
The Lizard, the Crow Man and the Princess Witch
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Or perhaps you know them better as the Wizard, the Scarecrow and Glinda, the Good Witch of the North. Same difference.

Yesterday was sort of gloomy, in more ways than one, and we spent the afternoon, the four of us, snuggled up in front of the TV watching The Wizard of Oz. Alastair and I weren’t sure how it would go over with the girls. Would the black and white part in the beginning satisfy their 21st century sensibilities? Would the tornado freak them out? Would the witch and/or flying monkeys scar them for life?

In fact it was, for the most part, smooth sailing. Elsa definitely wasn’t fond of Miss Gulch, but then, who is? (“I don’t like this movie!” she said, when that nasty bitch — unlike Auntie Em, I’m not a Christian woman, so I can say it — came speeding along on her bike.) But we assured her that (SPOILER ALERT!!) Toto was going to escape. That calmed her down.

During the storm scene, we explained what a tornado was — careful to add that it was the kind of thing that didn’t really happen where we lived — but the girls were way ahead of us. “They had that kind of storm on Wonder Pets and a cow was in it and the duck had to save him,” Clio explained. (At least those annoying Wonder Pets are good for something, I guess.)

Elsa was still a little scared, and started doing her own running commentary / pep talk to try to shore herself up. “That’s just a pretend storm! They don’t have that kind of storm on earth!” 
Um, er, well…

“…And look, there’s guys in a boat flying up inside! And a cow! And there’s a lady on a bicycle!”

The munchkins were a matter of some, brief confusion. (Clio: “Are they doughnuts?” I kid you not.) And the appearances of the witch freaked them out a little. Elsa talked herself through it, and Clio snuggled her head into me when she didn’t feel like watching.

But by the time Dorothy et al were headed toward the witch’s castle to retrieve her broomstick, the girls were in the groove. A little bit on edge, but in an engaged-in-the-narrative sort of way, not an I’ll-never-forgive-you-for-showing-me-this way. Not even the flying monkeys freaked them out. (Aside: I never noticed this before, but when Dorothy and pals are in the haunted forest, the scarecrow has a gun. WTF? Where did he get a gun? And why didn’t he use it on the damned monkeys?)

And at dinner time, Elsa declared that her favorite part of the day was watching the “Lizard” movie. Pay no attention to that gekko behind the curtain!
One of the new year’s parenting resolutions I made over on Facebook was to succumb less frequently to the temptation of letting our girls watch TV (including movies/videos). Not that we let them watch tons; most days they watch no more than an hour. And in terms of TV, it’s almost exclusively educational shows. (Plus dumb Wonder Pets. Although I guess it teaches classical music melodies. And meteorology.) Still, I sometimes wish we had the will or energy or creativity or whatever it is that people have who don’t let their kids watch any TV.

On the other hand, it really is fun and cozy to watch a good movie together. Sharing the experience as a family is a very different thing from using the TV as babysitter. I don’t feel nearly as guilty about it. So, seeing as winter’s not going anywhere any time soon, and seeing as the girls are able to handle slightly more sophisticated — i.e. enjoyable for all of us — material now, I’m thinking more frequent Sunday Afternoon Movies might be fun. Think I’ll go add Chitty Chitty Bang Bang to the queue right now. (If they can handle the flying monkeys, they can handle that creepy child catcher dude, right?)


Less wining, please!
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That’s not a typo. Although lord knows, there’s plenty of whining in our household. No, this post is about wine. Ah, wine.

I really love the stuff. I’m not what you’d call a connoisseur or anything. (Although I’m trying to learn more.) But I do so appreciate a nice glass or two of wine. I like the taste, I like the smell (yeah, yeah, bouquet), I like the aesthetics of the glass — ah the pleasure of a good glass, light, with a thin stem — and I like the warm, mild buzz. I love a cold, crisp sauvignon blanc, a luscious pinot or a spicy syrah.

Shall I go on? I shan’t.

Here’s why. My recent bout of depression (which seems to be drawing to a close, hallelujah) was most likely brought on by a number of factors. Primarily, I think, the combination excitement/intensity and sleep disruption (very bad for people with bipolar) of my trip to France. The nuttiness of the holidays, the lack of daylight, and the fact that I was in a very, very busy stretch, work-wise, no doubt also contributed.

But the truth is — as my psychiatrist gently reminded me — the fact that I was drinking more than usual (vacay in France with no kids, holiday revelry, etc.) may also have been a factor.

When I was first diagnosed with bipolar II, back in 2009, I went for six weeks without having a single drop of alcohol. (OK, not true, I had one glass of wine on my birthday.) It was to give myself the best shot at feeling better while I was switching medications, and also to prove to myself that I could. After that, I reintroduced very moderate drinking, keeping to a glass or two on weekends and on social occasions.

But, since it hasn’t been problematic, I’ve let it creep up over time. I got a bit cavalier, and got back the habit of having a glass or two most nights. (And more than that on some occasions.) It’s not dangerous or abusive drinking by any measure. But probably not the greatest thing for someone with mental health issues.

So, here’s me committing — call it a New Year’s resolution — to rein it back in, as much as it pains me. I don’t need to abstain entirely, and don’t plan to. But I need to be more disciplined and mindful. And I need to be particularly careful at times when my regular routine is disrupted, and things are more intense / busy / stimulating / exciting than usual. (Which are, of course, the times when I am more tempted to refill my glass….)

There’s a lot about depression that is beyond my control. But here’s one place — in addition to stuff like exercise, diet, sleep, etc. — where I can help ensure the best possible shot at stability. And it’s my responsibility.

Sigh.

Club soda, anyone?


Talking About Birth Control With Your Preschooler
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Experts may say that four years old is premature to start discussing birth control with your daughter, but sometimes you just don’t have a choice.

Elsa has been in a very inquisitive mode lately, asking a lot of Big Questions. Such as: When are we going to die? Is the earth in outer space? And — in an oblique way — where do babies come from?

On a number of occasions, I’ve said things to the girls (prompted and unprompted) about the fact that they started out as just a tiny little seed / egg inside my belly, and then they grew bigger and bigger. This was satisfactory to them for a while, but recently Elsa asked how, exactly, those little seeds would get inside her. I explained that they were all inside her already, actually, and that someday, some of them would grow into babies. (See Jane awkwardly leave out the part about daddy seed….)

See Elsa totally call me on it: “I don’t want those seeds to grow into babies!!”

“Well,” I said, “they won’t, if you don’t want them to. They won’t turn into babies unless you have a seed from a man, too.” (Please don’t ask how it gets in there, please don’t ask how it gets in there….)

“I never want them to turn into babies,” she said. (Phew!)

Clio chimed in helpfully. “You don’t have to have babies, Elsa!”

The issue seemed to be settled for the moment. But then, yesterday, on the way home from church Elsa asked, “How did the world get here and where did we all come from?”

So I gave her a brief, preschool version of the big bang theory and evolution. To clarify the point that people don’t continue to come from apes (evolution is tough for the average four-year-old to grasp) Alastair jumped in and reminded the girls that people keep having babies to make more people. Elsa reiterated that she didn’t want to have babies, and we reminded her that she didn’t have to. And that the seeds inside her didn’t have to turn into babies unless she and a man decided that they wanted them to.

“I’m never going to get near a man so I don’t have any babies,” Elsa announced at that point.

(Cue visions of Elsa in the schoolyard a few years from now: Did you know that you can get pregnant if you get too close to a man?)

We assured her that you can get near a man without having babies. You can even have a husband or boyfriend and not have any babies. “Lots of men and women are married but decide not to have babies. Like me and Daddy. We’re not going to have any more babies.”

“How do you do that?”

We had twins and therefore are always to tired to…. “I have a special kind of medicine that helps me not have babies.”

“Anyway,” Alastair cut in, “there are lots of ways to not have babies. Don’t worry.”

“I’m going to have five babies!” Clio declared. “And I’m going to name the first one Henry and I’m going to help him get dressed and change his diapers because he’ll just be a little kid, and he won’t know how.”

Clio has awesome timing sometimes.

But Elsa was apparently still concerned because later in the afternoon she said, out of the blue, “When we’re bigger will you show us that medicine so you don’t have babies?”

“Yes,” I said, and actually had a sort of fond vision of me and a teenage Elsa, having a loving, not-at-all-awkward, made-for-TV-movie mother daughter chat about birth control. “I will show you that medicine.”

“What kind is it? Is it strawberry or orange or blueberry or lemon….?”

Heh.

What about you? Have your little ones asked you about the birds and the bees yet? And did you manage to handle it with more grace and aplomb than me? I’m feeling like I should have been more explicit in some, preschool-friendly way  (e.g. “Men and women have to do a special kind of hugging and kissing to make a baby”) but I didn’t want to confuse matters further.

All I know is the first time I ever heard anything close to detailed info about reproduction was when I was eight or nine years old and another kid told me that babies are made when “a man puts his thing in a girl’s thing and pees in there.”

Which made me feel about as enthusiastic about having babies as Elsa does now. And she doesn’t even know about the peeing part.


The Independent Play Tipping Point
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Our girls are getting increasingly good at entertaining themselves with various forms of play, mostly of the pretend sort. They’re also into coming up with various routines involving our recliner, the dining room chairs and the new mini-trampoline and Sit-n-Spin they got for Christmas. (It’s only a matter of time before someone ends up in the ER, I know.)

Some days, they will play on their own, with only minimal need for parental intervention (usually to arbitrate semi-violent disputes) for up to an hour. On rare occasions, even more.

But even if it’s only for fifteen or twenty minutes, it’s kind of heavenly. We get the delight of overhearing their frequently hilarious conversations and marveling from afar at how freakin’ adorable and imaginative they are. Even more delightful, we get some time and space to do the things we need (or – gasp! – want) to do, like housework or work-work or cooking or reading or surreptitiously thinning the piles of Clio and Elsa drawings and other “projects” that have accumulated around the house.

The thing is, there’s no predicting and almost no controlling when they’re going to move into the independent play zone. It seems there is some sort of invisible tipping point, and once they’re past that, we can count on a good healthy chunk of unsupervised play or activity. It’s getting them there that’s the mystery.

Sometimes it happens on its own when I remove myself from the scene. I’ll be doing the dishes or eating my breakfast and all of a sudden they’re in the other room, building a “hospital” on the couch for their stuffed animals, or coloring like their lives depend on it. If this is the case, I basically start tip-toeing around, hoping they forget I’m there at all. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t.

Other times, I’ll try to get them started on an activity in hopes that it “takes.” Yesterday, for example (snow day + no sitter = whole lotta time to fill) I got out the Mr. and Mrs. potato heads and offspring, which they hadn’t played with in ages, and we got them all faced and armed and legged up, and did a little pretend play, with funny voices and potato family scenarios. Potatoes go to the library, Potatoes play a few rounds of Zingo.

Then, I sort of snuck upstairs. “I have to go check on something, girls!” I said, “Be right back!” (I did, actually, have to check my email to see if an update on a project came in.) But I didn’t come right back. I listened to see if they were still playing and they were — apparently putting together some sort of potato and puppet Vegas-style floor show spectacular. I thought: By George, I’ve done it! I got them past the tipping point, and they’re going to play together for hours! I’ll go catch up on all my unanswered emails!
But it didn’t take. I only got about ten minutes before they were upstairs, asking me to come down and play with them again. “Guys, I’ve actually got to do some work,” I said. “You need to play on your own for a while.”

“We’ll just sit here with you while you work!” they said.

I protested feebly, feeling guilty for ignoring them, and they clambered up onto my lap. You can guess how much work I got done after that.

If I could figure out how it worked — what it took to get kids past the tipping point into the far off, magical world of self-sufficient play, where they happily dwell for thirty minutes or more — I could be the Malcolm Gladwell of the preschool set. But for now, all I can do is keep setting the girls up with toys and giving them ideas and practicing my Mr. Potato Potato Head Head Daddy Potato Pete (that’s what they named the big one) voice in the desperate hope that the momentum will catch, and they’ll sail off for a while.


I am Goat Mother, Hear Me Bleat!
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Much has been made over Amy Chua’s forthcoming book, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother and her controversial article in the Wall Street Journal, Why Chinese Mothers are Superior. And, I admit, she makes some compelling arguments for the hard-driving, perfection-pursuing eastern parenting approach.

But I’ve got news for you, Ms. Chua. I am an even better mother than you. Because I am a Goat Mother.

You call your children garbage when they disrespect you? Well, I call my children disrespectful when they refuse to eat garbage. Why do I want them to eat garbage? Because goats are onto something: garbage is full of vitamins, minerals and fiber, which my children need to excel in their lives. Also, because if my kids eat garbage, I don’t have to cook for them as much.

Goats also like climbing up on top of things, which is why, in many goat pens, you’ll see ramps and barrels and platforms and things. You may make your children practice violin and piano for three hours a day, Ms. Chua, but I expect my children to climb on things for three hours a day: the dining room table and chairs, the recliner, the head and foot rails of their beds. It’s the only way they will gain the physical agility to one day become Olympic athletes.

Fortunately, my daughters like climbing on things. But after an hour or so, they usually try to go off and do something unproductive and stupid like draw or read books or play with dolls or some other lazy, non-goat activities. Like you, Ms. Chua, I have to push them to practice for those next two hours—the hours in which they’ll get really, really good at climbing.

And it doesn’t stop when we go on vacation: I arrange for extra chairs and furniture to be brought to our hotel room so my daughters can climb there, too. I also have room service bring up all the garbage from the kitchen.

As a goat mother, I also expect my children to learn how to butt each other with confidence and force, in order to be prepared to compete in the cutthroat worlds of business, politics, classical music or feta cheese production—the four career paths they will be allowed to choose from. (In addition to becoming Olympic Athletes.)

Fortunately, again, fighting is something my children are quite good at. They love to lock horns. But sometimes I hear them giggling and chatting and generally getting along, and when this goes on for too long, I remind them that they had better start doing some good fighting soon or they’re going to be in serious trouble. I tell them they are lazy, fat, ugly sheep, and that I don’t love them. Usually it works.

But not always: You threatened to donate your daughter’s dollhouse to the Salvation Army if she didn’t perfect a piano piece she was learning, “The White Donkey” (Note: Donkeys are idiots). Well, one time when my children asked me to watch “Wonder Pets” (No goats, therefore not allowed) instead of practicing their climbing and fighting, I also threatened to donate their dollhouse to the Salvation Army. So on that point I guess we pretty much agree.

Nevertheless, my methods are far superior and effective than your uninspired, ancient Tiger Mother ways. And someday, my daughters are going to butt your daughters’ asses—literally—on the stage of Carnegie Hall. Because I am GOAT MOTHER!!


The Potty Talk Zone
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I wrote a while back about the proliferation of potty talk within our lovely little household. It’s still going strong. Stronger than ever, actually.

Butts seem to be the object(s) of greatest fascination, Poop a close second. I prefer underpants myself, and attempt to sway the silliness in that direction, but the girls are really into the more hardcore stuff.

“This yogurt tastes like poop!” (Hysterical giggles)

“When I grow up I want to be a butt!” (Ditto)

“Hey, kitty, don’t smell by butt!” (Hardy har har)

I mean, it’s not that I’m a prude or anything. In fact, Alastair and I are enthusiastic purveyors of inane, childish humor. But sometimes I frankly get tired of all the butt talk. It can get annoying, especially when it interferes with regular conversations. And it’s definitely annoying / embarrassing when it slips out during interactions with other people. I do not believe that when my mother asks one of my daughters what she got for her birthday, the daughter should reply, “A butt.” Unless it is true, which I’m pretty sure it’s not.

We continue to enforce mealtimes as a no potty-talk zone. And we’ve started to crack (ha ha) down on it at other times, too. That is, we tell the girls that if they want to do potty talk, they can go up to their room, or down to their playroom, and butt and poop it up to their hearts’ content.

But (ha ha) sometimes I just can’t resist giggling at the stuff they come up with. There was, of course, the best-ever potty talk knock knock joke, which Elsa came up with.

And then there was this gem: Clio had used the word “but” (as in, the conjunction) and Elsa tattled on her. (More on the tattling thing soon – oy.) I thought: teachable moment! Of the grammatical sort! My favorite! So I explained that that kind of “but” and the body part “butt” were two different words that sounded the same, but meant different things. And that one had one ‘T’ and one had two. They seemed to get it.

A few minutes later, while we were reading our bedtime story, Clio passed gas. Quite audibly and enthusiastically. And said….wait for it…. “Excuse me but would you please stop tooting?”

Get it? Butt would you please stop tooting? Total play on words!! Love it!

Of course, I am not 100% sure she meant it as a pun. (Are four-year-olds capable of punning?) But she definitely had a twinkle in her eye and her tone when she said it and I started laughing and congratulating her for making a funny joke about ‘but’ and ‘butt’ and the girls were laughing, and suddenly there we were, the three of us sitting on Clio’s bed, giggling about buts and butts.

And yes, I am the same mother who also sends my children to the basement when they start using potty talk. Let’s hear it for consistent parenting!


Why are my children, like, saying “like”?
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I have terrible news: My girls have started saying “like.”

As in: “We’re, like, watching Word World, Mommy.”

You’re like watching it? What does that mean? Why are you saying “like”? Where did you learn that? You don’t need that “like” in there! It sounds silly! You don’t need “like” unless you’re saying you like something! Or something looks like something else! I don’t want to hear those “like”s!

These are among the things I’ve said to the girls recently when that insidious four-letter word pops up in their speech. It comes and goes, I notice. Sometimes they’ll say it a few times in close proximity, like (!) they’re trying it on for size. Then there will be days when they don’t say it. I’m wondering if maybe someone at school says it. I’d like to think that’s it.

But the sad truth is, I use it sometimes, too. Yes, I am known to my friends and associates as a bit of a grammer grammar and linguistics snob. But that doesn’t mean I’m perfect. Only that I aim for perfection whenever possible. However, “like” slips into my speech, too.

As in: “We have, like, nothing in the fridge.” Now, granted, this is sort of a comparative use of “like,” but would a four-year-old pick up on that subtlety? Nay. And could I have said “We have almost / basically / next-to nothing in the fridge”? Yea.

So now I’m trying to be uber-careful about saying “like.” When I do it, of course, I just sound like the urbane, educated and sophisticated but, you know, like, down-to-earth, super-cool woman that I am (cough, cough). But when the girls do it, they sound like tweens. Or six year olds, anyway. And I am just not ready for that. I mean, what’s next? Justin Bieber posters? Copies of Twilight books scattered around the house? Birth Control?

So far, the girls haven’t let any really bad four letter words slip. Well, that’s not true: our babysitter reports that Clio pointed to something on the Christmas tree a few weeks ago and said “what the hell is that?” (Probably one of my vintage homemade God’s eye ornaments, circa 1981.)

This is almost definitely my fault. I’d recently made a lion hand puppet say “what the hell is that.” Seriously — am I an idiot, or what? I was just really getting into the part. He had this sort of tough guy, Brooklyn accent (the puppet) and it was just, like, something he would say. I hoped it wouldn’t stick, but clearly it did.

I also have the bad habit of saying “Jesus,” which I usually remember to shorten to “jeeze” most of the time. So the girls have been known to say “jeeze,” which is frankly OK with me. As long as it’s not “like, jeeze.” That would be like, totally grody.

What unsavory words have slipped into your little ones’ vocabularies? (And which ones are a result of your bad habits?) Have you had any success in your efforts to purge them, or is it a losing battle, like princesses and Barbie dolls? (And Justin Bieber).


“I learned it by watching you!”
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Back when I was in grad school in Iowa, my cousin happened to be working at Microsoft, and offered to throw some free software our way. I’d asked for the latest version of Microsoft Office, which he promptly sent. But along with it he enclosed a copy of a game called Zoo Tycoon. In retrospect, he was sort of like a crack dealer: “Here’s a little something new you might like…”

For anyone who’s not familiar with Zoo Tycoon, it’s a Sims-type game where you build a virtual zoo and have to keep the animals and the guests happy without bankrupting your zoo in the process. You determine everything from the types of terrain in the animals’ exhibits to the kinds of flowerbeds along the zoo paths. And you can either play within various constraints and time limits for a challenge, or just play free-form, for the delicious, I-am-master-of-the-zooniverse hell of it.

I was instantly hooked. It was seriously pathetic. There I was, a twenty-nine-year-old woman, working toward an MFA at the country’s most prestigious creative writing program, and instead of rewarding myself between 500-word writing stretches with a Raymond Carver short story or a cigarette and shot of whiskey like a real writer, I was taking Zoo Tycoon breaks. Seriously, I probably would have been on that New Yorker 20 under 40 list (along with my classmates Dan Alarcon and Yiyun Li) if it weren’t for Zoo Tycoon.

OK, well, maybe not. But I’m pretty embarrassed by how much time I wasted on the damned game between 2002 and 2005, with nothing to show for it but a passing familiarity with the preferred living conditions for large animals in captivity. Looking to keep Gemsboks in your backyard? I’m your woman.

I eventually managed to give Zoo Tycoon the heave-ho. I went through a brief Scrabble stage — sort of the equivalent of a methadone clinic. And then I was free. FREE! Until Facebook and Twitter came along. But never mind that. At least I have my  Freedom software when I really need to shut out distractions.

But lately we’ve been stuck inside a lot — as I suspect a lot of you have been too — on account of snow and cold temperatures and school cancellations (ugh) and having to come up with activities to do with the girls. Craft projects, baking, board games, videos, and go-play-by-yourselves-please are in heavy rotation. So yesterday, I decided to mix things up a little: I dusted off my old Dell (I’m a Mac gal these days) and dug the Zoo Tycoon CDs out of the desk drawer where old software, power cords and outdated gadgets go to die (Hey! Anyone want a Palm Pilot from 1998?)

The girls totally loved it, as I suspected they would, being closer to the target audience age. I manned the trackpad, and together we decided what kinds of animals to buy and zoo buildings to install. I’d read them the descriptions of the animals (abridged) and ask them questions, and they’d provide the answers: Me: What kind of terrain do you think we should we put in the giraffes’ pen, girls? Sand or forest floor or savannah grass? Them: Savannah! 
Elsa was particularly engaged in the whole thing, and had grand (and rather costly) schemes: Make the paths go all the way around the pens! Put in more ice cream stands! Let’s get a polar bear! A polar bear!

She also proved to have a sadistic streak: she kept wanting putting predator and prey animals together, to watch the predators leap on the prey. And then she wanted to keep knocking down the fences of the exhibits to watch the animals escape and see the people at the zoo run away screaming, which happens if you let carnivorous animals out. (“What happens if we let the zebras out? Will the people scream? Let’s try it and see!”) Psycho!!
Clio got restless eventually, removed herself from the couch and started declaring that she was wanted dinner, while Elsa and I sat there, transfixed, absorbed in our zoo world. Me: “We’ll eat in ten minutes. Just ten more minutes, Cli, I promise….”

I suspect I’ve seriously whetted their appetites — Elsa’s especially — for more Zoo Tycooning. I’m fine with it in moderation — it’s age-appropriate and somewhat educational. But it’s going to be hard for me to say no, the influence of my 80s war-on-drugs childhood notwithstanding.

Flash forward to Elsa as a teenager, totally addicted to Zoo Tycoon and related games. I’ll confront her, tell her her schoolwork is suffering, she’s wasting her life, she’s got to stop. And then, the moment of bitter, heartbreaking truth: I learned it by watching you, Mom!!
My name is Jane, and I’m an addict.


Arrivederci, Mr. Tony
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I’ve written recently about how my girls are somewhat obsessed with (but far from comprehending of) the idea of death. Well, this week they had their first more concrete experience of it when our neighbor across the street passed away.

His name was Tony, and he was 71 years old. Came to the U.S. from Italy in the early 1960s. We didn’t know him well — just waves and smiles, some chit-chat, though his English was limited — but he was a fixture in the landscape of our daily lives: he spent a good chunk of every day just standing outside his house or walking around the block, sometimes chatting with his brother-in-law (also Italian) or the elderly Italian lady next door, sometimes puttering in his driveway or garden, other times just watching the world go by. Not that a whole lot of world goes by on our street. But I always felt like he was keeping an eye on things. We never worried about our house getting broken into. He was always there.

He was also, truth be told, kind of a pain in the ass, as neighbors go. He’d had a handicap sign installed out in front of his house — on account of the heart surgery he’d had some years back — in spite of his giant driveway and two-car garage,  just so nobody could park there. (And even had it positioned such that it took up two spaces instead of just one.) Once, he tried to steal our recycling bin to use as a tomato planter. And he was generally pretty unfriendly to us when we first moved to the neighborhood. I guess because we looked like the sort of people — i.e. yuppies — who wouldn’t be sticking around for too long.

But over time, once he realized we weren’t house flippers, he warmed up to us. He would wave and smile. We’d talk about the weather. Typical neighbor stuff.

The girls called him “Mr. Tony.” (We must have told them to call him that; we could never remember his last name.) He put up elaborate Christmas lights, which the girls loved. They watched him put them up last year and this year, and were keenly aware of when they were on or off. They were fascinated by the fact that he wrapped his shrubs in plastic wrap for the winter. (As was I! Were we supposed to be doing that??)

On Tuesday at around 5:00, I saw the flashers outside the house. The first responder fire engine and ambulance were there, but there were already a number of cars in the driveway, including Tony’s son’s, which didn’t bode well. And when the EMTs came back out of the house a few minutes after they’d gone in with no patient to show for it, I assumed the worst.

The girls had been downstairs with the babysitter, watching the commotion outside the window, and asked “Is everything OK?” I told them, no, I was afraid somebody was probably very sick. Later, I went over and talked to one of the many family members who were streaming in and out of the house. I came back and told the girls the news: Mr. Tony had died. It was very sad. He was gone, and wouldn’t be coming back.

“Maybe we could go in his house and look for him,” Clio suggested.

I explained that his body was still in the house, but his soul — the part of him that could talk and hear and think and see — wasn’t there anymore.

“His bones are still there?” Elsa asked. “Is he a skeleton?”

There were lots of questions after that. (Did he get hit with a gun? Is John next door going to die too? What are they going to do with his body?) A lot of processing. They didn’t seem sad or upset about the whole thing, just curious. A little confused.

But I suspect that they will remember this. At least vaguely. They are old enough, and this is close enough to home — literally and figuratively — that it might be one of those childhood memories that stays with them. Maybe.

I suggested that they draw some pictures of Mr. Tony, and maybe we could give them to his wife.

Clio in particular liked that idea: “I think if we give them to her, it will make her a little happy, but she will still probably be very sad.”

“Yes,” I said. “She’s probably going to be very sad, for a very long time.”

He died in his sleep, in the middle of an afternoon nap, apparently. A heart attack or a stroke. I wonder if, were it not for all the snow, he’d still be here. Every storm, he was out there, shoveling his steps and using his snow blower in the (big) driveway and sidewalk. Sure, it’s not as strenuous to use a snowblower as it is to shovel. But when you’re 71 years old with a heart condition and there’s a major storm every fucking week for four weeks running?

Poor Tony. Rest in peace — someplace where the climate’s closer to southern Italy’s, I hope.


Is preschool too soon to separate twins?


Posted January 31st, 2011 at 10:08 am
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She goes from being full of energy to sullen and sleepy within the space of an hour. She constantly wants to eat junk food. She fights with her sister over who gets to wear the new yellow and pink shirt, and who’s going to marry Steven, a boy at their school. She rebels and disobeys her mother one minute and treats her like her best friend the next. She whines and gets upset over little things, and at the same time is asking all kinds of Big Questions: how are plants made? Where do people go when they die? When will I have boobs?

Is this a four-year-old or a fourteen-year-old I’ve got here?

For weeks, this has been Elsa. The kid is going through a rough time, and she’s been a challenge for us as parents. She does a lot of whining, a lot of testing. She also tends to be rough with Clio, and frequently does things just to piss her off, e.g. tearing a drawing or knocking over a Lego castle she’s made, all while smiling cruelly. She’s not only a teenager, she’s the mean popular girl.

And yet, she’s not so popular of late, it seems. In an interesting role reversal, Clio has become the social butterfly — at play dates, she’s off playing while Elsa tends to stick close to us. At school, apparently the other girls in the class are excluding Elsa, while Clio is “in.”

Clio keeps offering “helpful” advice on this last point. Yesterday in the car on the way to church, she was lecturing Elsa on the topic: “Elsa, I think maybe Jaclyn and Ava and Giulia don’t let you play with them because you don’t share with them. And maybe if you shared with them or maybe if you just sneaked in and started playing with us they would be your friends. And maybe I can help – I’ll try to help, blah blah blah…” until finally I was like, dude, Clio, let’s hear from Elsa, OK?

Elsa said she did share. Or she tried, anyway. But they still didn’t want to play with her.

(Insert sound of mother’s heart breaking here.)

I’m guessing that Elsa probably is being a bit of a pain in the ass at school, if her behavior at home is any indication. But I’m not sure how to help her, beyond repeatedly complimenting her when she does a good job sharing and making it clear that hitting / grabbing toys / etc. is not OK. I’m trying to encourage the girls to play different things, too, and give each other a little space sometimes.

Because I wonder if part of this really is Elsa wanting a little more space and independence to do her thing. And to have more parental attention (maybe it’s part of the reason she’s acting out?).

For the first time, Alastair and I have been wondering if it might be a good idea to put them into separate classes at preschool next year. It seems like the fact that Clio is interacting well with the other kids in the class might be complicating matters in some way. Is it possible that the other kids are even, subconsciously, “choosing” one of them, or trying to wedge them into a good/bad oppositional thing, or am I way over-thinking here? And I think Clio’s constantly trying to talk about and counsel Elsa on the subject — and possibly meddling at school — is probably not helping matters.

Is preschool too young to be separating twins? We’ll talk to their teachers, of course, but my hunch is it might be good for them. Any other parents of twins out there — or people who are twins themselves — have thoughts on the subject?


The Best Decision I Ever Made: One Year Later


Posted February 3rd, 2011 at 4:48 pm
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Yesterday morning the girls’ preschool was canceled (for what feels like the millionth time this winter, but I think it was actually only the second…maybe the third? The snowstorms are all starting to blur together…) and I spent the first few hours of the morning hanging out with them while Alastair got some extra shut eye and then went out to shovel.

After breakfast, they watched an episode of “Word World.” Actually, correction, they were going to watch an episode of “Word World,” but when I turned on the TV, that utterly repugnant Nick Jr. show “Fresh Beat Band” was on, and they decided they wanted to watch that instead. If you’ve never seen this show, consider yourself blessed. It features a bunch of wholesome twentysomethings in bright-colored outfits who go around smiling so hard their heads look they’re about to crack in half (oh that they would!) and occasionally break out into peppy song and dance numbers. Remember that show “Kids Incorporated” from the 80s? It’s reminiscent of that (my poor parents!), except the “kids” are adults acting like kids. Seriously, it’s horrid.

Where was I? Right: morning. After we emerged from Fresh Beat hell, we read a couple of books and I tried to force the girls to do some reading/spelling with our Banagrams game. I taught them about the power of silent “E” and that went over fairly well, but what they really wanted to do was make up their own words and ask me what they were. So, I had to tell them how “BXHOUNRV” and “DITMLJII” are pronounced. (Easy). Then we played a few PBS kids games on the computer.

And then we went upstairs to get dressed. Clio got quickly out of her PJs and into her clothes, but Elsa only got halfway there before she got distracted and wanted to join Clio, who was jamming Legos into their dollhouse. (Fun!) I got sick of trying to force her into her clothes, and said fine, you want to run around naked all morning in the middle of winter? Go for it. (I really think kids don’t feel cold / heat in the same way adults do.) So she spent the next hour or so playing stark naked.

At some point during that hour, Alastair took over and I went into my office to start working. A couple of hours later, our sitter showed up. A couple of hours after that, I took a break to do thirty minutes of yoga in the just-yoga-mat-sized space between our bed and my dresser. Tight quarters, but it works. Alastair, meanwhile, was in his office working on his new educational kids’ program, singing and playing “We Shall Overcome” on the guitar. Downstairs, I could hear the girls giggling. It wasn’t exactly the most focused and meditative yoga practice, but I didn’t care.

How blessed I am to have this rich and beautiful life.

It’s been exactly one year, to the day, that I left my almost-full-time job to freelance. It was one of the scariest decisions I ever made (Hey! There’s a recession on, and I’m the primary breadwinner in my family! I think I’ll quit my job!) but I’ve never regretted it for a second. Every day is a different combination of work and writing and being at home and haunting coffee shops. I love it, and I’m happier than I’ve been in a long time.

Alastair still does most of the childcare when the girls aren’t in school. But I take the girls to preschool and always stop working by 5:30 or so to make dinner and put the gals to bed. I am frequently around to pitch in during the day — wipe butts, put boots on, etc. (But I also generally have to leave the house if the girls are around if I actually want to get work done.)

We pay absurd amounts of money for health insurance. There are times when I am so busy and overwhelmed I end up working into the night. And other times when things get slow enough that I start to worry. Sometimes I get really, really sick of coffee shops. But would I trade the freedom, the flexibility, the ability to be more present for my family and make more time for my (not-so-much-paying) writing?

Never in a million years.

Oh, and speaking of my not-so-much paying writing (if I may be so annoying as to shamelessly self-promote) my debut novel, EDEN LAKE, is now in official countdown-to-publication mode! Check out the gorgeous cover art and learn more about it — including pre-pub praise that I’m totally honored to have received from authors Tom Perrotta, Jenna Blum and Steve Almond — at my website, www.janeroper.com

Like Cats and Dogs


Posted February 9th, 2011 at 11:54 am
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Pretty much sums up their personalities

I wonder if two siblings have ever killed each other. I don’t mean adult siblings, and I don’t mean, like, on purpose. I just wonder if two children have ever inadvertently mortally or critically injured each other while fighting. Like, one pushes the other and she cracks her head against the coffee table. Or while they’re wrestling over something, one of them is asphyxiated.

Because sometimes I worry that this could happen in our household. It feels like Elsa and Clio are fighting constantly these days, with amazing vehemence. Granted, most of the time it’s not physical. And if it does get physical, usually one of them will end up running to us and saying the other one hit / pushed / kicked them. So I guess death is an unlikely scenario.

But good God, can they bicker. And frequently when they do, they just both end up yelling at the same time. Not even yelling words. Just AAAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!!! Like if they both yell loud enough, for long enough, one of them will finally stop and be like, “Yeah, OK, you win. That was really loud yelling, so clearly you must want that pillow more than I do, so, please, be my guest.” (Yes, they fight over the throw pillows on the couch. What, yours don’t?)

The biggest source of strife is the mini trampoline. This was a Christmas gift from the grandparents, and has become one of the most popular items in the house. It really is a great toy — gets all the excess energy out. But only one of them can use it at a time, which means they are constantly quibbling over whose turn it is, and how long a turn the other one had. Both of them, for some reason, also like to just lounge on the thing. So sometimes one will want to jump while the other is hanging out reading a book, or vice versa. Elsa frequently goes and tries to lie down on the tramp while Clio is jumping, just to mess with her. We use the kitchen timer to set limits sometimes. But I’d really like them to be able to work it out without my having to be the timekeeper.

In general, I wish they were better at working things out on their own. Not everything, mind you. That would be impossible. But maybe, just maybe, like, 30% of their arguments? We encourage them to, of course. Before we get in there and arbitrate, we always ask them / tell them to work it out on their own. We make suggestions as to how. (e.g. using words, not hands/feet/etc. or AAAAAAHHHHHHH!!)

If they can’t do it, or if we arbitrate once and they end up fighting again, we’re all for removing toys, or separating them. Or, if it’s crystal clear who the perpetrator is, sending them to the stairs or their room. But that’s the hardest part: trying to be “fair.” It sucks for both of them to lose a toy, etc. when one of them was clearly being the jerk / provocateur. But I guess it’s inevitable.

The worst — and most frequent — fights are the when one of them is trying to say something to me and the other interrupts them, or feels like the other one has had a long enough turn bending my ear, and it should be their turn now. In these, we basically end up back at AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!  And I never know whether to shout over them, whisper (sounds like a good idea in theory but doesn’t work), or just leave the room. I tend to lean toward leaving the room. (Note: this doesn’t really work either.)

Oy. Two very strong personalities at the exact same, belligerent developmental phase = WAR. And if there’s one thing I hate, it’s war. And olives. I also hate olives. Don’t judge me.

But help me, please. Any secrets for sibling harmony?


Are you “redshirting” your kids?


Posted February 14th, 2011 at 4:31 pm
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The town we live in has a ridiculously late cut-off date for kindergarten — kids have to be five by Dec. 31 of the year they enter kindergarten, which means that my girls could, legally, start next year, at 4 yrs. 8 months. But we decided some time ago that we were going to hold them back, even though it means paying for one more year of preschool.

It’s not because we want them to be “outliers,” or be the best students in their class or get into Harvard any of the other reasons why parents are holding their kids back more frequently these days. I mean, that would be great if they get into Harvard. (Isn’t that nice, sweetie! You can put the acceptance letter up on the wall in your dorm room at U.Mass!) But our motives are purely related to the girls’ development: we just don’t think they’ll be quite socially / emotionally ready.

Elsa still hasn’t quite mastered the idea that “circle time” means sitting in the form of a circle, not sitting inside the circle, while edging steadily closer to the teacher the whole time. And she’s still got major toy grabbing / territorial issues. Clio toes the line when it comes to rules and behavior and “playing nice,” but can still be very sensitive, and has difficulty with change and unfamiliar situations. “She still really needs the warm fuzziness,” her teacher says. All of which is perfectly within the realm of normal for their age. But I still think they’ll benefit from another year of preschool.

Truth be told, it’s not so much kindergarten I worry about, but first grade, which is apparently much different from the first grade of our youths. Now, there are standardized tests to be taken and benchmarks to hit. I worry about the girls being thrust into that world at a mere 5.8 years. I mean, not like it’s the academic equivalent of a sweat shop or anything. (I don’t think…) I just want to let them enjoy and profit from low-to-no-pressure learning and a 1:12 teacher student ratio for as long as possible.

I recently saw the documentary “Race to Nowhere,” which looked at the extraordinary academic pressure many college-bound (or college-aspiring) American students are under, from their parents, their teachers, and “the system.” The hours of homework, the multiple extracurricular involvements, the tutors, etc.

The whole thing was awfully discouraging. What’s especially sad to me is that all the pressure and homework and standardized tests come at the cost of teaching critical thinking and encouraging creativity. So you get a nation of kids who can do math problems and multiple choice tests, but who can’t actually think.
I hate the idea of my girls — so curious, so creative, so excited about learning new things — turning into little sad-eyed, worksheet-filling automatons.

OK, OK, I’m being a little bit ridiculous here. It won’t be that bad. And I haven’t even visited the school our girls are headed for yet, so I haven’t had a firsthand look.

But I’m still glad we can put it off for another year.

What about you? Are you putting your kids into kindergarten as soon as they’re able, or are you waiting? Are you optimistic about your kids’ school future or, like me, apprehensive? Also, what’s your favorite ice cream flavor?


My own personal ABCs


Posted February 17th, 2011 at 8:00 pm
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I am sorry to admit that I’m not the greatest citizen of MomBlog-onia, in that I don’t read other people’s blogs on a very regular basis. But there are a few that I occasionally check out, usually if something on Twitter piques my interest, and one of these is A Design So Vast, written by the lovely Lemead (I don’t know her real name!) who lives just a couple of towns over from me in Cambridge. She recently posted her “Alphabet of Right Now” in which she assigned a currently-relevant word or thought to each letter of the alphabet.

Seemed like a pretty fun idea to me. Moreover, I’ve been under the weather with a cold this week, and I liked the idea of pathetically mooching off someone else’s creativity this time around. Forgive me! (And consider this very sincere flattery of Lemead!)

A — Alastair, of course. AKA, my husband. Although the only time I actually call him by his name is in public or if I’m mad at him. And I don’t get mad at him that much. We’re having a “date night” this weekend for the first time in ages. I can’t wait.

B – Big girl beds. We traded out the girls’ toddler beds for them a few weeks ago. They take up pretty much the entire room. But the girls love them, and I love the fact that I will never have to deal with another fitted crib sheet again for the rest of my life! It’s much like the feeling I had when I took my last high school math final, and said to myself: I will never have to take another math class again.

C – Calculus. The last math class I ever took.

D – Doctor’s appointments. The girls had their annual one this week. Elsa had a ball. Clio, we could barely even get to stand on the scale. But after the doctor had checked her over and asked her all the necessary questions, Clio admitted, “that wasn’t bad at all!” Until the nurse came back and gave her a shot.

E – Eden Lake, my novel. Publication time — May! — is getting closer and closer, and I’m having fun getting geared up, making plans, and figuring out ways to build buzz, like slipping the name of the book and a link to my website unassumingly into blog posts.

F — Franklin, Benjamin. He’s my great, great, great, great, great, great, great uncle. Seriously.

G – Goggles. Onion goggles, specifically. My brother and his wife gave them to me for Christmas (at my request) and they’ve totally changed my culinary life. I used to dread chopping onions. Now, I just put on my ridiculous onion goggles and go to work. And then the girls ask to borrow them to play with, and I let them, because I’m distracted with cooking, and I find them the next day, halfway under the couch.

H – Heather, one of my best friends, who is pregnant with her first child, a little girl. I’m going to see her in a few weeks, for the first time in months, which I’m really looking forward to. And I can’t wait to hold that little baby girl in my arms when she makes her debut!

I — iPhone. I just got one (I knew if I waited long enough Verizon would have them!) and I totally love it. But I am determined not to let it take over my life. And as soon as the novelty wears off, I swear I’ll stop playing with it every ten minutes.

J — Joy. I have a lot of this in my life right now, and I’m very grateful.

K — Klondike Bars. I have none of these in my freezer right now, and I wish I did.

L – Lattes. And au laits. And straight-up coffee. And tea. I spend many hours each weeks sitting and working at coffee shops, and mostly I like it, but sometimes I get really sick of hot beverages.

M — Manamana. As my Baby Squared Facebook pals know, I woke up last week to Clio singing this. (It’s on a mix CD some friends gave us for the girls, hence their familiarity with the tune). Elsa joined in. It was pretty awesome.

N – No. I have to get better at saying it, when it comes to projects / obligations / etc. There’s a fine line between busy (which I like) and stressed out (which I don’t).

O – Opera. Alastair’s Christmas gift to me this year was tickets to see La Boheme at the Met. We’re going in a few weeks. Is he the best, or what??

P – Parrot and Olivier in America, by Peter Carey. It’s the novel I’m reading right now, and I’m really digging it.

Q — Questions. Elsa is full of them: Why do grownups get to stay up later than kids? Why is that guy making that face in that picture? When is it going to be Halloween again? What kind of meat do meat-eating dinosaurs eat?

R — Roper. Sometimes I think it’s funny that I have a different last name from the rest of my (immediate) family. But mostly it doesn’t bother me. And I don’t mind when people call me Mrs. Moock.

S — Secrets. Every night, as part of our bedtime routine, I tell the girls three of them. But they’re not really “secrets” so much as silly-isms: Turtles wear tutus. Hippos eat corn nuts. Cows wear purple socks on their ears. The last secret is always, “I love you.”

T — Trampoline. It remains the most popular toy in the house and the source of greatest strife.

U –  Underpants.

V — Vick’s humidifier. Ours has been doing double duty this winter. At any given time, it seems one of us is sick. Back to the humidifier: Anyone know what those little black particles that show up in the water after you use it are?

W — Wine. I’m proud to say that I’m successfully sticking to my resolution to drink less of it. Not that it’s always easy.

X — Xenophon Wolfe. When I was in middle school, somebody bought me a cactus garden as a gift, and my friend Joanna and I went through a baby name book and gave names to all of the cacti, based on what they looked like. Xenophon Wolfe was one of them. There was also a Basil Farley, a Cyrus Vance, an Abica Daphne, and a few others I don’t remember. Yes, I have a strangely selective memory.

Y — Yelling. I wish I did less of it. (At my children.)

Z – Zoo. Someone told me it’s all happening there. I do believe it’s true.

Your turn! Share your personal alphabet (or part of it) in the comments, OR do it on your own blog and post a link here. I’ll tweet any links posted, and post them on the Baby Squared Facebook Page, too. (Look at me all being a good MomBlogonian!)


How much for your daughter, sir?


Posted February 21st, 2011 at 11:13 am
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For some reason, I’ve been getting a free subscription to Sports Illustrated for six months or so now. I have no idea why; I must have checked some box by accident while ordering something online. I’m pretty sure that it’s not a gift from a secret admirer. If it is, well…um…thanks?

Anyway, the Swimsuit Edition landed on our front porch last week. I took a look through it; I can appreciate beauty, in all its forms, including the female one. And I certainly don’t begrudge men (or whoever) their enthusiasm for the Swimsuit Edition. Give me a magazine full of smoldering pics of certain male movie stars on tropical beaches  in their swim trunks and I’d be happy to peruse it. Once I ended up with a free subscription to Esquire for a while for some reason (am I on some marketing list out there somewhere with the wrong gender box checked?) and I quite enjoyed the pics of attractive men in there. (Although, granted, they were mostly fully clothed.)

And overall, I don’t think there’s anything inherently evil or wrong or debased about looking at near-naked or even naked pictures of women. Do I wish there were more gender equality and more respect for women — not just their bodies / sexuality — in our society, and worldwide? Yes, absolutely. Do I think media images of women are detracting from that objective? Yes, but probably not to the extent that their harshest critics would argue. I think there are far more deep-seated and insidious issues at the root of the sexism and inequality in our society.

But that’s a whole discussion in and of itself. And the body issue implications for girls/women are a whole other discussion. What I wanted to write about here, today, specifically, was one thing in SI that, when I saw it, made me feel immediately queasy.

It was an ad for the Nissan Juke — a several page fold-out, wherein the car was compared, trait by trait (agility, speed, dimensions, curves, etc.) to a swimsuit model. “Model vs. Model” was the campaign concept. Clever, eh? (There are TV ads, too. You can view them all here.)

Yes, clever. Even humorous, on some level. And honestly, I’m not vehemently opposed to using sex / beauty to sell products in most cases. Given the choice, I’d much rather ads appeal to the universally human and generally benevolent sexual urge,  than appeal to the darker human drives of greed / violence / etc. (And let’s not forget, I work in advertising. I don’t think it’s inherently a bad thing.)

But when it blatantly objectifies women — in this case literally comparing her to an object up for purchase — I lose my ability to just laugh or roll my eyes. When I see a woman laid out on a slab, surrounded by male engineers and a male commentator, being measured and observed as if she’s a thing, and not even given any lines to speak, I feel, as a woman and mother of two daughters, silenced.

I feel like I’ve been plopped into the middle of a fraternity house basement where a bunch of guys are drunkenly rating the hotness / tits / asses of the girls in the sorority house across the street. And I have to sit there listening, and can’t say anything. I can’t crack a joke at their expense. I can’t even get anyone to give me a solo cup of shitty beer from the keg.

Have I ever sat around with girlfriends and blatantly objectified men? Talked about who we’d rather, f*#@k, Javier Bardem or Viggo Mortenson? (Tough call, that one…) Sure. But I’d hate to subject some poor man to sitting there, silently listening while we behaved like idiots. And when I page through a magazine, or turn on the TV, and I’m thrust into that situation, against my will, I’m pissed.

Yeah, I can change the channel. I can turn the page. But I’d rather not see it in the first place.

What about you?


The Preschool Space-Time Continuum


Posted February 25th, 2011 at 3:33 pm
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Happy Beach!

“Are we going to school next day or tomorrow or after quiet time?”

“Remember last day (=yesterday) when we went to Pop-pop and B’s house for Christmas?” (Said in February)

“How about I jump on the trampoline for sixty minutes, and then Clio can have a turn?”

“Is next week going to be Halloween again?”

I kind of thought that by now, at four years old, my children might have grasped the concept of time. I mean, it seemed reasonable enough that at three they had no idea what the difference between “tomorrow” and “in a few days” meant or that the idea of something not happening again for a whole year (what’s a year?) made no sense, given how short their little lives are. But I’m surprised that we’ve made so little progress since then.

It’s their “quiet time” that seems to really throw them. After lunch, we still do quiet time, during which we read them a book, and then put them in separate rooms (one in their room, another in ours) where they can read books or play quietly or rest. About half the time, they actually fall asleep — and we let them, though not for too long, as it can interfere with bedtime.

But if we tell them that something is going to happen *tomorrow* they aren’t sure if that means after quiet time or after bedtime. So I find myself saying things like, “After bedtime. You know, the one where we brush teeth and put on pajamas. Where it’s dark outside. Where you sleep in the same room.”  And they reply, “chocolate babies.”

(Sorry, VERY obscure reference there. Anyone?)

As for saying things like “in a few days” or “in a few hours,” forget it. I might as well be saying “In a zebra’s butt.” (In which case, at least they’d laugh.)

“When we’re five” is also a very big thing lately, especially for Elsa, who seems to think that five is the age at which life really begins. Except she actually thought she turned five a few days after she turned four — the perils of having more than one birthday celebration. It took some convincing for her to understand that she’s actually going to be four for quite some time. Now, she’s started telling people she’s four and a half (which she won’t actually be until June 28), but whatever makes her happy. I’m half expecting the girl to come home with a fake ID one of these days.

I think the girls talk about days of the week and months of the year at preschool. But they don’t seem to really be able to do anything with this knowledge. Yesterday, we were talking about the seasons — specifically, about the fact that the snow was melting, and it was getting a little milder (famous last words…) and I asked them what came after winter.

“Spring!” they said.

“Right! And what comes after Spring?” I asked.

“Valentine’s Day!” said Elsa.

“No, Valentine’s day is in winter. We just had it. So we won’t have it again for a whole year, which is a long time. What season comes after spring? Do you know?”

“Fall!” said Clio.

“No, not fall…what’s the season that comes after spring, before fall….”

“Beach!” said Clio.

Close enough for not-five-year-olds, I guess.

Are your kids like this too, or are mine particularly time-impaired?


When Having Kids is the Greatest Thing in the World


Posted February 28th, 2011 at 9:42 pm
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We were down in New York with Alastair’s parents over the weekend, and yesterday I went to a friend’s baby shower (as mentioned in this recent post) in Connecticut en route back to Boston.

Toward the end of the event, after all the presents were opened and endless stories of pregnancy and birth and babies were told, my friend commented, very wisely, that as exciting as it all was,”this” — the pregnancy, the build-up, the birth, etc. — wasn’t really what having a kid was all about. It was about the long-term; the relationship and interaction with your kids and the way your lives shape one another’s. Sort of like the way a wedding isn’t the same thing as a marriage.

An hour or two after the shower, as were driving back up to Boston, I struck up a game of Twenty Questions (or however many it takes) to help keep Elsa and Clio occupied in the car. Category: animals.

I thought of an animal first. We had to give them a lot of help coming up with questions, and for some reason they got it in their heads that I’d picked a penguin. So they kept asking thing like: Does this animal like snow? Is this animal small and black and white? Is this animal a bird that can’t fly? But once we got them off the penguin kick, they got it. Sort of.

And then it was Elsa’s turn to pick an animal. It went something like this:

Alastair: Is it bigger than a bug?

Elsa: No!

Alastair: OK, so it’s the same size as a bug? Or smaller?

Elsa: Well, actually, it’s a little bigger than a bug.

Me: Does it live in the jungle?

Elsa: (excited) Yes!

Clio: Does it live in the water?

Elsa: (Even more excited) Yes! It lives in the water in the jungle!

Me: Hmm…lives in the jungle, and in the water….Does it go hop, hop, hop?

Elsa: (Unbelievably excited) Yes!! You guessed it!  It’s a Kangaroo!!

My friends, I cannot remember the last time I laughed so hard. I literally had tears streaming down my face. I was in the driver’s seat, and it’s a wonder I didn’t rear-end anyone. (Especially since we were merging from I-91 onto I-84 on the Charter Oak Bridge in Hartford and it’s always bumper to bumper, you know?)

For the rest of the day, right through to lying in bed at night, whenever I thought of it I started giggling. What really made it was Elsa’s tone — so excited and confident; she was clearly having the time of her life.

We asked her if she’d changed the animal she was thinking of at the last minute. “You know that kangaroos don’t live in the jungle, or in the water, right?” we said. (Not to mention the fact that they are, in fact, much bigger than bugs.) “Yeah, I know,” she said, “I was making a big joke!”

I don’t know whether she was actually making a joke or not. It would be more her style just to keep thinking of new animals every step along the way. In the jungle? Yeah! That sounds cool! Hopping? Yes! Wait, what hops…?

But that’s all beside the point. The real point is, to my friend Heather’s point, that this is what it’s all about: Laughing yourself silly in the car with your kids on the way home over amphibious pygmy Kangaroos.

It really doesn’t get much better.


No One Likes a Tattletale
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A few weeks ago tattling was discussed at the girls’ preschool — they read a book about it or something. And I really wish they hadn’t, because it seems to have launched a full-scale tattling epidemic in our household.

“Mommy, Elsa called me an egg head!”
“Mommy, Clio grabbed the book I was gonna read!”
“Mommy, Elsa hit me!”

When this happens I am, naturally, a little annoyed at the perpetrator (or angry, if it seems there’s been hitting or kicking) but to my surprise, I actually find myself feeling just as annoyed with the tattler. I want to say “Man up! Grow a pair! Strap one on!” And other sexist exhortations which imply that to be female is to be inherently passive and timid.

Of course, I don’t say these things. Not really because they’re sexist; I have been known to say them in other contexts, jokingly. But because you really shouldn’t tell your four-year-old to strap one on.

I do, however, tell the tattler that they need to try to figure it out on their own. Use words. Ignore (in the case of egg head). Hit back. Wait, no, scratch that.

The hitting thing is the only case where I feel like tattling is understandable. But I am still hesitant to give the hitter a time out in this situation, since I didn’t witness it myself. Of course, if the tattler is bleeding, it would be a different matter. But that almost never happens.

On the other hand, I do sort of appreciate it when Clio—and in this case, it is always Clio, who is all about rules—informs on Elsa doing something she absolutely shouldn’t be doing, like drawing on the coffee table. I don’t think she’s trying to get Elsa in trouble. I think she’s trying to save the coffee table.

Which brings us back to the very definition of tattling, according to Mother Bear, of the Berenstain Bears from whom I get all my parenting techniques: She says, in The Bernstain Bears Learn About Strangers, that tattling is telling on someone to get them in trouble.

In the book, Sister Bear has told her parents that Brother Bear almost got into a car with some weird guy with a remote control airplane, before she stopped him. Which, according to Mother Bear, isn’t tattling. Because, I guess, it was an opportunity to have a chat with Brother Bear, reminding him not to get into cars with strangers. (But if I were him, I’d still be pissed at Sister Bear. Wouldn’t you?)

So, telling on Elsa doing something like drawing on the coffee table isn’t exactly tattling, according to Mother Bear. Or is it?

But I ask you, Mother Bear, what’s the best way to put the kibosh on the constant tattling and get the girls to work stuff out on their own, besides just repeating it ad infinitum (which, in all things parenting-related, seems to be basically the only thing that works, eventually)?

Help, Mother Bear. Help!

PS – I think I want a WWMBD bracelet…  Or maybe a WWCHD?(Claire Huxtable.) Or WWCBD?  WWJCD? WWEKD?  Hey, I’m sensing a business idea here….


The Latest Potty Drama
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Of all of the strange and bewildering facets of parenting toddlers and preschoolers, none are more bewildering than the bathroom-related ones. You’d think that so normal and natural a process would be, well, normal and natural. But I never feel quite as puzzled by my children than I do when pee or poop are involved.

The latest drama has to do with Clio, who is in a pattern of compulsively getting up to pee many times in a row, both bedtime and in the middle of the night. She’s not actually producing anything–she’s just going over and over again just to “make sure” she doesn’t have to go anymore before she goes to sleep. (She claims nothing hurts, she seems to empty her bladder fully when she does actually have to go, and she doesn’t do this during the day, so I’m pretty sure it’s not a urinary tract infection or anything like that.)

As long-time readers know, Clio has always had these sort of obsessive compulsive tendencies. She has made huge strides over the last year or two, so that we very rarely have the kinds of meltdowns we used to get when something didn’t happen in the way / order / etc. Clio was hoping it would. But little things still crop up — like this, I guess.

I can sort of see where she’s coming from. I really can. I guess I even do the same thing, to a lesser extent: if I get ready for bed (brush teeth, bathroom, etc.) and then, say, read in bed, even for just a few minutes, I *have* to get up and go to the bathroom again before I turn the light out, just to make sure. (Yeah, I know, I’m totally oversharing here. What else is new?) And if I’m going to, say, a movie, I wait until the last possible minute to go to the bathroom before the movie starts, so I don’t have to get up and go in the middle. (Tell me, please, that this is somewhat normal…)

But Clio takes it to a whole new level.

It’s a pain in the neck for us. It delays bedtime, because she’ll hop out of bed just after lights out — and once she’s up again, that means Elsa usually pops up out of bed again, and she’s a lot harder to get back in. And when it happens in the middle of the night — typically around one, one-thirty — Clio  announces to us, loudly, every time she goes (even though we tell her she doesn’t have to) and then sometimes calls for help getting her blankets back on, or finding the stuffed animal that fell behind her bed when she got up, or God knows what.

So, it sucks for us. But mostly I just feel for her. It makes me sad, seeing the poor kid get up over and over again, driven by this compulsion. Once, the other night, I got up to use the bathroom myself (but once! Only once!) and she was in there, sitting on the toilet, half asleep.

When I try to reason with her about it, “Sweetie, you just went, and you didn’t make any, so that probably means you don’t need to make any now….” she totally throws reason back in my face: “It’s my body, Mommy, and I know when I need to go!”

Can you freaking believe it? Where did she get that from?? Are they doing female empowerment workshops at her preschool?

I’m sure this is just one more wacky potty caper that’s bound to blow over on its own soon. But it would be nice if there was some way we could help her “let go” and break out of this pattern.

It is strange, isn’t it, how much toddler and preschool developmental angst is played out in or near the bathroom?

Excuse me, now. I have to go pee.


You go, Clio.


Posted March 10th, 2011 at 7:19 pm
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It’s been an exhausting couple of days ’round about the Baby Squared household. Elsa was home sick from school yesterday with “the fever” as she put it, and then last night she was up with a bout of preschool insomnia from around two to three. (And preschool insomnia, as some of you may know, involves telling your parents, every ten minutes, that you can’t sleep. Even and especially when you’re lying between them in their bed.) Then she was up again at around four a.m., having thrown up. Good times!

Meanwhile, I’ve just got w-a-a-a-y too much on my plate right now between my work and my memoir-in-progress and getting ready to launch Eden Lake in less than two months (eep!) and all manner of other life stuff. Taxes, doctor appointments, etc. Alastair’s busy, too, gearing up to record another kids’ album, among other things.

But in the midst of all of this, my daughters continue to crack me up on a regular basis, and do and say things make me want to put them in a pickle jar and keep them four years old forever. And sometimes they just downright surprise me.

Last night, while I was cooking dinner, Clio was goofing around, putting a magnet in her mouth. I told her, being an adult with a pulse, that she shouldn’t put the magnet in her mouth, because she might swallow it, and that would be really bad.

“Yeah,” Elsa said. “Remember I swallowed a ponytail (elastic) once, and I was really sad about it?”

“Yeah,” I said. “And a magnet would be worse than a ponytail.”

“Yeah,” said Elsa, “because you might not pee it out. But I peed out the ponytail.”

“Yes, I know that’s what you think,” I said. (We’ve had this discussion way too many times for it to be worth having again. For some reason she’s convinced that she peed, not pooped, the ponytail holder out. At this point, I’m done arguing about it.)

“No you didn’t,” Clio chimed in. “You pooped it.”

“No I DIDN’T!” said Elsa. Who is very touchy about this whole subject.

And then Clio said …. wait for it. ….

“I’m sorry, girlfriend. You pooped it.”

Ho. ly. crap. Girlfriend?? Where on earth did this come from? Has Clio been watching The View behind my back???

I asked her, laughing, where where she learned about saying “girlfriend” but she wouldn’t tell me. (“From someone at school?” “Nowhere.” “From something on TV?” “Nowhere.” “From the sitters at the gym?” “Nowhere.”)

I honestly have no idea where she picked it up, because Lord knows I don’t say it. I really could not pull “girlfriend” off.

But you know what? Clio can.

Later that same evening, at bedtime, I told girls that they needed to get lots of rest, since Elsa was sick, and so Clio wouldn’t get sick.

“Yeah, because when you’re sick you need to get lots of sleep,” said Elsa.

“Yeah,” I said, “You’ll feel much better if you get some sleep.”

At which point Clio said, “I hear that, girlfriend.”

!!!!

I am totally baffled (not to mention incredibly amused) by this. Repeated inquiries as to how the expression entered her vocabulary have revealed only that she learned it from “her friendly friends.” (Her imaginary friendly bear, dragon and dinosaur, among other friendly animals that occasionally earn mention.)

Damn. Who knew her friendly friends had such ‘tude?


When Obliviousness Is a Good Thing
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To say that Elsa and Clio are oblivious to what is going beyond the confines of their own small, safe world — home, nursery school, and the homes of their friends and grandparents — would be to put it very mildly.

Sometimes we look at maps together. And the girls are aware of the fact that there are other countries. They can even rattle off the names of some: England, France, Germany, India and China. (They’re into major economic powers, I guess.) But do they really grasp just how far away these places are? Or how different (or how similar) they are to where we live? They don’t even quite understand what “tomorrow” and “yesterday” mean, let alone miles or time zones.

So, even if we told them that something terrible happened in Japan, it wouldn’t mean much to them. And if we explained what an earthquake was, or a tsunami — well, it would probably just frighten them. (Is the ground going to shake here? Could a big wave come here?) Clio is spooked enough as it is by the ocean, and Elsa can’t get through the scary parts of most kids’ movies without a lap to burrow into.

So, we haven’t told them about Japan, because there doesn’t seem to be any reason. We don’t watch the news — for the most part we read it or listen to it on the radio — so there aren’t  any images of destruction and misery for them to catch sight of that might need explanation. I doubt they’ll be told anything about the disaster at school. And Alastair and I don’t typically have in-depth conversations about current events — particularly disturbing ones — in the girls’ presence.

And frankly, I’m relieved we don’t have to explain things like this to them yet. I mean, jeez, I read Peter Pan to the girls tonight (the Disney-ed down version) and got flustered even having to explain what it meant that the pirates were making Wendy walk the plank. (“Is she going to go swim in the ocean?”) My girls don’t know what “drown” means and I didn’t particularly feel like teaching it to them. Who wants to teach such a word, such a concept, to your angel-faced, innocent, beautiful kids? (I think I hedged a little, saying she was going to have to walk into the ocean, and she wouldn’t be able to swim, and she might die. Even with that, I could feel Clio go still and quiet.)

But this is part of the job, isn’t it? Explaining to your children that there is lots of bad, sad, horrible, awful stuff in the world. And doing  it in a way that doesn’t leave them too frightened or heartbroken or hardened. Helping them make sense of the things we can barely make sense of ourselves.

As the girls get older, it will become more difficult to avoid. But is strange, this sort of halfway-place we’re in between toddler/little kid obliviousness and a gradual dawning of more “big kid” awareness. I frequently feel like I’m on uncertain footing, not sure how much to shield and protect the girls from, and how much to let them see and begin to process. (Though I’m pretty confident that there’s no reason to be talking with them about the events in Japan, unless for some reason they hear or see something.)

What about you? Have you talked with your preschool-age kids about this or other tragedies?

My friend Tracey Hahn-Burkett recently wrote a thoughtful post about ways to talk with your children about disasters and the like (with a re-posting of an piece written last year, after the Haiti Earthquake). Read it here.

Depression, my daughters, and me
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I was really relieved when I read this piece by Jamie Wallace about her (and her kids’) Daylight Savings Time Whiplash. I wondered if it was why my mood slipped a few pegs, and why Elsa was acting like a premenstrual teenager, but I thought it was probably just coincidence. I suspect now that the DST thing is the reason.

Which seems crazy. I mean, how can one hour’s schedule adjustment have that big an impact? But for me, anyway, my body doesn’t just take sleep disruptions in stride the way it used to. (Hence the reason why my trip to France this past Fall triggered a depressive episode.) And I guess little kids are just naturally sensitive to this kind of thing. Although maybe some are more sensitive than others.

Before I go any further, let me just preface what I’m about to say by stating, very clearly and unambiguously, that I do not think that either Elsa or Clio have ever exhibited any evidence of having any sort of mood disorder, depression, etc. All of their behavior seems perfectly normal. Even the weirdly weepy mood Elsa was in earlier this week, where at one point she got into bed and started crying, explaining that it was because the night before I hadn’t let her have warm milk with honey when she was having trouble sleeping. (The fact that she’d had trouble sleeping was news to me; she’d never called me or even asked for warm milk.)

BUT, I confess: because I have depression, and because Alastair’s got some himself, I can’t help myself from wondering and worrying that one or both of the girls is going to end up with some kind of mood disorder, too. And when they seem sad or lethargic for no apparent reason, I can’t stop myself from wondering — even though I know it’s absurd — is this some kind of sign of things to come?

I hate the idea of the girls having to deal with depression, and I can’t help feeling a little guilty about this genetic legacy we’re giving them.

On the flip side, I also worry about being over sensitive and hyper-vigilant. When they’re older, going  through, say, the natural mood swings and challenges of adolescence, I don’t want to hover around them, spouting off diagnostic criteria: Do you find it difficult to concentrate? Do you find you don’t take pleasure in activities your normally enjoy? Are you feeling irritable? Are you sleeping more or less than usual? 
But if, for either of them, the “within the range of normal” spectrum of feelings and mood slips into the depressive zone (and Lord knows, there’s no strict way to be sure) I don’t want to miss it, and therefore not be able to offer the right kind of attention and help. I don’t want them to suffer unnecessarily, or worse.

Something else I wonder about is: when do I tell them about my condition? When do I explain what it is? During my most recent, blessedly short-lived period of depression, I did tell them that I was feeling sad, and went a little farther than that to say that sometimes Mommy gets sick in a way that makes it hard for her to be happy and relaxed and have fun.

But another time, when Elsa saw me filling my pill case up as we packed to get ready for a trip, and asked me what they were for, I didn’t say they were pills that helped me not feel sad. I just said they were medicine that I had to take so I wouldn’t feel sick. So, of course, she asked if she should take some too. Which actually made for a good discussion about what different kinds of medicine are for, and re-emphasizing the importance of not taking medicine herself.

But what a weird thing it will be when my daughters discover, or I tell them, that I take medicine to regulate my moods. (But, I’ll also be telling them out of the other side of my mouth, they shouldn’t drink or do drugs to feel good, because they’re dangerous, and it’s a totally different thing. Trust me.)

I’d be curious to hear from any parents out there who have mental illness or mood disorders, on any of this stuff.

Back to the present: I think we’ve all come through our DST adjustment. Moods seem to be back on track, for all of us. How did you do?


“Can we get a baby?”
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I had a feeling this would happen sooner or later. And it did, as I was putting the girls to bed the other night.

Elsa:  Mommy, are we going to get a baby?

Clio: Jaclyn has a baby, and Avery has a baby, and Owen has a baby, and Steven has two babies…”  (These are all friends of theirs with younger siblings.)

Me:  You mean a baby brother or sister?

Clio: Yeah. When are we going to get one?

And so, I said that mommy and daddy had decided that they weren’t going to have any more babies, that we were happy with two, and wanted to be able to focus on them. And anyway, it was a lot of work to have a baby.

I stopped just shy of saying I didn’t want to have another baby, because that seemed weirdly selfish or mean, given that I was talking to my children. But how do you tell your very young kids that, although you love them oodles and are thrilled to have had them you really don’t feel like you have room or energy or resources for another child in your life? (Despite the occasional, fleeting feelings that maybe it would be nice.…)

But I’d heard of twins lobbying for a sibling before, so I suppose I should have been prepared with a better answer. What they said next, though surprised me.

Elsa: But we want to be triplets.

!

How funny, no? Of course, I explained that triplets were three babies born all at once, just like twins were two babies born at once, so having a brother or sister wouldn’t make them triplets. But they didn’t seem convinced.

And they still wanted a baby.

So, instead, I started reminding them of the other babies in their lives, chiefly their cousin, Deklan (pictured, with Elsa, who really does adore babies, and is very sweet with them). Although, admittedly, they only see him every few months; my brother and his wife live in Portland, Maine.)

They weren’t really buying that angle.

Clio: We want our own baby.

I handed her a doll, and changed the subject.

Sigh.


I finished my book. Now what?
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YES! I just finished writing my memoir — the one about my first three years of parenting twins and dealing with depression and basically all the other stuff I write about here (except with fewer typos) to be published in 2012 by St. Martin’s. That one!

It is 73,296 words long (about 270 manuscript pages) and covers three years and nine months of my life — from the day I found out I was having twins through more or less the day I left my job in February 2010.
It has been a strange but generally rewarding process to write a book about my own life. At my worst moments, I felt like the whole enterprise was self-indulgent and narcissistic. I mean, who the hell wants to read about my piddling life when there are people out there fighting wars and taking care of orphaned Haitian children and finding cures for cancer?

But at my best moments, I felt like I really was writing the book that I wish I’d had when I was expecting twins (and terrified), and again when I was struggling with bouts of depression while also trying to be a halfway decent mother.  Hopefully some other people could use that kind of book, too.

It was sort of funny, having to go back and “research” my own life via this blog. But I would have been lost without it. No way could I have remembered otherwise what the girls were like at, say… 22 months. How much could they talk and move and do at that point? What did they eat? What did they like to play with? Were we still cutting their grapes in half for them?

At the same time, I was amazed at how much I could remember once I really, really focused. I remembered and thought about things that hadn’t crossed my mind in months, even years. (Years! I’ve had children for “years” now!) Things that the girls did and said. Places we took them. Ways we screwed up and ways we triumphed.

It made me realize just how far the girls ahve come, and, more strikingly, how far I’ve come. I mean, I am a mother now. For real. I mean, I really feel like one. And that’s a big part of what the book is about: going from having babies to actually being a mother. For me, anyway, they didn’t happen at the same time.

It wasn’t such a hoot to re-live my periods of severe depression. Ugh. But it also made me incredibly grateful for my current (mostly) healthy mental state. Ah, stability.

So, off the manuscript has gone, to my agent and a few reader friends, and hopefully none of them will think huge changes are necessary before it goes to my editor at St. Martin’s. And hopefully she won’t think it needs a major overhaul either.

But I’m not going to think about that right now. Right now I’m going to enjoy a bit of a break. I’ve actually got a whole bunch of projects on my “I’m going to do this as soon as I finish writing the book…” list:

– Putting together a scrapbook for the girls. (Right now I have a scrapbook still in a plastic shopping bag, along with a whole bunch of pictures, photos, cards, etc. that I’ve been just dumping into the bag to deal with later.)

– Cleaning out my closet and bureau. A total purge. No mercy. Anything I haven’t worn in a year, goes to Goodwill. Seriously.

– Going through the attic and purging junk from there too. And from the kitchen. And everywhere.

– Building shelves / etc. in the girls’ closet in their bedroom. Home Depot, here I come.

But it’s not all cleaning and organizing stuff that I’m planning. I also have a few articles / guest blog posts I want to write. And I gotta ramp up for publication of EDEN LAKE.
I’m thinking I should treat myself to something nice, too. A facial? (I’ve never actually had one…) A pedicure? (Someday, eventually, maybe it will be warm enough to wear sandals again…) A shopping spree at my local bookstore? All suggestions are welcome.

I really am quite giddy. I must admit, however, there’s also a little something scary about all of this: it means that pretty soon I’m going to have to start writing another book. I’ve got an idea for a novel that’s been brewing over the past few months. Sooner or later, I’m going to have to start getting some words down on paper. And the marathon will begin again.

God, I’m a masochist.


The Bittersweetness of One-on-One Time
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Clio woke up with a fever yesterday, and had to stay behind with Alastair while Elsa and I went to a brunch get-together with some of my far-flung writing friends. Two of those friends were bringing along their daughters, both a little shy of two years old, and I told Elsa that since she’d be the big girl, she could help “babysit” and play with them so the grown-ups could talk.

We packed up Elsa’s backpack with crayons and books and some toys to share with the little ones. She was so excited to go that I didn’t even have to ask her to put on her coat and shoes. As we drove over, I reminded her about saying “excuse me” when interrupting grown-up conversations, and we talked about being gentle with littler kids; she really loves being around babies and toddlers, but sometimes love them just a little too hard, as she does everyone.

Then, somehow, we got to talking about all the foods Elsa liked. During a pause, right after she said “Tuna fish,” I said, “It’s nice when we can go somewhere together, just you and me, and have time to talk, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she said, “It’s nice when we can talk about fish, and how to act around babies.”

I laughed. “Yeah, so, what other kinds of fish do you like?”

“Salmon,” she said.

“And tilapia,” I added. Thus, we’d covered the three kinds of fish Elsa had eaten.

When we arrived at my friend’s house (her parents’ house, actually; she was home visiting from Seattle) Elsa burst in with explanations of why her sister, Clio, wasn’t here, and how they were both four, because they were twins, and how we’d brought some toys and some tutus as presents for the little girls, but she was going to be very gentle, and help babysit, and on and on and on.

She was the chattiest little thing you ever did see. Life of the party. And she was very, very good. She was, indeed, very gentle with the babies, and the one time she got into a bit of a tiff with one of them over a toy, she quickly corrected herself: “She doesn’t know about sharing, so that’s why she was grabbing this toy, but can you tell her I want it?”

Different folks at the gathering (myself included) took turns playing with and reading with Elsa, and she also played/read/drew self-sufficiently for a few stretches, too. She’s not great at entertaining herself for long periods, unfortunately — unless the activity is eating. And she did plenty of that. So I was able to have a nice visit with my friends while also really enjoying the fact that Elsa was there, and feeling proud of what a character she was.

And as is always the case when I have one-on-one time with one of the girls (and frequently, it’s when one of them is sick) I felt a little wistful, for not having more opportunities. I felt so much more tuned in to and appreciative of who Elsa is — an incredibly bright, curious, sociable, outgoing, spirited kid. One who craves attention and interaction. And who likes fish.

There’s no getting around the fact that she’s a handful. And when I’m with both her and Clio (who has needs of her own) I sometimes feel overwhelmed and annoyed by Elsa’s intensity, her mile-a-minute talking, and her tendency to act out.

She definitely ramps up the mischief and punchiness (literally, sometimes) when she doesn’t get the attention she wants: after being an angel (a loud one, but an angel nevertheless) all morning, last night while I was making dinner and couldn’t stop to help her spell some words in a “book” she was writing (like mama like daughter) she wrote on the kitchen floor–doing it with a pointed look/smirk at me, to see what I would do.

It was so clear that all she wanted was to be heard, engaged, etc., and she was acting out because I wasn’t giving that to her at that moment. Obviously, I can’t always. She needs to learn to be patient and self-sufficient. She has to learn that the world doesn’t revolve around her.

But I do wish that I could give her more of the focused, one-on-one attention she needs — so I could spend more time enjoying what is remarkable about her and less time being exasperated by it.


My Sweet Little Sickos
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We are all sick in the Baby Squared Household. But Elsa and Clio are sickest. (See picture of them sprawled on the couch, asleep, today. And note the bulky Christmas sweater Elsa chose to wear, thus undercutting my daily prayers to the weather gods to please, please, PLEASE grant us some spring weather.)

Clio stayed home from school on Monday, and we actually spent a rather cozy morning, the two of us, alternately snoozing and reading books and drawing, while lounging on the couch. Later in the day, she coughed so hard, she actually made herself throw up. (Weird!!) She seemed to rally a bit on Tuesday, but backslid yesterday. And as of yesterday late afternoon Elsa was all-out sick, too: feverish, exhausted and a font of  mucous. Clio, meanwhile, was suffering from a persistent cough and severely chapped/sore lips and nose.

Between five-thirty yesterday (when the babysitter left) and seven-fifteen (at which point the girls were in their PJs and I was reading them a story, for an early bedtime) the girls literally just moaned and groaned and cried. Almost non-stop. Such was the depth of their misery. Elsa stopped moaning, briefly, before dinner, to tell me that she wanted red sauce on her tortellini. It takes a lot to quash the girl’s appetite.

I really feel for the little kiddos. They can’t take any heavy-duty decongestants or other cold medicines like us grownups get to take. They would freak OUT if I tried to help them use my neti pot. (I don’t know if it’s even advisable for kids to use neti pots).

And they haven’t quite caught on to the concept of blowing their noses. They just sort of dab futilely at them, or inhale instead of exhaling. They also don’t understand the concept of using a tissue more than once. It is not unusual to go into the girls’ room in the morning and find that Clio has a pile of approximately 15 tissues in a pile on the floor next to her bed, barely even crumpled because, as mentioned, she doesn’t really know how to blow her nose.

But can I make a strange confession? Which I hope doesn’t make me sound like the mother in The Sixth Sense who poisons her own children? I actually feel like my fondness for the girls ramps up a little when they’re sick. It’s like all my nurturing, motherly instincts kick into overdrive. And I suddenly feel extremely competent — something I don’t always feel when it comes to other areas of parenting, notably discipline. I’m feeling foreheads and dabbing Vaseline on chapped upper lips, filling up the vaporizer and propping up pillows. Administering Advil and pushing fluids.

And I feel so acutely for them. I want so much for them to feel better. I suspect it goes both ways, too: they are at their neediest and most vulnerable around me. Hence the two hour groan-and-moan-fest last night. (Alastair didn’t happen to be home.)

BUT I am also hoping that the girls (and I) start to feel better over the next couple of days. Because it’s supposed to get up into the sixties over the next few days here in Boston. That is, if the weather gods haven’t been dissuaded by the Christmas sweater. (Pay no attention to the Christmas sweater, gods! She is sick and, moreover, she is four! She knows not what she does! Pleeeeeeeeeeaaaase!)


The First Flush of Middle Age


Posted April 12th, 2011 at 8:51 am
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Well, I turned 37 yesterday. And I’d really love to be the kind of person who says age doesn’t matter, and it’s all a state of mind, and life is great, and I’m not going to worry about vain things like my face starting to sag (which it is) and my hair getting gray (which it isn’t — not yet). And I’d love to think, of the little varicose vein on the back of my upper thigh, that it is a proud badge of the fact that I pushed out two beautiful babies.

But the truth is, I’m not that self-actualized and enlightened. And this birthday in particular, I’ve been very much aware that I am edging toward middle age.

Until now, young adulthood (do your early thirties still count as young adulthood?) has seemed like this endless phase. I’ve been looking at more or less the same face in the mirror since I was in my early twenties. And I’ve felt generally like I qualify as a “young woman.”

But now…well. I feel like that phase is definitely coming to a close. Instead of feeling like my life still spreads out in front of me, endless and full of possibility, I feel like — well, here I am. In the big and sometimes disorienting middle.

But I should look on the upside, right? I’m in a phase of great career satisfaction — so far managing to make a living as a freelance copywriter and now feeling able to legitimately add “author” to my resume. I am loving this phase of Elsa and Clio’s life — four really is an adorable age — and enjoying motherhood more than ever before. My marriage is great, with no sign of mid-life crisis shake-ups or impulsive sports car purchases on the horizon. And anyway, I shouldn’t buy into our culture’s obsession with youth. I should be like a French woman! Aging gracefully and sexily!

And I think I can still pass for 35. Once a few months ago, I even got carded on my way in to a club, and the bouncer looked incredulously at my birth date and said, “no way.” But he may have just been flirting. But that’s good, right? He still saw fit to flirt? I mean, it’s not like he was working for tips or anything. I’m not a cougar yet, dammit!

And yes, I know, I know. Those of you who are a few years older than me are thinking “you think you feel old, I’m 3_ / 4_ / 5_  And no doubt, ten years from now I’ll look back on 37 as positively youthful.

At least it’s a prime number. So I can say I’m in the prime of my life, right?

Anyway, I’m going to try to re-align my thinking and instead embrace this phase of my life, and all the things I love about it. I’m going to enjoy my confidence, happiness, self-assuredness, and physical and mental health, all of which are all better than ever. I’m going to enjoy the fact that I am healthy, and that there is — I hope — lots of good stuff ahead. Even if that doesn’t include the state of my jawline.


What about the other one?


Posted April 15th, 2011 at 1:53 pm
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Yesterday I drove out to Amherst, Mass. to visit my dear friend Heather, who just had a beautiful baby girl. She (the baby, that is) is just two weeks old, and is so small and sweet and sleepy and adorably newborn. I got to hold her for a while while she slept, which was absolutely lovely. (But induced no ovary pangs, I’m glad to say.)

But as Heather and I were chit-chatting and she was telling me about her daughter’s various sleeping and eating habits and tendencies, I found myself slipping into the strangest mental pattern — one I’ve found myself in before, when meeting friends’ first babies for the first time: I kept thinking, “what about the other one?”

The experience of having two babies is just so deeply ingrained in my consciousness, apparently, that some part of my brain is conditioned to think of babies as a paired item. So when my friend was telling me that her baby spit up a lot, I nearly asked: more than the other one?

It was a poignant reminder of how different my new motherhood experience was from those of people who have their kids one at a time.

And it wasn’t just logistically different; it was emotionally different, too. When Elsa and Clio were babies, the “bonding” experience for me was equal parts getting to know them as individuals and observing and understanding the ways in which they were different (or alike). And no matter how hard I tried to focus on one or other of the girls, the other one was always present in my mind. And I’d miss her. And then feel bad for not focusing more completely and intently on the one in my arms. And then worry that I was spending more time with and bonding more quickly with that one.

Truth be told, I actually didn’t feel like I bonded (whatever that means) quickly with either of my girls. It took a few months for me to feel like they were really mine, and to feel the sort of powerful love so many mothers claim to feel within their babies’ first days and weeks. I often wondered (and still do) whether it was because there were two of them. But maybe it would have been the case regardless. Maybe it’s just the way I am.

But I’m not necessarily complaining about all this; it was what it was and is what it is. And there was something just overflowingly rich and beautiful about having two babies. To quote my memoir-in-progress (which I’m not sure I’m legally supposed to do, but what the heck….)

You have not just one smiling face to get all googly-eyed at, but two. Two pairs of feet to nibble on. Two tiny butts to lower into the tub. Two different-feeling but equally satisfying bundles of baby to hold in your arms. Two gloriously unique beings that you love equally but in completely different ways.

My friend who had twins a couple of years before I did, who patiently reassured me throughout my pregnancy whenever I started to panic, described it to me as “a funny sort of abundance.”

I couldn’t have said it better.

 


Do not do crafts with my daughter.


Posted April 18th, 2011 at 9:17 am
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Daddy totally ruined this.

This is a warning. If my daughter, Clio, asks you to help her with any sort of drawing / painting / other craft project, walk away. Don’t look back. Go. Don’t be taken in by her adorable button nose and big brown eyes, her impish smile or cute little helium voice and kooky diction. Seriously. Back the fuck away. You will thank me.

Why? Because if you agree to help her do something — say, draw a bird or make a circle or write “Clio’s bunny” under a picture of a bunny — you WILL NOT DO IT CORRECTLY. In fact, you will mess up in a major, terrible way. You will put it in the wrong place. You will make it the wrong size. It will not look like a bird. (Even though you warned her you really weren’t good at drawing birds.) Or, it will be facing the wrong way. She will insist that she told you to write “Clio’s silly bunny” when you know–you would bet your car on it– she never said the “silly” part.

And Clio will cry. And yell at you. And tell you you ruined her drawing. But it will be clear from her tone that what she actually means is that you ruined her life.
She will whimper at you to “erase it.” And if, by the grace of God, you were writing in pencil you’ll feel a surge of unbelievable relief and think, (or say), “I can fix this! I can fix this!” But no matter how well you erase there will still be some slight trace of what was there before. Not acceptable.

And if, on the other hand, you were using marker or crayon or glitter glue and you explain that you can’t erase it, you may still, actually, find yourself hunting down a pencil and trying to erase, just to prove that it’s not possible (while also, perhaps, vainly hoping that maybe, just maybe, it is…). And if you’re really really having a bad day, you’ll rip the paper while doing it.

You will have to start over. And you will fuck up again. And again, and again. You will never be good enough. Even your creative efforts to draw over the wrong-way-facing-bird so that it is, in fact, facing the other way, will be rebuffed, most likely. Because now you’ll have a big-ass bird and, oh yeah, WHERE IS ITS OTHER EYE? You forgot to draw its other eye!!!

You will explain that you can’t see the other eye, because it’s a profile view. You’ll have to demonstrate with your own face. (See? When you’re looking at my face from the side, you can only see one eye. No, I can see your other eye. OK, but only a tiny bit, right? Just the eyelashes. And birds’ heads are more….trust me. It’s there, you just can’t see it. Then draw it so you can see both eyes! But you told me to make the bird facing…No I didn’t!!!)

You will end up saying, “Listen, when you ask other people to help with art projects and drawings, they may not do things exactly the way you want. If you want your bird to look a certain way, you should try to draw it yourself.”

“But I don’t know how to draw a bird! You draw it! Please? And make it green. With a yellow eye. And make it flying, but looking at us, so you can see both eyes.”

(Heavy sigh) “Fine. Give me another piece of paper.”

“NO!!!!! THAT’S NOT A BIRD, THAT LOOKS LIKE A BAT!!”

“Fine! You know what? You draw the fucking bird. I’m done here.”

You won’t say that. But you will really, really want to.

Which is why, if Clio asks you to draw / paint / glue something, make up an excuse why you can’t. Carpal tunnel syndrome. A doctor appointment. A burning desire to watch Little Einsteins with her right now.

Or just walk away. Walk slowly, calmly away.


There’s no business like show business.


Posted April 21st, 2011 at 3:26 pm
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We are entering the era of the “show” in the Baby Squared household. You know: the “shows” that kids put on for their parents — and frequently, their parents’ friends, since shows tend to be a prime play-date activity — that may involve costumes, singing, dancing, and various forms of experimental and audience-participation theater.

Actually, when Elsa and Clio were three, they also went through a show phase, but it was rather surrealist and Waiting for Godot-like. Which is to say that the entire show was anticipation and set up of the show. We would be told to sit in a chair or hold a puppet or close our eyes or otherwise prepare (it was never quite clear if we were supposed to be in the performance, or just watching it), but the show itself never quite happened. It was all about process, man.

The shows are still mostly about process, it seems. And it’s never quite clear when exactly they start or end. But most do seem to have some kind of concept at their core. A couple of weeks ago, the girls did a show in which Elsa (dressed up as Minnie Mouse, above) stood on a bathroom step-stool and danced; Clio, dressed as a witch, stood there and smiled sweetly and was occasionally introduced by the emcee of the show — a sophisticated nearly-six-year-old — as a “very bad witch” (by which I think she meant wicked, although what with all the smiling, she wasn’t that great a witch, really). Meanwhile, another friend, dressed as a bunny/fairy handed out toys from a basket (“eggs”) to the various adults. And then collected them. And then handed them out again. (Several times, we — the adults — all started clapping, in hopes of ending the thing lest it go on forever. Eventually it worked.)

This past weekend, while hanging out with Baby Daddy and his wife and kids, we were given a “paper party” show by the girls. Elsa and Josie sat in the playhouse in our back yard drawing and cutting out pictures while Clio ran back and forth from the playhouse to the dinner table inside to give us an update on when the show would start.

And then, finally, it did. It turned out to be a very audience-participation-heavy production — a total reinterpretation of the meaning of theater, really. Each adult in turn had to take the stack of drawings, hold each one up, and say what they were. Steve, who you’d think was very sophisticated about humor judging by how he talks about it, was the biggest hit, with his potty-focused interpretations of the girls’ art.

During my turn (not nearly as well-received) Clio and Josie took off and started kicking a ball around the yard. Eventually Elsa joined them, and I was left standing there with a stack of paper cut-outs in my hand. I think Alastair had left by that point, too, gone inside to have another slice of pizza and glass of wine.

I do appreciate their enthusiasm and creativity. And I find their concept of what makes a “show” endearing / hilarious. At the same time, I can begin to sympathize with my father’s reaction to a “show” my brother and I attempted to put on for our family once back when I was seven or eight, while my grandparents were visiting. Which is to say, he got angry at us for insisting on performing our (ill-conceived, barely rehearsed) show after he’d made it clear he’d rather we didn’t, because he was trying to have a conversation with his parents (I think my mom might have been on our side…).

But I don’t think his anger is the only reason why I remember the incident; I probably also remember it because, on some level, I knew he was right. We really shouldn’t have forced our crappy little show on the grown-ups like that while they were trying to visit. At seven or eight, I was old enough to understand that (unlike our girls now, at four). But I was still excited enough about putting on a show to forget.

I’m looking forward to many more “performances” over the next several years. But I also realize, sadly, there may also be times when I’m in the difficult position of being the financier who has to shut the things down right after opening night. Hey, that’s show business.


Marooned on the Island of (Very Small) Toys


Posted April 26th, 2011 at 9:03 am
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Figure 1

OK, I’m a little embarrassed to admit this, because it’s such a total luxury, but we have a cleaning service come to our house once a month. Between two working parents (and work-at-home parents at that, with tons of our career-related stuff — books, files, musical instruments, sound equipment, etc. — in our house) and two small children, mopping the floors and thoroughly scrubbing the bathrooms is something that we’re quite willing to pay for. And I’m very grateful that we can afford to do so.

But the night before the cleaning crew descends, I am a total stress case. Because — as we straighten up a months’ worth of accumulated clutter in an attempt to clear more surfaces for cleaning — I am aware of JUST HOW MUCH CRAP we have. Specifically, I feel overwhelmed by the number of small toy and game and craft supply odds and ends we have scattered around throughout our house, brimming in drawers, and jumbled in catch-all bins and boxes.

It seriously makes me want to go on a rampage with the Shop Vac, sucking up broken crayons and finger puppets and plastic dress-up necklaces and forgotten “projects” (e.g. rocket ships made out of cardboard toilet paper tubes at preschool, penny sorting sleeves taped to my old business cards — a recent Elsa creation).

I honestly don’t think the girls would notice. Despite the fact that the other day, when I dumped one of our catch-all crap bins out to look for some toy or other (see figure one, above) the girls exclaimed, repeatedly, highly emotional (and, admittedly, cute) things like “My monkey that the dentist gave me! I’ve been looking for this!” and “I been wondering where my fox puppet was!” (And then promptly dropped and ignored them five minutes later.)

In the basement...for now.
And what, you ask, of our wonderful new(ish) basement playroom? Why don’t toys remain relegated there? Well, to our disappointment, the girls don’t really like playing down there much unless they have friends over. They say they feel lonely. So toys from down there just seem to migrate upstairs, continually. I think, in addition to the girls bringing them up, they must climb the stairs while we sleep. Creepy.

Speaking of getting rid of things…(OK, totally terrible and awkward segue) there is a Giveaway of EDEN LAKE going on now through May 12 at Goodreads. Enter to win! I’ll also be doing a giveaway contest here in the near future — stay tuned. (And if you want a signed copy of the book, you can still order one directly from me.)  Sorry – hope the self-promo doesn’t make you want to suck me up with a shop vac.


“One talkative one and one quiet one.”


Posted May 3rd, 2011 at 8:59 am
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If there’s one thing that raises my mama bear hackles (do bears have hackles?) it’s when people seem to be affronted by the fact that Clio is shy / reticent in certain situations. She has actually come out of her shell to a huge degree over the last year and a half, but there are still times when she needs a bit of time and space before she opens up. And she definitely doesn’t like it when people — strangers, instructors, whoever — launch a full-on assault to try to get her to talk or smile.

This weekend, we were at the Home Depot to get some seedlings for the garden, and some new window shades to replace the tattered ones in the girls’ bedroom. As we were waiting by the shade roll cutting machine, the girls were sitting in the car-shaped cart, and Elsa was prattling on, asking me all kinds of questions about the shade cutter, the rolling ladders in the aisles, etc. etc.

During a pause, the woman ahead of us, waiting while her shades were being cut, said, “One talkative one and one quiet one, eh?”

To which I said what I always say: “Well, sometimes they trade, and the other one is the talkative one.”

“Really?” She seemed doubtful. And then she said to Clio — who was now giving the woman a look that could freeze over hell — “You don’t feel like talking today?” She seemed honestly perturbed by the fact that Clio wasn’t talking to her.

Clio said nothing. Elsa jumped in to fill the void, as she frequently does, to tell the woman that they’re twins, and they’re four, and they’re going to get seeds for their garden, etc. etc.

The woman still wasn’t satisfied. “Do you know your name, at least?” she asked Clio.

(Do you know your name. WTF?? ) “It’s OK to tell her your name,” I said to Clio, gently.

Clio told her. Still glaring.

A few minutes later, Clio asked me some sort of question, and the woman (who had turned her attention to the shade cutting process) turned around and said, “Oh, she speaks!”

I seriously wanted to deck her. I mean, Jesus, why this insistence that little children be chatty and charming? I do tell Clio that if someone asks a question, it’s polite to answer, but I know this woman rubbed her wrong right from the get-go by classifying her in comparison to Elsa (and talking about her to me like she wasn’t there). And anyway, what if she had special needs? Was hearing impaired?

I don’t mean to sound like a bitch. I mean, the woman was just trying to be friendly. But this happens a lot — adults see the contrast in Elsa and Clio’s public personas (I say public because at home, Clio is a total, hammy, silly nut-job, who actually talks more than Elsa most of the time) and seem to think that Clio is defective in some way. Or they attempt to draw her out when, in fact, by getting in her face they’re just making her retreat further.

When the woman and her husband finally left, and it was just us and the Home Depot employee — who was very nice, and friendly with the girls but in a quiet, non-confrontational sort of way — Clio instantly relaxed. And gladly told the employee how old she was when asked.

After our shades had been cut, I asked what they did with all the discarded ends of the shades. Did they just go in the trash? (I wasn’t angling for anything; I was seriously curious.) The employee said, “You want them? The girls can draw on them.”

So, we left with an armful of chopped-off ends of shades, and when we got home the girls spread one out on the floor and drew on it, and Elsa wrote a story (with my help): “Once upon a time there was a ghost who lived in a haunted house with bats flying all around. The End.” Clio carried it to school with her the next day and proudly showed it to their teachers.

Moral of this story? 1.) Go to your local hardware store/superstore and ask for the cut-off ends of shades for hours (well, minutes) of craft fun and 2.) Don’t fuck with my Clio.


Mommy the Dictionary


Posted May 6th, 2011 at 10:40 am
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We somehow skipped the big bad “Why?” phase in the Baby Squared household, but right now the girls are in a major “what does [insert word here] mean?” phase. You’d think that, being a writer and, incidentally, being very good at the game “Taboo,” I’d be pretty decent at coming up with ways to explain and define words at a preschool level. But I’m finding it a lot harder than I would have expected.

Over the last few days I’ve had to define words like “disappointed” and “concentrate” and “eventually.” Words that I think the girls understand, more or less, in context, but that they seem to occasionally step back and look at and think: whoah.

This morning in the car on the way to preschool we were listening to the rough cuts from Alastair’s new album (coming in September!) The title track, “These are my friends” is about play and imaginary “friends” ranging from Barbie dolls to rubber balls to stale French fries. A line in the chorus says, “They may look like odds and ends to you, but these are my friends.”

As we were listening to this, Elsa asked “what are odds and ends?”

I replied, “well, bits and pieces of things.”

Elsa (naturally): What are bits and pieces?

Me: Um…well, you know, stuff. Little objects. This and that. Junk.

Elsa: So in the song, people think he’s friends with junk?

Me: Well…sort of.

And then there are the thornier definitions — not so much definitions as explanations of morals and ethics. Which, I suppose, fall more under the “why” category. We had an incident last week where I told Elsa she couldn’t have any more Post-it notes to draw on (because, you know, fourteen is really quite sufficient) and then when I left the room she took a few more. So freakin’ obvious. I confronted her about it, and she tried to lie (four year olds = terrible liars) and then I asked her if she was lying to me. She confessed.

But then she asked, “Why is it bad to lie?” You’d think this would be an easy one to answer, but try it. It’s harder than you’d think.


Steampunk for Preschoolers
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I wrote last week about how I was frequently stumped when the girls asked me to define non-concrete words in a preschool-appropriate manner. But that was nothing compared to Sunday, when Clio asked, “What does Steampunk mean?”

“Yeah,” said Alastair. “What does Steampunk mean?”

This wasn’t out of the blue. We were on our way—per my urging—to a steampunk festival over in Waltham, Massachusetts, called “International Steampunk City.”
Now, I only recently have come to understand what Steampunk is. You can see the Wikipedia definition here, but to sum up: it’s an aesthetic / science fiction-ish genre that depicts a….crap. I’m having trouble defining it myself. It’s sort of how Victorians/Edwardians might have or did imagine the future. Think: gears and clockwork. The earliest science fiction, by H.G. Wells or Jules Verne. Chitty-Chitty Bang Bang. Terry Gilliam’s crazy animations on Monty Python’s Flying Circus.
[image: image35]
In any case, I am fascinated by the whole thing, and I like the aesthetic of it quite a lot. So when we were faced with a free afternoon on Mother’s Day, and found the event listed online, I said: we are going to this. (It was Mother’s Day; I was in charge.) We were in the car and on our way in record time.

But when Clio asked her question, I really didn’t have an answer other than to say, “It’s sort of a way of dressing up. We’re going to see people in funny costumes.” Then she asked, “What does ‘punk’ mean?” (Curiosity did not, contrary to popular belief, kill the cat; it killed the mom.)

Elsa was more interested in whether or not there was going to be food there. There was. And some cool exhibits of steampunked-out technology and art.

There was also a class in making balloon animals and objects. This didn’t seem very Steampunk to me, but we did make balloon dirigibles, so I guess that counts. I was sort of stressed out during that whole experience. Between the fact that the girls were being totally whiny and demanding (I want a balloon dog NOW! Shades of Veruca Salt – ooh, I think Charlie and the Chocolate Factory is definitely Steampunk-ish) and the fact that we were working with balloons (I startle easily, and was in constant fear of my balloons popping) that part of our visit was rather harrowing.

Observing how to make a Steampunk super-soaker

But the rest of it was pretty fun. And I’ve decided that I definitely want to put together a Steampunk costume for next Halloween. Even though nobody is going to know what the hell I am. And if they ask me to explain it, I’ll be completely stumped. “Clio, tell them what Steampunk is.”


Oh, Happy Day.


Posted May 12th, 2011 at 8:59 am
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May 12, 2011. This is a very special day for me, for two reasons. (The second of which could win you a free book, so keep reading….) First and foremost, it marks ten years of marriage to my amazing husband, the one and only Alastair Moock. Yes, ten years ago today, we stood before our friends and family and my high school English teacher (the officiant) and took our vows while, outside, a brief, freak cloudburst thundered. (It had been sunny just before the ceremony started, and quickly cleared up afterward. We told ourself this was a good omen.)

We had a very sweet reception, under a tent in my parents’ backyard. Somehow neither of us managed to eat much, and were both starving at 11:00 when the party was over. So, in full wedding regalia, we went to a McDonald’s for some burgers and fries, en route to the inn where we were spending the night. The next day, we flew to Rome, took a train to Naples, and spent the next two weeks wending our way down the coast of Italy and through Sicily in a rental car. (Ah. Freedom.)

It’s been ten lovely years since then. And my Mister has stood by me, as promised, for better or for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health. (And in Iowa, too, God bless him.) For nearly half of those ten years we’ve been parents together, and it has added a wonderful new dimension to our relationship. And — bonus — it hasn’t totally killed the romance.  I still think he’s awful durn cute. So, here’s to our tenth – the tin (?) anniversary!

Second of all today marks the official release of my debut novel, Eden Lake.
I won’t give the full plot summary here, since there’s plenty of info about it to be found at my website or at the book tie-in site. Plus, there’s the official un – trailer for the book. But bottom line, it’s a family drama set at a kids’ summer camp in Maine — inspired by the many summers I spent at Maine camps my parents worked at or owned when I was growing up.

It’s a fun read (I’ve been told), perfect for summer, and it’s gotten some nice advance praise from folks like Tom Perrotta, Jenna Blum and Steve Almond. I hope you’ll read it. And, if you like it, tell a friend or leave a review on Amazon. (And, if you’ve got a book club that wants to read it, let me know and I’ll gladly do a Q&A with you by Skype / Phone.)

Because it’s being published by a small press, you won’t see it in bookstores (although you can have it ordered). But you can buy it at Amazon (including for Kindle), get it for your Nook, iPad or Sony Reader, or buy a signed copy via my website.

AND, if you leave a comment on this post, you’ll be automatically entered to win a free signed copy. I’ll choose randomly from all comments left between now and next Tuesday at 9:00 am. SO, be sure to check back on Tuesday to see if you won so I can get your contact info and send you your book!

Void outside the US, Hawaii and Alaska. (Seriously; I can only ship domestically. Sorry!) Relatives and close friends from real life are not eligible (you know who you are). No purchase necessary. One entry per person. Books stored in a household that eats nuts. For official contest rules, read this paragraph again.

And thank you, dear readers, for the wonderful support and encouragement you have shown already for this book. It means a great deal.

xoxo

Jane


Serenity NOW! (Plus: giveaway results)
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We’re going through a rather rocky period with Miss Elsa. Which, by extension, means things are less than perfect with her generally better-behaved sister. Because Elsa will either egg her on to be difficult or fight with her, which causes Clio to become exaggeratedly (is that a real word?) needy.

This happens every so often with Elsa. She’ll become moody as all get-out, going within the space of hours from perfectly pleasant and chipper and enthusiastic about life — e.g. bursting into the house after Alastair brings them home from preschool and exclaiming “Guess what I saw outside on the steps? A SNAIL!! And it was really big!! But I didn’t touch it!! Because that would make it dead, and it’s sad when things die, like Sam Cooke died, and that was sad!!” — to sulking and whining or, almost worse, getting totally punchy (literally) and babbling in baby talk.

God, I hate the baby talk. All of a sudden, the girl refuses to speak English, and will only say, “Ba ba ba? Ba ba! Ba ba ba Baaaaby.” It is NOT cute. In fact, it drives me up a fucking wall. Because it is always accompanied by refusal to listen and usually lots of squirming and whacking and testing.

And in the midst of all this annoying-ness, both Alastair and I, our patience thinning, have let ourselves slip into yelling and snapping, rather than using more effective strategies, like some of the ones we’ve read about in books like “How to talk so kids will listen…” and “Love and Logic.” (Not that I’m a huge fan of parenting books in general.) Strategies that involve clearer limits, fewer “chances” and decidedly less yelling and temper-losing.

It doesn’t help that both Alastair and I have been pretty distracted and busy with our work lately — me, with the launch of EDEN LAKE, and him with finalizing the production on his next kids’ album. And Elsa definitely is going through a phase — from which she will probably emerge knowing how to read or do higher math or something, since that’s typically how these things work. (Actually, she sort of blew my mind last night by truly reading a few words in a book we read together.) Also, the gals are approaching the four-and-a-half mark, and the experts say that things generally get dicey around that half year mark for whatever reason.

BUT, I’m going to try to re-focus and re-collect myself, try to be more patient, and more mindful of doing less yelling and more calm and strategic parenting. And lots of hugs and horseplay — because that seems to help Elsa burn off some of her extra energy, and channel it more productively. So, if you see me, and you notice bruises, it’s not because my husband is a brute, or I am a klutz ; it’s my spirited four-year-old, who I’m pretty positive is destined to play rugby in college.

Moving on! Thank you to all of you who entered to win a free copy of my book! And a huge thank you also to readers who have posted on the Baby Squared page on Facebook about how much you’ve enjoyed the book. It thrills me to no end — it’s scary having a book out there in the world, and I love hearing that people actually like the thing.

So, the winner was chosen in highly scientific manner: I asked Mr. Baby Squared to pick a number between one and fifty-two (the total number of comments in before 9:00 am). And the winner is…..Momnivore! (Momnivore: I will contact you via the email address you commented with, but if that’s not the best place to reach you, email me: jane @ janeroper.com. And I’m going to throw in a free Eden Lake T-shirt, too. Congrats, and I hope it brings back fond camp memories.)

BUT, hey, I’m still feeling give-y! And high-tech-y!  So, the first two people with Kindles (or a friend w. a Kindle they’d like to gift it to) to comment on this post will win a free Kindle copy. UPDATE: Sorry, both Kindle copies have been claimed. But you can buy your own here for the low, low price of $7.99! About the cost of a shirt for your kid at Target — but much more fun!
But wait! There’s more! — for the first three people to order a signed copy via my website, I’ll throw in a bonus, super-cool Camp Eden Lake t-shirt! Just write “T-shirt Contest” and your size (S, M, L or XL) in the “special instructions” field under the shipping info. (I will update this post and note here when all three shirts are claimed.)

Everyone else, if you’d like to buy a copy of the book you can do so at Amazon (including for Kindle) or via my website, It’s also available for Nook, iBooks and Sony Reader. You can also request it at your favorite local, independent bookstore (yay!)

And now, I will stop acting like a used car salesman. :-)

Thank you again, for your support and enthusiasm. You rule.


The Preschool Laws of Physics


Posted May 23rd, 2011 at 10:08 am
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1. The velocity with which a preschooler gets in and out of the car is inversely proportional to how many minutes late you are running. Ex.: If you are running five minutes late for preschool, your child will get out of the car at the pace of an arthritic, 93-year-old woman. If you are running ten minutes late for preschool, she will get out of the car at the pace of a three-toed sloth.

2. For every time you ask a preschooler to get dressed, she will keep her clothes on with equal, opposing force.

Corollary to Rule 2: If your preschooler is already undressed, the force of resistance to getting clothes on is multiplied by a factor of x, wherein x represents the number of times you have asked.

3. The rate of dispersion of toys across your house in one day is the number of toys times how tired you are at the end of the day on a scale of one to five, where one equals “very” and five equals “comatose.”

4. The adhesive strength of Elmer’s glue (or generic equivalent) on craft projects is diminished by a factor of ∏ (pi) once it passes the threshold of your home. It is diminished by ∏ x 17 when glitter is involved.

5. The decibel level at which your preschooler must speak/yell is greater than that of his/her sibling by a factor of four, leading to an exponential increase of total decibel volume at a rate of s(θ + υ), or  shut(the hell up).

6. The time it takes to get two preschoolers to do anything is 2.5 times the amount of time it takes to get one to do the same thing. Ergo, the elasticity of the skin under and around the eyes of a mother of two children under six diminishes at a rate of 2.5 times that of a mother of one.

What laws am I missing?


Pomp, Circumstance and Meltdowns


Posted May 28th, 2011 at 10:53 am
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The happier of our two scholars

The girls had their preschool “graduation” yesterday. Which is really, in their case (and that of most of the kids), just an end of the year assembly and celebration. They’ll be back at the same school next year, for their third and final year. As I wrote about a few months ago, they could, technically, go to Kindergarten in our town, which has an absurdly late cutoff, but we’ve decided to wait – and are totally sure that it’s the right call. Seeing Elsa up on stage, flashing her underwear to the crowd, confirmed it further.

But they definitely have made huge developmental leaps over the past year. Elsa, who started the year on a rocky social note, with the other kids “not wanting to play with her” has improved her sharing skills sufficiently so that she is no longer a preschool pariah. Clio, meanwhile, continues to make strides in her independence from mom / teachers, and interest in playing with other kids. In fact, at the beginning of the year, she played Frenchie to Elsa’s Sandra Dee — OK, wait, that analogy TOTALLY doesn’t work, on multiple levels — let’s start over. Clio, in tight with the other girls in the class, was trying to figure out ways to bring Elsa into the fold, and giving her advice (a little too much advice, actually) about ways to get the other kids to like her.

In fact, it’s pretty safe to say that Clio loves school. Pretty much every day, she wakes up and asks “is it a school day?” And it’s a whole lot easier to get her to get dressed on school days than on any other day. So, it’s not surprising, really, that she’s having a tough time with school ending. Not that I was astute enough to make the connection between this and her behavior lately.

Yes, now that Elsa seems to have come through her particularly rocky stretch, Clio is acting out. Naturally. Because this is how the balance of the universe is maintained. Or something.

Last night as I was getting the girls ready for bed, Clio was a terror. Not quite in the same way Elsa is — punchy, whiny, baby voicing, etc. — but in a stubborn, lip-sticking-out, “angry” way. No I won’t listen. I won’t brush my teeth. You’re a bad woman. You’re a dumb dumb head.
I took magnets off her bedtime chart (given for good behavior). I took away her Curious George Doll. I took away her watch. I told her she wasn’t going to get a bedtime story. Nothing. No reaction. She just kept pouting and stomping and disobeying. (Which is totally unlike her; usually if I did just one of these things, she would cry and correct her behavior.) Finally, realizing that this wasn’t working, I just gathered her up onto my lap and held her and tried to talk with her. (“You’re really angry, huh?”  ”No! I’m not!” So much for “talking so kids will talk.” Or whatever.)

Eventually, she chilled out, and I sat on her bed and told the girls–to the best of my memory–the story of Peter Rabbit. (Telling a story about a naughty bunny who nearly gets made into a pie was, for me, anyway, a good way to channel my feelings at the moment.)

It was my astute husband who suggested the connection between this behavior (which he’s had the pleasure of experiencing on recent occasions, too) and the end of school. And he’s almost definitely right. Clio likes and needs routine. She likes school. And she probably doesn’t like the fact that her little world is about to be shaken up.

In a couple of weeks, we’ll start the girls in a two-days-a-week “camp” program, which is really a  daycare center — the only place we could find that would take the girls less than five days a week for the summer. (Why do all summer programs seem to be 5 days a week, when so many preschools offer 2 and 3 day options?) And hopefully Clio will settle into that routine and stop being a bad bunny. Regardless, she’s probably going to be very happy to go back to school in September. Like mother like daughter.

Anyone else’s kids losing it on account of the school year ending? (Somehow I imagine this doesn’t happen as frequently with kids 13 and up…but maybe I’m wrong.)


I love a parade. And so do the Shriners.


Posted June 2nd, 2011 at 11:35 am
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Agggghh! People often ask me how I “do it all,” and the fact is, sometimes I can’t. Like this week (and next week, by the looks of it) which has shaped up to be the perfect storm of day-job work, novel promotion (including my big “tour” – ha – with events in Maine today, and Connecticut and New York next week), and, oh yes, of course, I’ve got a cold. And did I mention I have four-year-old twins?

So, when this happens, sadly it’s my writing, including this blog, that gets the shaft. Along with my husband. And exercise. And being able to relax instead of work after the kids go to bed. (God, I hate working at night.)

BUT this is the way it goes with my life/work/writing situation, and I love my life/work/writing situation, so I can’t really complain. But being sick? That I can complain about. (Although zinc lozenges are currently saving my life.) And now, poor little Clio is sick, too.

But in the midst of it all, I did want to take a few moments to get down some thoughts about the Shriners. Yes, that’s right, the Shriners. The fraternal organization dedicated to providing free orthopedic and burn care to children.

I took the girls to the Memorial Day Parade in beautiful Somerville, Mass. on Sunday, and I swear to God, a good quarter of the thing was the Shriners. They apparently came from all over the state, all in their fezes, emblazoned with their titles: Potentate, Oriental Something-or-Other, High Prophet and Priest, Grand Poobah, etc.

And each little division (club? Shrine?) had their own parade shtick. Some were in a band. Some rode motorcycles. Some were in the signature Shriners mini-vehicles. (Mini tractor trailer trucks, in this case.) Some wore politically incorrect Arab costumes and rode on a big truck while playing hand drums. One guy had a truck with an old calliope machine on it. Some were clowns. Clearly, everyone had some serious fun on eBay.

The clown Shriners were particularly notable: there were six guys, all probably in their late fifties and up, in full clown paint, costumes and wigs, riding in a little open truck thingy. And then one thirty-something guy sitting with them, in ordinary street clothes (plus fez) looking totally embarrassed. And I couldn’t help wondering if he was thinking: I can’t believe my dad not only made me join this freaking club; he also made me ride with him in the parade. Look at him, looking like an idiot in that rainbow wig. As soon as he’s in a nursing home, I swear to God, I’m going to give this fucking fez to my kids so they can play Aladdin and Jasmine dress-up and I never want to hear the word “Shriners” again.

I’m not trying to put the Shriners down. Not at all. They do great work, and it looks like the guys really have a good time. I mean, clearly parades are a huge deal from them. In fact, I suspect this is one of the big appeals of the organization: Join the shriners! You get to wear a fez, hang out with other fun-loving men in your community (Make that “man” if you’re under 50) and help children. But…wait for it…you also get to MARCH IN PARADES!!

I’m sold. Is there a Shriners women’s auxiliary?

As for Elsa and Clio’s reaction to the Shriners—all ten thousand of them—they liked the hats. And the costumes. And the miniature cars and motorcycles were definitely a hit. Clio was intrigued by the sidecar on one of the motorcycles, which she apparently must have seen in a book or a TV show. (“Did you know that’s a real thing, mommy?” she said when she saw it.) But they were far more interested in the people dressed up as superheroes, and the people who threw candy. The Shriners did not deliver on that front, choosing to focus on saving children’s lives instead of rotting their teeth, God bless ‘em.

So, bottom line, I am intrigued and mystified by the Shriners, and delighted by their somewhat anachronistic existence.

And now, I must go do the ten thousand other things I need to do. Sigh.


The Glamorous Author’s Life
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9

Last Thursday I did a reading in Portland, Maine—the first out-of-town reading on my mega, super-star, multi-city book publicity tour for Eden Lake (the other cities being New York and, uh, my hometown of Fairfield, Connecticut….)

Truly, my life has become quite glamorous. The girls and I (Alastair was on his own tour, in Phillie and NJ) stayed at my parents’ five-star home in Freeport. (Actually, it is pretty nice….) I got ready for the reading by scrambling into my clothes while the girls were watching It’s The Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown (great entertainment any time of year!) and then giving the teenage girls from next door the quick rundown on the girls’ bedtime routine. They weren’t very experienced sitters, and it was fun to see the looks on their faces when I told them that if the girls made number two, they’d need some help wiping. Heh heh. 

The reading (also featuring my pal Daphne Kalotay, author of RUSSIAN WINTER) went well. Then, on Saturday, I did some grassroots marketing outreach. That is, my dad and I went to a few nearby bookstores to see if they’d carry copies of my book in their Maine / Local Interest section. This is one of the drawbacks of publishing my book with a very small press that uses on-demand printing: no bookstore distribution.

So, I had to pretend to be fearless and utterly confident (which I’m not that good at in face to face situations requiring self promotion) and make a case for myself to booksellers. Fortunately, nobody was mean to me. And in, fact three of the four places we hit that morning took copies on the spot.
That afternoon, the gals and I went with my parents to Old Orchard Beach. We all had a blast—going on rides, getting ice cream, etc. There was a bookstore about a twenty minutes south, right on our way back to Boston, whose Portland store had bought a few copies of my book, which I figured I should stop by also.

Only problem was, the girls, in a Dairy Queen-induced sugar crash, fell asleep within five minutes of our getting in the car. (They used the first five minutes to fight over which CD we should listen to.) I considered skipping the whole thing, but we were so close, and it was unlikely I’d be passing through this area any time again in the near future, and they’d fall back asleep, right?

Wrong.  But, first, picture the glamorous author dragging her two, cranky four-year-olds into a store. Then picture her trying to alternately make her case to the manager while also trying to respond to her children’s whining pleas to buy the wind-up toys and rubber animas with bug-out-able eyes on display right near the register. (Evil!!)

The store did agree to buy three copies of the book. (Yay!) And then Clio started saying she needed to use the potty. (Boo!) So in addition to asking that they take my no-name press book, I had to ask to use the staff-only bathroom. Fortunately, they were very gracious about it. (And actually, I had to go, too, so it worked out well.)

What didn’t work out so well was the ride home. Not only did the girls not fall back asleep; they fought and screamed like rabid raccoons for the entire rest of the trip home: a little over an hour and a half.

I had a bit of reprieve when I gave them my iPhone to pass back and forth between them to do a puzzle game (the first app I’ve downloaded for child entertainment purposes, after resisting the temptation.) But then, at some point, Clio threw the phone at Elsa, so that was over. And I told them it was going to be a damned long time before I let them use my iPhone again.

I tried distracting them with conversation, a game, stupid knock-knock jokes. I did the whole “pull the car over” routine. No dice. I threatened with and carried through with revoking TV and that night’s bedtime story. I told them they were both going to be on a major time out when we got home. No effect whatsoever. At one point Elsa was actually screaming, “I’m too cranky to stop screaming!!!”

The one thing that did seem to get them to stop, or at least quiet down, was when we got into heavy traffic and I rolled the windows down “so everyone could hear them.” At that point, I had ceased any attempt at good parenting, and was just being sarcastic, amusing myself. “Hey everybody,” I said, “Listen to my lovely daughters. Aren’t they great? Don’t you wish you had kids like this? Aren’t they fantastic screamers?”

Which caused the girls to scream, more quietly, “Put the windows up! They won’t like it!”

No. They won’t. But the glamorous author LOVES it.

This week’s tour stops: Fairfield, Connecticut and New York, New York (Housing Works Bookstore Cafe). Let’s hope the groupies on the tour bus hold it together a little better this time.


Our New Buddy in the Basement
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As you may recall, a little over a year ago, my parents generously paid for us to finish part of our basement as a playroom for the girls. It is an awesome space, with plenty of toys, two desks, a CD player and a little nook with a cut-out window, suitable for playing store or putting on puppet shows. It’s cool in the summer, too — another big plus in our non-AC’ed home. Only problem: the girls almost never play there.

It’s still great to have as a storage space for toys. But on the rare occasions that the girls *do* play there — it tends to happen more often when friends are over — it’s really nice to have a little more physical and mental space upstairs, knowing that they’re happily, safely, self-sufficiently playing on their own.

The reason they don’t like to play downstairs, they say, is that they’re lonely there. Even though they’ve got each other. So, sometimes we’ll go down and play with them a little, get them started on something, then pull the old “I’ll be right back…I just have to, um, check on something…” trick and sneak away (tiptoeing like cartoon characters, hunched over, with staccato violin accompaniment) hoping they won’t notice. But they usually do.

But now we have a new strategy. And I am somewhat conflicted over this. I really am. But when we were up at my parents’ house last weekend, my dad had set up a TV/VCR combo in the little basement playroom area at *their* house, along with a huge set of VHS tapes salvaged from their town dump swap shop. And in the mornings, when I was trying to catch a little extra shut eye, I let the girls go downstairs and watch an hour of Mary Poppins or a Winnie The Pooh cartoon. And when my dad offered to let me take the VCR player and some tapes back home with us, well, I waffled for a few minutes, but landed on the side of yes.

So, yes, bad parent, using videos to get extra sleep / a little reprieve / space / etc. But here’s the more PC fringe benefit: the girls will stay in the basement when the tape is over and play. And overall, they seem to be more inclined to play in the basement now that their buddy the TV is there, even if they’re not watching it.

We try not to let the girls have more than an hour of “screen time” per day. And when they do ask to watch something, we’re more likely than not to suggest and encourage another non-plugged in activity first. But I gotta say. I’m really kind of digging our new buddy in the basement. (Is that wrong?)


The Dreaded Question
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“Mommy, when can we go to Disney World?”

The girls hit me with this dreaded question the other day in the car. Not can we go to Disney World. When can we go to Disney World. Like it’s a given.

Seriously, I would have rather they’d asked where babies come from. And maybe I should have tried to distract them with that. (“How about instead of answering that, I tell you about one of life’s great mysteries!!”)

Instead, I fumbled, “Well, I don’t think we’re going to go to Disney World. It costs a lot of money, and it’s very crowded, and there are a lot of other really cool places we’d like to take you that might be even more fun.” I’m thinking Machu Picchu. Paris. Hell, maybe an all-inclusive resort in Jamaica. Or even just places like Old Orchard Beach or Rye Playland — both of which we’ve gone to with the girls to in the past couple of weeks, compliments of their grandparents.

“But we want to go to Disney World, too.”

“Where did you guys hear about Disney World? Did somebody in your class go there?”

“No,” said Clio. “You did!”

Doh!!

I don’t recall telling the girls that I went to Disney World. Maybe they asked at some point. Regardless, it is true. I went to Disney World not once but twice when I was a kid. My grandparents had a condo not far from Orlando where they spent part of each winter for a few years, and we combined visits to them with visits to Disney World. The first time we went I was in Kindergarten, and my memories are a bit hazy, but I clearly remember the It’s a Small World ride, The Pirates of the Caribbean Ride (which inspired the movies – who woulda guessed it), Space Mountain, and my brother, then two and a half, having a total screaming fit (“The Tantrum in Tomorrowland” my family still calls it) and eventually falling asleep right on the pavement.

The second time, we stayed in the park, at the Contemporary Resort Hotel (the monorail went through the hotel!! Crazy!!) for one night, and at the Polynesian Resort Hotel for another. (Exotic!) This time, Epcot was open — although parts of it were still under construction — and I recall my brother and I watching the synchronized “hopping” fountain with utter awe.

So, did I have a blast? Is Disney World the site of fond childhood memories? Yeah. I guess so.

But in my defense: 1.) It was cheaper then (I think, even in adjusted 1980s dollars) and my parents had more money than we do. 2.) Disney Inc. hadn’t become the hyper-commercial mega-corporaration and merchandising empire it is now. The US hadn’t been completely chain-store and mall-ified yet. And, 3.) we had the added objective of spending time with / staying with the grandparents.

It’s not that I think Disney World or Disney, Inc. is evil incarnate or anything. We watched Ratatouille with the girls over the weekend, and I was amazed at the artistry, the creativity. We took the girls to the last two princess movies (Yes! You read right!), Tangled and The Princess and the Frog, and I thought they were both great. I respect the quality of what Disney churns out.

The thing is, I hate big mobs of people. I hate rampant consumerism. And I’m not a big fan of theme parks. Or fakeness in general. As in, replicas of things. (Castles, European villages, trees, etc.) I’d rather take the girls to Europe when they’re a little older. Let them see a real castle. Not that that’s exactly on the agenda either, money-wise.

And, yeah, yeah, I know. That’s not nearly as much fun for a five, six or seven year old as, you know, Sleeping Beauty’s Castle. Because, well, it’s Sleeping Beauty’s Castle!!! Not some dead French artistocrat’s. In fact, they’d probably be bored out of their minds, and we’d end up at Euro Disney anyway. (Which somehow I think might be easier to stomach. The food would be better anyway.)

Bottom line, I totally understand why Disney World is such a thrill for kids. I lived it, after all. And I’m sure they would have a great time.

So, the question is, if the girls start putting on a harder push for Disney World over the next couple of years (the subject has not come up again since that car ride…) do I swallow my anti-American distaste for Disney World, dip into our savings, and let them experience the Magic of Disney first-hand?

Or do I (do we, because Alastair is with me on this) stand firm, stick to our guns, and tell them sorry. We promise to give you as many wonderful experiences as we can. Some of which may include trips to really fun (and preferably non-manufactured) places. But Disney World isn’t going to be one of them. I think I know the answer.

What about you? Have your kids asked to Disney? (Usage of Disney as verb inspired by this very funny recent article in the New York Times Magazine about a family’s trip to Disney World.)  What’s your answer?


There’s Something About Mommy
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We enrolled the girls in two days a week of “camp” for the summer, which is really just a daycare. All the other day-camp options we could find were five days a week for one week at a time, which we couldn’t have afforded for the whole summer, and which would have therefore left us with a bunch of weeks with no structured anything — no time to catch up on work, refuel, refresh, etc. Frightening.

Anyway, Tuesday was their first day, and Alastair brought them. Clio was a little reticent at first, but then joined right in, and Elsa was off like a shot from the get-go. We were pleasantly surprised by how well they adjusted to a whole new setting and a class full of kids that already knew each other.

In fact — cute alert — on the way home that afternoon (I picked them up) I asked the girls what they did, and did they read stories? Did they play outside? Did they make anything?

“No,” Clio replied to this last question. “We didn’t make anything except friends!” (She was aware that she was saying something clever, and said it with much bravado.)

So I was rather surprised yesterday when I did drop-off and they both had total meltdowns. Clio was literally clinging to my legs, trying to keep me from getting to the door. I think Elsa would have been OK, but seeing Clio set her off, and I suddenly had two girls, weeping freely and mucousfully (?!), crying “Mama! Mama!
Don’t go!!”

The teachers weren’t being particularly helpful at distracting them, so I had to sort of shove them inside the door as I left (gentle shoving). And my heart was breaking as I walked down the hall away from them hearing them cry. And then — this was worse — as I was outside on the way to the car, the teachers had told them they could wave to me from the window. They were both still wailing, and had their hands pressed up to the screen like little POWs.

Ugh! They eventually calmed down, of course (though I don’t know how long it took) and when Alastair picked them up, they were totally fine.

But I think maybe he should do drop off from now on. Or at least until they get *really* used to this new routine.

Because there is definitely something about me that makes them clingier and needier. This has always been the case, since they were infants. But I feel like it’s almost gotten worse, not better.

On the other hand — I admit it — I don’t really mind it.  I think I probably do feel a connection to and empathy for them that is deeper and more primal than what Alastair feels. Not that we don’t both love them the same amount; it’s just a different flavor of love. So, when they get a boo-boo, I daresay I feel it a little more than he does. And the girls know that somehow. So I’m the one they want to cuddle with when they get hurt, and the one they cling more fiercely to in to in unfamiliar territory.

The not-so-great side of it is when they insist that mommy be the one who buckles them into their car seats / gives them their bath / puts them to bed / etc.

And don’t even get me started about the “mom-dar” they have when I’m in the house. I could hide behind the freakin’ washing machine and they’d find me. They’re little mommy-seeking missiles.

But I’m trying to enjoy the mama-love while it lasts. I really am. Because I know it will fade — at least, in the most physical, cuddly sense — over time.

What about you? Are your kids unabashed mom-o-philes?


Do your kids lose it at the half-year mark?


Posted June 21st, 2011 at 4:44 pm
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There’s a series of childcare books from the late seventies/early eighties that a friend recommended to me (in spite of their datedness) that I found helpful when the girls were younger, and one of the things about them that really stuck with me was this notion that around the half ages — two-and-a-half, three-and-a-half, etc. the developmental shit hits the fan.

The books didn’t phrase it exactly that way, as I recall. But the message was clear: for some reason, at the halfway mark, kids go through a transitional period where they’re challenging, to say the least. They are in the midst of big changes and are sort of off-balance, in a way. Then, as they round the bend toward three quarters, things improve markedly.

I’m not sure why, exactly, this would happen. I mean, it’s strange to me that children’s behavior would follow their chronological age so closely. (What if we followed the Julian calendar? Or the Hebrew or Mayan ones? Would it be the same?) But the fact is, I’ve noticed some truth to it. 17-19 months was hard. Two and a half was excruciating. I don’t quite recall what the deal was at 3-1/2. But as we near the official 4-1/2 year mark, I’m thinking maybe it’s an explanation for why the girls have been testing limits quite a lot. Which is a nice way of saying that they’re being jerkwads.

Not all the time, mind you. Most of the time, they’re adorable and charming and lovely. But when they *are* more challenging, boy are they ever. Elsa’s MO is violence coupled with baby-like behavior, as detailed in this recent post. We’re used to this waxing and waning regularly — our little moonchild — although it’s definitely been on the waxy end of things lately.

Clio tends to be, on balance, more inclined to toe the line. And when she is more “difficult” it manifests itself either as silliness or extreme stubbornness / control freak stuff. But lately, she’s added a new act to her repertoire: attitude. It’s better that I demonstrate through a fun little anecdote, rather than try to explain:

The other night just before bedtime (which, let’s face it, is when things are hardest) Elsa wanted to pop this balloon  (do I know where it came from? No, I do not) that she’d decorated with stickers and marker. She asked if she could go downstairs and get her scissors. I told her they wouldn’t be sharp enough, and got a pair of nail scissors from the bathroom. (Pair of deadly nail scissors + two cranky preschoolers at 7:30 pm. Brilliant, right?)

Anyway, I made it very clear to the girls that they were VERY sharp, and I alone was allowed to use them. I popped the balloon. (Pop!) Now, I was holding a shriveled thing with half-attached stickers and very concentrated permanent marker which would soon be all over Elsa’s face and hands. First, though, she wanted me to stretch the balloon out for her to inspect. I did this, after putting the scissors down on the bed.

Next thing I know, Clio’s got the scissors — which she’s holding in a not-very-safe way — which she wants to try to use to cut a piece of the (popped) balloon.

(Ah, the absurdist scenarios one finds onesself in with one’s children)

“No, Clio” I said, “Give me the scissors, please. I told you, they’re too sharp, and you could get hurt.”

“But I’ll be careful.”

“Clio, no. Give them to me right now.” I reached for them, and she hoisted them rather wildly away — holding them by one blade.

“CLIO, GIVE THEM TO ME NOW!!” I put both hands (carefully!) over her hands, and removed the scissors from them as safely I could.

Now, sometimes when we yell at the girls (which, I swear, we try to avoid, but sometimes just can’t), they pull a sudden “You scared me!!” thing and start crying. Other times — more of the time — they ignore us completely. But what Clio did this time was totally new.

“YOU MAY NOT YELL AT ME!” she yelled, her little brow furrowed. “OR I’LL YELL AT YOU!”

This, I admit, threw me for a loop. I almost started laughing. But then I said, “Clio, you know I don’t like to yell, but if you’re doing something dangerous and I’m afraid you’re going to get hurt and you’re not listening then I’m going to yell.”

“NO!” she yelled. “If you yell at me, I’m going to put you in jail!”

“If you keep yelling at me,” I said, “You’re not going to get a story tonight.”

She repeated (though not yelling it) “You can’t yell at me if I can’t yell at you.”

“Actually,” I said, “Yes, I can. Because I’m the mommy and you’re the kid.” (My first documented “Because I’m the mommy…!” Yay!)

She then called me a dum-dum broccoli face or something like that.

And I called her a jerkwad.

Just kidding! I would never call my children jerkwads.

But it feels lately like there’s a lot of this sort of ‘tude around the house — mixed with Elsa’s own brand of puppy-like defiance — and the usual threats (and follow-through) of time-outs and lost privileges just aren’t having the effect they once did. I’m ratcheting up my efforts to stand firm and not by a second-chance-softie (which I have a bad habit of doing). But maybe it’s time for some new approaches. (Pillory? Dunking? Cat’o nine tails?) Or some new parenting books that I can make fun of.
Or maybe we just have to wait until we make it past the half-year bump.

Do your kids hit the skids at the half-year mark? Or is the whole thing just a myth? (Yeth?)


Four-Year-Old Fashion Advice


Posted June 25th, 2011 at 3:48 pm

17

As my pals over at the Baby Squared Facebook page know, Elsa has been offering some choice fashion advice to me lately. The other day, as we were getting ready to go over to some friends’ house for a birthday celebration, she looked at me and said, “Are you going to change?” I was wearing (very cute, I thought) knee-length rolled-up jeans, a top I really liked, sandals. I told her no, I wasn’t planning on it. Why? Did she think I should?

“I think you would look prettier if you wore a dress or something,” she said.

I asked her if she planned on changing. Would she like to wear a dress or something? She was wearing pink shorts and an oversized, ill-fitting red T-shirt with an illustration of The Great Wall of China on it. (Hand-me-down. Neither Alastair nor I nor anyone we know has been to China recently.) There was a glob of what appeared to be toothpaste on the hem.

“No,” Elsa said, “I want to wear this. It’s a China T-shirt!”

Yes, yes it is. And nobody wears it quite like you, baby girl.

ELSA’S 6 ESSENTIAL RULES OF FASHION
1. Colors and patterns are irrelevant. Everything goes with everything! Anyone who tries to tell you otherwise is a poopy face.

2. Yogurt is a fabulous and versatile accessory. So is ketchup. Rice is another fun and unexpected addition to any outfit. And honey can give your hair that little extra bit of control it needs to look ravishingly ratty all day long.

3. When in doubt — wear Crocs! They dress up, they dress down — you can’t go wrong. If you pair them with a skirt, be sure to wear socks, too.

4. Yes, everybody does want to see your underwear when you’re out in public. And your belly button. In spite of what your parents may say. Choose clothes that make them easy to flash!

5. When you wear a dress, always ask if you can wear tights. Even if it’s a sundress, and it’s 90 degrees out. Your Mom will probably say no, but ask anyway. Ask a lot. Maybe you’ll get lucky.

6. Being dressed is fun. But getting dressed and undressed are the worst. Therefore, try to stay in whatever you’re currently wearing for as long as possible. Sometimes, your parents may even give up and do the dressing or undressing for you. Make it more fun by kicking and flailing!

Now, Elsa (and I) want to know: what are your children’s fashion rules?


Advice for New Mothers of Twins


Posted June 29th, 2011 at 2:58 pm
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A friend of mine is about to give birth to twins – if she hasn’t already! – and it’s got me thinking back to those hazy, early days right after Elsa and Clio were born. What a strange and surreal time that was: Suddenly we had these two little proto-people in our midst, and our lives became an almost zen-like (when we were at our best…) repetition of feeding, changing and rocking.

I was thinking of what advice I might give a new mother of twins, based on what I wish I’d done differently in the first six months (and what I would do the same way if I had to go back and do it over again). Not so much on a practical level (sleep training, feeding, etc.) but on a more meta-level. Here are a few thoughts I came up with. Veteran twin mamas, please add yours to the comments!

1. Don’t stress about things being exactly even and exactly the same for both babies.
You are not Sophie (of Sophie’s Choice) just because you spend more time holding baby A than baby B on a given day, or if you feel like you’re a little more bonded with one than the other. It will all come out in the wash. Unlike the poop stains on their onesies when their diapers explode.

2. Along the same lines, try not to stress if the babies make developmental progress at different rates.
It’s tempting to think that whoever smiles / rolls over / etc. first is the “normal” one and, therefore, the other is dreadfully behind. Elsa always tended to hit the major milestones first, and every time it happened I found myself fretting: Oh my God, is something WRONG with Clio?? Nothing was wrong with Clio. She was (and is) just a very different person.

3. Hold them more.
I spent so much time nursing and rocking the girls when they were newborns that when they weren’t hungry or fussy, I frequently just wanted to put them down in their bouncy seats or on a blanket on the floor so I could have my hands (and the rest of me) free for a little while—to sleep or do chores or go on my computer.

Maybe this is one of those “easy to say in hindsight” sort of things. But sometimes I really do wish I had just sat around and held them more. Not necessarily gazing intently at them the whole time (one can only do that for so long before one feels like a crazy person), but just feeling their warm little bodies in my arms.

4. Accept the help people offer. And if they don’t offer, ask.
I’m someone who has a hard time asking for help. Once, when the girls were thirteen moths old, Alastair was on tour overseas, Clio and I were both puking, Elsa was teething, and I was up against a huge deadline for work, and I still felt guilty asking a friend to pick up some Pedialyte at the store for me and bring it over. So, my advice is: Take people on their word when they offer to help. Most of them really do mean it, and will even enjoy the opportunity to be helpful — whether it’s by picking up groceries, helping you with the bedtime routine, or just hanging out and folding poop-stained laundry with you over a glass of wine.

5. Hang in there.
There will be times when you feel utterly exhausted, powerless, frustrated and overwhelmed. If these are your first children, there may be times when you are scathingly jealous of your friends with one baby. You will probably cry. But it will be OK. It will get easier. And you will, before you know it, experience the exquisite joy of hearing your children giggle and jabber with each other. It’s truly one of the best things in life.

* * *

Finally — as regular readers know (and as PR / advertising people like to ignore) I do not do product reviews or endorsements on this blog. BUT, as part of my day job as a freelance copywriter/creative consultant, I am part of the team that created and is marketing a very cool new Baby Tracker iPhone app called BabyOnTime. (So I reserve the right to plug it here!)

I totally wish I had this when my girls were little, to keep track of their feedings and diaper changes and medications and stuff – instead of our (ahem) “system” of scrawling everything in a spiral notebook.

This fun little video (which I wrote and provided the voiceover for) gives you the full scoop on Baby On Time. Enjoy – and pass it on if you know someone who you think could use it.

 


The Longest Long Weekend Ever


Posted July 5th, 2011 at 12:13 pm
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We’ve discovered that the key to successful and enjoyable weekends with the girls is striking the right balance between under-programming and over-programming. Too much activity, and you get cranky, overtired kids and exhausted parents. Too little activity, and the hours drag by. And, well, you still get cranky, overtired kids and exhausted parents.

Unfortunately, we way underplanned this weekend, and found ourselves scrambling at the last minute for things to do. Which is tricky on a holiday weekend when a lot of people are out of town and/or have already, wisely, made their plans. We had some verrry painful stretches of hanging-out-at-home time, made more painful by the fact that the girls were not at their peaceful-independent-play best, and I was on the cranky side, too.

Still, we did have some plans. On Saturday, we spent the afternoon at the Marblehead Arts Festival. As per our usual custom, we made it to the kid-friendly portion of events fifteen minutes before they ended. (Why are kids’ events so often held in the noon-to-two-p.m. zone? Don’t people know that this is when kids need naps and/or downtime? We still keep “quiet time” after lunch sacred.)

Anyhoo, one of the kids’ activities was a mask-decorating. The table for this was covered in glitter, and soon both Clio and Elsa were covered in glitter, too. (Sunblock + glitter = sparkly terribleness.)

After glittery masks were made and we’d moved on to macaroni necklaces, of the event organizers gave the girls balloons. Clio refused to let me tie hers onto her wrist, I thought — stupidly — “fine, this will be a teachable moment when she loses her balloon” and when the balloon, inevitably, flew out of her grip four seconds later, she FLIPPED OUT. She was screaming and crying that she wanted to go home, and to make matters worse, there was glitter all over her face, edging into her eyes, which she kept rubbing with her (glitter covered) hands.

Alastair and I took turns trying calm her down and simultaneously wipe off the glitter with napkins and water. We found her another balloon, but somebody (hint: not me) didn’t tie it onto her wrist tightly enough, and that flew away, too. Fortunately, at that point Clio decided she’d had it with balloons. She didn’t want another one — it was just too painful.

We were all testy and tense and annoyed with one another. Oh, it was a miserable half hour.

Ice cream was in order. We got it, and then took a walk down along the water. It was a drop-dead gorgeous day. Sailboats on the water. Hermit crabs in the tidal pools. We paused in the park for some pictures, including the one above: I struck some silly poses for the camera, and Clio decided to do the same. You’d never know she’d been throwing a two-year-old grade tantrum an hour earlier.

Here she and Elsa are, looking equally happy and adorable (Alastair, too):





 

I long ago accepted the fact that, with small children, a weekend doesn’t feel like the “break” it used to. In fact, from my perspective, it’s more tiring and more stressful than the weekdays, when I am working. (Alastair, who spends more time with them on his own during the week, would beg to differ, I suspect.)

But at least there are moments — ice cream, blue skies, silly pictures in the park — that feel like pure weekend pleasure. And, of course, there are the times after the kids are in bed, and we can kick back and unwind. (Season 3 of True Blood on DVD has been our drug of choice this past week.)

What’s your strategy for a good — or at least bearable — weekend? (And hope you and yours had a happy 4th.)


How to Make a Paper Platypus


Posted July 11th, 2011 at 10:29 am
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Or, should I say, “paper PLATE-ypus”? Because that’s what this is. (What? You don’t think it looks like a platypus? Of course it does. If you put this thing out in the wild, other platypuses would try to mate with it, it’s so lifelike.)

I’m not the most craft-y person in the world, but I am pretty good at coming up with ways to make things out of everyday household objects and basic craft supplies in a pinch, which is helpful when your children tell you they want to “make” something, be it a computer or a stethoscope, or, in this case, a strange Australian mammal.

What put this crazy idea into their little heads? Well, the other day after breakfast, while I was finally eating my breakfast, I let them watch an episode of Wonder Pets, which featured — you guessed it — a baby platypus in serious trouble.

When the show was over, instead of asking to watch another episode, as they frequently do, they told me they wanted to make platypuses. At first I thought: fantastic! See, this is why TV is not necessarily a bad thing. It can inspire art projects! And then I thought: crap. How are we going to make platypuses?

“We could draw platypuses,” I suggested, lamely. “Or we could make the different parts out of construction paper and you could glue them together.”

These ideas were not well received. Elsa said she wanted to make them out of paper plates. (We’d recently done a project with paper plates and tissue paper that I came up with during our endless weekend.) Very well.

First, we consulted that renowned zoologist, Google Image Search, to identify some good pictures of platypuses to serve as models. The girls were very focused on *which* of the pictured platypuses they wanted to make. “I want to make the one underwater,” Clio said. Elsa wanted to make the one “on the floor,” which, I didn’t have the heart to tell her, was actually a taxidermied platypus. To these requests, I said “fine, whatever,” knowing full well that whatever platypuses we made were going to look like, well, platypuses cut out of paper plates.

Anyway, here is the step-by-step process, as perfected in our home:

1. Color one paper plate brown with magic marker, on the shiny/waxed side, so that the magic marker doesn’t dry, and rubs off all over your child’s hands, forearms and face. (Elsa’s technique.) Alternately (Clio’s technique) use brown crayon, and then get upset because it’s not the *right* color brown, and it’s not dark enough. Get even more upset because you can’t color magic marker over the brown, because the crayon repels it.

2. Trace a lean, oval-shaped, platypus-y body out of the center of this paper plate for your child to cut out. When your child says it doesn’t look like a platypus body, say “what are you talking about? It looks exactly like a platypus body!” Add my line from above about platypuses in the wild attempting to mate with it if you’re feeling particularly exasperated / cranky and therefore prone to saying inappropriate things to your children.

3. Next, use a second paper plate to trace a head and bill — sort of the shape of the number eight, or an infinity symbol. The edge of the bill can extend to the rim of the plate, for a weird twist on nature: the spoon-billed platypus! (Note: If you have two children, the second one may, like Elsa, freak out at this point because they think you are doing something different with their platypus head than you did with your other child’s. Assure them you didn’t. Get the other platypus head for comparison. This won’t work. Have the child take a time out until they can calm down and come back and use nice words, because mommy is trying to help, and would they rather just make it themselves? Answer: “I don’t know how to make it!” Resist urge to say, “Well, clearly you do, because you’re trying to tell me how to make a fucking platypus.”)

4. Your children will want to glue this head/bill piece (once they are calm) to the body. Tell them this won’t work. Rather, gently tell them, “But if we glue it, you’ll have to wait to let it dry, and you can’t play with it until this afternoon, or even tomorrow.” Staple head to body. (Tape is also acceptable, but you probably won’t be able to find the tape, because your kids have been using it for all manner of “projects” and not putting it back where it belongs. It’s most likely under the couch.)

5. Using the remaining rim pieces of either plate, cut out wedge shapes that roughly approximate webbed feet. Whatever. They won’t know the difference. (In fact, the reason your second child freaks out yet again will be, again, for reasons you cannot fathom. “Not like that!!” she’ll scream. “Like what, then?” you’ll say. “Bigger!” she’ll say. So, you’ll make another set, bigger. “No!! Not like that!” Say, “Sweetie, I know it’s frustrating, but when you ask somebody for help with a project, it may not come out exactly the way you want. Are you sure you don’t want to do it yourself?” At this point, she is probably rolling around on the floor, crying and wailing something unintelligible. Tell her, OK, you’ll try to help her later, when she can try to be nice and use words. This will yield more passionate crying. Go get a cup of coffee.

5a.  While child #2 is writhing on floor, affix the feet to child #1′s platypus. (Not without chuckling to yourself about how, funny, usually it’s child #1 who freaks out during craft projects.) Again, insist that the feet should be stapled on instead of glued or taped to the body of the platypus. The stapler is the lazy crafter’s best friend.

6. Say “There you go! A platypus!” but immediately realize that something is missing. Your child will remind you what it is, in her patient, charming way. “No!!! He doesn’t have a TAIL, mommy!!” Shit. What does a platypus tail look like? Briefly consider going back to Dr. Google for the answer, but fuck it. It’s a sort of beaver-like tail, isn’t it?

Go back and get another couple of plates, and trace a wide, beaver-ish tail. You will be told that it is too fat. This is true. Re-trace it a little skinnier. Child #1 will begin to get upset and scratch frantically at the lines you just drew with her finger. “I don’t want lines on it!!!” Explain that those are the lines to cut around, and the outer lines — oh, never mind. Here. Take the scissors and do it yourself. Staple tail to body. Bada bing, bada boom. Platypus.

7. “But where are his eyes??” Make a couple of dots where the eyes would be if, that is, this platypus had been flattened under the wheels of a Land Rover (which is pretty much what it looks like). Also, make a curved line to delineate the bill from the rest of the head. To your amazement, your child will be happy with all of this, and get some crayons to color the eyes (“What color eyes does a platypus have?”).

8. Return to child #2, who has calmed down and says she’s ready to be nice. She will give you the feet you cut out — the first set — and you will say, under your breath, “Those are the ones I made in the first place,” as you staple them to the body.

9. Feel a surge of maternal love and crafty-ness as you recall that at some point, you swear, you bought a little bag of googly eyes at A.C. Moore. Go and dig them out of the jumble of craft supplies in the basement and tell your children, “Hey guys, I’ve got something really cool for your platypuses. Want to see?” Produce googly eyes, and place them on Platypuses to show what they’ll look like. There will be cheers and cries of  ”You’re the BEST, mom!” In your mind.

10. Help your children put two small dots of glue where the eyes should be and affix googly eyes. These “dots” will end up being the size of half dollars. Affix eyes. Tell children they need to wait a little while for the glue to dry. Child #1 will wait, because she is good with delayed gratification. (High emotional intelligence). Child #2 will not, but she doesn’t really care about having googly eyes anyway. She is more interested in stuffing her gluey, one-eyed platypus into a basket along with her other “friends” — a stuffed horse (which she insists is a donkey), a stuffed dog named Penelope, and her blankie (which is actually a giraffe head with a sort of poncho for a body; something she’s had since she was a baby.)

That’s it!! How to make a platypus in ten easy steps. Best of all: when your children lose interest in them, 24-36 hours later, they’re completely recyclable! (Except for googly eyes, which should be salvaged to fall off of future craft projects.)

Tune in next time, for how to make a two-toed sloth out of masking tape and old egg cartons! Sure to be fun for all!


When Mama Ain’t Happy….


Posted July 18th, 2011 at 10:04 pm
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Greetings from the beautiful coast of Maine! This is a picture of me doing my impression of a dorky, middle-aged tourist mom at Pemaquid Point, where we went this afternoon for some lighthouse peeping, crashing-surf-watching, seaside rock scrambling and dorky picture posing.

In my defense, I had been wearing sandals, but changed into sneakers for rock scrambling purposes. And I put on a little sweater, because it was chilly. And the sun is in my eyes. Plus, Alastair took the picture from a weird angle that foreshortens me such that I look like a pregnant troll. (Thanks a lot, honey.)

I look happy though, don’t I? (Say “Yes, you look as happy as any pregnant troll could be, given her condition and her bright, white sneakers.”) And I am happy. In fact, I noted my mood — on my nifty Mood Tracker iPhone App — as an 8 out of a possible 10.

Now get this:  Two days ago it was a 3.

So, yeah, you might say my moods are fucking with me at the moment. (For more background on my mental health saga, read this. Long story short: I have bipolar 2, which has been more or less under control and not an issue for a year and a half. And, yes, I talk about it openly and mostly shamelessly, even though it’s scary, because I think more people should. In fact, I like to think I inspired Katherine Zeta Jones.)

Anyway, for the past several weeks, and increasingly over the past two, I have been all the hell over the place. One day, I’m feeling absolutely fine — I think I actually had a “10″ day last week — and a day or two later, I’m trudging around like a zombie. Groaning. Looking like hell. Eating people’s brains. Well, eating more carbs than usual, anyway.

Obviously, this sucks. And, also obviously, I’m going to talk to my doc about all this when I see him in the very near future. But what I’ve been particularly aware of during this recent see-sawing is just how much my mood affects my attitudes toward and interactions with Elsa and Clio.

Bottom line, I am just not nice to them when my mood is under 7. I am short-tempered and impatient and intolerant. It’s like A.) I forget that they’re kids and, therefore, sometimes do dumb, frustrating kid things and B.) I forget that I’m a parent and am, therefore, not supposed to respond to their behavior like an annoyed fourteen-year-old. (Example: Clio playfully waves her Curious George doll in my face and I swat it away saying, “Hey, stop it! What are you doing? Why would you do that?”)

And then, what’s worse (maybe?) is that then I try to pull myself together and pretend to act parental (whatever that is; if I’m in an extreme zombie state, I can barely connect with my maternal instincts), and maybe I’m normal and patient and even nice for a few minutes — I’m trying really hard — but eventually I snap again. Either I yell, or I just start to shut down and zone out. And, in either case, I fear the girls are thinking: “What just happened? Why would you do that?”

I hate that I am confusing them in this way. I hate the idea that I am some kind of minefield to them. And I hate the thought that this might be sticking with them. They’re not two years old anymore — which is the last time my depression was bad. They’re four. They will remember things.

Of course, it’s not just me. Not surprisingly, when I’m in a crappy mood, and not parenting at my best, the girls aren’t at their best either. Sure, it’s somewhat colored by my zombie-perception: they seem worse than they’re probably actually being. Still, I really do think that when mama ain’t happy, well, ain’t nobody happy.

And that sucks.

And then, along comes a day like today, when everyone’s feeling good, and we’re singing songs in the car and making jokes and climbing on the rocks by the ocean and having conversations about seagulls. And doing halfway decent parenting: Today I told the girls if they could get through the whole day without any potty talk (there’s been a virulent outbreak of it recently, especially on the part of Miss Clio, who has been finding a way to work the word “butt” into every other sentence, e.g. “Oh, Mommy, I love your butt”) they’d get a quarter. Alastair downgraded this to a nickel; he thought I was contributing to inflation in our household. They ultimately didn’t get their nickels, but (ha ha, but) they tried really hard, and are eager to try again tomorrow.

Here’s hoping they succeed — and that for the rest of this little vacay, my mood stays at 8 or higher.


Vacation: The Way Life Should Be


Posted July 25th, 2011 at 10:50 am

2

We just got back from a truly wonderful week on the Maine coast. My parents own a cottage down the street from their house (and by “street” I mean a one-lane dirt road down the middle of a finger of land less than a quarter mile wide, with ocean on either side) which they normally rent out, but where they kindly reserved a week for us. It’s a great little house — and while we were there I was struck (as I always am on vacation) at how little *stuff* we really needed to eat, clothe and entertain ourselves. It made me want to go home and totally purge our house of clutter and crap. Then again, vacation life is a far cry from “real” life, for better or worse.

Anyway,  girls spent their mornings at a day camp at a farm/nature center a couple of miles away, and we had our mornings free to relax, write, read, etc. One day, my parents took the girls for the afternoon, and Alastair and I drove up the coast to deliver my book to a few bookstores along the way, stopping to buy me an awesome hat (see slide show after the jump) and eat lobster rolls and waffle fries at a restaurant on the harbor in Camden.

We also had a couple of sets of friends (with kids) up, and took afternoon trips with them. One was to the strange and kitchy Desert of Maine (a big deposit of glacial silt discovered under a farm a couple hundred years ago). The girls found this exciting, although the  incongruity of a desert in Maine was lost on them. (Clio: “We need to bring lots of water with us to go to the desert.”) We also hit beautiful Popham Beach State Park, where we were surprised at the enthusiasm with which the girls hit the chilly Maine water.

Throughout the week, we ate way too much delicious food, including Maine blueberries (and a few Jersey ones), fresh farm eggs (which, every time I eat them, make me increasingly scornful of grocery store eggs) and not a little ice cream. One upside of drinking next to nothing: Less guilt over dessert! Because before, I would have had 2+ glasses of wine and ice cream (and probably more ice cream, because I was a little buzzed). Now, seltzer and a little ice cream. Well, maybe a medium amount.

In addition to the setting, a major contributing factor to the awesomeness of the vacay was an emerging phenomenon we are thrilled to welcome into our midst: the fact that the girls are increasingly capable of playing independently with other kids! When our friends were up, there would be stretches of thirty, forty minutes when they were off playing by themselves, completely content.

Well, almost completely. There were some times when intervention was necessary for sharing disputes, inadvertent injuries and the like. But this was surprisingly infrequent. In fact, our last night in Maine, we had a lobster dinner over at my parents’ house and the girls ended up playing with some neighbor kids for upwards of an hour. At one point, they’d gone over to the neighbors’ yard and were playing there and we knew they were perfectly fine — so we sat and had adult conversations while they giggled a hundred yards away.

Amazing.

Oh, and my mood has (obviously) improved. It was pretty much all 8 – 10 last week. Thanks, as always, for your support. It really does make a difference knowing you’re out there, you get it, and you care.

 
Three’s a Crowd
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Elsa has always been out in front when it comes to gross motor skills. She rolled over before Clio. She sat up first, crawled first, and walked first. She’s the bolder climber, jumper and dancer. (Though Clio can shake her groove thang quite groovily, too.)

We’ve been doing swim classes with the girls this summer—a class with parents, as the last time we actually did swimming with them was when they were barely two. Elsa was dog paddling on her own (with flotation device) by the second class. Clio is making progress, but is nowhere near Elsa’s level.

It’s not just physical stuff, either. Elsa is a bit ahead when it comes to things like representational drawing and reading and math skills. Although, I hesitate to say “ahead” when it comes to these things, because while it may be true that she is more advanced intellectually/cognitively/whateverly it is that controls this stuff, it’s also possible that she’s just more interested in it. (Not to mention the fact that abstract expressionist artists might have a serious issue with my saying that representational art should be considered “ahead.”)

In any case, between these things, Elsa’s slightly taller/larger size, and her tendency to be outgoing with people she’s just met, it’s not entirely surprising that people sometimes mistake her for Clio’s older sister instead of her twin.

But it is a bit surprising that in general — and especially of late — Clio seems much more emotionally and socially mature than Elsa. Sure, she is slower to jump in when in new situations. But increasingly I see this not as fear, but caution. She observes, assesses and analyzes before she takes any chances.

And when it comes to interactions with other kids, Clio is much more able than Elsa is to share, compromise and cooperate. She’s willing to follow instead of always trying to lead. As a result, unfortunately, if the girls are hanging out with a friend, Elsa, our alpha gal, often ends up being the odd one out.

I feel like I’m walking a fine line here, and maybe saying too much, at the risk of invading the girls’ privacy. They’re not babies anymore, and I’m not sure how they would feel about my analyzing their social lives here if they read this a few years from now. (Once, you know, they have any grasp whatsoever of the Internet.) So I won’t say any more on this topic, except to say that it’s very hard for me, as a mom, to see the “three’s a crowd” dynamic happening. My heart breaks a little for Elsa.

And I see now that for the next who-knows-how-many-years, this will probably be an issue: how the girls navigate their friendships with other kids and with each other.  Ultimately, of course, they need to figure it out on their own. But it does make me appreciate why many parents choose to separate twins once they’re in school.

I’d love to hear from other parents of twins (or people who are twins themselves) on this one. How do you help (or not help?) your twins manage “three’s a crowd” or other tricky social dynamics with other kids in the preschool / early school years?


We’ve got our health — and we’re grateful.


Posted July 31st, 2011 at 9:43 am
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One of my favorite things about being a freelance copywriter is the diversity of projects I get to work on. In the space of several weeks, I might be writing website content for a bank, coming up with catchy headlines for a clothing retailer, or editing a brochure for a medical device company. So, I have to quickly learn enough to be dangerous in a huge variety of specialized businesses and industries and master a variety of different “voices.” Which I really like.

Being here in the Boston area, a lot of the clients I work with are healthcare / pharmaceutical / biotech companies. And I guess there’s a part of me that secretly wishes I’d gone to medical school, because I really dig these projects. They also have the favorable side effect (ha ha) of making me feel extremely appreciative of my and my family’s health.

One of the big projects I’m working on right now is a website for people with LVADs. What’s an LVAD, you ask? It’s a Left Ventricular Assistive Device — an artificial pump for people with heart failure  (many of them waiting for a transplant) that helps the heart do its job. The pump itself goes inside the body, but it connects to a controller and power source outside the body. So you’ve got a tube that runs from inside your body out through your abdomen — an open wound that’s there for as long as you wear the pump. (Yeesh.) Dick Cheney has an LVAD, actually. 
I spent a day down in DC last week interviewing LVAD patients and their spouses. It was incredible — and in some cases, very difficult — hearing about their experiences. Some didn’t have any heart issues prior to getting their LVAD, or even a family history of heart disease; they contracted viruses that attacked their hearts. Others had more typical cases of congestive heart failure. For all of them, having an LVAD is a huge life change: They have to carry backup batteries wherever they go; they can’t sleep on their stomachs or swim or take baths (some are allowed to shower); they have to rigorously monitor their diet, take tons of medications, and change dressings where the tube leaves their body twice a week.

All of this, and there’s still the chance they won’t make it.

I may have my mental health challenges, and they are very real, and they truly suck. But they pale in comparison to the difficulties faced by the people I met last week. And in comparison to the challenges faced by a co-worker of mine, who recently lost his wife to ovarian cancer. And in comparison to the strife and pain suffered by any family with a seriously ill child — like writer Aleksander Hemon’s nine-month-old baby, who had a rare brain tumor. (He wrote an essay in a recent New Yorker about this that’s harrowing to read, but will remind you to cherish as many moments as possible with your kids.)

We are basically healthy — our nuclear family, and both Alastair’s and my parents, too. Our lives are not hindered or our day-to-day shaped by medical concerns.We don’t live on the edge of life and death. (Well, not any more than any other basically healthy people do.)

And I feel fortunate that, through my livelihood, I’m frequently reminded of just how lucky we are.

[image: image56.jpg]




I’m Onto You, Ice Cream Man


Posted August 4th, 2011 at 4:12 pm
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Oh, sure. I know your game. You come rolling around the neighborhood right around five-thirty, six-o’clock every night, your speakers blaring a treacly, synthesized version of “Turkey in the Straw,” your cheery “Caution, Children” stop sign painted on the back of the truck and your jaunty jumble of colorful ice cream novelty labels plastered around your serving window. Acting soooo wholesome and old-timey and innocent. “Look, everybody! It’s the friendly, neighborhood ice cream truck! Just like the one in your cherished childhood memories!”

Like you don’t know that it’s right before dinnertime and every kid in America is starving and cranky and every parent at their most exhausted and vulnerable. Like you don’t know that no child can resist your siren song, or the allure of your licensed-character-shaped ice creams—the Dora, the Spongebob, the Spider-Man–disgusting gumball eyes and wildly inflated prices notwithstanding.

Maybe last year and the year before we were able to steer our girls away from your seduction by calling you “the music truck,” which, in their innoncence, they believed. But now they’re four and you know you’ve got them–and therefore, by extension, me–in the palm of your sticky sweet hand.

Or do you? Ha! You only think you do.

Remember that time I let my girls buy ice cream from you, (rather, I agreed to buy it for them) — right at six o’clock, no less, as dinner was cooking — on the condition that they had to put it in the freezer until after dinner? Sure, you remember. Don’t try to tell me you don’t. Because I hear the evidence nightly, in the form of your sad little music horn: Turkey in the straw! you toot. Turkey in the hay! you bleat. Roll ‘em up an’ twist ‘em up a high tuc-ka-haw! you plead with mounting desperation as you roll right past my daughters on the front steps, hoping against hope — and it is against hope! — that once again I will emerge from the house and buy them something from your truck of greed and gluttony.

But what you don’t know, is that night, way back in June, the other condition of my purchase—besides saving their treats until after dinner–was that they MUST NEVER ASK ME TO GET SOMETHING FROM THE ICE CREAM TRUCK AGAIN BECAUSE I WOULD NOT SAY YES. This was a one-time treat. Once a year. Got it?

Bwah ha ha ha!!

And let me assure you, Mr. Ice Cream Man that my daughters (about half the time) heed my words. And even when they do still forget and ask for ice cream, what do I say? (To the tune of “Bohemian Rhapsody” if you please), No, No, No, No, No, NO, NO! (Mama mia! Mama mia!)

Mama Mia, let me go watch the ice cream truck go by! To which I say: Absolutely! In fact, I insist. Whenever my girls hear you coming, I urge them to go and sit on the front steps and watch for you. Not just because it keeps them occupied for a full five to ten minutes. But because I love (in the same, sadistic way I enjoy killing flies with rolled up magazines) watching the hope kindle anew in your eyes as you drive past, hoping that you will get lucky again, and then die – DIE!! — once again as you realize that, no, there will be no ice cream purchased at this house tonight.

But you’ll be back tomorrow night. Of course you will. You can’t help your poor, depraved, desperate self. And I’ll send the children out front. And I’ll watch. I’ll watch and I’ll laugh. Like this: Ha! Ha ha ha!! HA!! Haaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!!!!!

And then I’ll realize that the water for the rice has boiling for the past five minutes and run back into the kitchen. But I’ll still be laughing inwardly. Oh yes. I will.

 

LEGAL DISCLAIMER FOR THE HUMOR-IMPAIRED (AND THE GOOD HUMOR MEN): I don’t actually have anything against ice cream truck drivers/workers. I realize that they are only trying to make a living and, moreover, I admire their entrepreneurial spirit. In fact, a good friend of mine drove an ice cream truck over the summers when we were in high school. Made a killing. He’s a rabbi now. Great guy. In any case, the above is not meant as a personal attack on any individual ice cream man, ice cream distributor and/or affiliated entity. But, come on, you have to admit that coming around right before and during dinnertime every freakin’ day is seriously not cool. Also: if anyone from Good Humor is reading this, why don’t you guys still make Toasted Almond bars? Or, if you do, why aren’t they in broader distribution? I love those things. Please send coupons for free ice cream.

My Girls Can Swim


Posted August 8th, 2011 at 5:16 pm
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The girls have been taking swimming classes this summer, as I mentioned in a recent post. We did a class with them back when they’d just turned two, which was more just a “bring your baby in the water with you and see if you can get him/her to get wet without screaming” class. (Clio failed the “without screaming” part). But it occurred to us this spring that, gee, at some point we should probably teach our children how to swim.

The first session was also of the “get-in-the-pool-with-your-kid” variety. But this time, they wore bubbles and we gave them opportunities to be more fully in the water — moving their arms, kicking, being on their backs, etc. Elsa took to it like, well, Elsa to water. She was doing a mean dog paddle (with attached flotation device, that is) by the second or third session.

Clio? Well, not so much. In fact, pretty much any time we tried to get her to remove one or both arms from our necks, she screamed as if we were about to feed her to sharks. (Maybe she thought there were sharks in the pool? Hm. Didn’t think of that.) By the last couple of classes, she was letting the instructors hold her while she swam. But still. Talk about a study in twin contrasts.

Nevertheless, both of the girls “graduated,” albeit to different levels: Clio is now a “Beginner Pike” (From the description: For fearful swimmers. This is the only class where crying is allowed.”) while Elsa is a straight-up Pike.

We weren’t sure how things were going to go. Would Clio freak out in a class without us? Would she freak out without Elsa there?  We briefly considered keeping them in the same class — which would mean basically holding Elsa back — but I didn’t think it was a good idea. I don’t want to hold her back from challenges and opportunities just because Clio isn’t ready for them at the same time.

To our relief, Clio has done OK with being on her own with the other Beginner Pikes. Last week, she shed nary a tear — well, maybe a couple, at first, but after that she seemed to do fine. (We can watch them through the windows next to the family/kids pool.) I think this week was a little tougher because both of the other two kids in the class cried the entire time. And let me tell you, it was not much fun to sit there seeing her (but not hearing her) yelling “No! No! Mama! Mama!” as the instructor attempted to float her across the pool with a big foam noodle around her middle.

One of the other moms, seeing her son do the same, couldn’t take it, and went in and got him. But the other mom and I stood firm, our jaws set with Yankee resolve. (Well, the other woman was Indian, so maybe that’s not quite accurate….) It’s hard to watch your baby be afraid, but there are times when you’ve gotta just push ‘em out of the nest. Into the pool. With a proper flotation device and accredited instructors.

When I went to get her afterward, I expected Clio to collapse in my arms, a soaked, sobbing mess. But she was quite chipper. “I was crying and I didn’t want to go on the big floating froggy thing,” she brightly informed me. “Can I have a snack?”

Next, we watched Elsa in her class — this one in the “grownup” pool. She totally kicked ass, and was clearly having an amazing time. She was swimming on her own (with flotation device), going after balls, riding on the “big floating froggy thing,” and learning how to float on her back. I don’t mean to brag or anything, but well, she was pretty much the best one in the class. Or, perhaps, you could say the one in the class with the least sense of self-preservation. (And this is my only fear about the whole thing — I’d hate for her to get *too* cocky around the water.)

Bottom line, I’m really happy that we put the girls into two different classes — which are clearly the classes they belong in. Sure, it’s a little less convenient for us, but it’s absolutely worth it.

 
Baby Squared: The Quiz


Posted August 11th, 2011 at 4:59 pm
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1.  The number of times Elsa has (incorrectly) sung “Tomorrow” ever since we watched Annie a couple of weeks ago is
a.) Ten

b.) Twenty

c.) Twenty thousand

d.) Infinity

 

2. Clio currently thinks it’s hilarious when she
a.) Shows people her butt

b.) Hits people’s butts

c.) Says the word “butt”

d.) Says the word “butt” then pretends she was actually just saying “but” so she won’t get in trouble.

e.) All of the above

3.  Match the body part (of mine) with the thing Elsa and/or Clio has compared it to:
a. My freckles

b. My stomach

c. My breasts

d. The skin around my elbows

 

1. Dough

2. Water balloons

3. Boo-boos

4. A weird squishy thing

 

4.) Which of the items below has Elsa not ingested in the course of her short life:
a.) Cat food

b.) Dishwasher detergent

c.) A ponytail elastic

d.) A cherry pit

e.) A toaster oven

 

5.) Who has each of the following phobias — Clio, Elsa, or both?
a.) Shadows in the bedroom at night

b.) Dogs

c.) Hair in her mouth

d.) Swimming

e.) Ants, when inside the house

f.) Trying new foods

g.) Sleeping past 7 am, apparently

 

6. The title of my memoir on the first few years of parenting twins, coming out next spring, is going to be: 
a.) Eat, Sleep, Cry

b.) Take my twins–please!

c.) A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Chaos

d.) The Ultimate Twins Body: Water Balloons, Dough and a Weird, Squishy Thing

e.) None of the above. It’s actually ___________________.

Is it wrong to reduce twin pregnancies?


Posted August 14th, 2011 at 5:53 pm
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This week’s New York Times Magazine ran a piece about the growing trend of twin pregnancy reductions — people choosing to reduce a twin pregnancy to a singleton pregnancy, not because of known health risks or fetal abnormalities, but because they just don’t want twins.

Holy controversy, right? But the article poses an interesting question: “What is it about terminating half a twin pregnancy that seems more controversial than reducing triplets to twins or aborting a single fetus? After all, the math’s the same either way: one fewer fetus.”

I never wanted or hoped for twins — even when it was clear that we were going to have difficulty getting pregnant. When we found out I was pregnant with two, I was shocked. (Even with the fertility drugs I was taking, my body still was loathe to ovulate. ) And I wasn’t terribly happy about the news. In fact, I was terrified.

It makes me shudder  to admit this now, knowing and loving my girls as I do, but there even were times right at the beginning when I thought it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if one of the fetuses didn’t make it, as very frequently happens with twins in the first trimester. (“Vanishing twin syndrome”)

But it never once occurred to us to reduce the pregnancy. Whereas I think if I’d conceived triplets — and definitely quads or more — we would have. Not that it would have been an easy decision, or one we wouldn’t have had moral qualms about. We would not have done it lightly. But for the sake of my health and the babies’ health, if nothing else, it would have seemed like the way to go.

With our twin fetuses, though, even as disappointed / apprehensive as I initially was, I would not have been able to morally justify “terminating” one of them. We’d done fertility, we’d taken our chances, and we got what we got. We were grateful. (And, of course, now, with two daughters that I know and love deeply, the thought of having terminated one of them is just abhorrent.)

It was, naturally, difficult not to project my feelings and experiences as a mother of twins onto the women I read about in the article. (Who, let’s remember, weren’t mothers of twins when they made their decisions; they were women carrying two fetuses). I had a hard time sympathizing with their decisions. I found it especially difficult to understand how people who entered willingly into fertility treatments  could justify reducing a twin pregnancy. To me, that’s one of the chances you take. And, assuming it’s not a major risk to your health or the children’s, then you should go ahead and have those two babies.

On the other hand, I haven’t walked in any of those women’s shoes. I haven’t talked with them about their decisions. I don’t know who they are, or what demons they wrestle with. I don’t know what else is going on in their lives. And I am pro-choice, which means I believe in women making their own decisions in reproductive matters, even if I might find the choices they make repugnant.

So while I may feel, on a gut level, that what they did was wrong, I’m not going to jump on the condemnation train as most of the commenters over at the NYT have. (And I am most definitely disgusted by the “fertility treatments should be outlawed” and “why don’t these people just adopt” comments. Arggggh.)

I don’t know. Maybe I’m too forgiving. A wishy-washy bleeding heart. Or maybe it’s the fiction writer in me, but when it comes to complex moral/ethical situations like this, I just can’t bring myself to make a one-size-fits-all moral judgement. It has to be case by case.

Your thoughts? (Please keep it respectful.)

 


Bye-Bye Bathtime


Posted August 17th, 2011 at 7:36 pm

19

Yes, that’s right. We’ve decided to stop bathing our children. What’s the point, right? They’re just going to get dirty again anyway.

No, but seriously. (I think I get dispensation to use that phrase once, maybe twice a year before I lose start losing cred as a “funny” writer.) What we are saying goodbye to (sort of) is baths. And hellooooo, showers.

I have no idea when the typical transition to showers happens. It’s one of those aspects of parenting preschoolers that’s not widely discussed — along with how long you have to keep helping to wipe your kids’ butts before they can do it (effectively) themselves. I think I was much older than four when I finally went from baths to showers. Although I can’t for the life of me remember how old, exactly, I was.

But a few months ago, I saw this nifty kids’ shower head thing at our local big box hardware store, and thought to myself: Hm. There’s a kids’ shower head for sale! And a picture of a kid the girls’ age — maybe younger — on the packaging! Therefore, I have to buy this thing and teach my kids how to take a shower or they’ll be left behind, never get into college, and die poor and alone!
No, but seriously, (Doh!) I  thought: God, it would be a lot quicker if the girls took showers instead of baths. Maybe this is something we should work toward. (And I also thought the other thing.)

So, this shower sprayer ($14.99) has faux-Nemo fish head on it, on a long hose that connects to the main shower head, with suction cups so you can position it wherever you want on the wall / tile. So, instead of a big, scary spray of water from way up on high, kids get a nice little fish-spit of shower at a reasonable height.

Our gals have adjusted nicely to it this summer (they actually ask for “the fish”) and now we usually either give them a combo bath/shower or just a straight-up shower. Elsa likes to stand there under the spray with her head back, eyes closed and a look of serene, smiling bliss on her face the whole time, like she’s in a shampoo commercial. It makes me happy just watching her.

Clio still gets a little freaked out by the whole thing, and frequently takes breaks mid-shower to scream “towel! towel!” when she gets water in her eyes. But at least she doesn’t cry the entire time like she did when we first introduced the fish. Torture your kids enough times and they’ll get used to it.

We still do the occasional full-on bath, complete with way too many bath toys and pieces of old tupperware floating around. But the truth is, there’s really not room in there for the two of them at the same time any more. Tub territorial disputes have become much more frequent. And doing two baths in a row instead just takes too damned long. Plus, whoever goes second getsthe dirty water. Better to have both of them soaking at the same time in *twice* the dirt!

I do feel like this shower thing is one of those “they’re not babies anymore,” milestones that, while it definitely makes life a lot easier (and saves water!) is also a little sad. When they weren’t kicking, fighting and driving each other crazy in the bath, or assuming unwittingly obscene I-can’t-wait-to-embarrass-them-by-telling-them-about-this-when-they’re-older positions with each other, they were awfully darn cute together in the tub. (And, OK, they were pretty cute obscenely mounting each other, too.)

On the other hand, it’s actually a return (albeit a temporary one) to the way we used to bathe them in the very, very beginning — one at a time. Which is also sorta nice.



Elsa in the tub, circa 5 months old. Note empty wine glasses.


Go the F**k to Sleep – Both of You!


Posted August 21st, 2011 at 8:38 am
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So, how ya like the new look? Snazzy, eh?  And it’s an honor to be among so many awesome (I mean, seriously awesome) bloggers here at the new Babble Voices.

And I’m loving the new topic index, but in my opinion, there is one serious omission: BEDTIME. I think between 30+ bloggers it’s safe to say that there would be a whole lotta posts dealing with that ever-delightful aspect of parenting. I think in the course of my four-year blogging career, I’ve probably written at least dozen posts of my own on the topic.

Ah, bedtime. That thing you think will get easier at some point — it has to, right? — that just keeps on not getting better.

The challenge du jour (or, du whole freakin’ summer, I should say) is getting Elsa to stay in her room and in her bed and go the f**k to sleep after lights out and goodnight. Usually, within two minutes of my closing the door behind me, she’s out and calling down the stairs, mournfully, “I can’t sleeeeep!! I just can’t DO it, mommy!!”

It’s not that she’s not tired at bedtime — she’s clearly beyond tired, as indicated by the eye rubbing, the punchiness, the whining — or even that she wants to stay up later. “I want to be asleep,” she’ll say, “but it takes too long!”

Or, she wants to sleep but but she’s afraid of the dark /  afraid of the shadows / is too hot / too cold / too “itchy” (?) Meanwhile, throughout the whole saying-goodnight process, she’s wiggling and squirming and burrowing her head into her mattress in frustration. Trying to squeeze herself into the gap between her bed and the wall. (And this is all in the dark, post story, mind you.)

So, I’ve been trying to work on ways to help her quiet her body down and relax. “Turn off her switch” as I call it. (“I just can’t turn off my switch, mommy!” she’ll wail.) I show her how to tense/clench everything and then release and exhale. I give her massages. I give her soothing visualizations while I massage her temples (“you’re floating in the ocean..fish are kissing your toes….you’re Elsa, queen of the sea…”) Sometimes, if all else fails, I’ll lie down with her for a couple of minutes.

And, of course, because everything is doubly complicated with twins, this means that I have to rub Clio’s back and/or lie down with her, too. I’ve learned to do this first, because if I do Clio after Elsa, by that time Elsa is writhing and whining again. Then again, she pretty much writhes and whines the whole time I’m ministering to Clio.

This is one of those times I really wish we had separate rooms for the girls.

And, oh yes, we do positive reinforcement stuff (there is a magnet chart for successful bedtimes) and the flip side, consequences (OK, no magnet!) But at this point, I think she could care less about the magnets.

I feel for her, I really do. But I feel for me too. I hate that bedtime is something I dread, instead of a nice, cozy ritual.

Any ideas? Or is this one of these situations where we’re basically just F**ked no matter what?

 


Are Twins Taking Over? YES!!


Posted August 24th, 2011 at 4:21 pm
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Yesterday, a few people sent me links to this article on Slate about the rising rate of twin births in the US. It offers some explanations for the increase in twin births: namely, more women waiting until their thirties and up to have kids, and increased use of fertility treatments. (Gee, talk about a shocking expose. Maybe next they’ll break a story on the fact that Hollywood celebrities are getting plastic surgery!)

But what I loved was the ominous title of the story: Are Twins Taking Over?? And this line:  ”…What’s going to happen in years to come—will the multiple-birth rate continue to grow until America ends up a nation of twins?”

A nation of twins? Nooooooooooooo!!!!!! Anything but that!

Bwah ha ha. Yeah, that’s right, mofos. We’re taking over. (By “we” I mean, of course, twins and their parents.) And here’s how it’s going to go down:

First, we’re going to require that post-partum hospital stays and work maternity leaves be doubled, to account for the added exhaustion and difficulty of delivering and parenting two newborns at a time. (Evil!)

Then, we’re going to outlaw the asking of annoying questions like “Which one is the quiet one and which one is the outgoing one?” and  ”Did you have IVF?” and “Do twins run in your family?” We will also require that every citizen knows that it’s not “paternal twins” or “maternal twins,” it’s “fraternal twins.” (Diabolical!)

Next, we’re going to implement building codes that require all doorways in public buildings to be wide enough to accommodate double strollers. And they’ll have to be sliding doors, so we can get in without having to perform Cirque du Soleil-worthy feats of reaching, stretching and holding. We’re going widen all the sidewalks, too. (Unconscionable!)

Then, we’re gonna require that all “sibling discounts” at daycares, preschools, activities, etc. be upped to 50%. (Have you no decency whatsoever??)

We’re also going to require that colleges and universities reduce their tuition and fees by 50% to account for the financial burden of sending two children to college at the same time. (Good God, NO!!!!)

Finally, we’re going to make it so that all baby equipment, diapers, bottles, formula, toys and baby/children/teen clothes are Buy One Get One Free. (WILL THE MADNESS EVER END????)

Oh yes. Twins are taking over. And it’s going to be HELL ON EARTH — times two!!!


When is a vacation not a vacation?


Posted September 6th, 2011 at 11:31 am
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Answer: when you bring the kids.

To be fair to the girls, the first five days of our vacation — spent at the family camp on an island in Lake Winnipesaukee where we go every August — were pretty damned awesome. We went up a couple of days later than planned, due to Hurricane Irene. More specifically, due to our fear that either a.) a tree would fall on our tiny cabin, killing us instantly or b.) we’d be stuck inside the (rustic, basic, no indoor plumbing, just beds and a couple of old dressers) cabin all day with the girls — a slower, more agonizing death.

Once we got to the island, the weather was gorgeous, and we had a great time. It was the ideal combo of visiting and socializing with the other campers, spending time as a family (or some permutation thereof — like when I took Elsa out on a canoe, or Alastair and Clio and I played bocce) and doing things by myself / with Alastair: reading, kayaking, tennis, etc.  The girls were delightfully independent (they can *finally* pump effectively on the swings!! Hallelujah!) and there were lots of other kids their age (or older, with a soft spot for little ones), which made things a lot more relaxing for us.

But Irene was the cause of another change in our plans: for the past several years, following this family camp vacation, Alastair has performed in the Plymouth Folk and Blues concerts in Plymouth, VT. He was slated to do the same this year. But, sadly, the area (along with many other parts of Vermont) suffered a direct and devastating hit from the hurricane, so the event was cancelled.

So I had the brilliant idea — and I really did feel brilliant about it at the time — that instead of going straight home, we should find somewhere else to extend our vacation. And — hey — how about going up to the White Mountains and taking the girls to Story Land, which we’ve heard such great things about?

[Insert menacing music -- Dun, dun, DUNNN -- here. Break for commercial.]

Amazingly, given that it was Labor Day Weekend, I was able to get us a reservation at what appeared to be a very cozy little inn (The Bartlett Inn, highly recommend) with two adjoining rooms, no less. I was terribly, terribly proud of myself.

And, sure, maybe the girls had been getting a little cranky and needy toward the end of our family camp stay. But it was probably just because they knew we were leaving, and were unhappy about it. And they were probably a little overtired, from staying up until nine most nights and being so active all the time. And they were probably just generally a bit overstimulated by the whole thing.

But it was nothing that taking them to yet another new place — specifically, a theme park on Labor Day weekend and their first-ever stay in a hotel — couldn’t cure!!

[Insert more menacing music here, if you like.]

There is so much about what happened between Saturday and today that I want to  write about, in graphic, excruciating detail. But I’ll try to restrain myself. And really, there is one basic theme that runs through the whole thing: the children were being assholes. Whiny, grabby, cranky, pouty and LOUD. Like, extra, uber loud. They would be horsing around — in the car, in our rooms — and suddenly just scream at the top of their lungs, and then do it again thirty seconds later after we told them to stop. Time-outs and revoked privileges / toys / etc. were utterly ineffective. It was completely infuriating.

And the chief perpetrator was Clio. Which is of note because when the kids are being assholes, usually Elsa edges Clio out. But this time, Clio was AIC. (Asshole in chief.) (I really shouldn’t talk about my children this way, should I. But I am.) (And I don’t care if they read this someday. Girls: I love you, but on this particular occasion YOU WERE BEING TOTAL ASSHOLES. Especially given the fact that the whole point of this little spontaneous vacation jaunt was to do something nice for you. Not that you’re really developmentally capable of grasping that and adjusting your behavior accordingly. So, you’re forgiven on that front. But not on EVERY OTHER FRONT.)


No, Miss Clio was clearly done with being away from home. She was silly and punchy one minute, OCD and stubborn the next. Demanding and whiny. Finicky and fragile. She stomped around and yelled “I won’t!” when we asked her to get dressed or put on her shoes or [insert entirely reasonable request of your choice here]. She pushed / hit her sister for no reason. And our first evening, when we were at this family-friendly restaurant (so family-friendly they had face painting and a toy room, but all the ambiance of a low-rent banquet hall and so-so food) she was actually rolling around on the floor at one point, giggling like a lunatic. Elsa, naturally, joined her.

It probably didn’t help that Clio was hungry half the time: She refused to eat one entire breakfast of foods that she normally loves (waffles and/or bacon, eggs and toast), and another night she refused dinner. (To be fair, it was a pretty so-so quesadilla from the restaurant/pub across from Attitash, yet another so-so restaurant whose raison d’etre six months out of the year is to cater to very hungry and/or stoned skiiers and ski mountain employees, who will eat pretty much anything.) (Do I used parentheses too much?)

I felt for her; I really did. Several times she asked when we were going home, and she said that she didn’t like the food because it didn’t taste like the food I made. (Aw.) I talked with her about all this, e.g. “It seems like you’re really missing home, huh?” Which she affirmed. And I told her that it was hard to be away from home for a long time, and I was looking forward to getting home, too. But my empathy didn’t do anything to change her behavior. Or maybe it did. Maybe she would have been even more difficult if she felt like we didn’t understand how she was feeling.

I think the whole lodging situation kind of threw the the girls, too. They had never stayed at a hotel before, let alone a bed and breakfast. It was very cozy and homey — it was a house, after all, with a yard (complete with swing set), living room with toys and games, and a dining room.

But it wasn’t our home, and this was a matter of some confusion. The girls didn’t understand why we couldn’t eat dinner there, or why they had to be quiet first thing in the morning. They weren’t too keen on the whole sharing a bed concept, either. (The second night, Elsa slept on the floor.) Further complicating the matter was the fact that they’d just come from a place where we stayed in our own cabin but used a central bathroom and ate in a dining hall three times a day.

I’d be confused, too.

Nevertheless, we did have some pleasant moments. Storyland was — fine. As theme parks go, it was well done and easy to navigate. I appreciated the no-licensed-characters aspect. (More to the point, I was glad we weren’t at Disney World.) And spite of it being Labor Day weekend, we never waited longer than 10 minutes for any ride.

But Elsa was doing her best Veruca Salt (I want ice cream now, Daddy!), Clio was being needy, and it was hot as hell. But there was some consolation in the fact that at any given time, we could spot some other parent dealing with a crying baby or tantruming toddler or disobedient kid. And you knew that they were having the same thoughts we were: why did we come here, again? And more to the point, why did we breed?
The Story Land experience was markedly improved the next morning when I had the — quite excellent, if I do say so myself — idea of splitting up: me with Clio, Alastair with Elsa. Clio was an absolute angel, if slightly remote.

On Sunday afternoon, we also had a nice little hike to a waterfall, which the girls seemed to dig, in spite of whining like teenagers on the way there about how boring it was going to be. When we got to the waterfall, in its 60-foot, white-watered splendor, Elsa exclaimed “yes!”

And I had the comforting vision of taking her — or maybe both of the girls — on some real hikes in the Whites when they’re a little bit older, like the ones I used to take with my family.

In the meantime — God, it’s good to be home.

 



Elsa at work on some ice cream



It was the first dessert ever to defeat Elsa. We had to document it for posterity.



Clio actually *asked* me to take this picture of her with Cinderella on our morning alone at Story Land.

 

 



Clio took this picture of me, doing my best mischievous leprechaun. You're welcome.


“We’re too little to understand”


Posted September 11th, 2011 at 2:35 pm
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I hadn’t planned to write anything related to 9/11, partly because I didn’t have anything in particular to say, and partly because I feel like there’s been SO much out there about it — maybe a little too much, I think — that I didn’t feel the need to share anything.

I’ve also never said anything to the girls about it, because they’re so young. They still don’t even get the whole death / dying concept.Today, Elsa told me the dream she had last night: “Humpty Dumpty ate a bad pancake and it made him dead so he was crying and then a friendly lion came along and helped and made him better.” Although that’s probably not the best example of her not understanding death because 1.) It was a dream and 2.) Humpty Dumpty has always been a death-defying sort of guy.

But this morning I ended up, totally unexpectedly, mentioning 9/11 to the girls. It happened because Elsa was complaining because she didn’t want to go to church. We go to a Unitarian Universalist church which, like many UU churches, doesn’t really have many services over the summer, and starts again in earnest with the school year. So, this was the first Sunday back, and we wanted to go anyway, but wanted in particular to go as a way to acknowledge and reflect on 9/11.

I told Elsa that it was the first Sunday back, and so Daddy and I would like to go and see everybody, and they could see their friends, and it wasn’t a choice and yada yada yada. When she pressed, I decided, well, what the hell.

I told her it was also an important day for our country, because ten years ago today something very bad happened — some bad people flew some airplanes into buildings and a lot of people died, and it made everyone very sad. So today was a day when people took some time to think about it and remember the people who died, and their families, and try to understand, and try to be thankful for what we have, and hope that something like that never happens again. And the minister at church and maybe other people would talk about it, and there might be some songs or prayers or something about it.

Elsa stared fixedly at me the whole time, looking a little dazed. Clio kept fiddling with the building toys they’d both been playing with.

“So that’s why mommy and daddy want to go to church, and why all of us are going there today, OK? Do you understand?”

Clio just asked me to help her un-stick two little pieces of their building set that were stuck together.

Elsa said, “I think we’re too little to talk about it,” and also returned to the building toys.

I said, “Oh no, you don’t have to. You guys will just come into the service for the beginning, remember? And then you can go to the toy room downstairs while we’re up in the sanctuary at the service.”

“No,” she said, after a pause. “I mean I think we’re a little too little for you to be talking to us about it.”

“Oh,” I said. “Does it upset you?”

“No,” she said, now also returning to fiddle with the building toys. “But I just think we’re too little.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, I think we’re too little to understand.”

“OK,” I said. “I’m sorry. I won’t talk about it anymore.”

So I didn’t.

Maybe I made a mistake. I did upset and confuse Elsa a little, it sounds like. But I respect her for saying what she did. And maybe she was right. Maybe she was too little to understand.

Then, I’m 37, and I still don’t understand how human beings can be so awful to other human beings. Ten years later, that day still feels surreal.

Eventually, the girls will have to learn about what happened, and try to understand. And try to reconcile the awfulness of 9/11 and other horrific things that happen in the world with all the happiness and joy that’s also part of life.

I envy the innocence and simplicity of their present existence. And I hate to have to be the one to usher them, even ever-so-gently and gradually, out of it.


Watching “Annie” With My Daughters


Posted September 14th, 2011 at 2:51 pm
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As I alluded to in this post, our gals are slightly obsessed with Annie right now. They’ve watched the movie (in 45 minute increments) probably three times over the course of the last two months. They sing “Tomorrow” constantly, and never quite correctly.

I also got the Original Cast Recording out of the library a few weeks ago — I know, I’m a glutton for punishment, but what can I do? It makes them happy — and they have listened to it approximately 42 times. I now know all the words to “We’d Like to Thank You Herbert Hoover,” and suspect most of our neighbors do, too. Elsa likes to blast it like it’s gangsta rap. (Da bitch and I ain’t got no turkey for our stuffing — why don’t we stuff you, muthafucka!)

And just last night, Elsa asked me what it was, exactly, that Miss Hannigan was drinking all the time in the movie. I told her it was bathtub gin, and explained that she’d made it in her bathtub. “Can we make it?” Elsa asked. Which led me, just out of curiosity, to see if I could find a recipe. Google never fails. (As it turns out, bathtub gin wasn’t actually made *in* bathtubs, but with water from the bath tap.)

But I digress.

As much as I am kind of extremely sick of Annie, I also kinda don’t mind. See, I have a bit of a soft spot for Annie. (Anyone who’s read my novel can attest to this.) My parents took me to see it on Broadway when I was a kid, and my brother and I also watched the movie ad nauseum on VHS. (We recorded it off of HBO, natch.) And I, too, listened to the Broadway recording ad nauseum, on vinyl.

But that’s not all. Thing is, I was sort of a big deal when I was a kid. I was no Ricky Schroeder or Soleil Moon Frye. But I was a semi-professional child actress. I did a few commercials, and tried out for dozens more. My audition song was always “Tomorrow” or “Maybe.” (As was the case for probably 90% of girls my age. The poor casting agents.)

I was in a couple of professional theater productions, too, one of which was Annie. I played Molly — the youngest of the orphans. And if you ask me, I was way better — not to mention cuter — than the girl who got Annie, who didn’t even have freckles. But I was only 9 and she was 12, so they thought she could handle the role better. Their loss.

So, I associate Annie with the dreams of my childhood; when I experienced the thrill of being onstage, and thought maybe I’d do it for the rest of my life.

The dream faded as I approached adolescence, I got braces and got gawky looking, as adolescents are wont to do, which sort of put my “career” on hold, as far as commercials, anyway. But the bigger issue was that that I started feeling like a freak because of my “career.” Part of it was just feeling tired of the grind – schlepping into the city, going to rehearsals after school and at night, etc., while other kids were home playing with their Cabbage Patch kids and watching Punky Brewster.
And then came general feelings of middle school angst and desire to conform: As if it wasn’t bad enough being a straight-A student and a late bloomer physically speaking, I was also an actress. (Freak!!) There were a few bitchy rich girls in particular who contributed to that feeling. (I like to think that now they are living dull, emotionally unsatisfying, unexceptional lives.)

Realistically, I probably would have left showbiz eventually anyway; While I like being onstage, I don’t have quite the hammy, uninhibited, out-there kind of personality that it takes to be a pro. I’m much more comfortable strutting my stuff from the comfort of a keyboard.

Still, I think back fondly on the days when I was that little girl, belting out “Tomorrow” under the hot lights. And there’s a bit of bittersweetness in there, too, when I think about how I abandoned my dreams of stardom.

I even found myself getting choked up at various moments throughout the movie the first couple of times the girls watched it. I felt like a goofball; I couldn’t possibly explain to them why I was crying while a bunch of kids were singing and dancing to “It’s a Hard Knock Life.”

But then, later in the movie — the part where Rooster and Lily have just made off with Annie, and Daddy Warbucks stands watching them go, singing, “And maybe I’ll forget how much she meant to me, and how she was almost my baby….”  while I was getting teary, I looked over at Clio, and she was on the verge of tears, too. (“It’s his fault!!” she yelled angrily, pointing at the screen.)

Such is the power of Annie.

 


5 “Mom” Things I Never Thought I’d Say


Posted September 20th, 2011 at 8:49 am
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There a lot of things I swore I’d never do when I had kids, and most of them, I’ve stuck to. For example: I don’t wear mom jeans. I don’t socialize exclusively with other people who have children. And I have never, ever said to anyone, “When you have kids, you’ll understand.”

But I am surprised at some of the pathetically mom-like things I have said since becoming a mother. Especially since, as a writer, I try very hard to avoid clichés. Really, I should be ashamed of myself for all of the following:

1. “Young lady.”
Ugh! I can’t believe this has issued forth from my mouth! I hated it when my mom said this to me when I was little. It made me feel so awful—like I was acting like a supreme bitch.

And it made my mom sound so mean and disappointed in me. A terrible expression all around. And, yet, I have uttered it more than once, in spite of myself. I must stop!

2. My children’s full names.
As in, “Clio Rose Moock, stop that right now.” I don’t actually recall my parents doing the full-name thing. But I certainly heard other parents do it. And grandparents. And great-grandparents, probably.

It’s a rather an old-fashioned admonition—a classic, if you will. So, while I think it’s kinda funny that both Alastair and I use it, I don’t feel so bad about it. And it’s not quite as harsh as “young lady.”

Plus, it’s retro! It’s hip! It’s the parental equivalent of a curled mustache on a Brooklynite! And, true to its oldie-but-goody status, it tends to work.

3. “End of discussion.” 
This one I find very empowering to say. It’s like a little parental affirmation to myself: You do have the right to end the discussion! You do not have to accommodate or negotiate with four-year-olds!

Of course, the truth is, it doesn’t really end the discussion. It just delays it. Because, let’s face it: the discussion never ends.

If it’s not them asking for one thing, it’s them asking for another. And if it’s not me asking them to brush their teeth now — no, not after you finish taping an entire pad of post-it notes to a piece of cardboard, NOW — then it’s me asking them to put their shoes on / set the table / go to bed. NOW.

It’s all the same fucking discussion, man. [To be said in the voice of Janis Joplin.]

4. “I’m going to count to three.”
I think there was a time when thought I wouldn’t have to be the kind of parent who would count to three. You know, I’d be such a brilliant, effective parent that I would never have to resort to threats of any sort—especially something so unoriginal as the old one-two-three.

My children would obey me because I would so expertly acknowledge their needs and feelings, and then make my needs and feelings clear, and it would all just work, beautifully. (Yes, I can hear you laughing.)

And one in every ten or fifteen or maybe sixty times, that approach does work. But know what works even better? Counting to three.

Especially when the consequences of three are a bit of a mystery. “What happens if you get to three?” Elsa will sometimes say. Sometimes I’ve thought of something—losing a privilege, taking a time out, etc. If I haven’t managed to think of anything (and a time-out is counterproductive because we’re trying to get out of the house on time—which is when the girls are at their most difficult), I say, evilly, “Try it and see.” That usually works best of all.

Still. Jeez. How predictable.

5.  I could just eat you up. (Or some variant thereof). 
Lest you think it’s all negative clichés that come out of my mouth. This is one I always thought of as sort of over-the-top cutesy and even mildly creepy back in my pre-parent days.

But now I get it. Sometimes you really do want to eat them up, they’re so damned lovely. There’s no other way to describe it.

And you, mesdames and messieurs? What do you find yourself saying as a parent that you never thought (or swore you wouldn’t) say? Please, share. I’m going to count to three…


New Toothpaste! New Toothpaste!


Posted September 26th, 2011 at 4:01 pm
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One of the things I absolutely adore about the girls at this age is their incredible, boundless, irrational enthusiasm for even the most mundane (to a grownup) things. Take toothpaste, for example.

Last week the girls went to the dentist, and came home with goodie bags (yes, Colgate-sponsored goody bags — something that didn’t exist when I was a kid. Great idea, actually, marketing team) that contained a couple of little junky toys (hooray! More clutter!), a new toothbrush, floss and little mini tubes of SpongeBob toothpaste.

SPONGEBOB TOOTHPASTE!!

My girls don’t even watch SpongeBob, but because children seem to have an innate knowledge of popular trademarked characters, they know who he is — and think he’s awesome. They also think it’s awesome that they each get their own little kid-sized toothpaste. (Getting your own little kid-sized anything is always pretty fun. Remember how exciting it was when your mom let you get a Happy Meal?)

Anyway, the ladies were so SO excited to show me their loot when I got home in the afternoon, jumping up and down, talking a mile a minute. And bedtime has never gone so smoothly: “Girls,” I said, “if you can get into your PJs quick, all by yourselves, we can use your New Toothbrushes! And SpongeBob Toothpaste!!”

In fourteen seconds flat, they were their PJs — an operation which normally takes 10-15 minutes and includes cajoling, incentivizing, threatening, sighing, and scolding (Me) and, from them, whining, silliness, running around, crying and insisting that they just can’t do it all by themselves! (Lie, lie, lie.)

And so, that magical night, teeth were brushed with glee. Even flossing — floss from their own little flossing containers! — was cheerfully endured. The thrill of all this new dental hygiene equipment, as well as the goody bag  toys, lasted a good two days. Not too shabby.

Other things they never fail to get extremely excited about: dessert, going to their favorite playground, visits to and from grandparents, having tortellini with pesto for dinner (their absolute fave and easily the most sophisticated food they eat), playdates, dessert, stickers (what did parents do before stickers were available as a go-to reward?) and dessert. Did I mention dessert?

There are other more everyday sources of enthusiasm, too, which are also a delight to behold. Elsa, for example, really, really digs wearing her dragon costume (from last Halloween), and will put it on at various random times, e.g. the night we went to see our town’s fourth of July fireworks and Alastair’s birthday (see birthday hat with pipe cleaner flower in it, in the picture). I asked her recently if maybe she wanted to wear it again this Halloween and she said, “Of course I do!”

Oh how I would love to feel so excited about such little things.

Then again, I do get a little thrill from a nice, big cup of Dunkin Donuts coffee in the morning (don’t laugh; I live in Boston. This is our lifeblood). A good, cold, crisp glass of white wine (which I have very rarely these days, so it’s doubly special). Wearing a new item of clothing for the first time (that new clothes smell!) or seeing a package on the doorstep.

I even get a micro-thrill — I swear — when I see that someone has commented here. (Is that pathetic? Yes. Probably.) I mean, it’s no SpongeBob toothpaste. But it’s something.

Hint, hint….


Little Strangers


Posted September 30th, 2011 at 8:32 am
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You ever have those moments — or, more accurately, stretches of moments — where you are suddenly, strangely aware of your own existence as a person, a consciousness, and simultaneously aware of how weird it is? Or, like, you look in the mirror and you’re looking at yourself, and you start thinking: Who is this person? This is me — the only me I’ve ever known. But how strange that this is how I happen to appear to world, when it has no real correlation with who I am. 
You know?

I’m not blogging high. I swear. I do have these odd sort of meta-moments every once in a while, and I suspect others out there do, too. (And maybe you can articulate the phenomenon better than I can.)

But sometimes I also have the slightly different but equally strange / fascinating experience of meta-moments with my girls. I find myself looking at them thinking: who are these little people? Where did they come from?

They are “mine.” They resemble me (and my husband) in some ways. Yet in some ways I hardly know them.

What’s particularly odd — and troubling — is how much less I feel like I know them when I’m with one of them alone. Without her sister, that is.

Last weekend, Clio was sick in bed for a whole day, and Elsa and I went out together while Alastair stayed behind. We stopped by a little fundraising party a friend was having, and then hit the grocery store. Now, Elsa as part of a pair can be some majorly heavy lifting. She can be whiny and stubborn and demanding and….whiny again.

But that day, being with her was an absolute pleasure. Aside from having to fend off her requests for yet another cracker at the party (I think she ate a dozen, possibly more) she was a delight — patient, charming, content to keep herself occupied on her own while the grownups had boring grownup talk.

If Clio had been there, Clio would probably have been clingy with me, which would incite Elsa to do the same, or claim extreme boredom. (And/or eat ALL the crackers) Either that or they’d be off together playing, but fighting over the few toys in the yard, thus making adult conversation an impossibility.

When we went to the store, she was agreeable and chatty and full of sweet and semi-brilliant observations, some made in adorably “grown-up” sounding phraseology. We made chit-chat like a couple of old ladies on a Sunday shopping trip. (OK, I guess old ladies don’t typically go to the store together. But if they did, this is what they might sound like.):

Me: “Yikes, all the bananas are green.”

Elsa: “That’s really interesting (pronounced with some difficulty, but sincere effort), isn’t it! We need some that are yellow too. Or we can’t eat them!”

Me: (Grinning with delight; feeling slightly stoned / meta — see “who are these people?” above) “Right! We need them yellow with a little bit of green, so they don’t get over-ripe.”

Elsa: “What does over-ripe mean?”

And so on.

Once again, the whole outing — the loveliness of being able to relate to just Elsa (not to mention the ease of the trip) — made me a little bit sad. I wish there was more time for one-on-one time with each of the girls. More time for me to get to know my little strangers.

Make a Video of Me, Mommy!
Ever since I got my iPhone last spring, I’ve become a picture-taking fiend. It’s just so tempting / easy to snap photos when you’ve always got a camera with you. I do try hard not to get into the trap of viewing the whole world through the filter of the lens — that is always taking pictures and videos at the expense of watching and simply appreciating, in real time, what’s going on.

On the other hand, I like being able to take spontaneous photos of everyday situations that I never previously would have thought to photograph.

Elsa and Clio have caught the phone photo bug. More and more, it seems, they ask me to take pictures or videos of them, so they can look at them and giggle. They like seeing pictures of themselves “on the computer” too, if I happen to be working on a post (or just clicking around on my blog in an attempt to boost my traffic numbers. Ha!)

Meanwhile, Alastair has been  incorporating them into his own projects: they sing on a track from his new album, and are in the music video for one of the songs, These Are My Friends. So to them, being recorded, filmed, etc. is all in a day’s work.

Therefore, I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised when the other day, while Elsa and I were on our solo grocery shopping trip, she asked to get in the back of the car with the groceries, so I could take a picture of her.

Actually, first she asked if she could sit in the back of the car with the groceries. To which I said, naturally, no way. Because that wouldn’t be safe. (Despite the fact that I traveled for miles in the back of my parents’ cars amongst groceries, etc. when I was growing up and — hey, look! — here I am!)

But she said, no, it was just a photo op (OK, she didn’t actually use that phrase). Then, after I took the picture, she wanted a picture of herself getting back into her booster seat. Once that was done, she said, “This is great, you’ve got to make a video of this!” (A child of her generation if there ever was one….)

I told her I couldn’t really make a video, what with having taken still photos and all. But if she wanted, I could make a slide show.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“I’ll show you on the computer,” I said. And we proceeded to take a few more pictures, in an attempt to capture the sheer, unparalleled excitement of coming home from the grocery store.

So, Elsa, my media-savvy sweetie, this is for you. Your first instance of over-sharing on the Internet, aided and abetted by your slightly guilty-feeling mother. Enjoy.



The seed of an idea: Elsa + groceries

I consent to letting her sit amongst the groceries, after I move the bag with the eggs faaar away from her.



En route to safety

"Go around and get a picture of me getting into the seat!" Really? Well, OK....



Action shot

Now, I'm sort of into the whole idea, and snap a shot of her mid-seating.



Ready for her close up

Flashing those pearly whites & dimples. (And, I think, looking a lot like her mama...)



Back in the back

Once we're home, she wants to find the yogurt drinks she picked out for herself and Clio.


Victory, part 1

Here's one!



Victory, part 2

Here's the other!



Arrrgggh!!!

(This blog post is not sponsored by Stonyfield Farm. I swear.)



Time to get out

Do I let my children jump out the back of our car onto the pavement while wearing Crocs? Yes, yes I do.



Oops.

(It didn't spill, fortunately.)



And, scene.

You gotta admit it, the kid's got talent.


What are you reading (to your kids)?
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32

First, a public service announcement for a cause that I love, being a reading fanatic (and a mom, to boot): October 6 is Jumpstart’s Read For The Record — an annual campaign in support of closing the education gap for lower-income kids.

The idea is that on one day, adults around the country will read one book (this year, it’s Llama Llama Red Pajama) to a child or children. While it may be too late to buy or borrow a copy, you can read the book online with a child for free.

Bottom line: if you like reading, educational equality and llamas and/or red pajamas, this is the easy-to-do event for you!

I’ll definitely be reading the book (online, because planning ahead isn’t my strong suit lately) with the girls.  The novelty factor of it being on my computer will only sweeten the deal for them, multimedia trailblazers that they are.
On a related note, I have a question: When did you (or do you plan to) start reading chapter books to your kids? You know, the kind without pictures.

Elsa and Clio love being read to, which warms the very cockles of my soul. (What are cockles? And why does my soul have them? No matter.) But they’re basically only interested in picture books. Not that there’s anything wrong with this. But I am really looking forward to when I can start reading them some meatier stuff. Admittedly, not just for their sake, but for mine. I am excited to revisit some books I read and loved as a child — Charlotte’s Web, the Little House books, Ramona, SuperFudge.
So far, we’ve had the most (but still, limited) success with a couple of “adapted” versions of The Wizard of Oz and Peter Pan. At first, I kinda looked down my bibliophilic nose at them. Adapted? Tut tut, we should be reading them in the original! 
But these books actually do a decent job of staying true to the spirit and cadence of the originals while simplifying and abridging some of the stuff that might bore / bewilder the four-year-old set. (As it is, I sometimes have to explain words or concepts — e.g. What is a thimble? Why are they called munchkins? Are they donuts? — but I like that.)

There are also pictures every few pages, which help, although the girls immediately want to know what’s happening in the pictures, rather than waiting for the text to explain it. Although we have this issue with picture books, too.

Overall, this first foray into chapter book land has gone reasonably well. Sometimes I have to cajole the girls a bit into letting me read them, but they’re usually happy once we get started, provided they’re not too exhausted.

A couple of weeks ago they seemed to be so into the whole thing that I  — very cockily — thought: Hey! Maybe they’re ready for Harry Potter! I’ve only read the first book (which, as I recall, isn’t too scary or dark) and I’ve always looked forward to reading the rest to / along with the girls. Maybe, I thought, it was time!!

Ha! We barely made it past the first page.

“What are Dursleys?”
“That’s their name. Mr. and Mrs. Dursley. They’re his aunt and uncle, and he lives with them.”

“Why doesn’t he live with his mommy and daddy? Are they dead?”
“Yes. A bad wizard killed them.”

“And a wizard is a boy witch. Because boys can’t be witches.”
“Well, they can actually — well, warlocks, I guess. But wizards are slightly different. They’re more powerful (?) And wizards can be girls. There are some girl wizards later in the book. And Harry is a wizard. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

“Why not?”
“We’ll find out later. Let’s read a little more…”

[Three sentences later...]

“Wait, what’s a Dursley again?”
“Maybe you guys aren’t quite ready for this book yet, huh?”

“Yeah, I don’t think we’re ready. Can we watch Dinosaur Train instead?”
So, guess I jumped the gun a little there, but it was worth a shot. I am now trying to force Stuart Little down their throats — They like mice! And it has pictures! And no wizards! — but I’m not optimistic. Nevertheless, I shall persist, in small doses. And maybe, as is the case with food, they’ll develop a taste for it. Eventually.

Et vous, mesdames at messieurs? Have you had any luck reading chapter books to your preschoolers / kindergarteners? Any suggestions for good books or techniques to get them into the pictureless groove? I await your wisdom.


My Daughter, the Comedian


Posted October 10th, 2011 at 9:35 pm

6

Once when the girls were just babies — maybe even as young as thirteen, fourteen months old — they were sitting side by side in their high chairs, and Clio was doing something silly. I don’t know what, exactly. Possibly flinging Cheerios to the floor or making a ridiculous noise. Maybe both at once. Whatever she was doing, Elsa was totally cracking up.

It wasn’t the first time we’d seen Elsa in stitches over something Clio was doing, and Alastair said, “I have a feeling this is always going to be part of their dynamic. Clio’s going to do things to make Elsa laugh, and Elsa is going to think she’s hysterical.”

So far, I’d have to say he pretty much nailed it.

We see the Clio-as-Elsa’s-personal-jester thing over and over again. In fact, it happened just last night.

I had given the girls some fresh pineapple for dessert after dinner, and Elsa went a little overboard, to the point where her mouth and tongue were hurting her. (Citric acid — it can be deadly!) The only thing that seemed to give her some relief was keeping her mouth open. So, throughout the bedtime routine, that’s what she did. Which led to her mouth filling with saliva that periodically dribbled (or poured) out onto her clothes, her bed, me. It was disgusting. But I digress (a little).

Normally, as I tuck Elsa in, I give her a quick massage, to help her “quiet her body down,” which she needs help with. But this time, I couldn’t get her to lie still — or stop whining.

And then Clio the Hilarious decided to help.

“I know what will cheer you up!” she said. And she hopped out of bed, dropped her pajama bottoms and underwear, bent over, and started wagging her butt.

“Doo, doo, doo, here’s my butt,” she sang. “Oh, my butt is here to cheer you up!” [Quick note to Clio's future classmates / love interests who might stumble across this on the Internets: she hasn't changed a bit, has she!]
Elsa immediately started laughing. And drooling. Hard.

Which was, of course, fuel to Clio’s fire. She wiggled harder and sang louder and I half expected her to start doing that Jim Carrey talking butt-cheeks thing. Elsa, meanwhile, was giggling uncontrollably.

I couldn’t help laughing a little too, but then I said, “OK, enough, Clio. Nobody wants to see your butt.”

“No, I do!” Elsa said through her drool. “Keep it going!”

At that point, I burst out laughing — so hard I flopped backward onto the bed — and now both Elsa and I were both cracking up (Get it? “crack”?) — her because of Clio and me because of her. And Clio, of course, was still shaking her booty in the air for all the world to see.

It was a beautiful — and extremely silly — thing.

The kind of thing that makes me glad the girls have each other. (And that I have them, too.)

 


(Second-rate) Halloween Crafts for Kids


Posted October 13th, 2011 at 4:43 pm
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This is a picture of a house around the corner from ours. Others just like it, equally or more Halloweened out, are starting to pop up all around town. And the girls LOVE it.

Which is fun, on one level: “Wow!” the girls will say as we stroll past a house with plastic tombstones in the yard, fake cobwebs stretched across the windows, orange lights along the roofline and an inflatable witch and ghost standing on the porch, “This is a really good Halloween house!”

On another level, it’s problematic: They want to know when we’re going to put our Halloween decorations up.

I can’t exactly tell them that, um, I don’t really think it’s tasteful to put that much plastic, made in China crap all over your house. How about just some pumpkins and chrysanthemums?

So, instead, I hem and haw: “Well, you know, we don’t really have a lot of Halloween decorations…”

“Then you can buy some at the store!”

“I’ve got an even better idea,” I finally think to say. “Why don’t we make some decorations?”

And so, over the past few days, the girls — with Alastair’s and my help — have transformed our house into a tasteful, understated Halloween wonderland by creating half-assed, rudimentary Halloween decorations, using the simplest of materials. (In keeping with the proud Baby Squared tradition of half-assed crafts using rudimentary materials.)  See the pictures below – and prepared to be inspired! And completely underwhelmed!

And, I know, I am violating my own no-more-than-one-slideshow-a-month rule. But this just lends itself so well to it. And it’s short, I promise. And funny, I hope! Please forgive me. In the spirit of Halloween. And also please forgive the fact that some of these decorations are a little hard to see, because they’re in the windows, behind the screens. I just wanted to show them “in situ” so you get the full effect. Enjoy!



Post-it Note Pumpkins

This was the girls' own idea. Step one: take a zillion post-it notes and draw a pumpkin or two on each one. If desired, write "Halloween" above each pumpkin. Affix with scotch tape to door, pumpkin side out. (Thereby rendering post-it stickiness irrelevant). Watch the confused look on delivery people / mail carriers' faces! 



Paper Pumpkins!

I cut the pumpkins and vines and shapes for eyes and noses out of construction paper. They made the mouths. I provided glue sticks and glitter glue. Bada bing, bada boom. Elsa made the paper plate thing below, which is apparently a "cat pumpkin." I'm not quite sure what this means.



Spooky Ghost and Vampire

Make ghost and vampire out of construction paper. Let children draw faces. End of instructions. (It's a pretty good vampire I made eh? Took some doing, believe you me.)



Mischeivous Witch and Paper Plate Ghost

Daddy cut out and drew the witch (I told him the warts looked like freckles, which hurt his feelings a little). He also cut out the ghost, but Elsa wrote "boo" all over it, and added the paper-plate curves around it to represent the echoing of his mournful wailing. Pretty cool.



Ghost-in-a-tree

Here's one guaranteed to delight your neighbors! Stick a rubber ball inside an old sheet, draw a face, and tie it to the tree in front of your house. Unexpected and spoooooky!



Sock Bats

OK, this is actually a sort of *good* craft project. Alastair saw it in a book, and did it with the girls this morning. I don't know what he was trying to prove. "I hate crafts," he said when I called him on it. (What are you trying to do; ruin my blog's rep as a source of lousy, half-assed craft ideas?) "We were just stuck inside all day in the rain." Fair enough. But I hope he doesn't let it happen again. Oh, and I asked Clio what she wanted to name her bat, and she said "Nocturnal bat. Because he's nocturnal. And fraternical. Because he looks different from Elsa's."


Wait Until Your Father Gets Home!


Posted October 17th, 2011 at 9:17 pm



Intimidating, isn't he?

OK, here’s yet another parenting cliché I never expected to apply to my life. (Not to be confused with the last ones I wrote about.): Alastair is the heavy. The bad cop. The “Do I need to get Daddy to come up here?”

The other night, I was putting the girls to bed and they were in one of their punchy, silly, impossible-to-control moods — utterly impervious to anything I said or threatened or did. Finally I muttered, “OK, I’m going to get Daddy. I need help.”

At which point Clio cried, “Nooo!!!! Don’t get Daddy!!”

Huh?

I mean, I wasn’t planning to get him to come whoop (sp?) them or anything. I just wanted an extra pair of hands, so we could divide and conquer. But apparently the thought of him coming up struck fear into the heart of at least one of our children.

Which makes it tempting to use the “Do I have to get Daddy involved?” line as needed from time to time, just like ye olde gender-role-bound housewives of yore. But I really would rather they were a little more afraid of me, dammit.

Not that I’m a total pushover by any means. But I’m probably not quite as quick as Alastair is to draw lines or impose consequences or raise his voice. He’s better than I am at standing firm. And this may be in part a result of the fact that he’s with the girls much more of the time during the week, so he has to be able to manage their behavior effectively.

I, on the other hand, probably shrink a bit from conflict when I haven’t been with them all day. And, interestingly, I do find that the more time I spend with them, the better I am at reading them the riot act when necessary. (And the more likely they  are to listen.)

I do wonder, though, if some of it has to do with more basic, primal stuff: I’m not 6’2″ with a deep, gravelly voice. (Sorry to burst your bubble if that’s how you always imagined me…) Maybe his physical presence is just more imposing? (Not that he would ever lay a hand on them, I hasten to add.)

What’s it like in your household? Who’s the “daddy”?


Hot Blogging Trend: Line Breaks!


Posted October 20th, 2011 at 9:13 pm
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Return! Return! Return!!

I’ve noticed a trend.

On blogs.

Where people write one or two sentences or phrases.

And then insert a line break, and start the next one.

I’m not sure quite why they do it. I guess they think it makes the blog easier to read. But does it?

Oops – that was three sentences.

Did I lose you there?

Sorry.

I personally find it harder, not easier to read. And a little annoying.

Because I feel like I’m reading a list, instead of a coherent narrative.

And I feel like every sentence is supposed to be dramatic and important.

Even if it isn’t.

Like this sentence.

Or this one.

I know that reading on the computer is different from reading in print.

Web writing definitely needs to be more scannable, with shorter paragraphs when possible.

But this is sort of ridiculous.

Don’t you think?

I don’t know. Maybe people like it.

Maybe you like it.

And maybe if I wrote all my posts like this, I’d have, like, a zillion readers.

I’d be one of those people who blogs for a living, and I’d have 80,000 Twitter Followers instead of 800.

Not that that’s what I really want. At all.

But what the heck, I’ll try it out. With actual content, I mean.

Ahem.

The other night before bedtime, Elsa and Clio wanted to look at some pictures of themselves when they were babies.

So I got out a photo album, and we sat on Clio’s bed, paging through it as if it were a bedtime story. I told them about the day they were born, and what it was like to bring them home—how exciting and terrifying at once. And they totally ate it up.

Shit — I’m not very good at this, am I?

That was, like, a whole freakin’ paragraph.

And it sounded like my own, personal writing style.

As opposed to this list-y thing.

Let me try again.

We looked at the pictures together, and the girls hung on my every word.

And we lingered over every page.

They wanted to know how they came to be.

They wanted to connect their past with their present.

Their presence.

It was a new sort of awareness.

And it was beautiful.

And I wept.

Just kidding.

I’m sorry. I can’t write this way.

It’s just not me, you know?

I just gotta be me.

Right?

Exactly.

So, thanks for reading.

Of course, reading this was probably less tiring than usual. What with all the “paragraphs” I usually use.

But I hope that it left you empty in some way.

Wanting more.

More words per line, specifically.

Because that’s exactly what I plan to deliver in my next post.

Which I hope you will read, assuming I haven’t completely annoyed you.

Or insulted you, if you happen to write your blog like this.

If you do write your blog this way, I’m just saying: think about working up to three, maybe even four sentences in a row. You might be surprised with the results.

Anyway, I’m going to go now.

Goodbye.

You’re the best.

Take care.

This is sort of like “Waiting for Godot.” Like at the end, where they say they’re going to go, but they don’t.

You know?

Samuel Beckett would have been a great one-line blogger.

Never mind.

Goodbye for real.

Adios.

Auf Wiedersehen.

Adieu.

P.S.

Tweet this.

“Like” it.

Make me famous.

Please.

Good bye.


“Does he grow a new one?”


Posted October 25th, 2011 at 9:01 am


Talking about the birds and the bees with the girls has been a gradual process. For some time, we were plateaued at the explanation that women have lots of tiny eggs inside their bodies, and men have seeds, and when they get together it makes a baby.

I know, I know, it sounds almost irresponsibly euphemistic to put it like that; positively Victorian. But when you’re dealing with three or four-year-olds, you don’t want to overwhelm them with new and possibly disturbing concepts. As it was, I had to reassure Elsa at one point that her eggs didn’t have to turn into babies if she didn’t want them to.

In fact, she seems strangely concerned (for a four-year-old, anyway) about how to avoid getting knocked up. A few weeks ago, while she and I were on our way home from the grocery store together (going to the grocery store is, sadly, one of the few opportunities I have for one-on-one time with each of the girls) she brought the subject up again. But this time, she asked it — the big awkward question: “How does the daddy get the seed into the Mommy’s eggs?”

Sigh. “Well, he puts his penis into her vagina, and sort of shoots the seed into her.”

Elsa giggled at this.

“Yeah,” I said. “It is kind of silly.”

“So,” she said, after a pause. “Does he grow a new one?”

“A new what?”

“A new penis.”

“What?”

“You said he puts it into the mommy. But doesn’t he need it to pee?”

HA!!

So, I had to tell her that, in fact, the penis stays attached to the man (in most cases). And that the man and woman just had to get really really close together. And that grownups liked doing this kind of thing, crazy as it sounded. At this point, she repeated her oft-stated assertion that she did not want to have babies.

Clio, on the other hand, does want to have babies. Today, as we were driving home from a weekend with Alastair’s parents, she asked me, “When you were pushing me and Elsa out of your belly, did Daddy help you?”

I told her yes, Daddy helped cheer me on, and helped me not feel scared, and when it hurt, he tried to help me feel better.

“When I have a baby,” she said. “I want the daddy I marry to help me, too.”

“Oh, that’s nice sweetie,” I said. “I’m sure he will.” (Alastair and I exchanged fond, “isn’t she adorable?” glances.)

“Yeah,” she continued, “Because I wouldn’t want to get my hands all slimy from the baby.”

And there you have it. The miracle of life, as interpreted by Elsa and Clio. And this doesn’t even cover the discussions about same-sex marriage and baby-making that we’ve also attempted to have. (Both of the girls have claimed, at different times, that they want to marry various female friends.)

Interestingly, they’ve never asked how twins, in particular, are made. I’m sure that question will come any day now. And do we try to explain that we had “help” in form of ovulation drugs and an IUI? “Well, mommy gave herself shots that made her eggs bigger and poppier, and the doctors took some of daddy’s seeds and put them into a syringe-like thing and….You know what? Never mind.”

Now, please, PLEASE — I know you’ve got some hysterical tidbits of your own to share about the questions your kids have asked / things they’ve said regarding the facts of life. Do tell!


Saving our cat from our daughter


Posted October 31st, 2011 at 12:31 pm



My Halloween costume: Clio (the witch)'s cat. Not Elsa's, thank God.

I have a distant memory of an English teacher — maybe in high school, maybe in middle school — saying, while we were discussing a short story, that you could get a good sense of how a person treats other people from the way he treats animals. So, if a character hurt or neglected his dog, for example, chances were he wasn’t a very nice person.

I really hope this rule doesn’t apply to children.

I mean, I know that if a kid purposely, methodically hurts or tortures animals, it’s not a good sign. (Watchers of Dexter, for example, may recall that as a child, the charming serial killer liked to dabble in killing animals.)

But I’m hoping that the fact that Elsa can be a real jerk to our cat from time to time doesn’t indicate that she is a sociopath.

Our poor cat is on her last legs. She’s fourteen years old, and has gotten very skinny. She vomits a lot and sometimes pees places she shouldn’t. I don’t think she’s long for this world. But Elsa really, really wants to play with her and pick her up — as she has ever since she was a baby — and she has a hard time doing it gently, despite how many times we try to instruct her.

And sometimes she does things to the cat that make us really, really angry. This morning, for example, she pulled up her tail and twirled her on her front legs.

“Look! I’m dancing at a ball with the cat!” she laughed.

I was horrified, and lunged toward her and pulled her away from the poor cat, saying, “Elsa! No! You can’t do that! You can never pull a cat’s tail like that! It hurts her!” (The cat, to her credit, had actually been remarkably calm about the whole thing. Or maybe just resigned.)

Elsa, frightened, immediately broke down in tears, saying that I scared her, and it was by accident, etc. etc. I know she wasn’t trying to be cruel; she was just trying to play. But her total lack of empathy for the cat is disturbing at times, and hard not to feel genuinely angry about. Along similar lines, it was hard not to feel angry when she used to whack, poke or push Clio (or other kids) out of the blue, and laugh gleefully, thinking it was good fun.

We frequently call her “puppy” because in many ways she seems like one. She likes to play rough and tumble. She’s sometimes not really aware of her body, or her own strength. She gets wound up easily.

She’s in heaven, actually, when we’re down at Alastair’s parents’ house, and she can play with their two golden retrievers. She’ll frequently go in the back yard and just hang out with them, throw balls and sticks for them, etc. She loves to give them their food, and calls them her “buddies.” Although she doesn’t show what I’d call actual tenderness for them. Just a frat-boy-ish sort of companionship and playfulness.

And at least they’re big enough that she can’t hurt them. They’re also remarkably patient — not to mention playful and rough-and-tumble themselves. But she’s a lot bigger and stronger than our poor old kitty. And I wish she had the emotional maturity to be a little bit kinder.

You know, Alastair and I have been talking lately about the fact that if Elsa were a boy, some of her behaviors — her roughness, her physicality, her occasional hyperness — we wouldn’t even give a second thought to. I mean, we’d still try to manage the behaviors, and they’d still bother us. But maybe not quite as much.

I suspect that goes for her treatment of the cat, too. (Maybe?)

The Art and Science of Grocery Shopping
Posted November 4th, 2011 at 10:07 am
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Every family has its own little division of labor: in our household, it’s Alastair who takes care of laundry, dishes, yardwork and the majority of household repairs (which frequently means calling a professional to take care of household repairs). He also does the majority of childcare Monday through Thursday.

Me, I have the “real” job — the one that pays the lion’s share of our expenses. I also manage our household bills and the girls’ wardrobe needs, and I do the cooking and (most of) the grocery shopping.

Occasionally, Alastair does the food shopping, but this requires my writing up a grocery list with sentence-long descriptions of half of the food items. On my list, for example, I could write  “Chick peas (2)”  but for Alastair I’d have to write “Two 15 oz. cans chick peas, (canned veg. aisle), Goya, not store brand.”

So it’s generally easier if I just do it myself. And I don’t mind it. Sometimes I even like it — it’s a nice break. Even meditative, in a way. The only sucky part is putting groceries away — which is right up there with emptying the dishwasher and vacuuming on the list of chores I hate.

Food shopping is a funny thing — weirdly personal. When you get into a regular groove with one store, it can be frightfully disorienting / annoying to go to other ones. (Why is the bread across from the dairy section instead of the frozen food section?! And what the hell is the meat section doing right next to the produce section?? It’s insanity!! And why do they not carry multi-grain English muffins? Haven’t they heard of fiber?!)

Anyway, there are several stores that I frequent. (This list may or may not be meaningless to anyone outside of New England.)

Stop & Shop. This is our go-to store. It’s five minutes away from our house, there’s ample parking, and — big plus — they’ve got the little hand-held scanners you can carry around with you to scan and bag food as you go, which is a huge time saver. Or at least it feels like one. PLUS, it makes it a great place to go with one of the girls: she can help scan (Or, as Elsa says “scab”) the bar-codes. Big fun! No toys or snacks needed to keep your child riveted!

And I’ve got Stop and Shop down to a science, man. I even have this blank grocery list form I adapted from this template, and the categories of foods follow the order of the store layout. It’s fucking awesome. Ask me where any item is. Come on: give me your best shot. Prepared horseradish? Next to the fresh sauerkraut, just to the right of the bacon. Slivered almonds? Baking aisle or between the coffee/tea section and the candy section in the second aisle from the produce section. Bam! I own that place.

2. Shaw’s / Star Market. Like Stop & Shop, but 10-15% more expensive. To be avoided.

3. Whole Foods. I don’t go to Whole Foods (aka “Whole Paycheck”) that often. But it’s en route to and from the girls’ preschool, so sometimes I stop there to pick up a few things we’re running low on. And occasionally I go there for special occasion stuff (cheese, baked goods, etc.). But I’d never do a “big shopping” there. Hells no!

Whenever I’m in Whole Foods I feel a little like Annie, in the Warbucks mansion for the first time. (Have I mentioned that Annie is a strangely large presence in my life?): The beautiful organic produce! The tantalizing baked goods! The environmentally responsible, cruelty-free and surely delicious grass-fed, college-educated beef! The free samples everywhere!

It’s like I’ve died and gone to grocery heaven, except…. 1.) Dear GOD it’s expensive and 2.) Can I just get some freakin’ Thomas’s English Muffins, instead of twenty-two grain sprouted spelt crumpets? Or some non-organic soy sauce? I mean, it’s SOY SAUCE people!

4. Trader Joe’s.
I don’t really understand Trader Joe’s. I know that a lot of people looooooove Trader Joe’s. They are cultish in their devotion to it. But whenever I go there, I feel slightly disoriented. I mean, yeah, I get that they have some cool snack foods and cookies. It’s a good place to go if you want decent convenience foods. I like the frozen potstickers. And the people who work there, in their wacky Hawaiian shirts, are generally nice. But I kind of feel like I’m shopping in a foreign country. And the produce sucks. And no Thomas’s English Muffins. Next! 
5.  Market Basket.
This place  — specifically the one I occasionally go to in good ole Somerville, MA, the Paris of Boston — is nuts. Everything is 20-30% cheaper than at your average grocery store, and they have pretty much everything, PLUS a huge array of “foreign” foods and exotic fruits and vegetables. (You wouldn’t believe the tuber selection!) And it’s a virtual microcosm of the city. Slumming hipsters shop side by side with Haitian and Brazilian immigrants and Irish-Americans who’ve lived in town for generations. It makes you love America.

BUT the aisles are exactly two shopping carts wide, no more no less, and the place is always packed. So what you save at the register, you pay for in general stress and annoyance.

6. Hy-Vee. Actually, there’s no Hy-Vee anywhere near here. It’s a chain we shopped at when we lived in Iowa City (where I got my MFA). Nothing special about it, but they had a whole section of the salad bar devoted to jello, pudding and other mushy desserts, and the biggest durned pork section west of the Mississippi. It felt very exotic to east coast moi when we first moved there.

So, what’s your g0-to / don’t go-to store? And, fine, Trader Joe cult members, feel free to tell me why I just HAVE to spend more time in your temple of offbeat foods. [insert eyeroll]

 

Bills, Mortality and Other Preschool Worries
Posted November 7th, 2011 at 10:53 pm
The other evening, while I was making dinner, Alastair asked me about a bill that had come in the mail from our health insurance provider (one of the HUGE drawbacks of being self employed: having to pay through the nose, eyes and mouth for insurance). He asked if we’d paid it yet, I said it was set up for automatic payments, he said ‘are you sure’? I said ‘yes, I’m sure, I set it up three months ago,’ yada, yada, yada.

Once I managed to convince Alastair that, yes, the bill was being paid, Clio — who’d been listening quietly this whole time — asked, “what’s a bill?”

So Alastair and I — both very excited to share this bit of Real Life Knowledge with the girls — launched into an enthusiastic explanation of what a bill was, and what sorts of things we paid bills for: heating our house, electricity and water, TV, etc.  We explained that this was why Mommy and Daddy had to work: so we could have a warm, safe house, with electricity and running water and all kinds of nice stuff like that.

Then Clio asks, “What happens if you don’t pay the bill?”

I started to say that she didn’t have to worry; Mommy and Daddy always made sure the bills were paid. But Alastair decided to get all Tough Love: “Well, if you don’t pay your electric bill on time, they turn your lights off!”

Brilliant, honey.

“But don’t worry,” I said. “We always pay our bills on time. Nobody’s going to turn our lights off. And anyway, this bill isn’t about the lights. It’s to make sure that if we get sick or need to see the doctor, we can.”

“I want you to pay the bill now,” she said.

In fact, the bill was already paid, or pending payment. But to a four-year-old, money is something that jingles or crinkles and goes in a piggy bank or pocketbook. Not an abstract representation of value transferred from one party to another via check or computer transaction. I mean, to some four-year-olds it’s that, I suppose. Maybe, like, four-year-olds who are the 1%. But screw them, man! Fight the power!

Anyway, to keep things simple, I assured Clio that I would take care of the bill right away.

She mentioned it a few more times over the course of the evening, and the next morning, the first thing she said when she woke up was “did you pay that bill?”

I told her that I had.

“What happens if we get another one?”

Instead of telling her that we would get another one; in fact, the damned things would just keep coming and coming, month after month, I simply told her that I’d be sure to take care of it right away.

The poor kid. She really does worry about things once they get into her little head. Then, I guess all kids do.

Elsa, meanwhile, is worried about death. A couple of weeks ago, the first thing she said to me when she woke up in the morning was, “I just don’t want to die, Mommy!” And this week, when she had to come up with a “something I’m thankful for” as part of a pre-Thanksgiving project at school, she said “I’m thankful that I’m not going to be dead for a long time.”

Big stuff going on in those little minds. No matter how much we reassure them that they’re safe, they’re taken care of, that everything is going to be absolutely fine — they’re onto us. They know there are things worth worrying about out there.

You’ll Eat What You’re Given and You’ll Like it!
Posted November 10th, 2011 at 4:04 pm
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I am so done with catering to my children’s dietary cowardice. Done!!

Ergo, we have recently adopted a take-no-prisoners, allow-no-substitutions, take-it-or-leave-it dinner policy. You don’t like it? Tough. No, you can’t have something else. No, you can’t have bread with butter. Don’t you know there are starving children in Africa?
OK, I try — really try — not to pull the whole “you-should-be-grateful-so-many-people-don’t-have-anything-to-eat-at-all-and-would-be-happy-to-eat-whatever-food-they-could-get” thing. Or the “kids in France/China/Ghana/India/Uruguay/[insert any foreign country here] don’t eat something different from the rest of the family!” angle. (Which, truthfully, I’m not actually sure is true. I mean, I assume kids in India eat spicy hot curries, when available; they don’t say ‘I only want rice!’ but maybe I’m wrong.)

But I do say, “look, this is what’s for dinner tonight. And part of being a big kid is learning to eat more than just (plain, no-sauce) pasta and bread and fruit.”

Now, before you accuse me of being unreasonably cruel (in case you were going to), I try very hard to include something in each meal that I know they’ll like (e.g. rice or pasta) or, if not, make something that I think has a pretty good chance of being liked. I mean I’m not serving the poor things liver and onions or five-alarm chili.

And — as I remind myself when I myself start to feel like I’m being unreasonably cruel — they’re not going to starve to death. They eat like truck drivers at breakfast and…er…cab drivers (?) at lunch. They also get to eat pretty much all things they like and, for the most part, choose at those meals.

So, given all this, I think I’m doing the right thing by being a hardass. Even though it means suffering frequent whining and complaining and sometimes tears. I am hopeful that, eventually, it will work, and their food vocabulary will expand.

The only thing that is stymying us a bit is this: We typically let the girls have fruit for dessert after dinner, but now that we’re taking this more tough love approach, we find ourselves wondering, well…do we give it to them anyway, even if they haven’t eaten any of their dinner beyond the required one bite of each thing? I know the “experts” say you’re not supposed to punish / reward / bribe with food. But the fact of the matter is, it tends to work.

So, how do you get your kids to eat their damned dinner?

 

Miss(ing) Manners

Posted November 14th, 2011 at 2:49 pm
[image: image102.jpg]


We’ve worked so hard to instill good manners in our gals. Please, thank you, excuse me, sorry, may I be excused, how do you do, you are too kind, charmed I’m sure, etc. (Just kidding about those last three. Or am I?!)

I believe these are much more than just niceties. They’re ways of showing thoughtfulness and respect. They’re important.

And I’d say 30-50% of the time, the girls  remember their manners, and in fact apply them quite beautifully. I think to myself, what lovely and thoughtful children! What a good job we’re doing!

But the other 50-70% of the time, they need reminding. And 15-20% of those times (stay with me here..I don’t like math either), they are downright rude.

I want more milk!
Help me put my shirt on!
Mommy! I said I wanted more yogurt-uh! (Somehow Elsa has somehow figured out how to append this extra “uh” to words for annoying, teenage-style emphasis. Makes me want to ground her on Friday nights.)

It feels like I’m constantly — constantly! — reminding them to ask for things politely. It’s so frustrating. Still, most of the time I manage to do it calmly and parentally — you know, the old putting a hand to my ear to listen for the missing “thank you” or “I’d be glad to do X if you ask nicely” or the classic, “hm…I heard a little voice, but I’m not sure what it said….”

But other times, I get fed up. And forget to act parental.

Yesterday, I was helping the girls put strings through some dough ornaments they’d made with our sitter (We have the most kickass sitter for the girls right now; she brings all kinds of activities and book and toys with her). Elsa took a bathroom break and alerted me to the fact that we were out of soap, so I refilled the soap bottle — which she found quite fascinating. It made a mess on my fingers, so after I was done I washed my hands off at the kitchen sink.

As I was doing this, Elsa, now back at the kitchen table where the ornaments are, said in her annoying, proto-adolescent say, “Mommy! Help me string the rest of the ornaments-uh!”

I whirled around (yes! Whirled!) and said, “You’ve got to be kidding me, Elsa! Did you forget that two seconds ago I was in the bathroom with you filling the soap dispenser? And now I’m washing the soap off my hands. I mean, seriously. I can only do one thing at a time. Of course I’m going to come and help you finish. But you’ve got to learn to be a little more patient.” Etc.

Alastair, who was in the room, was giving me a bemused look like, “Why are you talking to our children as if they’re rational beings?”

Fair enough question (in the form of a look). But it had been a day of impatience and whiny, please-and-thank-you-less demands, and I’d just had it.

My tirade did — I’m pleased to report — have the effect of momentarily stunning the children. As to whether or not it will have any lasting effect on them, well, I’m not optimistic. Please tell me I’m not the only one out there with kids who are perpetually losing and regaining their grasp on the notion of manners.

And now, on a completely unrelated note: I’m very excited to have a guest post over at Momma Be Thy Name today about something lurking in the corner of my office — an kid-related project I just can bring myself to start, but that I feel increasingly guilty about. Can you guess what it is?

 

The (Endless) Rites of Bedtime
Posted November 17th, 2011 at 9:49 am
OK, self, repeat after me: I will not introduce or encourage any new bedtime rituals, no matter how cute or endearing, ever again.
And maybe someday it really will just be some bedtime stories and snuggling, followed by tucking in, kisses, I love you, and good-night. Ah, how delightfully simple — yet tender — that sounds!

But when the girls were three-ish, we got into this thing — I’m not even sure how we got there — where every night before bed I gave them a “rub back,” as they called it (which was actually a tummy rub), a kiss, a “chew” (that was us chewing up the kiss — long story) and an eskimo kiss (self-explanatory) and three to five “silly flarfels.” (Bronx cheers to the belly).

It sounds simple (and adorable) enough. The problem was, if any item in the sequence was done even the tiniest bit wrong — for example, the Eskimo kiss was too fast or too slow, or the flarfels weren’t enthusiastic enough — the entire sequence had to be repeated. And woe to the parent who dared take a stand and say, “Look, kid, those flarfels were perfectly adequate. Enough.” Because repeating the damned ritual was far simpler than the fight that would ensue if we didn’t.

Eventually, somehow, that routine was phased out, and replaced by “secrets” — little silly things whispered in the girls’ ears: “Giraffes eat muffins for breakfast” or “If you poke a monkey in the nose, he’ll poop a banana.”

Again, kind of fun. But the number of secrets kept growing (secret inflation!) and they wanted to tell secrets too, and it became harder and harder for both them and me to think of the things (wait, did I already say something about a giraffe and poop?) and eventually it became a five minute thing.

Then came the “massages.” Elsa was having trouble “calming her body down” (as we put it) at bedtime for a while, and I found it was helpful to give her a mini-massage — feet, hands, head, back. Which, of course, led to Clio wanting a massage, too. And after two or three nights, Elsa was convinced she couldn’t sleep without a massage.

So suddenly what had been a temporary solution to a real problem became part of the bedtime routine. And a time-consuming part, at that. Not to mention a little indulgent. I mean, jeez. I’d like a massage every night before bed.

BUT the upside was, this became an excuse to lose the “secrets.” I made them choose: massage or secret. Massage won. And we were down to just a quick massage/back-rub and kiss good night. Totally do-able!

And then — how could I be so stupid? — a few weeks ago, Elsa was scared to go to bed (she claimed) because she had had a bad dream the night before. So, I put a few “good dreams” in her head, via pinch of imaginary somethings from my hand, applied to forehead: Christmas. Puppies. Playing with your friends. “Annie” (the movie), etc.

Well, that did it. Clio wanted dreams too. (Duh.) And now, they don’t even let me pick the dreams. Or, if I give them something they don’t like, they ask me to pull it back out of their heads.

So every night, post-massage, I’m siting there, waiting for them to think of the dreams they want, when what I really want to do is shut the door behind me, go downstairs and relax. And herein lies the crux of the issue with all of these rituals: I want to get out of there as quickly as possible, while they want any excuse to delay bedtime and keep me in the room.

Part of me thinks, it’s not a big deal, and I should cherish these little rituals. The other part of me think a nice little kiss and “I love you” would be PERfectly adequate, thanks.

Never again, Jane. Never again.

There’s Something About…Donkeys?
Posted November 19th, 2011 at 3:11 pm
Is there such a thing as a donkey fetish? Wait – don’t answer that. Googling it now.

Hm. That was….strange. And not nearly as scary as I anticipated. (Go do it later, after you read this post.)

But there is something…randy…about donkeys, right? Or maybe I’m just thinking of the movie Bachelor Party? I remember a donkey being involved.

Anyhoo. Yeah. So. the girls seem to have this special place in their hearts for donkeys.

It’s not a new phenomenon; a couple of Christmases ago, Elsa actually asked for a donkey for Christmas (Clio wanted a frog and a horse) and I got them Schleich figurines of each. Elsa’s also got a horse beanbag doll which she refers to as a donkey.

And NOW, the girls both say they want “plastic bouncy donkeys with spots” for Christmas. I think they’re referring to those Rody inflatable ride-on horses. Which they’re too big for. Not that telling them this dampens their desire in the least. Desire for donkeys is a powerful thing.

And — wait, there’s more! — they want to play Pin the Tail on the Donkey and have a donkey piñata at their birthday this year. Both completely acceptable (and sort of retro charming) birthday party possibilities. But both of which sort of beg the question: what’s the deal with donkeys and party games? Is there some kind of deep-seated psychological association between donkeys and good times? Is it because parties are a socially acceptable time to behave like an ass?

What’s weird about all of this is that it’s not like the girls have ever seen a donkey. Well, actually, once they did, at a farm, and they were totally uninterested. “Look girls!” I told them, “It’s a donkey! You love donkeys!” and they were like “Yeah, whatever. Can we go on the hay ride?”

All of which suggests that the idealized, fantasy version of the donkey is far more appealing than the reality. (Like any good fetish. Right?)

Please tell me (or just bray) if you think I should be concerned.

 

Five Things I’m Thankful For – And One I’m Not

Posted November 22nd, 2011 at 9:15 am


Occupy Boston: One of the things that I'm thankful for

A couple of weeks ago the girls came home from preschool with strips of construction paper that we were all supposed to write things we were thankful for on, so the teachers could make them into a big “chain of thankfulness” to hang in their classroom.

It was a cute idea, but it felt a little like a trap: we (the parents) had to write that we were thankful for our kids / our health / our home / having enough to eat / our kids’ teachers / etc. Otherwise we’d look like assholes — which is not what you want to look like to your kids’ preschool teachers. (Of course, the kids get to write whatever the heck they want, because no matter what they say it’s just sooooooo cute. Pbbbt.)

Of course, I am incredibly grateful for family, home, health, prosperity etc. But given an interesting medium — an installment if you will — like a construction paper chain link, you know, I kind of wanted to do something more interesting.

I didn’t though. I went with health.

So, instead of re-hashing the usual gratitude platitudes here, I give you (as  I did last year) a less conventional list of other things I’m thankful for. (And one thing I’m most definitely not.)

1. The Best 30 Minute Recipes (from the editors of Cook’s Illustrated). This is not a paid endorsement. I swear to God, we eat recipes from this cookbook for dinner at least twice a week. You can read my rhapsodic five-star review of it on Amazon, but in brief: a huge number of delicious recipes, all do-able within 30-45 minutes. Buy it. You will not regret it.

2. Joey Lawrence. Because Alastair and I quote his signature “whoah” on a regular basis (even though we can count on one hand the number of times either of us actually ever watched Blossom) and it brings us great, stupid, inexplicable joy.

3. The daughter of the woman across the street from us. Because she has twin daughters two years older than ours, and periodically brings us bags of their clothes. Nice clothes. Like, way nicer and more expensive than anything I’d buy for the girls. For free!

Her girls dress identically, and our girls don’t. But it’s not a bad thing to have two versions of every piece of clothing. For example it makes it possible for Elsa — whose clothes attract yogurt, magic marker and dirt with electromagnetic levels of force — to wear her favorite dress (which I think may be from Lord & Taylor) twice in one week.

4. Occupy Wall Street. Excuse me while I get a little political on y’all, but I am totally behind this movement. I think it’s messed up that 1% of the population controls 43% of the wealth in the U.S., (source) that taxes on the top bracket of taxpayers are are the lowest they’ve been since 1925 (source), and that our schools and infrastructure are crumbling while the people at the helm of big business live large. Believe me, I’m all for capitalism, but not totally unchecked, unregulated capitalism. Perhaps even more important, I think that corporations (or “people” if you prefer) have waaaay too much sway over our government.

So I love that people are standing up (or sitting down) and saying it’s wrong, and I’m grateful for the sacrifices they’re making to do it. Are their demands a bit on the vague side? Sure. But it’s a social movement, not a strike. It’s a wake-up call. And people are talking about it, which is the point.

5. Dunkin Donuts Coffee. ‘Nuf said.

And here’s one thing I’m NOT thankful for:

Christmas Encroachment (onto November)! I love Christmas. But for precisely that reason, I hate that it’s gradually expanding into Thanksgiving. Let’s keep it special, people! Exercise a little willpower! (I’m talking to you, people around the corner from us who put up their lights two weeks ago; and you, Starbucks, playing the Christmas music and shilling eggnog lattes starting two weeks ago; and you, the people who apparently told the folks at Oldies 103.3 that they should start playing holiday music two weeks ago. Bah!)

Christmas creep also makes me sad because Thanksgiving is an awesome holiday. It’s about food and togetherness and gratitude. (When else does Joey Lawrence get a shout-out?!) No presents, no commercialism, no pressure. But it’s becoming the holiday equivalent of Jan Brady, forgotten between the Cindy that is Halloween and the Marcia of Christmas. And that’s a tragedy.

Can we wait until at least the Monday after Thanksgiving (or dare I propose December 1?) to start getting all Yuletide, people?

On that note — have a very happy Thanksgiving!

We’ll (well, I’ll) be back after the long weekend with the one and only Cheryl Lage, author of Twinspiration. Woot woot!

Should Twins Be Separated in Kindergarten?

Posted December 1st, 2011 at 9:00 am

A couple of weeks ago, we met with the principal of the school the girls will be going to next year when they start kindergarten. (Kindergarten! Holy crap! What happened to my babies??) We were just curious to meet her ahead of time, see the school, get a sense of its strengths and weaknesses, etc.

We were very happy, overall. It seems like a great school, despite the challenges it faces having a large population of kids living below the poverty line. It’s incredibly diverse (racially, socioeconomically, ethnically, etc.), the facilities are beautiful and new, and the teachers–according to the principal–are extremely dedicated and talented.

Plus: because so many kids qualify for free breakfast, the principal applied for a grant so that *everybody* can get free breakfast. Score!! AND, it’s only a five-minute walk from our house. Double score!!

So the only big question on our minds now is whether to put the girls into separate classrooms next year.

Both Alastair and I feel pretty strongly that at some point the girls should be in separate classes, so they can establish their independence from each other more, make their own friends, etc. Not that we would be totally opposed to keeping them together if it seemed like it really would be better for them, or if *they* had super-strong feelings about it. But from everything I’ve heard and read on the subject, it seems like a good way to go. (Two different sets of homework notwithstanding.)

I actually asked the girls how they feel about splitting up. I wanted to get their take, even though it will ultimately be us making the decision.Clio wants to: “Because I get to play with Elsa all the time at home and I want to play with my own friends in school, but Elsa always wants to play with me.”

Elsa does not: “Noooo!! I want to stay together!” (Thus proving Clio’s point; Elsa’s somewhat dependent on her sister. Which is unexpected, given how much more outgoing she is in general. But in many ways Clio is more socially mature.)

So, I was initially feeling like maybe we *should* just bite the bullet and separate them from the get-go next year in elementary school. But then when we were actually there, and I saw how big it was, and how overwhelming it might be for them (especially the notion of sharing the same building and space with kids much older than them) I started feeling like maybe we should keep them together one more year, until they make the adjustment to “big kid” school. Alastair thinks we should, too.

I know that, obviously, every family and every set of twins is different, and you have to do what’s right in your individual case. But I’d be curious to hear about your experiences / decisions on this topic — whether you’ve got twins or you’re a twin yourself. Have at it!

In Which My Kids Discover Cigarettes
Posted December 5th, 2011 at 9:30 am
“Mommy, look, I’ve got a smoke blower.” Clio came up to me with a mozzarella cheese stick in her mouth, held between her index and middle fingers like a cigarette.

“You’ve got a what?”

“A smoke blower. Like John.”

John is our next-door neighbor, a very sweet, white-haired Irishman whom we chat with over the garden fence, and who has gotten us out of more than one jam in the six years we’ve lived here. He’s jump-started our car, “rescued” the girls via extension ladder when they inadvertently locked themselves in their room, and has helped us get rid of leftover desserts on several occasions (no small favor).

He adores the girls, and they adore him.

John also smokes. Frequently he sits out on the front step with his brother, who also lives nearby, and they smoke and drink coffee. Other times, he smokes while he putters in his garden. So it was only a matter of time, really, until the girls noticed and wondered: what is that thing in his mouth all the time?

They’ve also recently noticed that a couple of John’s tenants (his house is a two-family) smoke. They sometimes step out onto their front porch to do it, I assume to try to minimize the amount of second-hand smoke their two-year-old daughter is exposed to.

So now, every once in a while, one of the girls will appear with a vaguely cigarette shaped object or foodstuff (can I use that word in the singular?) in their mouths, claiming it’s a cigarette.

And when they do we say, “yuck, gross.” We remind them smoking is very bad for you, and can make you very sick and even die. Which has led, of course, to them asking, “Is John going to die?” Well, yes, but not necessarily because of, that is, er….

It’s led to some other interesting /baffling conversations as well: Once, Elsa reported that girls shouldn’t smoke (or “blow cigarettes” as she puts it) but boys could.

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“Because when men blow cigarettes it makes them look handsome,” she replied.

I have no idea where she got that idea. Has someone been slipping her old Marlboro Man ads? Has she been watching Mad Men on the sly? While our neighbor John is certainly pleasant looking enough, he’s also 72 years old and missing a tooth or two, so it’s hard to believe that he’s the source of this theory.

Weird.

But, still. As much as it pains me to see my little darlings fascinated by cigarettes, I’m not convinced that it’s necessary for us to actually forbid smoke-blower pretend play. It seems like one of the those things where to make too big a deal out of it could actually be counterproductive.

And at base level, I think it’s fairly harmless — as long as we continually reinforce the fact that smoking isn’t healthy.

My parents were completely anti-smoking when I was growing up, my mom in particular (which was interesting, since her parents and both of her sisters were smokers for many years.) For my entire childhood there was a sign hanging on our refrigerator that said “No smoking. Anyone caught smoking on the premises will be hung by the toenails and pummeled into unconsciousness with an organic carrot.” 
BUT, I also remember pretending to smoke as a kid,with rolled up paper, popsicle sticks, etc.. And I remember the absolute thrill of candy cigarettes  — especially the bubble gum ones with powdered sugar in them that made it look like there was actual smoke coming out. And they came in a box that looked like a cigarette box, too! Brilliant!

My mother never let us buy them on her watch. But if they came into our possession by other means (as party favors or at Halloween — can you imagine either happening today!) or if we bought them with our own pocket money, she didn’t confiscate them or anything. She certainly made her disapproval clear. And there was always that sign on the refrigerator, of course. But I always had the sense that my parents knew — and knew that we knew — that there was a difference between pretending and the real thing.

I never smoked an actual cigarette until my senior year of high school (yes, I was pure as the driven snow back then). My brother probably partook much earlier. Both of us went through phases of “social” smoking in our twenties — that is, having a cigarette or two on occasion, while drinking with friends or (in my case) hanging out in cafes in foreign countries, wanting to look badass and mysterious. But neither of us ever became regular smokers.

Given my brother and me as test cases, plus how much more smokeless our society is today than it was when I was a kid, plus the fact that none of our close friends or relatives smoke, I’m not too worried about the girls smoking (beyond the inevitable experimentation) when they’re older.

So, I’m trying to maintain some perspective and not make a big deal of this smoke blower fascination. It seems natural to me. And as long as we keep reinforcing the “ew, gross, bad for you,” message, and as long as the pretend play doesn’t get out of hand (I might balk if, for example, they ask Santa for rolling papers), I’m OK with letting it lie. 

Have you encountered this issue with your kids yet (or at all)? What’s your approach?

All They Want For Christmas Is…
Posted December 8th, 2011 at 9:06 am
Well, after idly musing over the past few weeks about what they might like from Santa, the girls have finally put it down (via me) in official lists, written on construction paper Christmas trees. (Elsa’s idea. Nice touch, eh?)

Among the many things Elsa wants is “a big pony with a crank on it, and when you get on and turn the crank the pony rides around.”

I asked her, “Is this a toy you saw somewhere?”

“No,” she said. “I just want it.”

OK, so, get on that, Santa: Pony, crank, motion.

She would also like “a toolkit with real tools.” Funny story about that one. She’s been asking for this for a while, and so last week, I went out and bought her a little toolkit with *real* (not plastic), kid-sized tools. To be used only with close parental supervision, of course. I was so proud of myself. And so proud of her. What a kickass thing to ask for! Way to buck gender stereotypes, my little gal who — as it happens — also loves pink and wearing dresses.

Then I showed the kit to Alastair, and he said, “Are you serious? Did you forget that this is Elsa you’re talking about? Elsa who injures herself seven times on a daily basis?” (It’s true. I stole this metaphor from a writer friend of mine, who used it to describe her own daughter, but Elsa really is like a little Mary Katherine Gallagher)

I looked back at the tool kit again. Yeah. Somehow I’d failed to fully grasp the fact that there was a saw in it. Like, a real saw. A saw that could, in a pinch, be used to perform an amputation. And a hammer, of the sort that could do a real number on a finger or thumb. You know, the hammer kind of hammer.

He’s totally right. She’s SO not ready for it. But I’m going to let her have the tape measure this year. And the toolbox itself. And maybe the level. I think she can handle that much. And then we can gradually add tools over the next couple of years; work our way up to the potentially lethal ones.

Clio, meanwhile, wants a rubber donkey with spots that you can ride on (as mentioned in my recent post on the girls’ donkey fetish) and — this was a new one –  a drum set. We’re going to have to exercise the parental veto on that one. Alastair did, however, secure a couple of gently used ukeleles. (Real ones! But not lethal!) So, that’ll have to do.

She had trouble thinking of other things she wanted. “How about a new umbrella for Elsa, since she lost hers?” Aww.

Both of the girls ended up adding some items to their lists taken verbatim from The Berenstain Bears Meet Santa Bear: A Hug-me-Back Bear (I don’t think this actually exists, but it’s a great idea!), a Dinosaur Molding Kit, a Robot, and “some surprises.”

One of those surprises will be sleds. Plus some books, and a couple of stocking stuffers. I also recently discovered Alastair’s childhood Lego set in the attic, and I’m thinking we should put that under the tree, too. (They won’t notice that it’s from 1979, right?)

And that’ll pretty much do it, methinks. No need to go overboard. (I am a fan of the crap-free Christmas.)

On that note, I give you a bit of holiday silliness and anti-overboard sentiment from my beloved Mr. Baby Squared. (And a reminder to buy local when you can!)

How to Make a Half-Assed Christmas Wreath

Posted December 12th, 2011 at 9:30 am
As you may already know, I am not what you’d call a crafty person. (Cunning, yes. But inclined toward making crafts, no.) We usually go half-assed or store-bought when it comes to things like holiday decorations.

But last week, I was feeling inspired. I’d noticed so many lovely (and not-so-lovely) wreaths on doors around town, that I was wishing we had one of our own. A real, evergreen one would have been ideal, but the $20 – $40 they can cost is a lot, given that they’re a one-time-use item.

Fake evergreen wreaths, on the other hand, can look very, well, fake. So I decided I would make a wreath — something simple, festive and tasteful that would last for years to come. Here’s how it went down:



1. Off to the craft store!

My plan was to find a basic vine wreath, and then trim it with fake berries or bows or ornaments or whatever else in the store caught my eye. So exciting!! I wore my pilliest sweater, just for the occasion.

2.



2. Look what I found!

Everything was going according to plan -- vine wreath, fake berries, bow, all for under $25 total -- when I spotted an incredibly realistic-looking fake pine wreath. Complete with adorable, tiny little pine cones. And it was the last one. Fate!!



3. Should I or shouldn't I?

But -- damn -- $49.99. A lot more than I was planning to spend on my Awesome Homemade Wreath. But amortized over the 50 years I planned to use it, that was less than the price of a cup of coffee per year. How could I NOT buy it? (And it was *imported,* too! So exotic!)



4. Score!

In an amazing feat of organization, I'd actually managed to bring a $10 off coupon with me. Which was fabulous. But when I got to the register I discovered that my dream wreath was HALF OFF!! (Which was extra nice given that I'd found a whole bunch of other stuff that I really, really needed.)



5. Affixing the bow

Now, I put my crafting magic to work. I took the pre-made bow that I'd bought (complete with adorable jingle bells!) and affixed it to the wreath using the twist tie on the back. It wasn't easy, but I powered through. I couldn't wait to put my wreath up on the door, snap a pic, post it to Pinterest and start getting "liked" and re-pinned all the hell over the place.



6. Doh!

But when I went to hang up my Martha Stewart-esque wreath (Isn't it gorgeous? Aren't you jealous?) I remembered that our door is a piece of shit: it's metal, and filled with styrofoam. So you can't nail anything into it. Dammit!



7. Stop

And, finally, this is my husband giving me his "please stop making me take ridiculous pictures of you for some stupid narrative slideshow" look. He doesn't give a crap whether we have a wreath or not. He just wants me to figure out a way to hang it the hell up so it's not sitting in the foyer getting in the way. (He just doesn't appreciate the crafting process.)

Bottom line: I’m awful darn proud of the thing. And look forward to enjoying it for the next 50 years.
Look America, I tricked my kids!
Posted December 14th, 2011 at 11:12 pm
First of all, thank you, everyone, for alerting me to the existence of wreath hooks (who woulda thunk it?), thus providing a happy ending to my epic wreath story. Phew!

Moving on to far less important matters: If you spent any amount of time on the Internets today, you may have chanced to see the video montage of kids opening terrible presents from their parents, which aired on the Jimmy Kimmel show. (Watch it after the jump.)

In a nutshell, Kimmel asked parents to give their kids crappy early Christmas presents and film their reactions.

And so, dozens of parents around this great nation of ours did. And, predictably, their kids were confused. And disappointed. And angry. And rude to varying degrees. (In one case, a kid totally flipped out, but I’m not convinced it wasn’t staged…)

Admittedly, there were some funny moments. But mostly, it kinda grossed me out.

We’re supposed to protect our kids. We’re supposed to be on their side. Which isn’t to say we can’t tease them or mess with them sometimes. There’s nothing wrong with giving your kid a half-eaten sandwich wrapped up as a present if, a few seconds later, you say “just kidding!” and give them the real present they were hoping for. (And maybe that’s what happened, eventually, after the cameras stopped rolling…)

But we’re not supposed to deliberately and elaborately try to make them look foolish or ungrateful or obnoxious for the  purpose of entertaining ourselves or our friends — much less millions of strangers. We’re not supposed to sit there filming, continuing to play our part in the ruse, even making them feel guilty (“Isn’t that what you wanted?”) while they process their disappointment and confusion. And that’s precisely what the parents who took these videos did.

What I find particularly creepy as I watch is the parents’ lack of reaction when their kids do or say rude or disrespectful things. Maybe that’s par for their parenting course. (In which case, maybe they could use a few pointers…) But regardless, in this little scenario they’ve created, they can’t react. Because to admonish your kids for acting badly when your whole goal is to get a negative reaction would be patently absurd.

So they just sit there, filming. They have basically, temporarily abdicated their role as parents / protectors / disciplinarians in order to be accomplices to Jimmy Kimmel.

The final clip of the video ends with a boy telling his mother to “tell (Jimmy Kimmel) to suck my balls.” Appalling, right? But hey, if you’re not going to treat your kids with respect — if you’re going to make them the subject of your own candid camera experiment — you can’t really expect them to treat you with respect either, can you. (And FWIW, I think Jimmy Kimmel should suck that kid’s balls.)

Look, I might write about my children online for the world (well, a few thousand people, anyway) to read. I might describe some of their sillier and less savory behaviors. And I might post the occasional goofy photo. But I would never, ever trick them or make a joke at their expense for your entertainment. I would never set them up to behave their worst, and then sit back and let them do it. And I’d never broadcast the results for the world to see, either with or without their permission.

Would you?

What if Everyone Thinks I’m a Crappy Mom?

December 19, 2011
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troublemaker
Ever have those days when you feel like you must be doing something wrong as a parent for your kids to be as rude / loud / disobedient / difficult as they sometimes are? And that everybody else — if they’re watching — must think the same thing?

Please tell me it’s not just me.

Alastair had a show to do Sunday morning, so I decided to go with the girls to church. I wasn’t in the greatest mood to begin with. The girls had been a challenge all weekend — pushing limits, whining, refusing to understand that the “inside” in “inside voice” doesn’t mean inside the Boston Garden at a Bruins game.

Then, getting out of the house was (per usual) a total stress-fest. Which was partially my fault, for allocating only 30 minutes, not the more realistic 45, to get everyone dressed and tressed and tooth-brushed and shod and coated and out the door.

But I had the quiet, reflective time of church to look forward to. So that was good. In theory.

During the first part of the service, kids over three join the adults in the sanctuary before going down to their religious education classes. Little art boxes with crayons, paper, pipe cleaners and stickers are provided to help kids occupied and quiet. (Nice, huh?)

It works like a charm for Clio, who also finally understands — an important lesson, I think — that you’re supposed to be quiet in church (and similar situations where sitting quietly and listening is required). So she’s not usually much trouble, and this time was no exception.

But Elsa. Oh, Elsa. The second we got into the sanctuary she sprinted down the aisle to get to her favorite pew, third row from the front — not sure why, exactly, since it’s not like she watches or listens to anything that’s going on — saying “Come on, Mommy! I want sit down here!!” I had been headed toward the back section, but I wasn’t about to try to chase her and bring her back, so I folded.

Then she pitched a loud mini-fit because one of her best buddies was sitting in the very first row with the children’s choir. Elsa wanted to sit with her, AND she wanted to go up and sing. The children’s choir only happens a few times a year, and we haven’t let the girls do it yet because we don’t feel like Elsa’s ready to do things like, oh, sit quietly with the rest of the children’s choir while waiting to go up and sing.
Then she started complaining because her art box didn’t have enough crayons. And then she wanted a tissue. Finally, I gave her the choice to either sit quietly here, or for us to leave and go into the parlor. She chose the first option, and settled down. But several times again I had to remind her to whisper.

Then, when it was time for the kids to leave and go down to their classes, Clio wanted me to walk her downstairs (per usual), but Elsa wanted to try doing it on her own — as she let me know, loudly, when I was already headed up the aisle with Clio, thinking she was right behind. So now I’ve got two kids yelling at me from opposite ends of the church, wanting opposite things, and everyone in the congregation is watching me flounder.

Of course, once we finally all get downstairs, Elsa doesn’t want to go into her class, and is running around like a lunatic while all the other kids obediently line up. So while other parents are heading back upstairs to the sanctuary, I’m there with Elsa, letting her get her jollies out.

Eventually I got her into her classroom. And went back upstairs. But by that time I was in tears. And walking down the aisle felt like a walk of shame: There she goes, the mom who can’t control her bratty kids. Whose almost-five-year olds act more like three-year-olds — at least one of them, anyway.

Thing is, I’m used to being pretty good at things. I was a straight-A student and valedictorian of my high school class. I’ve always been excellent at my job, whatever it has happened to be. I’m used to people approving of and admiring my performance, and my achievements.

So it is more than a little challenging for me when people are watching me and my kids and thinking that I’m not doing a very good job of parenting. Parenting: this one thing that’s harder than anything I’ve ever done before.

I know, I know. They aren’t all thinking that. Some — the ones who themselves had spirited kids — may be thinking, gosh, it’s hard; I can relate.

But I’m sure some of them are thinking less charitable things.

And sometimes, I honestly feel like they’re right.

Ever have one — or a zillion — of those days?

 

Christmas Fever, Anyone?

December 22, 2011
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One of the major lessons of parenting that I’ve learned lo these past five years is that you gotta take the good with the bad. And this is never so true as it is at Christmastime.

I’ve been having an absolute blast with the girls this year getting ready for and celebrating the holidays. We’ve been making (and devouring) cookies, decking our halls, and listening to holiday music up the wazoo. We’ve been to a couple of parties.

And we’ve had home screenings of The Grinch (too scary), A Charlie Brown Christmas, The Night Before Christmas (you know, the one with the people family and the mouse family living parallel lives) and Polar Express. (How far computer animation has come in 7 years….those kids are downright creepy-looking.)

The girls are all revved up about Santa–they’ve got a million questions about exactly how this guy operates, how he knows what they want, can he really see them while they’re sleeping, how does he get in since we don’t have a fireplace, etc. (To which our default answer is: Who knows! He’s magic!)

BUT — and here is the but — I think all the revelry (not to mention all the sugar) is making them a wee bit crazy.

There has been some decidedly erratic toggling between naughty and nice in the Baby Squared household of late. One day, the girls are excessively fragile / whiny / hyper / greedy (I want the BIGGEST cookie!!) and generally, er, challenging — as I wrote about in my last post (and thank you, THANK YOU for all the kind comments and commiseration, by the way!)

The next day, you’d think they were sneaking off to finishing school behind our backs, they’re so thoughtful and polite.

Tuesday night — the first night of Hanukkah, which we celebrate, since half of Alastair’s family is Jewish — they were effusively grateful for the books we gave them. And they were surprisingly diplomatic about the latkes I made which — let’s get this straight — were awesome, especially in light of my shikse-ness. They’d been very excited about the fact that I was making them (we’ve been reading a lot of Hanukkah books) but were disappointed by the actual result, I think when they realized they were less like pancakes and more like, well, potatoes. But they said it so nicely. “I tried the latkes, Mommy, but I don’t care for them.” Such girls I have!

Maybe they figured if they were extra good for Hanukkah, Santa Claus would be extra good to them on Christmas. Ha! God bless America.

Then again, as much as I’m looking forward to the next couple of days, I’m also bracing myself for the inevitable over-stimulation due to presents and sweets and family and all the rest. And then, as if Christmas isn’t enough, they’ve got their birthday three days later. Oy! (I think the fact that I’ve made latkes qualifies me to say that, right?)

But would I trade it? Nah. Throughout my twenties and early thirties, the holidays were the time of year when I most keenly looked forward to / wished for kids to share it with. And I’m so grateful that that wish has come true. Even if sometimes it drives me bonkers.

Happiest of holidays to you and your family — hope you’re weathering the craziness and enjoying the good stuff.



Still life with Christmas tree and massive amounts of laundry

