m the most confident parent. In fact, from the time the girls were around eighteen months old (when the tantrums, whining and other charming toddlerisms began) until very recently, I felt like I was fumbling and bumbling my way through the whole thing. I never felt like I was quite in control.

I still don’t feel like I’m in control — far from it. But I do feel like I’m managing the chaos a bit more effectively. And even taming it from time to time. Granted, a major factor is the girls themselves. Now that they’re almost four, they have the verbal and emotional ability to better articulate their needs, process their emotions, and understand that they’re not going to get their way all the time. They’re not the writhing little balls of id that they were for so long.

But I honestly believe that part of the improvement lies with me. I am learning to do my job better.


Twin Discrimination?


Posted November 9th, 2010 at 11:32 am
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Elsa in the garden, Spring 2008

One of the things that’s always been a drag about having twins (oh yes she did!) is not being able to do a lot of the activities, free and otherwise, available for toddlers and young children.

When my girls were babies, I was envious of my new mom friends who could take “Mommy and me” yoga classes. As the girls got older, whoever was looking after them — Alastair or I — had to forego kids’ concerts and “art in the park” type events, music classes, etc. Keeping tabs on two lively toddlers prone to running in opposite directions simply wasn’t doable unless both of us were present. Correction: it was, strictly speaking doable. But so is wrestling a feral pig to the ground. That doesn’t mean it’s something you want to undertake on a regular basis.

And then there was the cost thing to consider. Having to shell out double tuition, even if a sibling discount was available, made a lot of activities prohibitive right off the bat. (How we’re ever going to put both of the girls through college simultaneously is beyond me.)

Now that the gals are older, the price thing isn’t any easier, but at least we have more options open to us, because we can sign them up for classes where parents don’t have to get involved. We’ve done gymnastics, and maybe in the near future, karate? The girls are also much more manageable these days, so one of us can handle taking them to a crowded, chaotic event without excessive risk of a nervous breakdown. It’s not what you’d call relaxing, but it’s not pig wrestling either.

I got thinking about the whole activities-for-twins thing again recently, when a friend sent me this article about a Brooklyn mom who thought it was “discriminatory” when she wasn’t allowed to enroll her twins in a gardening class at the Brooklyn Botanical Garden. A one-adult-per-child ratio was required, so they said she’d have to hire a sitter for her kids to participate. She argued that she had lots of experience wrangling her twins — and no doubt this was true; us twin moms are probably more skilled at this than the average parent — but no dice.

Some of the comments the author got in response to her article were unforgivably nasty and judgy. They made me want to take her side. But ultimately, I couldn’t. It’s up to the class to determine what kind of parent-to-kid ratio they want, and presumably it’s based on experience. The author may be the awesomest, bravest supermom in the universe (and as far as I’m concerned, she really is brave if she’s up for supervising two two-year-olds in a large, open space where garden tools are present), but it’s not her call.

What’s interesting to me is that she frames her argument as being specifically about twins. As commenters on the article pointed out (as well as some of the folks over on the Baby Squared Facebook page), it would be the same thing if she had a two-year-old and a three-year-old (God help her).

But I think I may understand why she’s coming at it from a twins perspective: when your twins are your first and only children, the initial tendency is to compare your experience to that of singleton moms with their first (and only) child. It seems to me like maybe the author of the article is stuck in that mindset: her twins were born as a unit, she’s been raising them as a unit, and therefore there’s no reason the rest of the world shouldn’t view them as a unit.

I fall into that mindset myself sometimes. But I try to dig back out of it as quick as I can.

What do you think? Do you sympathize with the author? Is it really “discrimination” or just a bummer?


My Daughter the Sociopath: When Kids Hit


Posted November 12th, 2010 at 10:17 am
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Hug or choke hold?

Is three too early to diagnose someone as being sociopathic? Seriously. Because I think I may have a young Dexter on my hands.

OK, that’s an exaggeration. It’s not like Elsa tortures animals or anything — although our cat may beg to differ. But she is going through a remarkably violent stage (as alluded to recently when I raised the idea of signing the girls up for martial arts). She’s doing a lot of pushing, kicking and hitting these days, frequently unprovoked. She wants to play with a toy Clio has that Clio won’t relinquish: whack. Clio is in her way: kapow. Or–worse of all–Clio is sitting there minding her own business and Elsa attacks.

And it isn’t always Clio, either. Last weekend we were at a birthday party, and Elsa apparently clocked another girl in a dispute over a toy — one of those little mechanical stuffed dogs that walk and yap (which, let’s face it, really are pretty cool). At first I didn’t realize there was actual hitting involved; when I heard the kerfuffle in the playroom I went in and it looked like Elsa and the other girl were just having a tug of war over the toy.The other girl was in tears, though, which seemed a little odd.

Anyway, Elsa admitted to having tried to take the toy when the girl wouldn’t give her a turn, and  quickly — and very sweetly — told her she was sorry. (This is another, sub-problem: Elsa loves to say she’s sorry, but seems to think it makes everything hunky dory, or even excuses her behavior.  “I grabbed her toy but I said I’m sorry, so it’s OK!”)

In the car on the way home, I reiterated (to both girls) that when they play with other kids, the rule is just like at home — they have to share, and can’t grab toys away from other kids. (Not like they stick to this at home, mind you.) It was then that Elsa said, “Yeah, and you don’t hit.”

“Did you hit that little girl?” I asked.

“Yeah, but I said I’m sorry, so that’s OK!”

Sociopath.

We’re not sure what to do. We’ve had countless “talks” with her about it. We give her time-outs and revoke toys or special things (e.g. dessert) as punishment. Just this morning, she was kicking Clio as they sat together on the couch watching Word World, for no apparent reason. After she did a time-out in her room, I asked her why she’d done it — was Clio getting in her space?

“I did it for nothing,” she said, actually sounding a little bewildered herself. “I don’t know why.”

I suggested — as I had before — that when she felt like hitting or kicking, she could hit a pillow, or stomp on the floor.

And then I told her that girls who kick and punch lose toys and treats, and we were going to have to take the piece of Halloween candy out of her lunchbox. That didn’t go over well. But I did the whole, “I know, sweetie. It’s sad. I’m sad too, because I want to give you treats, but I can’t when you hit and kick….”

She calmed down, of course. But did she “get it”? Will it keep her from doing it again? I’m doubtful.

I should temper all of this by adding that Elsa can also be extremely sweet, kind and affectionate. She is, in fact, going through a very huggy, cuddly phase with me. (Is it possible that she’s acting this way to get more parental attention? More than we already give her, which is lots?)

Any advice? Or is it just a case of “this too shall pass”?


Tip for Twin Sanity: Alternating Days


Posted November 16th, 2010 at 10:21 am
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Sorry ’bout the blog silence. I got clobbered by a stomach virus night before last — on top of a cold — and spent yesterday feeling half dead. Today I feel only one quarter dead. I’m just praying that the girls and Alastair won’t get sick, too. At least not before I recover, that is.

Moving on. As long-time readers here know, I generally don’t like to dole out a whole lot of advice about parenting twins, seeing as I am in no way qualified to do so. Well, maybe a little qualified. But it’s not really my thing. I’d rather get my advice from you, in the comments section, and report back on its success — as I’m doing here.

A while back I posted about issues we were having with sharing and being “fair” with the girls and several commenters (specifically Donna, Jennifer, Heather and Nutterbutter) told me their genius — genius, I tell you! — technique of having alternating days, where one twin gets to go first or pick what game to play or what snack to have, etc.

This has really been a life saver for us, and I heartily recommend it for anyone with toddler / preschool twins. Every other day belongs to one kid.  So whoever’s day it is gets to go first — whether it’s for less desirable activities, like getting dressed or brushing teeth (the horror!) or more fun stuff, like picking out their frozen waffle (woo hoo!!) or having their bedtime story read. The twin of the day also gets their choice of things like where in the car to sit, which TV show to watch and the like.

Having it be your day is a HUGE deal. The girls talk about it constantly, and pretty much the first thing they say (and by “say” I mean “holler”) when they bound into our room in the morning is “Is it my first day?” Sometimes they remember whose day is whose. Other times they don’t. I’ve taken to writing it out on the calendar in the kitchen because my short-term memory was apparently expelled in the delivery room along with the children.

There are times when the girls try to overstep a little. Like thinking that they get to decide what’s for dinner when it’s their first day, or that they aren’t required to share. Having it be your day may mean that you get to use a certain toy first, but not that you get to use it exclusively. I mean, jeez.

On the whole, they are amazingly responsive to the system. Even when they are disappointed or upset about something they don’t get or can’t do because it’s their day, they don’t dig in and tantrum. They respect the power of the rule, even if it bums them out.

Now, if only we could get them to respect other rules. Like, oh, say, I don’t know. Not clobbering your sister unprovoked?
Any other sanity-savers out there for taming twin (or sibling in general) rivalry and discord? And — extra credit — how could these be parlayed into a solution for the Israeli Palestinian conflict?


Death be not…silly?


Posted November 18th, 2010 at 2:45 pm
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The other day I came home from a day of work to find our sometimes-sitter, Pete, on the verge of hysterical laughter while reading Cinderella to the girls. He explained what had happened: they were on the second to last page of the book, and he read: “…and when the prince saw that the slipper fit, he knew that this was the girl he’d fallen in love with at the ball.”

As he was about to turn the page, Clio provided her own ending, saying, with happy finality: “And then she finally died!”

(Needless to say, I cracked up when Pete told me this.)

I’d like to think that this was some kind of feminist commentary on the spiritual death that might await a woman who, with little to no real life experience or education, allows herself be “rescued” from her unhappy circumstances by the first guy who comes along, rather than forging an independent identity first.

But, no. Really, it’s just that Clio has no freaking idea what death is all about, but likes to talk about it a lot — as does Elsa.

We have, of course, tried to explain the concept of death to the girls. They know that when a person or animal dies, it means they’re never coming back; that you can’t see or touch or talk to them anymore. They also know — in theory — that it’s a serious and often very sad thing. But all of this is pretty difficult to understand in the abstract when you’re three years old.

And so, we get stuff like the Cinderella plot twist, or situations like when I was taking the girls to preschool yesterday and was treated to Clio singing a “song” — more like an extended, extemporaneous chant, in a jaunty major key — about her friendly bear (the girls both have imaginary friendly animals of various sorts — bears, dragons, dinosaurs, etc.), which went something like this:

“OH, MY FRIENDLY BEAR DIED IN A FEW WEEKS, AND IT’S VERY SAD! I MISS HIM VERY MUCH! BECAUSE HE DIED, AND I CAN’T PLAY WITH HIM ANYMORE. OH, MY FRIENDLY BEAR, HE DIED, AND THAT’S WHY HE CAN’T GO TO THE LIBRARY OR THE PLAYGROUND WITH ME, I MISS HIM VERY MUCH! BECAUSE HE DIED! SO I WON’T SEE HIM EVER AGAIN!” (And on and on. And on.)

Elsa was about to start in with her song about her imaginary dead animal pal, when I stopped to remind the girls that, hey, remember, death and dying are pretty sad. And think how sad it would be if one of their friends died, and never came back again? Maybe we should sing some songs about something else for a while.

Clio countered that her friendly bear was just pretend. And started singing again.

I’m not sure exactly how to proceed. On the one hand, it’s probably harmless enough for the girls to go around talking and singing merrily about death, as long as we periodically remind them that it’s not really a laughing matter. Forbidding it entirely, like it’s some taboo subject, doesn’t seem particularly healthy.

On the other hand…well, I don’t know. This is one of these areas of parenting where I feel entirely clueless. I mean, I always knew I’d have to talk with my children about death. But I never thought I’d have to deal with this. Do I just let it slide? Let them work through and try to grasp the subject (much like potty and body-related things) in their own, silly, three-year-old way? Answers in the form of epitaphs get special props.


Preschool, paper and other weird things I’m thankful for


Posted November 22nd, 2010 at 2:41 pm
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I was experiencing a little “blogger’s block” today, as sometimes happens, so I asked my peeps over at the Baby Squared Facebook page to help me out with some ideas. They came up with great ones, many along the Thanksgiving theme. I’m going to run with the idea that the lovely Donna suggested: What are you grateful for?

But I’m not going to do the usual things — my family, my friends, my health, my prosperity relative to most of the world, the beauty of nature, and chocolate covered pretzels. Because you could have guessed all that. And anyway, this is a blog about (mostly) parenting.

So here is my list of specifically parenting-related things I’m thankful for, specifically with regard to this Thanksgiving.

1.  I am thankful that the girls have preschool on Wednesday morning, before we head down to their grandparents’ house. Because as anyone with small children knows, trying to pack up for a trip while your kiddos are afoot is absolute hell. Not only are you stressed and harried just with the task of packing up (at least, I am in these circumstances) but your children will pick this time to be suddenly more whiny, clingy and needy than they have been for weeks. Even the magical, hypnotic powers of the TV are strangely diminished when it is time to pack up and go. Your only hope is to tag-team pack with your spouse (easier said than done), hire a sitter, or banish your children from the house. Which is much easier when you have a place to banish them to, i.e. preschool.

2. I am thankful that, for some reason, despite all the songs about (alive) turkeys and pictures of (alive) turkeys and craft projects depicting (alive) turkeys that the girls have encountered at said preschool over the past few weeks, they still claim to be excited about eating turkey, indicating that they still don’t seem to make the connection between the colorful birds in the pilgrim hats and the thing they’re going to eat with cranberry sauce. Which means we don’t have to go through the whole yes-we-eat-animals discussion and risk their becoming vegetarians, which would be a real pain in the ass since Alastair and I aren’t. Or maybe they do make the connection, and they’re just heartless, bloodthirsty killers with a taste for animal flesh. (Like their parents.)

3. I am thankful for the girls’ current obsession with drawing, writing and making weird little things with paper. This means that instead of having to lug down toys to keep the girls happily occupied at their grandparents’ house, we can just bring a big stack of paper and some ball point pens, a few markers and a roll of tape, maybe a stapler, and voila! Hours of self-sufficient, educational entertainment — no batteries required and only a few trees killed in the process.

4. I am thankful for the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade. Because the girls will really dig watching it, I think. I always did when I was a kid. I still do, partly out of nostalgia and partly because every time I see it it blows my mind that there are these high schools somewhere, elsewhere in the country from where I grew up, with giant, amazing marching bands with baton twirlers and dancers and huge smiles and apparently no attitude at all. I mean, who are these kids?

5. I am thankful for the girls’ gregarious and joyful enthusiasm about just about everything these days. Because it makes holidays so much more fun. Yesterday, they were on the phone with my mom, gleefully telling her that they love pumpkin pie! They love cranberry sauce! They love thanksgiving! They love turkey! (Dead or alive, I’m not sure….)

OK, your turn: what are you thankful for with regard to your kids? (Thanksgiving-specific or otherwise)


Liberté, Egalité, Fertilité!


Posted December 2nd, 2010 at 2:15 pm
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When you read this, I will be barring disaster or computer glitches) in Paris, avec my husband and NO CHILDREN! They’ll be home, with the grandparents in charge, while we cavort in the cafes and museums in the City of Lights.

It’s not purely a vacation: Alastair will be doing series of shows and house concerts. We’re actually only staying in Paris proper one night. After that, we head out to the ‘burbs, but we’ll still have our days free to go into the city and stuff ourselves with croissants and cafe crème and various foodstuffs rife with butter and then walk it off. Or at least tell ourselves we did.

Although both of us have been to Paris before, we’ve never been there together. This will also be the first time we’ll have been away from the girls together for more than one night. Will I miss them? Yeah, maybe a little. They have been awfully sweet lately. Lots of cuddling and hugs. They’re also being weirdly affectionate and demonstrative with me. Every once in a while, Elsa will, apropos of nothing, say “Do you know how much I love you, mommy?” and spread her arms wide. Just this morning — I mean, a few mornings ago — on the way to preschool, Clio said “You know who’s the best mom? You are!” Lovely, but a little suspicious. (Does this have something to do with the fact that Christmas is around the corner?)

But back to Paris. Where I am. Right now. Probably not missing the girls too much yet.

No doubt, we’ll end up talking about them plenty, as we always, inevitably do, even when we’re trying to have a “date night” or the like. And since we’ll be in several French homes when Alastair plays house concerts, and since we will probably end up chatting with folks — my French is pretty decent, and I’m going to use it, dammit! Don’t answer me back in English! — I assume the topic of our kids may come up. Les jumelles. (= Female twins).

I wonder if twins are as increasingly common in France as they are here in the US? And I wonder if I’ll get the usual series of questions: are they identical or fraternal? Do they have very different personalities? Are they natural? (The typical dialogue about twins with curious and occasionally obnoxious strangers is summed up perfectly and hilariously here. All mothers of twins MUST check it out.)

Or perhaps I’ll be too busy discussing art and books and politics and Jean Renoir films, and it just won’t come up. Or, more likely, I will be so nervous trying to speak French with real live French people that I will end up resorting to phrases from my eighth grade French textbooks: “J’aime le skiing!” and “Je n’aime pas le disco!” And they’ll subtly excuse themselves, saying they have to go get some more brie or wash their poodle or something.

But I’ll be in France, enjoying a mini-honeymoon with mon amour, so who the hell cares!

A bientôt, mes amis! Back in a few days….

Goofing around at Versailles, the last time I was in France - 2005 (Frustrated with infertility at the time)

The bearable heaviness of being


Posted December 7th, 2010 at 3:32 pm
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Well, I’m back from my Paris sojourn, and it was très, très nice. The only slight down-side was that I ended up getting the infamous airport security pat-down (Word to wise: do NOT wear a zippered cardigan with metal buttons and zipper pockets into the body scan machine). It actually wasn’t so bad, and the woman was very professional about it. It was just rather embarrassing, given all the hoopla over it lately. I felt like all the other people going past in line were riveted — much like the stupid metal buttons on my cardigan — waiting to see if I was going to get majorly molested, or start yelling at the TSA agent not to touch my junk.

Anyway. It was great to have some time alone with Alastair, and triple great to have it in Paris, which is one of my favorite places in the world. We did some touristy stuff, including the Musee de l’Orangerie, visits to Sacre Coeur and Notre Dame, and a tour of  the Catacombs, 60 meters underground, where bones from a number of Paris cemeteries were deposited in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. (Not really the best attraction for a mildly claustrophobic person such as myself, but interesting enough once I gave myself a little internal pep talk and convinced myself that there had to be some kind of emergency elevator somewhere, right?).

We also had the distinct pleasure of visiting a couple of people’s homes, where Alastair did house concerts. It was so lovely to meet some locals, and I spoke French like a mofo. We got to eat some kickass food, too. And I was struck – as I almost always am when I travel overseas — at how much less living space people have than most Americans do. And they manage just fine.

But now it’s back home — back to excessive square footage, work, and reality. It’s a joy to see the girls again, but they’re acting out a bit, as they seem to do after I’ve been away — being needier and clingier and whinier than usual. Or maybe this is the way they always are, and I just forgot?  Nah. I don’t think so. I think it’s just a tough transition for them. They’d never had both A. and I away for more than one night. (He’s still over in Paris for a few more days, the lucky salaud.)

Meanwhile, I’m jetlagged and could really go for a good coffee in a nice cafe. I’m feeling rather disoriented and let down, too. Which is weird. I mean, I was only away for five days. But I was in an entirely different part of the world. In fact, I had trouble transitioning to travel mode when we were en route to France, too.

I just don’t do transitions like I used to. Used to be I could take off on trips or visits, quit jobs, pull up stakes or put them back in at will more easily. Not without emotion. Not without reflection or feelings of conflict or uncertainty. Much of the time, it was the very rootlessness and excessive freedom of my existence — this feeling that I had so many choices, so many different paths my life could take — that I found troubling and at times quite unsatisfying. On the other hand, I felt frequently elated by the excitement of the next trip, the next adventure, the next milestone.

I feel more tethered now. I am more tethered — by children and marriage, a mortgage, a career. Good friends and committed family relationships. This, I think, is why coming and going is harder now. It’s not so easy to hop from one reality to another. There is tugging and pulling. Life weighs heavier. Not in a bad way. Definitely not in a bad way. Just in a way.

And once I have adjusted and wrapped my head around being in a new place, a new setting — on a writing retreat in Western Mass. or a few days’ vacation in Paris — it’s harder for me to pull myself back out. I find, to my surprise, that I’ve plunged in a lot deeper than I realized. Because that’s how I’m used to doing things now: with weight and purpose. I don’t do shallow dives.

The girls are downstairs with a babysitter right now, whining rather pitifully, crying for me. I’m resisting motherly instincts and not going down to comfort then. They’ve got to get their shit together, just like me.

A more twin-ful post in a day or two, I promise. Just gotta get my legs back under me.


Explaining Christmas to Preschoolers (Is Jesus Dead?)


Posted December 9th, 2010 at 9:52 pm
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This afternoon I was struck with a sudden burst of holiday spirit, and decided to go up into the attic and bring down some of our Christmas stuff. Specifically, the animatronic, singing Christmas toys that my parents have so generously and sadistically bestowed upon us these last four years (the girls love them) and a bunch of Christmas-themed books. (The Hanukkah books came down last week).

The girls spent fifteen or so minutes lining up the singing snowmen / santas /etc. on the stairs and turning them all at once to make a “Christmas show.” This cacophonous spectacular also involved rhythmically banging the aforementioned Christmas books on the steps. I didn’t realize this at first because I couldn’t hear the banging over the merry, battery-powered singing. But once I did, I suggested that perhaps we should, you know, read the books instead.

The one Clio picked out first was an illustrated book of Christmas carols (accompanying CD long, long gone…). She wanted me to sing them all and I was happy to oblige, being a huge fan of Christmas music and a member of the church choir from ages 5 to 18.

The thing is — wouldn’t you know it? — a lot of Christmas songs are about Jesus.

I don’t consider myself Christian anymore, Alastair’s from a mixed Jewish / Christian upbringing, and we currently go to a Unitarian Universalist church, which is sort of like a big ole faith-and-spirituality buffet. (All you can ponder! Just $5.95!) They actually did talk about Jesus in the girls’ Religious Education class last week (after a kids’ story about Hanukkah at the main service) which is, I assume, the first the girls had ever heard of him.

So tonight, while I was singing “Away in a Manger,” I pointed out that the song was about that guy Jesus they’d talked about on Sunday. And that Christmas is in large part a celebration of Jesus’s birthday. Because a lot of people think he’s really important and really special. (I was about to say that I think he was really special too, just not, well, GOD. But I figured it probably wasn’t necessary to go down that road with a couple of preschoolers.)

What followed was one of those conversations of such precious and hilarious sincerity that I wished I could bottle it up and keep it for days when I’m feeling down. Choice snippets include….

ELSA: Maybe we can drive to Jesus’s house.

ME: Well, Jesus lived a very long time ago, and where he lived was far, far away, across the ocean.

ELSA: No, I think he lived down near New York.

* *

CLIO (the ever morbid): Is Jesus dead?

ME: Yes, he is. He lived a long, long time ago. Thousands of years.

CLIO: But did he get to have his birthday?

ME: Well, yeah, he had lots of birthdays before he died. He was a kid, and then a grown-up before he died.

CLIO:  So he got to have his cake?

* *

CLIO (still morbid): Why did Jesus and Sam Cooke die? (Readers will recall that the girls are major fans of Sam Cooke)

ME: Well, you remember, Sam Cooke died because some bad people shot him with a gun. And some bad people killed Jesus, too, because they didn’t like him.

CLIO: Did they kill him with a gun?

ME: Um, not exactly. Hey, look! Jingle Bells is next! You guys know that one! Dashing through the….

ELSA: I want to see a picture of Jesus when he’s dead.

* *

ME: See, these three kings are bringing presents to Jesus in this one.

CLIO: They’re all bringing him different kinds of jars.

ELSA: Yeah, I think they’re bringing him jelly.

* *

Let the holidays begin!


Do we have to start genderizing so soon?


Posted December 12th, 2010 at 4:23 pm
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I believe in the power of biology. I believe that there are inherent differences between boys and girls, which affect the kinds of things they like to do and play with. But I get annoyed when I see people latching onto those tendencies and forcing kids down the genderized path so soon. Why encourage the whole “that’s for boys / that’s for girls” mentality at two, three, four, before most kids actually care or notice?

Take party favors.

We went to a party recently where there different goodie bags for boys and girls. The girls’ bags (pink, of course) included body glitter, toy rings and bracelets, and some girly stickers — butterflies or hairbrushes or something. Elsa and Clio were quite happy with this. But when they saw that the boys got matchbox cars in their goodie bags, well, forgettabout it. They immediately asked if they could trade their bags in. (Why settle for stuff you can wear, when there’s stuff you can actually play with?)

And, if you’re the parents, why not put one matchbox car and a toy ring in all of the goodie bags? The girls / boys (or their parents) who are scandalized by receiving items for the “wrong” gender can ignore them. Slightly older kids can trade them.

Or do what the parents did at another party the girls attended recently: let the kids choose. The theme was ‘Princesses and Pirates.’ This was clearly an attempt to provide a little something for everyone — not make the three-year-old boys feel emasculated or anything — but at least there was no ‘rule’ that girls couldn’t be pirates or vice versa. As favors, the kids could choose either little tiaras and wands, or Jolly Roger bandanas and cool toy telescopes that actually collapsed. (Guess what Elsa & Clio chose?)

Or skirt (ha) the issue altogether with less culturally loaded party favors: Play-doh. Erasers. Animal stickers. Noisemakers. Cigarettes.

Again, I totally recognize that boys and girls usually have differing interests and inclinations when it comes to play. I just don’t know why we have to impose those tendencies on them starting almost from birth. If you give your son a doll and a truck and he’s all about the truck and could care less about the doll, fine. Great. Get him more trucks. And if your daughter abandons her toy tool bench for tutus and fairy wings, no problem. Can’t we let our kids’ interests — not what they have between their legs — determine what toys and books we buy them?

I suppose for those parents who are terrified by the thought that their children might be — or even be perceived as — “not normal,” the answer is no.

Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to scour the web for the mindblowingly gender-neutral toy Clio requested for Christmas: a robot that plays the violin. (Any leads?)

A Declaration of Twindependence


Posted December 15th, 2010 at 9:33 pm
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Sorry — I just can’t resist a good twin pun every once in awhile. Especially when it fits the situation so perfectly. See, skirmishes have been breaking out in our household lately when one of the girls suddenly feels like her life, liberty and property are being threatened by her damned twin sister.

It’s not just fights over toys or space on the couch. That’s been happening basically ever since the girls were born. It’s subtler stuff now. Like our ever-changing bedtime ritual. These days part of the routine is giving the girls “something to dream about.” A little visualization technique, really, that started back when Elsa was having trouble falling asleep. Basically I just give each of the girls a little scenario to sail off to dreamland on, e.g. “I want you to dream that you’re the captain of your own little boat and you’re sailing across the sea to wherever you want to go….” or “I want you to dream that you’re the queen of a small nation-state in 16th century Europe…”  That kind of thing

For the past however many months, the girls have always said that they want the same dream as their sister. But lately, Elsa has been revolting. She does NOT want hers to be the same as Clio’s. Clio wants, just as fervently, for her story to be the same as Elsa’s, and is hurt by the fact that Elsa doesn’t want it the same.

The first time this happened, right after I got back from France last week, I found myself sitting there in the dark in their rooms, bewildered, harried and jetlagged, trying to figure out how the hell to solve this problem in a manner satisfactory to both of them. I decided to give them each two quick stories — one that was different for each of them and one that was the same. Which was fine as a stop-gap, desperate measure (I was really, really tired). But not a good long-term solution, as it just drew out the bedtime ritual even further.

Now, back on Eastern Standard Time and over the discombobulation of re-entry (I had a bit of a dip into my old pal depression for a few days, actually) I’ve decided that whoever gets their “dream” second (based on our brilliant alternating days system) gets to decide whether it’s the same or different than her sister’s. Case closed. End of discussion. So basically every night someone’s pissed. But at least it’s not both of them at the same time. More important – it’s not me!

Another area where the girls are starting to get territorial is clothing. They’ve always been roughly the same size, so we’ve always used the same clothes on them interchangeably. (Lucky us!) There have, however, always been some items that end up associated with one of the girls or the other, sometimes because they show a preference and sometimes because I tend to think a certain shirt or pair of pants just looks more “Elsa” or more “Clio.”

Today, Elsa was crying for her “cow” dress — a kooky pink and black leopard (actually) print dress that she loved but outgrew months ago. Clio started saying that it wasn’t Elsa’s dress, it was to share. I sort of took Elsa’s side, saying that, yeah, it was to share, but Elsa wore it most of the time and it was special to her, so it was really sorta kinda more hers. And that while they usually did share clothes, there were some things that were more hers or more Elsa’s. Sometimes. (I take such an exacting approach to parenting, don’t I?)

Clio eventually decided, OK, she got the drift. Then she picked out a dress to wear — one that she particularly liked and that Elsa had worn maybe once, if at all — clutched it to her chest and said, “this is MY dress!”

Well, fair is fair, and I said, “Yes, that’s your dress, Clio.”

And Clio repeated (slightly annoyingly, in a slightly babyish voice) “My dress!”

At which point Elsa yelled — nay, roared — “No it’s NOT! It’s to SHARE!!”

At which point I felt like a drink would be really nice. (Seven-thirty a.m. isn’t too early, right?)

It’s tricky. We want the girls to be independent and individual. We try very hard not to treat them like a unit. On the other hand, it’s much simpler, more convenient and stress-free for everyone when they’re content to do the same things in the same place at the same time.

As they start to stake out their individual spaces and identities over the coming years — and not always at the same rate or at the same time –  I can see that there are going to be rough patches. Hurt feelings. Frustration. And, of course, lots of opportunities for me to totally screw up along the way and probably make things worse in the process. Then again, if triangulating them against hapless, bumbling me can help them get along better, maybe it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make. For the sake of liberty and all.


Are twins behind the curve?


Posted December 19th, 2010 at 10:11 pm
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Most of the time I feel — and always have felt — like my girls are right on track, developmentally speaking. They weren’t born prematurely (36 weeks is considered full term for twins, and mine were born at 37 weeks on the nose) and have always been smack dab in the middle of the height and weight charts. They walked, talked and hit all the other milestones within normal range. And they’re doing just fine in preschool. In some areas, I feel like they’re even ahead of the curve a bit. Verbally, for example. (But as children of a brilliant, writerly type such as myself, well, what do you expect?) They’re incredibly observant and imaginative, and have pretty rockin’ manual dexterity. (See exhibit A, recent artwork.)

And yet, I feel like in some areas they seem a little younger or more baby-like than other kids the same age. They seem a little clingier / cuddlier. A little sillier. A little less self-sufficient.

They have a sort of puppy-like sense of exuberance, and an endearing lack of inhibition. All of which is wonderful. But many other kids their age seem downright world-weary by contrast. Way more stoic and circumspect. Which makes them seem more mature. But maybe they’re just quieter?

It’s very possible that it’s all in my head. It’s tough to be objective about your own children. However I will say that when we hang out with the two other families-with-twins we’re friends with, whose kids are all about the same age as Elsa and Clio, the level of maturity seems much more on par.

But maybe it’s not even maturity; maybe it’s just a certain dynamic or personality tendency that comes with twin-dom. I sometimes wonder if, because twin children are so used to having their sibling around and so used to vying for their parents’ attention, they aren’t quite as fully individuated as other kids their age.

I’m not even sure if “individuated” is a real word, but I like the sound of it. Work with me, here.

What do you think? Or has anyone read or heard anything on the subject? Are twins developmentally a step behind — or just a step different — from their singleton counterpoints? Or just it all just depend on the individual kid(s)?

Bonus points for using the words “individuated,” “symbiotic” or “inchoate” in your reply. Minus two points for mentioning the Olsen Twins.


Dreaming of a crap-free Christmas


Posted December 22nd, 2010 at 10:41 pm
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Rubber bands, Post-it notes, toothpicks, spoons, bowls, string, pennies, Scotch tape, scrap paper, ballpoint pens, shopping bags, and couch cushions.

These are a just a few of the household items that my children currently spend significantly more time playing and creating with than they do actual toys. It is for this reason that we are keeping our Christmas and birthday (December 28 — ugh) gifts to the girls minimal this year, as we did last year.

There will, of course, be some toys under the old tree. We’re not evil. And Santa, I suspect, will grant a wish or two. (Although probably not the violin-playing robot Clio has her heart set on, bizarrely.) But there will not be mounds and mounds of toys, and there will not be stockings brimming with cheap doodads. More like scotch tape, ballpoint pens and post-it notes. (And, OK, OK, I did pick up a couple of little necklaces from Claire’s.)

The grandparents are on board, too. My mom is getting the girls magazine subscriptions. (Cool, right?) and Alastair’s parents have one or two gifts in mind. We’re all of the quality not quantity mindset.

And fortunately, the girls are young enough that they don’t have huge expectations. They aren’t going to be doing a gift-by-gift comparison with their peers at preschool. (I don’t think so, anyway.) And they’re only just grasping this idea that Santa will (well, may) bring them things that they ask for: The other day my brother called asking what the girls might like for Christmas, and I put Clio on the phone to tell him herself.

“I want a Sit-n-Spin,” she said. (I’d told the girls a few days earlier that Santa had given me a Sit-n-Spin for Christmas when I was around their age — something I remember vividly, because I immediately got on, spun around for longer than was advisable, and puked all over the place. Inexplicably, this convinced them that a Sit-n-Spin was a must-have toy.)

“Well, you know,” I said. “Santa might bring you a Sit-n-Spin.”

Clio said, puzzled, incredulous, “Santa’s going to bring me a Sit-n-Spin?”

“He might,” I said.

“But I didn’t tell him yet.”

I told her that Santa just sorta kinda knows these things. He’s magic like that.

But I digress. The point is, Santa will not be deluging our house with tons of plastic crap that will be played with exactly twice before it is ignored forevermore. (Just one or two pieces of crap, including a Sit-n-Spin.)

We’ve tried to step up our charitable giving a bit, too, this year. With so many people around the country still out of work, I’m especially aware of how fortunate we are. In addition to cash gifts to various organizations, we granted two of the “wishes” of families that our congregation sponsored through their urban ministry program: a sweater for a little boy, and a pair of pants for a mother.

We attempted to explain the concept to the girls — telling them that not everybody has enough money or clothes or food, and because we do have enough, we try to help people who don’t. We explained about the pants and the sweater, and who would get them. It didn’t seem to really sink in. Of course, with kids you never know: Not long after that conversation, Elsa said to us, putting on a slightly sad face, “I want to take a toy that I don’t play with anymore and give it to somebody else.”

“That’s wonderful, Elsa!” we said. And proceeded to pat ourselves on the back or being such awesome parents and generally wonderful people.

“Yeah,” she continued. “I think I’ll give it to Marlie. Because she doesn’t really have any toys.”

Marlie is one of the girls’ good friends, the daughter of good friends of ours. She has plenty of toys. In fact, she offloads toys she doesn’t want onto us.
Which, come to think of it, is a pretty damned good idea. So — leaving aside our failed teachable moment  — how about this: Instead of buying our kids new toys / books / other crap for Christmas every year, we do a big exchange? Everybody pass your toys to the household on your right. All the good little girls and boys get new stuff to play with (and then ignore a week later), landfills don’t fill up as fast, and we can use the money we would have spent on crap to support charities, save for our kids’ college tuitions, make cookies, and throw big, rockin’ Christmas parties.

Who’s with me??

(Happy Holidays, everyone!)


Singleton Envy (and Happy Birthday)


Posted December 27th, 2010 at 11:38 am
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Ever since my girls were born, there have been times when I’ve been jealous of people who have their babies the usual way, i.e. one at a time.

In the early weeks and months, I felt it when I was out walking with the big old double snap-n-go stroller, and saw mothers pass me with their one newborn snuggled against their chest in a Bjorn or sling.

When they were toddlers, it was when we were at playgrounds or other outings: I saw (briefly, out of the corner of my eye) other moms or dads leisurely standing or strolling after their one toddler as she explored the sandbox or slides, while I had one 2.5 year old pulling me toward the swings while the other was about to launch herself off the top of a jungle gym she’d managed to climb in five seconds flat while I was focused on her sister. (Guess who’s who in that scenario.)

And while many of our friends have a second child now, I still am jealous at times of the attention / firmness they’re able to give their toddler or preschooler when he or she is pitching a fit, whining or the other difficult things that kids this age are wont to do. I totally grant that it’s harder to do when you have a baby to deal with at the same time. But I’m pretty confident that it’s not as hard as it is to deal with two whining / needy / fighting toddlers simultaneously.

But I don’t mean to do the old “twins are harder than singletons” thing, because obviously there’s always someone who’s got it worse. And taking care of kids is hard, period, no matter how many or how few you’ve got. Plus, there’s a major upside to twins these days, which is that they play together. Our girls have more or less the same interests and are at the same developmental level of play. So there’s lots of pretend play and drawing and puzzle-doing between the two of them.

Strangely, though, I’ve been having pangs of retroactive longing / envy for people with one baby. The other day I saw a woman at the coffee shop I frequent sitting and having a coffee and reading with her baby in a Bjorn (something I wasn’t able to do) and felt oddly sad. And on Christmas, seeing my adorable, one-year-old nephew and watching the way my brother and his wife were able to give focused attention just to him, I felt a pang. We never really had that. Not in quite the same way.

Maybe it has something to do with the fact that it’s the girls’ birthday tomorrow, and I’m finding myself reflecting back to when they were born. (I’ve even, weirdly, been feeling nostalgic for when they were babies.) Maybe it’s the fact that they’re turning four, which is such a decidedly child — not toddler — age.

Or maybe….yikes…I secretly, subconsciously want to have a baby? No, no, no, we’re NOT going to go there! Must strongly repress all such desires, and write off as effects of seasonal affective disorder. Yeesh.

In any case, happy, happy Birthday, Clio and Elsa. You are the greatest blessings in my life. I love you completely, and I love the beautiful way you came into the world, together. As I write this, I can hear you downstairs, giggling together — it’s the loveliest sound in the world. (OK, wait, now you’re fighting….)


Birthday Party Madness


Posted December 29th, 2010 at 10:20 pm
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All right, people. Can we just agree, right here and now — all of us parents, everywhere around the world — that you don’t have to invite the whole class to the birthday party? Because once one or two of us do it, then the precedent is set, and we ALL have to do it, or risk being considered cruel, heartless, non-team player jerkwads bent on destroying the social order and crushing small children’s hearts.

And I, for one, am not a jerkwad. You’re lovely, your children are lovely. But our house is only so big and there are only so many affordable, rentable indoor venues for a child’s birthday party. Correction: there are none. So I’d really like to reserve the right to invite some but not all of my children’s playmates. And I really would like it to be less stressful than planning our wedding invitation list.

Moreover, at this particular juncture, my children spend as much time with kids who are not in their preschool — namely, the children of friends of ours — as they do with the kids in their class. And at this particular juncture, parents still stick around at birthday parties. So, if I have to choose between inviting kids whose parents I am friends with and kids whose parents I barely know (and I do have to choose, unless I want to throw a gala-sized birthday party) well, guess who wins?

Once my girls will have more actual “friends” as opposed to the big, whole-group love-in that is preschool and their arranged friendships with our friends’ children, I suppose we can put the burden on them. We can say: you get to invite five friends each. Choose.  (The twin thing really does complicate matters, though, doesn’t it? Do we need to give them their own parties at some point? What if they want to invite some but not all of the same people?)

But, of course, there will always be that sixth person they just have to invite. And if they invite her, then they have to invite that other one, too, because the two live next door to each other. And then suddenly the only one who’s not invited is the girl the other kids are mean to — the one who smells kind of funny. And I’ll tell the girls they have to invite her, too — the same way my mother made me invite that girl to my birthday parties — and they’ll hate me for it. And actually, they need to invite so-and-so, too, because I’m on the PTA with her mother, and we talk all the time, and it would be so awkward if…

And then, to make matters worse, one of the girls they invite to their party won’t invite them to her birthday party three months later, thus violating the unspoken, irrefutable law that if someone invites you to their birthday party YOU MUST INVITE THEM TO YOURS! And even though I disapprove of this law, I will have no choice but to be indignant on my heartbroken daughters’ behalf, and shun the offending daughter’s mother at the swap meet.

And I don’t even know what a swap meet is!

FUCK!!

OK, OK, fine. You and all your kids are all invited. Just don’t expect any ice cream with your cake. And bring your own chair.

ADDENDUM/FULL DISCLOSURE: In the end, we decided to have a party at an indoor playspace, for family/close friends only, and not invite anyone from the girls’ school, though there are a few kids we would have liked to. But it took us way more stress than was necessary to come to that decision. We will, of course, be bringing cupcakes in to the girls’ class after vacation.

A Not-So-Happy New Year’s Eve


Posted December 31st, 2010 at 1:03 pm

22

I am always conflicted as to whether or not to blog about being depressed when I’m depressed. I’ve done it plenty of times in the past — like here, here, and here — and never regret it, but I have to talk myself into it. I don’t know why, seeing as one of my small blogging missions is to destigmatize depression. But this requires, of course, some sacrifice of privacy and pride on my part, which I’m sometimes loath to make.

It’s not so much you multitudes (ha!) of readers out there that I don’t know personally (though some of you I feel like I do) whose reactions I’m afraid of. It’s the “real” people in my life who read this. I don’t want them being all worried about me, or doing that “how are you?” thing when they see me, and scrutinizing my every word and action, looking for telltale signs of depression.

Because, the fact is, I can put on a fairly good face when I’m depressed. I may seem subdued or a bit detached. Certainly not as inclined toward smiling and laughing and making brilliantly witty comments  (ha, again. No, but seriously. I can be very funny). But I’m not, like, Eyore or anything.

I just feel like Eyore inside. I am not having nearly as much fun as I usually do. I’d probably rather be at home, watching TV or sleeping. My brain is not working quite as quickly as usual. I can’t really focus or concentrate, and every little task feels like a big, freakin’ headache. I feel like there is something lodged in my brain that I’d like to shake out. The way you can shake water out of your ears after a swim. I am worried that I am saying the wrong thing, and that you’re going to feel hurt or insulted. I will feel guilty afterward.

So, people I know: I’m fine, really. Don’t ask how I am, and don’t ask if there’s anything you can do. You can, however, give me a big “That totally sucks!” or “WTF?”

Because, you know what? I’m pissed. This is the first time I’ve had a depressive episode in over a year. After four periods of major depression in 2008, and a roller coaster in 2009 after being diagnosed with Bipolar II, I finally got on the right med cocktail, made some life changes and got stable by last December. Since then, except for a few teeny, tiny dips (nothing like this), things have been great. I thought I was totally in the clear.

It is, of course, the darkest time of the year, which can’t help matters any. But I think it was my trip to France that really that triggered this. The stimulation and mild high of the trip itself, and the quick time zone shifts, overloaded my circuits. I had a few days of irritability and mild depression when I got back, then seemed to get better. But then, starting the day after Christmas — when we had to leave my parents’ house a day earlier due to the big snowstorm — I dropped off the big cliff, and here I am, stuck. Feeling like Eyore. And really, truly annoyed about it.

And no, there’s nothing wrong. Nothing real that’s making me feel this way. Life is good. Everything is fine. This is just my stupid brain, fritzing.

Interestingly — and rather blessedly — I’m finding that instead of feeling snippy and impatient towards the girls, as I sometimes have in the past when I’m depressed, or just too spent and miserable to do anything at all with them, as I have when I’ve been more severely depressed, I’ve been feeling best when I’m with them.

For some reason, focusing on them, and on playing and interacting with them, is just the right speed. It takes me out of my dumb, sore head. It passes the time. It doesn’t take the mental focus of writing, which is what I do most of the time when I’m not with them. (Although, actually, it’s feeling good to write this.) And I’m comforted by them. Grateful for them. Even when they’re being difficult. Isn’t there something about Alzheimer’s patients responding well to holding puppies or something? Well, this depression sufferer is responding well to cuddling with her kids.

Anyway. I’m going to see my doctor next week and see what he has to say about all this, besides that I probably shouldn’t take five-day trips to Europe in December anymore. But does this mean that my condition is getting worse? That I have to go through the whole medication shuffle again? I don’t have time for this, dammit. I have a book to write. Work to do. Life to enjoy. A new year to celebrate. (I am determined to have a good time tonight, even if I have to pretend. And I’m having a glass of champagne, dammit, even though I shouldn’t.)

Brain chemistry: consider yourself on notice.

