Terrific, Radiant and Humble

Posted January 3rd, 2012 at 9:27 am
““Mama, Where’s Papa going with that axe?””

Thus (chillingly!) begins Charlotte’s Web, which I finished reading to the girls a few days ago. It was awesome — both the book itself, and the experience of reading it aloud to the girls.

I hadn’t read it since I was a kid, and it was a pleasure to rediscover as an adult (and as a writer, to boot). What a fantastic book! And how beautifully White uses the changing of the seasons, the birth of new animals, and the changing of Fern’s interests (i.e. away from farm animals and toward that dashing rogue, Henry Fussy) to underline the themes of the cycles of life, growing up, aging and dying.

Forgive me, I may just break into “Sunrise, Sunset” here; it’s been playing through my mind repeatedly as my girls have passed the five year mark. Which is maybe why I found the book itself and the act of reading it (our first successful lengthy chapter book experience!) particularly poignant.

I honestly wasn’t sure how it was going to go over. Although we’ve read a few short chapter books to the girls before — Magic Treehouse books, specifically, at YOUR suggestion! –  it’s never been exactly smooth sailing. Sometimes they’re totally into it, other times they don’t have the attention span for it and just want a plain ole picture book. And Charlotte’s Web is far longer and subtler than anything we’d attempted before. I had to talk it up ahead of time  in a major way to get the girls to give it a shot: There’s a little girl! Talking farm animals! An erudite spider! A gluttonous rat! What more could you want in a book?!

Then, I worried that the threat of Wilbur being turned into pork products (I mean, jeez, that opening line of the book!) would either upset the girls too much, or, worse, turn them into vegetarians. I have a hard enough time getting them to eat. I don’t need another challenge on that front.

(Disclaimer so as not to alienate my vegetarian readers: I’ve been making a conscious effort, over the last year or so, to make / serve / eat less meat. Disclaimer to disclaimer: I have not, however, made a conscious effort to make /serve / eat less bacon, because why would I do that to myself and those I love?)

But as it turns out, the girls were quite matter-of-fact about the whole “chopping Wilbur up so they can eat him” (Elsa’s words, not E.B. White’s) thing. They didn’t start demanding tofu at mealtimes instead of the….er…meat they don’t actually usually eat anyway because all they’ll eat is fucking pasta and bread!!

Oops. Sorry. I digress

They were also not terribly upset by the fact that — SPOILER ALERT!! — Charlotte died at the end. I mean, they thought it was sad. But they understood. (And were suitably happy when Charlotte’s babies arrived on the scene.)

No, what seemed to concern them most was the inconsistency of the illustrations. It troubled them that the goose on the cover (in full color) didn’t look the same as the goose in the illustrations inside. Or that Fern looked different in chapter two than she did in chapter six. So we had to discuss  the cost of four-color vs. no-color printing, and the natural variance between different iterations of hand-drawn, non-licensed characters.

Actually, we discussed a lot of things — the meanings of many words (including “radiant” and “humble,” both of which Charlotte weaves into her web), why Fern was allowed to walk from her house to her uncle’s all by herself, and whether or not a spider could really catch a fish in a web, as Charlotte claimed her cousin did. I explained how animals win prizes at fairs, what it means to faint, and how the rope swing in the barn worked. (“That looks dangerous,” Clio said. “But they’re big kids, so it’s OK, right?”) I tried to explain what buttermilk was, and in doing so realized that I didn’t really know.

Honestly, the questions and discussions — though they make for a glacial pace of reading, and can be frustrating at times (especially for Elsa, who is eager to drive ahead, while Clio wants to talk and ask about everything) — are my favorite part of reading aloud to the girls lately.

I love hearing the gears turning in their little brains. I love discovering what they’re drawn to and fixated on — sometimes it’s exactly what I’ve been thinking about, or would have at their age. Other times, it’s completely unexpected and foreign to me.

I’m just so glad that we’ve gotten here.

I’m not sure what book is next on our list. Clio wants to start Charlotte’s Web over again from the beginning. I’d like to propose Little House in the Big Woods or maybe one of the Ramona books. We were also given a book of Isaac Bashevis Singer stories that I think the girls might dig. (Although they and I both like the ongoing narrative pull of a novel…)

What have you been reading to your kids lately? How’s it going?

Oh, and HAPPY NEW YEAR!

Resolution: Human Connection
Posted January 6th, 2012 at 9:00 am

Can I still get a New Year’s resolution post in under the wire? I promise this isn’t about exercising more or being more patient with my kids or taking time to smell the roses or any of that — all of which are perfectly good resolutions, mind you, but they’re things I try to tell myself I’m going to to, like, every week. So it would feel disingenuous to label them New Year’s resolutions.

No, here’s my one and only Official New Year’s Resolution for 2012: To connect more with other people in the world around me.

And by this I mean, specifically, to occasionally smile at someone I pass on the street instead of making every possible effort not to make eye contact. To make friendly chit-chat with a store clerk or cashier. To compliment the woman ahead of me in line at the store on her shoes. (Assuming I like them.) To find a joke to make or a sympathetic look to share with someone I don’t know.

Maybe some of you out there already do this on a regular basis, and you’re thinking: what’s the big deal? But I’m not a naturally extroverted person. I like privacy and alone time and the quiet of my own (consistently brilliant and profound) thoughts. And I live in New England, where people tend to keep to themselves. Yankee self-sufficiency and all. It feels natural to me to be polite but reserved, as I think it does most people.

But, the fact is, unless I’m in a horribly bad mood (or, worse, depressed), I am usually delighted when a stranger goes out of their way to exchange a friendly word or smile with me. It makes me feel like, hey, maybe people really are essentially good. And maybe the world is, on the balance, a pretty great place to live.

Even better, when someone is friendly to me, I feel like passing it on. Just like that insurance commercial. Except that’s Responsibility, not Friendliness. But same basic idea: It’s contagious. A potential chain reaction of nice.

It’s funny. When I’m out and about with the girls, other people — the cashiers, the people waiting in line, the odd passersby — are much more likely to be friendly with me and with them. Alcohol may be the #1 social lubricant, but I think kids come in a close second. Their innocence, their adorableness — it brings out the warmest and kindest in people.

People grin at kids and joke with them and tell them they like their clothes / toys / smile. They give them candy and stickers. The other day, Alastair brought the girls with him to the Post Office and they gave them official Post Office coloring books. I mean, the USPS is on the brink of bankruptcy, but someone is still approving the production and distribution of souvenir coloring books. The power of children, I tell you!

But we’re not nearly as friendly to our fellow grown-ups. Maybe because we think they won’t appreciate it as much as the kids do. Or because we think they don’t deserve it the way kids — blameless, uncorrupted, beautiful — do.

But I think most of us do appreciate it. And we do deserve it.

A few weeks ago, I joked with a tough-looking and obviously bored teenage boy working a a store in the mall, and his face just lit up. The other day, I told a sullen barista at a coffee shop that I liked her hat, and she launched into a story about how she got it, and how she’d had it forever and as she gave me my change said — in a very un-hipster-like fashion — “Have a great day!”

And recently, when the girls were acting up in a sandwich place where we had lunch and the older woman next to us kept giving us the stink-eye, I positively beamed at her. (OK, OK, I guess I was being a little passive aggressive there. I wanted her to feel guilty. But I did it in such a nice way!)

Anyway. In a world (here’s the part where I bring it back around and make a larger social statement) where we increasingly conduct business and transactions and public conversations online, I think it’s doubly important that we make an effort to connect in the flesh, too, even if it’s just in small, simple ways.

It’s not that I think meaningful personal interactions can’t happen in the virtual space; if I did, I wouldn’t write this blog. I wouldn’t spend way too much time on Facebook and Twitter.

But I do feel like we’d do well to remind ourselves and others that there are people out here, typing the words, adding the emoticons, giving things “likes.” And I think maybe if we all did it, the world would be a slightly better place — with more accountability, more forgiveness, more thought toward the common good.

Maybe there would be less road rage. And maybe — do I dare to dream? — our political climate wouldn’t be so nasty and divisive. (Ergo, maybe I wouldn’t have to enact my other, unofficial New Year’s resolution, which is to cover my ears and say “LA LA LA LA LA” anytime I hear anything about the presidential race).

So, I’m pushing myself to be friendlier. Not annoying, mind you. A little dorky, perhaps? Yes. Sure. But I’m OK with that.

Wanna join me?

Comparing Twins – Or Not
Posted January 10th, 2012 at 10:58 am
Last week, Elsa and Clio came home from preschool with pictures they’d made of thumbprint snowmen, with sparkly bits of snow pasted around them, and magic marker additions of snowman features, hats, and background accents.

The pictures looked quite different from each other. Clio’s was a tranquil, minimal scenario, while Elsa’s was a busy explosion of color. (More pictures after the jump.) I thought they were both fantastic, and the girls were very proud, so I taped them up on the sliding doors at the back of our house.

As Clio and I stood admiring them (Elsa had busied herself elsewhere), Clio asked, “Which one do you like better?”

“I like both of them,” I said. “I like how yours is very peaceful and pretty, like the snowman is standing in a quiet snow flurry, and I like how Elsa’s is exciting and colorful, like there’s a big, rainbow-colored magical snowstorm going on.”

“But which one is better? Do you like mine better because it’s peaceful?”

The fact of the matter was, Clio’s was more like something I would probably have made at her age — neat and carefully executed and “correct.” It was, in some ways more aesthetically pleasing. But Elsa’s was just…so…well, uniquely Elsa. They were both beautiful in their own way. How could I compare them?

But lately — and this has been developing over the past few months — Clio seems to want to be compared to Elsa.

 



Clio's snowman

She wants to know who does a better job of things (“Do I behave better in the grocery store than Elsa does?”) and who’s a better singer / drawer / dancer / etc. Even who’s cuter or prettier: The other day as she was sitting on my lap I pressed my cheek to hers and said, “I love your soft, cute cheeks. Ever since you were a baby, you’ve had the softest cheeks.”

“Softer than Elsa’s?” she asked.

We are so careful not to compare the girls, and to show them equal amounts of affection and attention. Sometimes it gets to the point where I wonder if it isn’t such a great idea. Example: Clio really is a better singer than Elsa — better pitch, better tone. But if we compliment her singing, she’s likely to say, lately, “Am I better singer than Elsa?”

So we say something like, “You’re both good singers, and it’s so great that you both love singing and love music.”

But Clio pushes it. “But who’s better?”

Should we be acknowledging and encouraging her unique talents? She wants to be a musician when she grows up, after all. Is she hoping that we’ll tell her she’s extra good at it? And does that require, in her little head, knowing that she’s better at it than her sister?

And is she feeling, in a more general sense, a need to differentiate herself? A need for more individual attention?

I don’t know if it’s a twin-specific thing, or if all siblings — especially those close in age — go through this. My brother and I had very different strengths and weaknesses, and some shared ones. But I don’t know if we ever asked our parents, point blank, if one of us was better than the other at something. (Mom? Dad? You reading this? Please weigh in.)



Elsa's Snowman

But I also kind of knew that they thought I was better at, say, drawing. Because I was. (Sorry, Kev.) And that my brother had stronger, natural talent for playing piano. (Because he did, and does — he’s a professional musician, in fact.)

I think some things were easier because he was a boy and I was a girl, and there were some more (stereo)typical gender differences between us — he was a better athlete, I had better penmanship and a much, much neater room.

Anyway. I’m a little at a loss as to how to handle this. I have tried to talk openly with Clio about it, and ask her why she seems to be asking these kinds of questions. But no progress there.

Any thoughts? Theories? Advice? Similar experiences?

 

I’m Setting a Bad “Screen Time” Example
Posted January 12th, 2012 at 4:51 pm
So, I kind of have a weakness for Diet Coke. It’s one of those things I know isn’t that good for me – the phosphoric acid for sure, the aspartame maybe — but that I have never been willing to give up entirely. I don’t suck the stuff down like I used to back in college, or when I worked at an office where the fridge was always stocked. I probably have the equivalent of three or four cans a week. Not a huge amount.

But once, not too long ago, while we were on a car trip somewhere and I was nursing a Diet Coke in the front seat – as I like to do on long car rides in particular – Clio piped up from behind us and said, “When I grow up, I’m going to drink lots of soda, like mommy!”

<<Shrivel>>

Since then, I’ve tried not to feed my habit in front of the girls as much. I mean, it’s not like Diet Coke is deadly poison. But I want to set a good example. That example being: if you’re going to do unhealthy things, do them in private, where nobody can see. Ha! (Fun fact: I’m actually drinking a Diet Coke – in the privacy of my home office – as I write this. I kid you not.)

But this post isn’t about Diet Coke. It’s about something else along the same lines that hit me like a ton of bricks just the other day: Both Alastair and I are constantly on our laptops. And it’s gotta be making an impression on our girls.

Now, in most cases we’re doing legitimate work. We’re both self-employed, we both work from home, and we both just have a lot of shit to do on the computer – whether it’s writing, or answering emails or whatever. So when the girls are playing on their own (it actually happens these days!) or watching their allotted bit of TV for the day, we try to take advantage of that time — and that usually means getting on the computer.

But we also do our fair share of social media (which, granted, is partly work-related / promotional for both of us, but also definitely recreational) and watching Honey Badger videos and the like. In other words, sometimes we’re just messing around.

We occasionally let the girls do stuff on our computers, or (as pictured above) on our old PCs. They like  — I mean really like — funny cat videos on YouTube (long story). And we let them play educational games every once in a while.

But they don’t demand computer time – yet.

It occurs to me, though, that we are not setting a very good example by instantly flipping open our MacBooks whenever we get a free minute.

There’s going to come a time, probably sooner than we think, when the girls will have their own computers – or at least have a computer at their disposal. And I know we will not be happy if they become computer addicts. But the fact is, we are. And, as we children of the 80s all know, parents who use drugs have children who use drugs.
So, here I sit, tapping away at my laptop, Diet Coke by my side. But I’m thinking I should try to put myself on a bit of a screen time diet—get in the habit of reaching for a book (or my Kindle? ha) or a magazine or – hey! – a dust cloth or a sponge when my instinct is to reach for my Mac.

It’s going to be hard, because I always feel like I have a zillion things I need to be doing. But I also waste plenty of time online, and I could definitely cut down on that.

What about you? Do you think / worry about how your “screen time” behavior influences your kids?

Pop Music for Preschoolers
Posted January 18th, 2012 at 1:57 pm
In follow-up to my recent post about how Alastair and I regularly model poor screen time behavior, I thought I’d write a bit about Elsa and Clio’s own computer addiction: YouTube. (Plus an awesome kid-friendly music discovery we just made, courtesy of YouTube, after the jump. No, it’s not Rebecca Black’s latest  video.)

OK, OK. They’re not actually addicted. And we obviously don’t let them troll YouTube unsupervised. But we occasionally watch videos there with them — sometimes for pure fun (when people sent that baby-twins-talking-to-each-other video around, I showed it to them and they loved it.)

But more typically, it’s in response to some question they ask, e.g. (How do they make cartoons?) or something I’m trying to explain, (e.g. What an ice sculpture is,  Why “manamana” is stuck in my head, How silent “E” works — cue the old song from Electric Company!)

Recently, Alastair and I were telling them about what an amazing jumper our now-geriatric cat used to be. Which prompted me to go onto YouTube to see if I could find some good videos of cats jumping. Of course, predictably, we found, like, ten thousand cat videos, and compilations of funny cat moments.

The girls were in video heaven. We watched like ten of the things — many made up of the same clips over and over again — and the girls were in stitches. Afterward, they told me they wanted to make their own cat video. I said that Ella (our cat) wasn’t doing that much funny stuff lately, unless you count projectile vomiting. No, no, they said; They wanted to dress up like cats and do funny stuff!

We still haven’t made that video, but I promise that if we ever do, I will share it with you.

Elsa still periodically asks to see funny cat videos, and a couple of times I’ve given in and let her. (Guess a cat falling off the TV never gets old). But now the girls have a new YouTube favorite: The other day, when Clio was talking (as she often does) about how she wants to be a musician when she grows up, I went online to find a clip of the scene in Moneyball, which we’d just seen, where the 12-year-old daughter of Brad Pitt’s character plays a song on her guitar. I thought Clio would dig it.

I suspected the song had been written for the movie, and that there was probably a pop recording of it. I didn’t realize that it actually came out back in 2008, on the debut album by Lenka — an Australian artist I’d never heard of. (Which isn’t surprising given that I am totally clueless about popular music.) For all I know, it’s flying up the charts right now, alongside some song by Taylor Dayne. I mean Swift. Whatever.

Anyway, after we watched the Moneyball clip of the kid singing, we watched the Lenka video, and it was so sweet and silly and kid-friendly you might think it was actually geared toward preschoolers. The girls loved it.

I’ve now played the video approximately 12 times for them, and although I really like the song, I’m getting a little sick of it. We’ve watched a bunch of other Lenka videos, too, and they’re all really fun and quirky with lots of cool animation, and totally kid-friendly / appropriate. (“Trouble is a Friend” is another good one – and a good song.)

So, in case, like me, you’re totally out of the new-ish, music loop, I give you Lenka: Indie-pop YouTube fun for the whole family. Enjoy!

Five Ways Pinterest Makes me Feel Inadequate
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Apparently in the past several weeks EVERYONE in the world has discovered Pinterest. I joined up a few months ago, because I’m just so ahead of the curve in these things. (Not.)

Basically it’s a virtual pinboard: a place where people can post pictures of cool stuff — food, shoes, beautiful home decor, craft ideas, pictures of celebrities, funny stuff. Anything. Kind of like your locker in Middle School, except instead of pictures torn out of Teen Beat it’s pictures from all over the web and other people’s pinboards.

It’s a lot of fun, although — like all social media — kind of addictive, and kind of a time suck.

But every time I go there, I end up feeling just a touch inadequate. Because Pinterest inevitably reminds me of the various ways in which I am not good enough:

1. It’s a DIY world, and I’m not a part of it. People love posting pictures of adorable crafts and projects (a bird feeder made out of Mason jars, felt and old magazines! Soooo cute!!) or DIY home decor ideas (totally easy, no-sew Roman blinds!! Sooooo cute!!) And every time I look at this stuff (which usually truly is sooooo cute) I feel like a lazy-ass. Because I don’t make shit. I don’t have the time or the patience, and when I do attempt to make stuff, it doesn’t go terribly well. I buy things. And all the cool girls are totally rolling their eyes at me behind my back.

2. I am slovenly. Pinterest is also chock full of beauty/fashion tips (“10 fabulous ways to tie scarves and add instant flair!”) and photos of outfits and shoes and accessories, usually with captions like “can’t wait to try out this look!” I see them and think: I will never try this look. I mean, it looks awesome and all. But I will never actually do it, because I’m always running ten minutes late and will most likely just throw on a pair of jeans (which probably have toothpaste drips on them, courtesy of my children) and the same sweater I wear three times a week. Without a scarf.

3. I don’t exercise enough. I’ve been seeing a lot of “15 minutes to a more fit you!”pictures on the pinboards lately, which when clicked on lead to sure-fire SO EASY!! mini-workouts. No equipment needed! Except a chair! They look great — and SO EASY! Nevertheless, I won’t do them. Because it would require changing out of my sweater and jeans. And also, I am lazy.

4. I am a boring cook / baker. Pinterest is a food-lover’s paradise, full of gorgeous pictures of surely delicious foods (Grilled asparagus and Gorgonzola pizza! Bacon and molasses cupcakes!) linked to recipes. I may “like” them or pin them to my boards, but will I actually buy the ingredients and make them? No. I will make spaghetti with store-bought pesto sauce and grilled chicken breasts again.

5. I am a bad mother. Because I will not do any of the totally adorable and SO EASY! craft ideas with my kids. I won’t plan in advance and get the materials, and besides, they’re perfectly content to just color with markers on scrap paper. Or make one of my own half-assed craft ideas. Also: our valentines this year will be the same as last year: folded red construction paper with heart stickers all over them. If I manage to remember to buy the heart stickers, that is.

But the upside of Pinterest — or perhaps the huge, ridiculous irony — is that people also love to post gorgeous graphics (like, a zillion times more gorgeous than the pathetic one I made for this post) of inspirational sayings: “Everybody dances to their own rhythm!” or “I won’t worry my life away!” or “I will love myself more each day!”

So just when I’m feeling like a total loser, I am reminded that, actually, I’m not. Just a partial one.

Can I Wear Makeup Too, Mommy?
Posted January 24th, 2012 at 10:58 am
The other day I was at the bathroom sink, putting on my makeup — foundation, specifically — when Elsa, who was sitting on the toilet (lid closed!) watching, as she likes to do, asked “Can I put on some of that?”

“No,” I told her. “You know that makeup isn’t for kids.”

“Why not?”

“Because,” I said, “It would look funny on you. You’re beautiful without makeup.”

“But I want to be extra beautiful!” she said.

Gulp.

I almost never leave the house without at least some makeup on. Eyeliner and usually mascara are musts for me; I just don’t like the way I look without them. My eyes, which I think are my best feature, seem to disappear.

If I’ve got more time, I do foundation and lipstick — things I didn’t used to wear, but do now, as I edge into middle age. And I’m OK with all of this. I don’t think it makes me (overly) vain or high maintenance or any less empowered as a woman. It’s a choice — and there are plenty of grooming things I don’t choose to do: spending lots of time on my hair (as anyone who sees me on a regular basis can attest to), getting my nails done, wearing anything higher than 2″ heels, waxing anything whatsoever.

But I do sometimes wonder what kind of example I’m setting for my daughters just by doing my daily makeup regimen.

I got thinking about it even more when I saw that my virtual pal Sarah Wertham Buttenweiser, who blogs at Standing in the Shadows, was doing a series on her blog called “What Do Feminist Preschoolers Wear” — a tongue in cheek title but a thoughtful discussion of whether “girly” clothes, etc. are at odds with feminist views and values, as well as what kind of message our own style / grooming habits send.
My girls, for whatever reason, love to watch me getting ready in the morning. They’re particularly obsessed with my bras, and like to pick them out for me. (Don’t wear a white one! Wear one of the pretty ones!) They’re also fascinated by makeup. So conversations like the one I had with Elsa are not uncommon.

My general line is this: Makeup is for grownups. You can wear it if you want, and if you like the way it looks. But you don’t have to. It’s up to you. Lots of women don’t wear makeup.

“Why not?” they ask.

“Well, because they don’t feel like it’s important, or they don’t want to take the time, or they like the way they look without it.”

(Pause) “So only people who want to be beautiful wear makeup?”

(Doh!!) “No…you don’t have to wear makeup to be beautiful. And not everybody who wears makeup is…I mean, everybody’s beautiful in their own way. Anyway, it’s more important to be nice to people than to look beautiful…platitude, platitude, blah, blah, blah” (As I put on my mascara…)

“Mommy, can I please wear just a little bit of makeup?”

“Not until you’re thirteen. Now go get dressed.”

Sigh.

I’m sure I could be more eloquent and consistent about what I’m trying to say in these exchanges. But nothing I can say will outweigh the fact that there I am, every morning, putting on makeup, defining — in their minds — what grown-up women do.

My mother wore makeup every day, and I spent lots of time watching her put it on, too. I clearly remember her saying stuff like “little girls are beautiful without makeup.” And even, “You’ll probably want to wear it when you’re older, but you don’t need it now.”

But she drove a hard line: It was only in seventh grade — and not a minute before (although I think I got away with lip gloss…) — that I was allowed to wear a little bit of makeup to school. (Remember when colored mascaras came out in the 80s? Purple, turquoise, green… I was all over that shit.)

But I’ve worn it — makeup that is; not the colored mascara, God help me — nearly every day since.

And I’ve turned out OK. I’ve turned out (I think) a strong, empowered woman. So chances are, my daughters probably will, too, right?

How about you? Do you worry / wonder about what message your grooming habits send?

Do Your Kids’ Rooms Look Like This?

Posted January 27th, 2012 at 12:28 pm
So, in the vein of my post about how Pinterest makes me feel inadequate, I have a question: Does any any kids’ room actually look like the rooms in, say, the Pottery Barn Kids catalog? Or Pinterest, for that matter?
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And, related questions: are your kids’ rooms as irredeemably messy as my girls’ is?

I would love for their room to look adorable and cozy and neat, and occasionally (like, maybe once every other month?) I go in there and do a real number on the place. And it’s never actually dirty. It’s not total bedlam (ha ha, get it?) either. But with two five-year-olds and all of their five-year-old quirks and possessions, maintaining lasting, picturesque neatness is just not a realistic possibility.

At any given time, if you walked into Elsa and Clio’s room, you would see:

1. Unmade or only partially made beds. I try to at least pull up the covers in the morning if I’ve got time, but lately that’s been difficult because (see exhibit A, above) the girls are going through this thing where they put TEN THOUSAND “friends” in their beds (so that they themselves end up sleeping in, like, a six inch-wide space) and insist that they stay there all the time. Clio, in particular, gets really bent out of shape if anyone moves them. Sigh.

2. Library books on the floor / under the beds. I think it’s the cellophane dust covers. They’re just so….slidey. The girls bring books onto their beds to read at “quiet time” and they inevitably end up scattered about like so many, er, library books on the floor.

2a. Other books on the floor / under the beds. But it’s great that they like reading so much, right?



Exhibit B: Dresser Top

3. Dresser drawers not fully closed, and frequently with bits of clothing peeking out. (And if you opened the drawers, you’d find semi-chaos as well) I hate this, but it’s mostly my fault, really. We have all the girls’ clothes in one dresser, and this is getting more difficult as their clothes get bigger, and as they have more things  they each think of as their own, as opposed to wearing the same clothes interchangeably. They also just have too damned many clothes (we get lots of hand-me-downs) and are sort of between sizes at the moment. AND it doesn’t help that when they pick out their own clothes, they completely unfold everything and toss it about, Yoda-like. (Too nerdy and obscure a reference? I’ll take my chances.)

4. Crap all over the top of the dresser. (Exibit B). Somehow the dresser has become a dumping ground for crap. All the little stuff that the girls “collect,” the scraps of paper and artwork / toys / rocks / shells / etc. they are attached to at any given moment, their barrettes and elastics, random toiletry items, books, clothes that won’t fit into the jammed dresser drawers, etc. It’s a free-for-all.



Exhibit C: "Fort"

5. Sacred spaces. (See Exhibit C. Note books on floor, semi-unmade bed, and small green bowl of pink Styrofoam peanuts, which used to live on the dresser). Does this look like a fort to you? Not to me either. But it is. These things are forever getting built, and it doesn’t seem worth the trouble to dismantle them, given how upset it makes the girls. I mean, it’s not like the Queen is coming over or anything, right? And even if she did (if she ever returns my calls), she’d most likely stay downstairs. (We’d bring out the good china, of course.)

Indeed, I suppose it doesn’t really matter. The neatnik in me — who, although he has become far quieter ever since I had children, does still exist — just shudders a bit now and then.

Viva La Siesta!
Posted January 31st, 2012 at 9:00 am
I am always hesitant to disclose this, because it makes people angry and jealous, and those aren’t fun or healthy emotions, but my daughters — now five years old — still nap. OK, not always. But every day we have a 45 minute “Quiet Time” after lunch, and about one third to one half the time, one or both of the girls actually fall asleep.

Even when they don’t sleep, though, Quiet Time is pretty awesome, and if you don’t do it, I highly recommend it. (Although it’s probably hard to implement if you haven’t been doing it all along, as an evolution of naptime). It works like this:

We read the girls a story, set our magical, mystical, light-up clock for 45 minutes, and then have one of them go into our bedroom while the other stays in their room — this is key to effective quiet time — and make ourselves scarce. (Usually by catching up on email or work or the like downstairs.)

The girls are free to read books, draw, play or whatever. As long as it’s not loud, e.g. blasting tunes on her old salvaged-from-the-trash kids’ Sony tape player, as Elsa likes to do, or practicing being a rock star with her toy microphone, as Clio is inclined toward lately. The only rule is that they have to stay in their rooms until the clock turns yellow. And usually they do a pretty good job of it.

Quiet time has gotten a whole lot better since the girls have become able to take care of their own bathroom needs, too. For a while, we were pretty sure Clio was holding it all morning so she could go (and sometimes go multiple times) smack in the middle of Quiet Time, thus interrupting our important Facebook activity. Now, while they still usually like to announce that they’re going to go Number 1 or Number 2 (because we’re just dying to know, you know) they take care of the rest on their own.

But lest anyone think we enforce quiet time only for our own selfish purposes (see “Facebook,” above), it really does help the girls to have that down time. On days when they’re in school until 2:00 and as a result don’t have it, we definitely notice the difference in their moods.

Honestly, I think we all should have quiet time. Like, our whole society. I don’t know about you, but my mental and physical energy is at its lowest ebb right after lunch. And on the (extremely) rare occasions that I do take a quick catnap after lunch, I feel so much better. I think the countries where an early afternoon nap is common are onto something. It’s such a civilized ritual.

But to make this part of routine workaday culture in the US (nap rooms in the workplace?) would be akin to getting us to switch to the Metric system — i.e., so not gonna happen, even though it makes all the sense in the world. Unless we mount a movement. Anyone wanna mount a movement? But then there wouldn’t be time for siesta… Movements are so time-consuming.

I, of course, actually could implement a semi-regular siesta, since I’m self-employed. But do I? No. Because there’s always something I could/should be doing. This is how we think in a non-siesta-ing culture. It’s what we are taught to do. (Or not do.) And soon — starting in Kindergarten, probably — it’s what the girls will be taught, too.

The poor things. But in the meantime, Viva La Siesta!



Get Out of My Life Barney
Posted February 2nd, 2012 at 11:51 am
We are pretty selective about what we let our girls watch on TV. Most PBS shows get a big thumbs up, and we’re OK with one or two specific shows on Nik Junior and Disney Junior.  Thanks to the wonders of DVR and DVD technology, we can largely control what the girls do and don’t see.

But occasionally they watch one of “their” shows on real TV, and we have to leap for the remote if something objectionable comes on afterward, lest they beg to watch it. I am speaking, specifically, of The Fresh Beat Band. The other day, it happened to be on when we turned on the TV to put something else on for them, and they begged to watch it.

Alastair said no, and when they protested he said, “Sorry guys, the Fresh Beat Band sucks.”

“No it doesn’t!” they said.

Alastair called to me in the kitchen, where I was making dinner. “Hey Jane, does the Fresh Beat Band suck?”

“Totally sucks!” I replied. (I should note that we don’t normally talk to our kids like this. But it was the end of a long day. And it was the Fresh Beat Band.)

“It’s our job to help you guys develop good taste,” he told them. And put on Word World or Sid The Science Kid or some other parentally sanctioned show.

But then, the other day, I came home and found the girls watching Barney. BARNEY!!

“What the hell is this?” I asked Alastair, sotto voce.
“I told them if they could choose one DVD from the library, and this was the one they wanted,” he said. “I tried.”

Not hard enough, I thought.

Because here’s the thing (and I’m sure many — most? — of you would agree): Barney blows. Maybe not quite a hard as The Fresh Beat Band. But, actually, no; at least Fresh Beat has some good choreography, even if it’s extremely annoyingly executed. (I can just imagine the director: Smile more! No, EVEN MORE!!) Barney is just treacly, watered down, useless yuck. The TV equivalent of marshmallow fluff. It makes me angry even just looking at the guy, with his small hands and big, stupid head.

I feel very fortunate to have been largely able to avoid Barney in my lifetime. It (obviously) wasn’t on when I was a kid. And it didn’t start airing until 1992, when I was all but done with babysitting, and off to college. Apparently it kept running until 2009, but I don’t think our local PBS stations carried it, because I never encountered it when the girls were younger. (And, obviously, I never sought it out.)

So I thank my lucky stars that both my children and I have had a largely Barney-free existence. And I just hope, HOPE there isn’t any sort of Gen-Y (or Z?) nostalgia retro thing where people start wearing Barney T-shirts or carrying Barney handbags or iPhone cases or whatever. If there is, please, knock me over the head with a dinosaur bone and wake me when it’s over.

What’s your most dreaded kids’ show, past or present?

How Can a Mother Love ‘The Hunger Games’?
Posted February 10th, 2012 at 11:30 am
Like many of my mom friends and acquaintances, virtual and otherwise, I am in the throes of addiction to the Hunger Games trilogy.

I don’t usually read YA — I didn’t read the Twilight series, and I only read the first Harry Potter book. (Which I loved, but didn’t feel “hooked” enough to keep going.) But I’d heard great things about Hunger Games from one of my besties, and I do have a weakness for dystopian and post-apocalyptic fiction (I know, weird, right?) so I gave it a shot, and hoo boy. I devoured that first book like a bag of chocolate covered pretzels. I’m on the third one now, and I think I’m going to be seriously grief-stricken when it’s over. Until the movie comes out in March, anyway.

The basic premise, if you don’t already know, is that in a totalitarian North America in the far distant future, every year two dozen kids between the ages of 12 and 18 have to compete in a televised contest to the death. It’s The Lord of the Flies meets reality TV. And it is dark, dark stuff.

I feel a little guilty reading it — for being darkly entertained by watching the slaughter in exactly the same way the ruling class in the book is. (Which I think is part of the point.) Of course, I know it’s fiction. Still, unlike in other fiction I’ve read where there is death and violence, there is something weirdly hollow and sanitized about the violence in Hunger Games.
I don’t feel the same emotional impact as when I read about death in other books. And the Hunger Games books are primarily about the death of children, for God’s sake. I mean, ever since I became a mother, I can’t get within ten feet of a movie wherein a child or teenager dies. There have been times when I’ve been in tears after hearing about a bombing or natural disaster or anything that has killed kids. Losing one of my children, at whatever age, is my worst fear, hands down.

And yet, I’ve devoured the Hunger Games books. And I can’t wait to see the movie. Same goes for many of my mom friends and social networking buddies, and same goes, probably, for many of your reading this. So….WTF?

Maybe it’s because it feels so fantastical and implausible that it’s not on the same plane with “real” death, or even deaths of children in more realistic fiction, movies, etc.. Maybe it’s because the books never really describe or show, except in one instance, the families who have lost children. Or maybe it’s because the book puts me so powerfully in the point of view of Katniss, the 16-year-old heroine, that I experience the book from the point of view of a teenager, instead of one of the parents watching their kids being killed.

Whatever it is, it’s surprising. And I’m not quite sure what to make of it. (Not that it has stopped me from tearing through the series, or will stop me from seeing the movie.)

Have you read the books? Do you find them disturbing or upsetting as a parent — or have you avoided them because you think you will? Do you plan to see the movie, and do you think it will make the violence seem more real and horrific?

Discuss.

Sh*T My Kids Say
Posted February 13th, 2012 at 5:51 pm
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I know, I’m totally jumping on the sh*t-people-say bandwagon. But not exactly. Because this isn’t sh*t kids in general say. This is sh*t my kids say. And it’s probably entirely different from the sh*t your kids say. But perhaps you’ll find some similarities…

1. I made number 2!!! (Speaking of sh*t….) For some reason my girls feel compelled to announce when they do their business. I guess it’s a legacy from when our hygienic assistance was required. These days we leave them to their own devices, for the most part (with varying results) but they can’t kick the habit of telling us what they’re up to. Or maybe they just like saying it. Which is fine. I just wish they wouldn’t do it in public bathrooms.

2. Bresek. Instead of “breakfast.” It’s one of those little lingering mispronunciations of toddlerhood–along with “hostible” for “hospital,” “Valemtime’s Day” and a handful of others — that I can’t bring myself to correct, because they’re so durn cute. And because pretty soon they’ll start saying “breakfast” the right way, and next thing I know they’ll be driving and then moving out and having children of their own and then I’ll be dead. You know?

3. “Hear this.” Instead of “listen to this.” See above (me / death) for why I cherish this. But I also like the old timey, town crier feel of it. “Now hear this, good people! I shall tell thee a knock-knock joke about underwear that I just made up! And then I shall go number 2!”

4. “You interrupted me!” At least five times a day we have to help referee incidents and allegations of interruption between the girls. It’s a constant contest to see who can get mom or dad’s ear (hear this!) and neither of the girls has the patience to wait until the other one is finished talking. (Ah, the fun of twins.) We’ve tried to teach them to work it out on their own, but usually it just turns into one of them yelling “You interrupted me!” (or, more accurately, “interumpted”) and the other one talking louder in an attempt to drown her out, and then the other one going “aaaaaah!!!” and the other one going “aaaaahh!!” louder at the same time, and me walking out of the room.

5. Mama? Mama? Um, Mama? Do your kids do this? They just say “mama” (or whatever they call you) over and over, even after you say, “yes?” or “what?” before getting around to what they actually have to say? Which usually, it seems, they haven’t fully articulated to themselves yet, or even decided on? It drives me bonkers. But when I stop and think about it, I do appreciate the fact that 1.) They still call me “mama” or “mommy,” as opposed to “Mom,” (they’re still little kids! I’m not too too close to death!) and 2.) They just really, really want to talk to me and know that I’m listening. So the sh*t they actually say is more or less incidental.

What’s your favorite (or least favorite) sh*t your kids say? Or, on a completely different note, what’s your favorite “Sh*t people say” video? I adore Sh*t Book Reviewers Say and Sh*t Boston Guys Say.

Finally, are you offended by my repeated use of sh*t? I hope not.

The Problem With the Golden Rule

Posted March 7th, 2012 at 7:53 am
Empathy doesn’t tend to come naturally to preschoolers. I don’t know about your kids, but the only walking-in-other-people’s-shoes that my girls do on a regular basis is the literal kind. As in, they like to put on my Dansko clogs and shuffle around the house in them. (It’s only a matter of time before someone sprains an ankle.)

For some time now, we’ve been trying to get them to understand and maybe even follow the Golden Rule. (a.k.a. Do unto others….) And this year in our UU church’s religious education program, the Golden Rule happens to be the theme. So the kids are hearing about it in the context of all kinds of stories and situations. Which I like. Because, after all, part of the reason we joined a congregation is to have life lessons and values imparted by means other than just our big, blabbering mouths.

So, the gals are getting Golden Ruled up the wazoo. But there’s a slight problem. See, they—well, wait. This calls for an Adorable Anecdote. ™

Last night while I was making dinner, the girls were playing together in the other room. Actually, they weren’t so much playing together as they were playing in the same space, and from the sound of it, getting in each other’s way. And then, inevitably, somebody got hurt. And then somebody else did. And then Clio runs into the kitchen to report that Elsa had pulled her hair.

“And she pulled it because I pulled hers, but it was an accident!”

Then Elsa appeared and said, with urgency (and a touch of condescension), “But Clio, it’s the Golden rule! You’re supposed to do things to other people that they do to you! Right, Mommy?”

Sigh.

So I explained: “The Golden Rule is that you’re supposed to treat other people they way you’d like to be treated. So it means that if Clio pulls your hair, you don’t pull her hair back. Because if the tables were turned, you wouldn’t want her to pull your hair.”

(Pause.) “But she did pull my hair!”

(Arggh!) “Right, I know, but….you should forgive her. Because if you’d pulled her hair first, you’d want her to forgive you and not pull it back. That’s the Golden Rule.”

“Mommy, can I have some of that cheese?” (Pointing to a bag of shredded cheddar she’d just noticed on the counter.)

“I want some too!”

End of teachable moment.

This wasn’t the first time we’d had a “do to others what they do to you” misinterpretation of the Golden Rule in the Baby Squared household. Honestly, I think the rule-as-rule may just be too complicated a concept for them to grasp. It requires a level of abstract thinking — not to mention selflessness — that I’m not sure the average four- or five-year-0ld possesses. And although it’s a “rule,” following it yields no tangible results. After all, just because you act nice to people doesn’t necessarily mean they (or anyone else) will be nice back to you.

Then there’s the manner of the whole “do (un)to others” or “treat others,” phrasing. Waaay too open-ended.

So how about this, for a more age-appropriate version: Be nice to people. Because it makes them happy.

And its corollary: Don’t pull your sister’s hair, or I won’t give you any cheese.

(Yes, you may quote me.)

How Much TV do your kids really watch?
Posted March 13th, 2012 at 9:56 am
Am I the only one out there who sometimes fudges the truth a little bit when it comes to how much TV (or DVDs, etc.) my kids watch on an average day?

The girls had their annual checkup recently, and when the doctor went through her somewhat annoyingly passive-aggressive questionnaire (“What do you wear when you ride on your bike?” “What do you put on when you’re out in the sun?”) and got to “do you like to watch any TV or videos?” I cut in — because I knew what her next question was going to be, directed to us — and said, “No more than an hour a day.”

This isn’t exactly a lie. I mean, it’s not like when I used to tell my doctor, back in my twenties, that I had “about one drink a day,” when, in fact, I was having more like two, sometimes three.

But I think if you averaged out the actual amount of TV/videos our gals watch over the course of a typical week, it might hit closer to an hour and a half per day. Not that this is a horrible amount of TV to expose children to. It’s probably well below the national average. And we are extremely selective about the kinds of shows and videos we let the girls watch. (We almost never let them watch Real Housewives, for example.) But it’s still 50% more TV than we admit to.

I feel like TV is this giant parenting taboo. I have no idea how much of it my friends or acquaintances let their kids watch. It’s like we’re all afraid to admit it first, because we don’t want to look like terrible, lazy parents. (And — God forbid — what if we spill it first and they tell us they don’t let their kids watch *any* TV?! And what if you’re going to admit this to me in the comments, and I end up feeling like a terrible, lazy parent!)

Plopping the kids in front of the tube is definitely not our knee-jerk solution when it comes to keeping the girls occupied if we need to do something else, or just need to, oh I don’t know, eat our breakfast. In fact, I find that most of the time when I say “no” to their requests to watch something, within minutes they are engaged in drawing, or reading or some kind of crazy imaginative play on their own. This happens more and more, in fact, as they’ve become more independent, and we’ve gotten a little more strict in trying to curtail TV watching. (In fact, I think we’re probably edging down closer to that hour-a-day-or-less goal of late.)

But can’t we all just admit that, look, sometimes when your kids are cranky and whiny and you’ve been stuck indoors all day on a Saturday, you just really need to put on a freakin’ movie, even if they’ve already had a shot or two of Dinosaur Train after breakfast? And that when it’s the end of the day, and you’re trying to make dinner, and they will not stop bickering or badgering, TV can be a very, very helpful tool for maintaining peace and harmony (and ensuring that the onions don’t get charred to a crisp because you had to leave the stove to go break up a fight, or re-explain the golden rule)?

I daresay the bigger issue is what we let our kids watch. Educational, non-frenetic stuff. And that sometimes we ask them about what they learned or liked about a show, rather than just washing our hands of it entirely.

All this being said (and kvetched about), I occasionally remind myself that I survived two-plus hours of Smurfs and Superfriends and Pee-Wee’s Playhouse most Saturdays, viewings of Mary Poppins and Annie on VHS ad nauseum, and a very healthy helping of Sesame Street, Electric Company and Three-Two-One Contact when I was a kid. And look at me! I’m a freakin’ writer!

So, come on. Give it up. Loud and proud. (Or not so proud.) How much TV do your kids really watch? I won’t judge you. Or be too too jealous if you say none. Promise.

Home Remedies for 5 Common Preschool Ailments

One of the many roles of the parent (and in our household it tends to be specifically the mother, that is, me) is healer. So when children have illnesses or boo-boos or non-specific ennui, it falls to us to make it all better.

By observing the most common afflictions in our family, I can offer up the following protocols for diagnosing and treating typical ailments in the three-to-five-year-old set. This does not constitute professional medical advice. Please consult your pediatrician for specific recommendations.

1. The Imaginary Cold

Symptoms: Forced coughing, calculatingly worried expressions (possibly with the hint of a smile) accompanied by phrases you have recently said while having a (real) virus of your own or while commenting on a (real) virus of theirs in the past, such as: “I’m afraid I’m a little sick,” and “I think I’m a little warm.” Requests that you feel their forehead or use the “themom-a-tah” to take their temperature. Impassioned pleas for medicine. 

Suggested treatments: Check temperature. Ignore. If complaints persist, tell them that they’d better get into bed and get some rest. Or tell them we’d better go to the doctor. (Note: this last technique effective only in children with fear of going to the doctor. Counter-indicated in children who relish drama, and love the idea of having to be fussed over.)

2. 

The Pretend Belly Ache

Symptoms: Periodic complaints of a belly ache, inability to pinpoint location of ache, no accompanying changes in appetite or bowels, calculatingly worried expressions (see “imaginary cold,” previously). 

Suggested treatment: Tell them they’d better not eat anything. Especially fruit or yogurt, cheese or other dairy products. (Which may, in some preschoolers, represent a significant portion of diet.) And/or tell them they’d better get into bed and get some rest. Either usually yields instantaneous results.

3.

The Very Small, Non-Bleeding, Possibly Invisible Flesh Wound

Symptoms: Complaints of a boo-boo sustained as a result of a fall, stubbed toe, mild bonk on the head/knee/shoulder/wherever, or other minor accident, accompanied by requests for Band-Aids. Or, complaints (also with request for Band-aids) as a result of a teeny, tiny little red dot (usually on fingers or toes) that may or may not be some kind of little nick that is mostly healed over anyway. In either case, blood not present. 

Recommended treatment: During waking hours, none. Tell them they’re fine. Offer ice / a damp washcloth if complaints persist. During the middle of the night: Administer Band-Aid.

4. Repeated fake nightmares

Symptoms: Whining declarations, several times in the course of one night, that “I had a scary dream” (sometimes beginning within mere moments of the child having been put to bed) followed by dramatic pleas for back rubs and/or being allowed to sleep in your bed. When asked what the dream is about, reply is typically either “I don’t mah-member” or “it was about a scary monster.” Fake nightmares can be distinguished from the real kind by lack of any convincing distress. 

Recommended treatment: At first instance, administer perfunctory back rub or allow child to sleep in your bed until they begin kicking. At second instance, follow treatment above, but only after sighing heavily and saying, “really?” Upon third instance, insert earplugs.
5. The professed bad mood

Symptoms: Complaints of feeling “frustrated but I don’t know why,” or “needing some space,” or, simply, “I’m in a bad mood!” Sulking, pouting and whining. Refusal (more than usual) to get out of pajamas. 

Recommended treatment: Apply hugs, sympathy, extra patience, and assurances that they’ll feel better soon. Suggest playing quietly on their own, resting or reading books. Tell them that you know how they feel. The same thing happens to you sometimes. And it’s no fun.

Mommy, What does “Gay” Mean?
March 21, 2012

My girls are constantly asking me what words mean. Words that they used to just ignore or whose meaning they got well enough in context, they’re now stopping to inquire about. (Maybe it’s a five-year-old thing.) What does “assume” mean? How about “agitated”? Or “express”?

And then, about a week ago: “What does ‘gay’ mean?”

The song  “Jamaica Farewell” is on a new kids’ CD we have, and it begins: “Down the way, where the nights are gay, and the sun shines daily on the mountain top…”  The girls love it, and sing it constantly. (So constantly that their preschool teacher decided to teach it to the whole class for their graduation ceremony in June.) But it was only after a few weeks of obsession that they stopped to ask about that one particular word.

“It means happy and fun,” I explained. “Festive.”

“It’s sort of an old fashioned word for those things,” Alastair added. “People don’t really use it to mean that much anymore.”

I paused before continuing. Should I tell them the other meaning? Was it somehow irresponsible of me not to? But I decided to do it. It was bound to come up again sooner or later. “It’s also a word people use when they’re talking about men who want to be boyfriends with or marry other men, or women who want to be girlfriends with or marry other women.”

This didn’t phase them in the least. Because all along, we’ve told them that men can love/marry men (Hooray for living in Massachusetts, where it’s legal!), women can love/marry women, etc. Alastair has a song on his first kids’ album called “Two Mommies,” and there are several gay couples at our church. Clio still says she wants to marry one of her favorite (girl) friends.

In other words, we do everything we can to equate gay with OK, acceptable, normal (even if still the exception, not the rule). And it’s the truth, as far as the girls are concerned. We’ve never told them that some people think it’s wrong. And we’ve never had to use the words “gay” or “lesbian” before.

A friend of mine called me yesterday to tell me that she’d had the exact same experience with her five-year-old daughter, who overheard a news story on the radio that used the term “gay. It threw her for a loop, and made her suddenly aware, in a viscerally immediate way, how significant it is when we teach our children the language our society uses to divide people into groups according to their sexuality or their color or other culturally-charged characteristics.

Like me, she felt a certain sadness at having to tell her daughter that there was an actual term for people who love certain kinds of people. Not that gay is a bad word. And not that it’s somehow wrong or offensive to describe people as heterosexual or homosexual or bisexual. (Unless you get into the argument that it’s more of a sliding scale, rather than an absolute. But that’s a whole other ball of wax.)  In any case, it’s no more offensive than it is to describe people as New Yorkers or Bostonians. Or Christians or Jews or Muslims. Or male or female.

But it’s language that our society uses. And probably always will, in one form or another, though the specific words may change.

I can’t keep my girls in a classification-free, we’re-all-just-people-what-does-it-matter? bubble forever. But I guess the hippie-dippy idealist in me (and in people like the friend I mention) sometimes wishes I could. Sometimes I wish we were all in that same bubble.

Has this topic come up with your kids? How have you handled it?

 

Jesus is Just Alright with Them

March 28, 2012

My daughters are obsessed with Jesus.

This is very strange given that we’re not Christian, and neither Alastair nor I bring Jesus up on a regular basis. We go to a Unitarian Universalist church, but in spite of the word “church,” it’s definitely NOT a Christian institution as such. There are Buddhists, Jews, atheists and “recovering Catholics” (their words, not mine) in the congregation, and most members would say that Jesus was a great teacher with a lot of excellent things to say about how people should act and treat each other. But the Son of God? Not so much. Sure, his name comes up from time to time in services, and occasionally in the stories the kids listen to in the Religious Education program. But Ralph Waldo Emerson, Martin Luther King and Thich Nhat Hanh’s names come up almost as often.

Among Elsa and Clio, however, Jesus is a much more frequent topic of conversation.

I think this is in part because he is one of the first people through which the girls learned about death. But not because his death was particularly, well, important to a whole lotta people. It was a total coincidence: A few weeks before Christmas, back when the girls were three, we were listening to a Christmas carol CD together (we may not be Christian, but I used to be, and I still LOVE Christmas, dammit) and there was a little storybook that went along with it.  For “Away in a Manger” there was a nativity scene, and the girls wanted me to explain it. So I did.  And then the girls wanted to know if they could meet Jesus sometime. I explained that, well, no. He lived a very, very long time ago. And was dead. (A brief, age-appropriate discussion of death ensued.)

But ever since then, whenever death comes up — almost every time, anyway — so does Jesus. (Either him or Sam Cooke, another of subject of the girls’ early understanding of mortality. Or our neighbor, Mr. Tony — rest his soul. We have a little holy trinity of death.)

And just the other night, while we were reading a bedtime story, Jesus appeared unto us again. (Just in time for Easter!)

In the book — a wonderful new one, by Alicia Potter and Melissa Sweet called Mrs. Harkness and the Panda — there was a part where Mrs. Harkness scatters her husband’s ashes in the mountains of China. This led to a discussion of cremation (I love when books result in teachable moments — even if they’re sometimes a little, er, tricky). And then (of course) Elsa asked, “Jesus didn’t have ashes, though right? They put his bones under the ground.”

For the sake of simplicity, I said yes, I thought so. (And then realized that I didn’t really know. They supposedly put him in some sort of cave at first, but did they bury him after that? Or just leave him there, out in the open? And did grave robbers / followers take his body elsewhere, as some posit? What did they do with it? Or perhaps his corpse really was re-animated and whisked up to heaven by an angel, and I’m going to hell.)

Back to bedtime:

Clio piped up and said, “When we were outside at the playground at school, we were digging, and we told Joey (name changed) that we found Jesus’s bones under the ground.”

“You did WHAT?”

“It was because he told Elsa that Jesus was going to come down from heaven and kill her. So we wanted to play a trick on him.”

“Why did he say that to you, Elsa?”

“Because,” Elsa said, “I told him that Jesus wasn’t up in heaven. Because we don’t believe in heaven, right?”

Instead of getting derailed on THAT whole discussion I reminded the girls — bumbling and stumbling all along the way — that Jesus is very special to a lot of people. So they may get upset when you say things like Jesus isn’t in heaven. And it’s definitely not nice to play tricks and make jokes about him. (Meanwhile, I’m just imagining the phone call I’m going to get from Joey’s mom, chiding me for my girls’ religious insensitivity.)

“So, why are you guys so interested in Jesus?” I asked once I’d said my piece.

“Because he was a very important teacher,” Clio said, parroting the language Alastair and I had used on countless occasions.

Elsa nodded. “And because he’s dead.”

Indeed.

Honk if You Hate Public Profanity
April 2, 2012

Yesterday, I was driving behind a truck with a bumper sticker that said, “Get a tattoo you f@#*ing pu##y.” (But with, you know, the real letters.)

Blech. Call me old fashioned, but I just don’t think people should be plastering their cars (or T-shirts, for that matter) with profanity. I don’t think they should be swearing their mouths off, loudly, left and right on buses and subways or on the street, as so many teenagers (not to mention younger adults) do ’round these parts. I think it’s disrespectful and generally ugly.

I know, I sound like an old fogey. Then again, I’ve felt this way all my life.  It’s not like I’m not a prude when it comes to swearing. I’m certainly not above dropping the occasional F-bomb or S-missile (I just made that up) for emphasis, on this blog or elsewhere. But not on my car, or on my clothing, or out loud in public places where people don’t have the option of  changing the channel or turning the page or moving along to a different blog or whatever the case may be.

And now that I have children, public profanity makes me even angrier.

My girls don’t read yet. But they’re gaining steam fast, and I suspect that in a couple of years, they’ll be able to read the likes of the aforementioned bumper sticker. I certainly don’t expect to shield my kids from swearing forever. They know, because we’ve taught them, that some words are “grown-up” words — not for kids to use. (And they know this, specifically, because if I hurt myself or break a glass or whatever, I still haven’t quite untrained myself from a knee-jerk “sh#*!”)

And I guess it would serve as a teachable moment if they read the thing and asked about it. I could give them the same self-righteous little sermon I’m giving here. (Ha.) And then attempt to explain why, in our culture, crude words for genitalia are used as insults. (Again, here, I use those same words from time to time myself. But, again, not in public where children and little old ladies can hear.)

Still. I’d rather they — and I — didn’t have to look at it at all, unless by choice.

What do you think? Does public profanity bug you? Or are you more relaxed about it?

Can I Keep My Daughters From Becoming “Thinspired”?

For a couple of years when I was in high school, I got high on being hungry. High on the sight of my own bones. High on my own, amazing willpower. (Which was a far more exciting accomplishment to me than the straight-A’s I was scoring, and the awards I was racking up for leadership and community service and all the rest.)

I never had all-out anorexia nervosa. I never, to my own disappointment, succeeded in dropping below 101 pounds. But for someone who’s just shy of 5’4″ 101 pounds is pretty darn skinny. Officially underweight, according to BMI calculations. You know, like, movie star skinny. (But not quite sickly-looking.)

It started innocently enough. I just wanted to lose a few pounds to look a bit more svelte in my bathing suit. I was egged on by the fact that my mom was losing weight, and felt, I suppose, a little competitive. I made it a goal to eat less than her at every meal. I stopped eating snacks. I eschewed sweets, chips and other typical teenage fare. And as the pounds began to drop, it only fueled my resolve. A sandwich for lunch became a half sandwich. Then no sandwich.

One of my best friends was also working hard — too hard, and in unhealthy ways — to be thin, and this forged a strange, sometimes-competitive, other times commiserative bond between us. Meanwhile, my grades kept soaring. I took on more responsibilities and activities. At home, I became, for a while, cook, caretaker and therapist for my family, while my father was depressed and my mother was immersed in a new career venture and, later, ill for several months with a severe case of mono. (I remember her not being strong enough to lace up the back of a dress I wore to a formal dance as I stood by the side of her bed.)

Somehow it all felt like part of the same thing: Striving, succeeding, shouldering and skinny-ness.

But eventually, I started feeling trapped. My obsession with my weight — and other forms of perfection — felt like it was starting to take over my life. I’d started occasionally making myself throw up — not after a binge, but after an ordinary meal. Once, after having allowed myself a simple, ordinary-sized bowl of ice cream. And I was tired of being the grown-up in my family. Tired of running myself ragged to do everything just right.

Slowly — very slowly — I managed to liberate myself. I relinquished responsibility for taking care of everyone else all the time. I chilled out a bit on academics (and still managed to end up Valedictorian). I stopped weighing myself as often and tried to have a healthier relationship with food. Toward the end of my senior year of high school, I drank a little. (Which I hadn’t done before. I was a good girl. And the calories!) I got laid. (Heh.) In other words, I cut myself some slack.

But it wasn’t until I was in my early twenties that I felt I’d finally developed a healthier relationship with food. Even now, I can’t say that I unequivocally love my body. I love it a lot more when it looks (and the scale suggests) that it’s thin.

So, what has all this got to do with being a parent?

It has to do with this. And this. Two of the many “thinspiration” or “thinspo” blogs and Pinterest boards out there, where teenage girls commiserate about their weight and find inspiration (usually in the form of images of stick-thin girls, hipbones jutting and tummies flat as — but of course devoid of — pancakes) and ideas for getting skinny and staying that way. Sometimes there are “Inspirational” quotes, like Kate Moss’s famous “Nothing tastes as good as being skinny feels” (Which, hoo boy, my 16 year-old-self would have eaten up. Instead of lunch.)

How do I help my girls have a healthy, happy relationship with their bodies and with eating in an age where the Internet offers what amounts to a virtual support group for *getting* — not getting over — anorexia.

Hayley Krischer over at Femamom recently wrote a post about her own past eating disorder and thoughts on the Thinspo blogs that sums up my feelings perfectly. (In fact, what’s funny is that I started drafting this post a few weeks ago, then saw her post on the topic and saw we’d begun our posts with almost the same sentence. Great formerly f-ed up minds think alike….?) In her post she writes:

“As a teenager with an eating disorder, would I have turned to the Thinspo Pinterest boards? Of course! Thinspo boards create an environment for the sole purpose of supporting each other’s eating disorders. One of the rules: knees and thighs can’t touch. Mottos: don’t eat. When you have an eating disorder, you turn to whoever will give you the thumbs up. If my teenage self stumbled on a Thinspo Pinterest board, I would have discovered affirmation. See, these girls look just like me. Or, worse, I want to look more like them.”
Yep. Me too. Absolutely.

It’s daunting enough, as someone who has battled with body image in the past, to figure out how to instill healthy eating habits and healthy attitudes about weight in my two daughters as they get older. Even now, I worry about over- or under-emphasizing the importance of maintaining a healthy weight. I never, ever use the word “Fat.” I’m so careful not to equate junk food or overeating with “overweight”; I stress “unhealthy” instead. (Like when the girls notice that an (overweight) girl in their gymnastics class eats Oreos and chocolate chip cookies for her snack afterward). But is this disingenuous? Doth I protest too much?

Then, of course, there are the ubiquitous images of uber-svelte celebrities and models in movies, magazines and on TV. For now, we can put tight controls on what our girls watch and read and see. But that doesn’t last.



From a "thinspo" Tumblr

And with Thinspo out there — a secret club, of sorts, for girls in search of bodily “perfection” (on the belief that it will make them happier, more desirable, more popular…) — it feels like helping my girls avoid having a complex with food and weight will be that much harder.

As always, I guess, all I can do is my best: I’ll try to instill in my girls healthy attitudes about food and body image. I’ll try to set a good example — eating well, exercising, keeping my occasional gripes about my less-than-washboard abs to myself. I’ll tell them they’re beautiful (no matter what they look like) but also tell them — as I do now — that they’re smart / creative / funny / thoughtful / kind / etc.  So hopefully they will know — and maybe manage to remember through the storm of adolescence, and in the face of powerful media and internet and peer influences — that these things matter much, much more.

 A mother’s Prayer For Privacy

April 17, 2012

Dear Lord,

Thank you for my beautiful, healthy, creative and otherwise spectacular children. I am grateful for the many blessings and profound love that they have brought to my life.

I just have a few teeny little requests:

I pray that I might be able to take a shower without one of my children coming into the bathroom, crying, to tell me that their sister hit them / pushed them / grabbed a toy or book away from them. Or telling me that they need help getting their shirt off. Or that they want a snack. Or that they’re going to poop.

Furthermore, I pray that they might not pull back the shower curtain, peek inside and say, “I can see your butt!” or make other comments about my body — specifically the ways it differs from their own on account of my being an adult, thus requiring me to have mini-conversations with them about the way their bodies will change when they’re older while at the same time trying to rinse the shampoo out of my hair.

On a related note, I pray that maybe at least some of the time I could go to the bathroom without one of my children (whom I adore and am grateful for, really, don’t get me wrong) starting to open the door and come in, requiring me to yell, “Hey! Privacy, please!” Or simply standing outside the door yelling for me to help them find their scissors or tape / get them a snack / settle a dispute / etc.

Dear Lord, may they someday be able to settle their own disputes.

But I digress.

May I someday be able to get dressed without my daughters commenting on my boobs. And trying on my bras.

Actually, that’s not so bad. It’s kind of funny. Scratch that.

Might I be able to work at home, in my home office, while the girls are being looked after by their dad or a sitter, and not have them come up the stairs and open the door and come in and try to crawl on my lap. Especially when I already have my laptop on my lap. Because it’s a fairly new MacBook Air, and I really like it. (Sorry, that was materialistic, wasn’t it? Thank you for providing fertile ground and good fortune in which to plant metaphorical trees that I might reap the fruits of my labor to buy a totally sweet computer. Hey, I think I just managed to disprove that old chestnut “money doesn’t grow on trees.” Because it does, on metaphorical ones, right? Ha! But I digress again.)

Finally — here’s a twist; you’re never going to see this one coming — I pray that they will continue to want to crawl up onto my lap after they’ve eaten their breakfast / lunch / dinner while I’m still eating, because although it’s annoying, and at times makes me feel slightly claustrophobic, I know that their need for physical closeness to me won’t last much longer. And I want to cherish it while it’s still here.

Which is a roundabout way of saying thank you, O Lord, for my sweet, affectionate children, whom I treasure above all treasures. (Like, way way above the aforementioned MacBook Air.)

Amen

PS – Even just the bathroom thing would be great.

PPS – Where is Jesus buried? Just curious.
Dads don’t “babysit” when mom is away. Or do they?

I don’t travel much for my job as a freelance advertising copywriter. But occasionally I have to take a quick overnight trip. I will never forget the time I was sitting on a plane en route to New York when my colleague seated next to me (he was 15 or so years older than me, in his defense) asked, “So, is Alastair babysitting while you’re gone?”

Babysitting. My own husband. Our children’s father for God’s sake. Babysitting?? Would someone ever ask a dad on a business trip if his wife was “babysitting”?

True that in our particular case it’s especially inaccurate: my husband is a mostly stay-at-home dad. But even if he weren’t, a comment like this feels weirdly out of touch with today’s economic and gender role realities where, more often that not, both parents work, and where dads are much more likely to be heavily involved in all things domestic. (And, brief disclaimer, in light of recent current events: I’m not suggesting that stay-at-home moms don’t work their asses off. For the purposes of this post, “work” is shorthand for working a paying job.)

So when I first read the recent New York Times article  “When Mom Travels for Work” — about the ways moms plan ahead and prep their husbands to take over for them when they go away — it seemed similarly, weirdly out of touch. Like a story that might have been written in the 80s. (Remember “Mr. Mom” or “Three Men and a Baby”? Men cooking? Taking care of kids?  HilAARious!)

Here’s the example they give of a working mom about to hit the road:

“Michele L. Jackson, a lawyer in Indiana who travels for her international adoption work, said she leaves files back home for each of her children with information on their activities and their medical records. She said she also texts instructions from the road, adding that she is “sure to include some sweetness” for her husband in the note “so he doesn’t feel like an employee”
The article does concede that sometimes dads actually do know what they’re doing. But not as often.

“While working fathers who go away on business may use some of the same tactics, mothers are often the ones laying out their children’s skating outfits and freezing extra dinners before they leave town.”
I’d say that dads in two-working-parent families are, in general, much more involved in their kids’ lives and in day-to-day household tasks than this article seems to imply. Certainly it’s the case among most of our friends.

But then I reflected on it a little more. I thought about my other friends, colleagues and acquaintances. I thought about other essays and articles I’ve read.

And the fact is, I think that in general working moms still do bear more of the brunt of parenting and household chores than working dads. In most cases (though certainly not all) they are still the family meal planners and cooks. They’re still the #1 emergency contact on their kids’ records. Still the ones who take the kids shopping for new clothes, get them hair cuts and take them to doctor appointments,  sign them up for activities, plan the birthday parties, buy the presents for other kids’ parties, and make the baked goods for fundraisers. I could go on.

(Men, meanwhile, still tend to do more of the yard, car and household repair-related tasks. Also important stuff, don’t get me wrong….)

Division of labor is absolutely necessary, and every family finds the right set-up for their own situation. (In our household, I am chef, checkbook keeper, and wardrobe mistress for the girls. Alastair is master of dishes, laundry and yard work.)

But I think more often than not the division is somewhat uneven. Although men are much, much more likely to be equal or almost equal parents and homemakers with their working wives these days, in families where both parents work, women still tend to have a greater share of responsibility for children, home and hearth, for better or for worse.

So maybe that Times piece isn’t completely out of touch after all.

What do you think? Am I making too big a generalization?

And how about the next big question: Why? Is it because women are inherently more nurturing, and feel a more primal bond with their kids (and vice versa)? Or do we take it upon ourselves? Do our male partners have something to do with it, or societal expectations at large? Is it because women feel guilty for choosing or not being able to work outside the home? (Oy, I could write a whole other post about all this!)

In the meantime, discuss! (And be nice.)

 

April 19, 2012

My Kids Learned the F-Word

April 24, 2012

It was only a matter of time, really. And I knew it would happen the way it did: They were making up silly rhymes. One of the girls said, “You smell like a duck!” The other said, “You smell like a buck!” and then, “You smell like a shmuck!” (I think I might have said that, actually …) Until eventually, well, you know how it ends.

I probably shouldn’t have said anything. In fact, I’m feeling sort of dumb about having done so at all. But when your dear, darling five-year-old daughter gleefully shouts that someone smells like a f*$k, it’s hard not to laugh / wince. (Lince?) And after my reaction, I felt the need to follow up. “I know you didn’t know this, Clio,” I said. “And you didn’t do anything wrong at all. But just so you know, that word is one of those words that’s for grownups to use, not kids.”

“Why?”

“Well,” I said, “it’s about grownup stuff. And it’s something grownups usually say when they’re really angry.” (Or excited? Drunk?) “It’s just not a word that’s OK for little kids to say. It tends to make people sort of angry and upset when they do.” (Including me. I am not like this dad who wrote for Babble about how he lets his 4-year-old swear at home. And I guess I’m a little old-fashioned in general when it comes to overuse of profanity. Not that this stops me from using the occasional, well-placed 4-letter word.)

Then she asked, “What does it mean?”

Now. I am not shy about explaining things to my daughters when they ask questions. When Elsa asked me how babies are made — (no, how they’re really made, Mommy; enough with the “daddies-have-a-seed-and-mommies-have-an-egg-glossing-over-the details-thing”)  — I told her. And when the girls ask thorny theological questions, like what became of the remains of Jesus, I tell them. Or at least talk about the possibilities with them.

But when it came to the F-word, it took me all of one eighth of a second to say, “I’ll explain when you’re older.”

If they’d been playing rhymes with “hit” and “spit,” I’d have been glad to provide an explanations when they landed on the taboo word. “It’s a not-very-nice word for poop.” End of discussion. But it would be a helluva lot harder to explain to a little kid that this horrible, terrible word — the big mother of all swear words!— is, at its most basic level, a not-very-nice word for … making babies.

And you know what the next question would be: “What’s not nice about making babies?”

And I can’t even begin to think about knowing how to answer that question in a way that a couple of five-year-olds would grasp. It’s a lot to try to tackle the many subtleties and use cases of the F-word.

Clio brought it up again a few days later: “What was that word we’re not suppose to say? Why won’t you tell us what it means?”

Which made me wish I hadn’t said anything at all. It was just so shocking when she (innocently) blurted it, I couldn’t help myself.  But eventually they would have heard it somewhere — from a kid at school or from one of the screaming matches our neighbors sometimes have. (Sadly, I’m not joking …) Or, yes, from me, because sometimes I can’t stop myself from dropping an F-bomb when I break something or hurt myself. (“Making babies! I broke another wine glass!”)
They would have asked what it meant, or might have tried it out themselves, and we could have discussed it then, with more context, (more context than being a no-no rhyme for “duck,” that is), as Heather Turgeon wisely advised in another recent essay here.

Ah, well. Parenting hindsight is 20/20. The good news is, I think chances are slim that they’ll actually remember the word from this one instance. So when next, it issues forth from their angelic mouths, we can talk about it — and how it’s used — in a more meaningful way. Maybe I’ll even tell them what it means.

What’s your approach when words a bit harsher than the usual “poop-head” and “butt face” make it into your household?

 

Why Free To Be’ Still Rocks 40 Years Later

May 1, 2012

Like a lot of people of my generation, I grew up listening to Free to Be You and Me (on vinyl, of course). It was a project of the Ms. Foundation for Women, and used songs and stories to support the idea that kids — whether boys or girls — can be whoever they want to be and do whatever they want to do, regardless of gender. (In other words it was — gasp!! The horror! — a reflection of the feminist thinking of the 70s.)

We have the CD, although it hasn’t been in heavy rotation for a while. But the girls heard the story, “William’s Doll” recently, and we reminded them that there was, in fact, a song based on the story, from Free to Be. (About a boy who wants a doll, in spite of the teasing of friends and the objections of his father.)

So, they started demanding that we play the song over, and over, and OVER, the way kids are wont to do. And they can now sing the song in its entirety. (As can I.) It’s pretty impressive. Although some of the song’s message is a wee bit lost on them, methinks. After listening to/singing it the other day Clio said, “It’s OK for boys to play with dolls, because there are boy dolls, too!” Well, yes, but….

Anyhoo. We’ve been listening to the rest of the album too, and although I know it well, I’ve been struck by just how relevant it still is today. Especially in the midst of today’s girly-girl resurgence (pink Legos, anyone?) and princess craze, which I’ve fretted about here. Even though it’s a tad heavy handed at times, it really has some great messages about equality and individuality and not giving a crap about what’s traditionally considered the realm of girls/women vs. the realm of boys/men.

Some of the tracks that I particularly like:

Boy Meets Girl — Mostly because of Mel Brooks’s delivery, but it’s two newborns in a hospital nursery debating whether they’re boys are girls. The Mel Brooks baby insists he’s a girl. He asks the other (played by Marlo Thomas) “What do you want to be when you grow up.” “A fireman,” she replies. “What about you?” “A cocktail waitress!” he says. “What did I tell you?!”

Parents are People — Sung by Harry Bellafonte and Marlo Thomas. The gist of the song is that parents are people with children. (As in, being moms or dads isn’t the whole sum of their identity.) And that moms and dads can do all kinds of jobs. The idea of a mom being a lawyer or truck driver or a man being a nurse isn’t as a big a deal now as it was in 1972. But not a bad idea to remind kids that jobs don’t have do go strictly down gender lines. (Even though they still do in many cases….)

William’s Doll — Previously mentioned. Nice message about it being OK for boys to play with dolls, although it is tied to the notion that it’s a good toy choice because it will make him a better dad someday. Not that it’s OK for him to play with a doll just because. (Do we approve of girls playing with dolls because it will make them better mothers? I wasn’t a big fan of dolls as a kid, but I didn’t have any trouble changing diapers or dressing my girls as babies….) BUT in 1972 when the record was released, the idea of dads changing diapers and burping babies was a lot more radical than it is now.

Atalanta — This story is about a clever princess who isn’t too keen on marrying the guy her father, the king, picks for her and moreover isn’t sure she wants to get married at all. So she hatches a plan to try to get her way: she proposes a foot race for all would-be suitors on the condition that she, too, can compete. And if she wins, she gets to pick who she wants to marry (or not marry at all). Spoiler alert! She ties for first place with a very progressive, like-minded fellow who really just wanted to be friends with her, but wouldn’t dream of forcing her to marry him. They hang out, talk, and then go their separate ways to see the world. Whether or not they get back together and get married (to each other or to anyone) isn’t resolved. Because that’s not the point. A little heavy-handed, sure. But I’m all for alternative princess narratives.

Glad to Have a Friend Like You — about a boy and a girl who are friends, and who both bake together and go fishing together. Groovy.

Anyway. In the midst of the ongoing, tiresome (if you ask me) debate between stay-at-home and working moms and who’s more feminist than whom and, while we’re at it, let’s hate on the very idea of feminism, blah blah blah, Free to Be is a refreshing and positive message for the people who seem weirdly overlooked in the whole discussion: the kids.

The  Missing Voices in the Mommy Wars

Posted May 3rd, 2012 at 10:11 am
I’ve just about had it with the “Mommy Wars,” pitting working moms against stay at home moms.

I’ve had it with the high-profile, un-nuanced discussions being had on the airwaves and even the more thoughtful discussions being had on other major media — including The New York Times discussion on attachment parenting vs. feminism and even right here on Babble Voices. (Although, to be fair, that discussion is more about why the debate has become such a big freakin’ deal in the first place. And I suspect many of those bloggers — whom I love! — would agree with what I’m about to say.)

The reason I’m fed up? It’s probably not what you think.

It’s not just because the discussion feels like a war on women and their choices rather than anything else. Or because, for God’s sake, can’t we just agree that every woman and every family has the right to make their own choices based on what works for them — and what their economic and personal needs dictate — and let it go? And, for double God’s sake, parenting is hard work REGARDLESS OF WHETHER YOU WORK OUTSIDE THE HOME OR STAY HOME. Argggh!

No. That’s not what really makes me angry. What truly pisses me off is that this discussion is pretty much exclusively the domain of educated, relatively well-off (and mostly white, while we’re at it) women.

There’s a voice — an important one — being completely overlooked and excluded from the conversation: that of disadvantaged women — including disadvantaged (corrected for clarity) single moms — who HAVE to work, and who are getting next to NO support when it comes to things like nursing, nutritional education, child-rearing information, healthcare, daycare, and other things that we more privileged and savvy moms (and I include myself) take for granted.

Alastair and I were in contact, on and off, with a student he worked with and mentored back when he was an after-school teacher at an innercity school. She was a smart kid, but had a rough upbringing — single mom with drug problems, foster homes, then living with her elderly grandmother in a dangerous neighborhood. She managed to do well in school and was mentored by a couple of her teachers. But she was effectively abandoned by the system once she was 18. She went from low-wage job to low-wage job, while various family issues roiled in the background.

She made some dumb choices along the way, probably. And she was also loathe to accept the help that well-meaning, more well-off people offered. We actually offered to let her stay with us until she got housing and be a part-time nanny to the girls while she looked for a job after her latest layoff. But she didn’t want to do that. Probably in part because our world was so foreign to her.

And then she got (unexpectedly and unintentionally, probably) pregnant. By this point, she was basically homeless — on a wait list for subsidized housing — and sleeping on the couches of friends and family.We had her over for meals, and I talked with her about pregnancy and nursing. I gave her baby gear and clothes, my copy of What to Expect, and urged her to nurse instead of using formula, if she could swing it. We went to her baby shower at her sister’s apartment (it was squalid and reeking of cigarette smoke and pot).

Shortly after her baby was born, we met with her for lunch near her step-sister’s house. We met her adorable baby boy; he smelled unwashed. We talked about some of the challenges she was facing — including nursing. I answered her questions and told her about LaLeche and how they could give her free nursing advice. (I later gave her the number of the local chapter. But I doubt she ever called.)

Then, she asked if I would come to the bathroom with her; she had a “woman-to-woman” question. She lifted up her shirt and showed me her breasts: They were covered in plastic wrap, to catch the leaking. And when she took off the wrap, I could see that her nipples were swollen and cracked and clearly infected. I told her she needed to see a doctor; I was pretty sure she had mastitis. Her doctor was all the way on the other side of Boston; I said I’d give her a ride if she needed it. But she never called.

And then we lost contact. She didn’t reply to our emails or return our calls. Next we heard from her, she was living in a shelter — in a single room, with her baby — awaiting a subsidized apartment. She’d given up on nursing — she was going to job interviews on the bus with her baby in tow, and navigating paperwork and visits with her case worker; she also knew she’d probably end up working in a big chain store with no facilities or support for nursing on the job. It was just too hard. WIC paid for formula (not a breast pump), so that’s what she used. And once she got a job (which would, most likely, be a minimum-wage one), she’d qualify for subsidized daycare, too.

Stay at home with her baby because it was the “right” thing to do?

HA!! HA HA HA!!

Look, this is an extreme case. And whether or not the system failed her or she failed herself or both is a whole debate in itself. But when I think of women like her, and then I listen to a bunch of women who have, by contrast, all the choices in the world, bickering about who’s the better mom because she wears her baby in a sling and nurses or because she is a self-actualized career woman who has the means to provide her kids with the best possible education and has the emotional reserves to be a more engaged parent, I want to scream: What about this homeless girl with Saran wrap on her infected breasts because in spite of all odds, she’s trying to nurse?? This girl with NO CHOICES at all?

Seriously, I want to scream. (I have, at Alastair, a couple of times in talking about all this. He looks at me blankly and says, “What mommy wars? This is an actual conversation people are having?”)

But I also want to scream when I think about the more average working mom in this country. The one whose husband is working a job that doesn’t pay enough for the family to pay for daycare, but not so much that they can go without the mom working too — not, that is, if they want to save for retirement, afford health insurance, or pay off their college debt. (Let alone pay for soccer uniforms for their kids. Help their elderly parents out. Insure their car and pay for new tires or repairs.) And what if one of them gets laid off?

Honestly. Can we please all take a step back from this debate and look at the bigger picture? Think about people besides our educated, advantaged selves? Stop talking to ourselves about organic baby food and co-sleeping and nannies and high-powered corporate jobs and who is more feminist than whom long enough to pause and think about all the women who AREN’T part of the discussion? Because it’s completely out of touch with their lives? And because — most likely — they don’t even know it’s going on?

While the mom-erati and talk show radio hosts chatter on, I’m going to keep donating to organizations that help poor women get their lives on track and keep doing pro-bono writing for organizations like this that help families in need. (And I’m putting my vote where my mouth is, too.)

My New Baby: Double Time
Posted May 8th, 2012 at 4:30 pm
It’s not quite as adorable as my daughters were when they were born, but it is awfully cute in its own way, what with the yellow cover and those little pink footprints. And I love the typeface.

Yes, sir, that’s my baby: my new memoir, Double Time: How I Survived — and Mostly Thrived — Through my First Three Years Mothering Twins. It’s about my pregnancy, my twin parenting adventures, my struggles with severe clinical depression, and my quest for work/life balance (as if there’s such a thing.) I’ve included some quick excerpts from the book below, along with some photos from way back in the early days. (And there’s also a chance to win a free copy.)

But before all of that, there’s something important I want to say.

And that’s a great, big, perhaps-awkward-but-nonethless-sincere bear hug of a thank you. Yes, thank YOU. My readers. (As well as the good folks of Babble.) Because if it weren’t for this blog, and the wonderful sense of community and support (through good times and bad) and virtual friendship it has brought me since Elsa and Clio were mere months old, I never would have written Double Time.
I wouldn’t have had the courage to share my story, particularly my depression story, so publicly. And I never would have understood just how important it is for us — all of us, no matter how many kids we have or even if we have none at all — to share our stories with and listen to each other. Honestly, thoughtfully and with empathy. With the occasional LOL-worthy joke thrown in. It’s what you give me in your comments here and over on Facebook, and what I always try (sometimes more successfully than others) to do in my writing.

Because having that sense of connection with each other makes us all stronger, better and happier.

And, you know, on a more practical level, if it weren’t for this blog (which, again, wouldn’t be here if you didn’t actually read it!) I wouldn’t have had dozens of blog posts to go back and look at to jog my memory: when the hell did we start giving them solid food? When did they drop their second nap? What was going on in my head when they were one, two, three…? (I promise, though, that the book is NOT my blog in book form. There are, however, a few anecdotes that I also wrote about here.)

Anyway, thanks. Truly. Especially to my long-time readers. (You’ll find another shout-out in the book’s acknowledgment page). And thanks in advance to those of you who buy the book or get it from your library or tell your friends or family about it. I hope you like it, and would love to hear what you think.

AND, if you leave a comment below now through Monday (May 14), you’ll automatically be entered to win a free copy of the book! When leaving your comment,  please use the email you want me to contact you at in the comment form. (And, good news for all my readers in Bangladesh, Madagascar and North Korea: your copy can be shipped anywhere in the world!)

xoxoxo

A Wax Before Summer Camp? No Way.

June 12, 2012

I spent the first 15 summers of my life at overnight kids’ camps in Maine. My parents had been long-time camp counselors before I was born, continued to be involved with camps during my childhood, and eventually owned and ran one of their own.

I’ve been a staff brat, a camper, and a camp counselor. I even wrote a whole novel inspired by my childhood camp experiences. So you could say I’m pretty passionate about camp, and the value I think it brings to young people’s lives: the chance to gain independence, try new things, cast off the expectations and assumptions of peers and family, and be a part of a small, close-knit community.

Camp is also a chance — and an opportunity — to get by without some of the comforts of home, including the way you normally dress and look. Camp means flip-flops and t-shirts and beloved sweatshirts and damp bathing suits. It means less-than-perfect hair because you went straight from the lake to dinner and didn’t have time to dry it, or because there are 10 other girls waiting to use the bathroom. Sure, on dance nights you take the time to doll yourself up so you can snag a slow dance or two with that boy you’ve had your eye on. But the rest of the time, it’s about coming as you are. In fact, that’s part of the point.

At least, that’s what I think. And what I was brought up to believe. So I was dismayed (and a little ape-shit) to read this recent article in the Times about girls as young as 12 getting their legs and nether-regions waxed, eyebrows plucked, and hair straightened before heading off to camp. An excerpt:

” “It’s about grooming and cleanliness,” said Elizabeth Harrison, an Upper West Side mother and a founder of a public relations firm, who took the older of two daughters, Charlotte, for a full leg and moderate bikini wax last year at age 12 before she left for camp in Maine. “Last summer, she started to sort of say, ‘I’ve got a lot of hair on my legs.’ It seemed like a natural and smart thing to do so she wouldn’t have to worry.”
To which I say: Worry about what, exactly?

About the horror — the horror! — of shaving your legs under a dribble of possibly lukewarm water while you knock your elbows and knees repeatedly against the metal walls of the cramped shower stall? Or sitting on a towel in the middle of your cabin with a couple of other bunk mates and a bucket of warm water shared between you while you lather up and giggle and shave your legs together? Or — God forbid — letting your legs get a little bristly because you’re too busy swimming or playing soccer or doing crafts or roasting marshmallows to notice or care that much about what you look like?

I did or witnessed all of the above in my camp years. And granted, I’ve always been a pretty low-maintenance gal. Not to mention a late bloomer (in fact, the sitting-in-the-middle-of-the-cabin scenario was one I witnessed when I was twelve and not yet shaving, and recall being slightly intimidated by/jealous of). But I was at camps that saw their fair share of Upper West Side (and East Side) Manhattanites. And they were all down with the roughing it (relatively speaking) approach, too.

Are those girls now the mothers bringing their daughters to the salon for pricey waxes before they head for the woods? If yes: What happened? Did they forget how liberating, or at least eye-opening, it was to spend a few summer weeks not having to worry about being perfectly coiffed and squeaky clean?

More important, why are they sending their daughters the message that in order to feel comfortable and accepted at camp — yes, something all kids are nervous about — they should do things to their bodies they wouldn’t do at home? How about encouraging them to be themselves? To figure out, on their own, how to be comfortable in their own (possibly a little hairy) skin? Even if it’s hard sometimes?

“It’s about making sure your child is comfortable,” said Bobbi Brown, the makeup entrepreneur, who has written two books for teenagers. “If she’s going to be in a bunk with all these girls, and she feels insecure because she hasn’t taken care of the hair on her lip or her legs, you know what? You do whatever you can do to make her feel good when she gets there.”
You know what? I disagree. I think navigating the awkwardness and insecurity of being in a bunk with a bunch of other girls on your own is part of what camp is all about — and what makes it a valuable, character-building experience. And I think we do our kids a huge disservice by trying to anticipate every single, perfectly normal difficulty they may face at camp (or anywhere, for that matter) and try to fix it in advance by throwing money and depilatory chemicals at it.

Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go roast me up a marshmallow or something.

 

Gut Punch: My Babies are Going to Kindergarten

Posted June 4th, 2012 at 8:48 pm
About a month ago, I went — along with the girls — to the kindergarten open house, where we toured the classrooms and said hello to the kindergarten teachers at what will be their school in the Fall. It was a little overwhelming, but not a particularly emotional experience  (even though Clio was clearly a bit spooked by the whole thing.)

Then, two weeks ago, Elsa and Clio had their preschool graduation festivities. Basically the whole school participates in them — there’s a show where each class sings a couple of songs, followed by a little festival — so the girls have been in it twice before. Still, I thought maybe this year I’d get a little weepy or something, it being their final year of preschool.

Last week was their last full week of school. I was on a video shoot all day on their last day, so I didn’t drop them off or pick them up, which I was a little bummed out about; it was strange to think, after the fact, that I’d probably never set foot in the building again. I felt a little wistful, but in an abstract kind of way.

And then, this weekend, it really sank in for the first time.

We were taking a walk around our neighborhood on Sunday afternoon — we’d been stuck inside all day, but it had finally stopped raining, so we decided to take a stroll — and ended up walking over to the girls’ future school, which is just a few blocks from our house.

Clio had brought her Curious George doll (constant companion since she was barely two years old) and Elsa brought her “blankie” — a little security blanket / stuffed animal thingy that looks sort of like what a manta ray would look like if you stuck a small plush giraffe head on it. (And if the manta ray were made of plush yellow with a satin lining.) When we got to the school — the playground, specifically — the girls were sweet and joyful, running around on the equipment, pushing their stuffed animals down the slide.

Meanwhile, some older elementary school kids — or maybe middle schoolers; I can’t tell anymore — came down from the adjacent ballfields and were hanging out on some of the playround equipment, horsing around and eating chips and generally being 11 or 12 or however old they were. At one point I looked from the “big kids” back to my girls, in their last flush of preschooler-hood, and felt a sudden, powerful wave of sadness and emotion, which brought tears to my eyes.

The enormity of this transition hit: Our days of having little ones at home are about to be over. And soon, the girls won’t be carrying stuffed animals around or mispronouncing their “R”s or crawling up onto our laps whenever they get a chance. They’ll be big kids. And then bigger, and then bigger still.

Just seconds after this rogue wave of realization hit, I was overcome with intense nausea. Like, so intense I seriously felt I was on the verge of puking, told Alastair so, and went off to try to find a place to do it where it wouldn’t be discovered by elementary school kids and/or some poor custodian the next day.

I didn’t throw up, as it turned out. But I cried a little, sitting on the steps around the side of the school. (And, yes, I did have the fleeting thought: what if I’m pregnant? And it didn’t seem like such a bad thing. But I’m not. Pretty sure, anyway. And also sure I don’t want to *be* pregnant ever again.)

Then I pulled myself together, and when Alastair and the girls rejoined me we took a little walk past the front of the school, where we spotted some flowers planted by one of the kindergarten classes, and some pine cones strung in a tree, which the girls speculated were probably bird feeders. (Smart kids) “I bet it was a school project!” said Clio.

They will be fantastic little kindergarteners. They are ready for new adventures, new challenges. But I don’t know how I — how any parent — can possibly feel anything but reluctant (and, in my case, nauseated) when it comes to watching them take that leap.

I’ve been hugging and kissing them relentlessly ever since that walk. But I can’t hold them tight enough to keep them from growing up.

Being A parent = Seventh Grade?
June 19, 2012

There’s a debate raging in the comment thread over on Toddler Times in response to Danielle Elwood’s confession that she loves using a child harness (or leash, if you prefer) for her toddler as a safety measure when she’s out and about with her three kids.

It’s more or less what you’d expect, and goes something like this (commenter names fictional):

CommentGrrl360:
“Thank you for writing this post! I also love using harnesses on my kids, and they’re great, but I always worry what everyone’s going to think, but it’s great to see someone writing about it here! People who think leashes are ‘cruel’ or ‘humiliating’ suck!”

My3Cents:
“Leashes are lazy parenting! I just hold on to my kids’ hands and tell them to stay put and they do! Because I’m such a good parent! You should be ashamed of yourselves, all of you! You suck!”

MamaHen450:
“Way to be judgmental, My3Cents! Every parent has to do what works for them and their kids! Are you always this bitchy? You suck!”

And so on and so on and so on.

All of which is to say, it resembles a lot of comment threads under posts and articles on “controversial” parenting topics. (Which I, too, have written about and commented on, for better or for worse.)

But it struck me, as it periodically does when I read a post like this, just how profoundly insecure so many of us (and I include myself) are about our parenting choices. The vast majority of commenters said that they also used leashes, and a number mentioned what a “relief” it was to read the post.

Hell, I was relieved, and we didn’t even use harnesses with our girls. But I sometimes wish we had. It would have made certain stressful situations a LOT less stressful.
Being in public, particularly in crowded places, with twin toddlers can be a harrowing experience. Not only is it aggravating as all get-out, but you’re actually scared that while you’re dealing with one toddler’s crisis the other could, oh, I don’t know, run into the street and get hit by a bus.
Seriously, I think I would have a few less wrinkles if we’d used the things.

So why didn’t I? Was it because I thought they were a bad idea, or was ethically or aesthetically or otherwise opposed? Do I think leashes are “lazy” parenting, or humiliating to the kids who wear them? No.

It was because I worried what other people—like that sucky MyThreeCents, and probably her mom and her grandmother, too—would think.

The same way I worry what they’re thinking when they see me attempting to manage my girls’ whining or requests or fights or tantrums or rowdiness in stores or restaurants.

Honestly, the last time before my girls were born that I gave such a big sh*t about what people thought of me was when I was in Middle School. And I felt like everyone was constantly looking at and judging everything about me—what I said, what I looked like, how I sharpened my pencil, how I blew my nose. Everything.

Middle School was pretty much the nadir of my existence. But it was long, long ago. And now I’m a pretty confident, self-assured person. Sure, I have insecurities. But I  don’t really worry that people are judging my appearance or actions or words or whatever. (And if they are, I don’t care a whole lot.)

Except when it comes to my parenting choices.

I truly envy all the moms out there who are confident enough in their parenting choices—e.g. harnesses—that they never give a thought to what people might be thinking.

(Are there any? Or is this a rea-a-a-l-l-l-y big middle school?)

P.S. Who’s cuter: Andrew McCarthy or Rob Lowe?

 

The Worst Blog Post Ever
July 1, 2012

Dear friends (because that is what so many of you have become to me, and to my family, over these last 5 years),

This is the hardest blog post I’ve ever had to write, and I debated whether or not to write it at all. Partly because I didn’t know if it’s just too much to expose about our family and the struggle ahead of us. And partly because writing it somehow makes it more real, and I don’t want it to be real.

But sharing our family’s story with you has become a big part of our life over the past few years, and I feel like sharing this latest development will help us out – knowing you’re out there thinking of us and sending your prayers and good thoughts and positive energy our way.

So, here’s the deal: Clio has leukemia in some form or another. I am tearing up as I write this, because it’s so horrible, and so unthinkable. But it’s true.

Over the past six to eight weeks she’s had some odd symptoms – pain in her legs, recurrent fevers, complaining of a belly ache, a few other little things – that we weren’t able to pinpoint. I of course ran to Dr. Google and had already diagnosed her with leukemia myself.  (Because isn’t that what we all do in the Internet age? Look online and find the WORST POSSIBLE THING it could be?)

But when blood tests were run just 3 weeks ago, there was nothing alarming; it just looked like maybe she had a virus. And I was relieved and felt silly for worrying. Still, we were going to see a rheumatologist in case there was something arthritic happening.

But yesterday (god, was it just yesterday?) she had a high fever and I brought her to the ER at the hospital affiliated with our pediatrician. They ran a number of tests (bad news in the bloodwork) and immediately transferred us here, to Floating Hospital For Children in Boston. Tomorrow they’ll do a bone marrow biopsy and lumbar puncture (under general anesthesia) and also use the opportunity to get some chemo into her.

Over the next couple of days, we’ll get the results to tell us what kind of cells we’re dealing with and what treatments we’ll go forward with.

To say that Alastair and I are terrified / distraught / overwhelmed / in shock is the ultimate understatement. I think of myself as a strong person, but I don’t feel very strong right now. A few days ago Clio was her happy usual self –- a little tired, when the fevers hit, and a little gimpy, with her sore legs. And now, here we are in hospital land. It is an awful place to be.

She’s feeling OK – just dehydrated and tired, since they have to keep waking her up to check vitals. Occasionally she’s perked up. But this is hard for her, of course. She’s had to put up with all manner of poking and prodding and drinking yucky stuff. And Clio is, God love her, one stubborn, spirited little thing.

Elsa was by to visit this afternoon with Alastair’s parents. (Who have already been a Godsend.) It’s hard for her to really understand what’s happening and we’ve only explained it in broad strokes. She was mostly just excited by the novelty of getting to eat out all the time and then being in a hospital and all the equipment and gadgets and stuff. She also thought it was super cool to find out that your bones make blood. Ain’t it, though?

We’ll try to make things as normal as we can for her – keep her going to camp, still start the tap dance classes she’s so excited for. They just gave us a book called “Oliver’s Story – For ‘sibs’ of kids with cancer.” It made me cry. Everything makes me cry.

I hope once we get a bit more information about the kinds of cells, the type of treatment, etc. I can buck up a bit and be all brave and determined and courageous and all that shit.

I don’t know how often or how much more I’ll be writing here on Baby Squared in the coming months. I will, though, probably post updates on my new Facebook Page on Twitter and on my personal website (www.janeroper.com) I also ask that unless you’re a close personal friend you don’t email me. But know that I read every single comment here, and anything you write on my Facebook page wall or via Twitter.

Your prayers and thoughts and hopes for us would be a great, great comfort. Please no medical advice or scary stories.

With so much love and gratitude to you all for being “out there” for us.

xoxo

Jane (and Alastair)

Everything has Changed: a Long-Winded Goodbye
Posted July 8th, 2012 at 12:49 pm
A little over a week ago, I was about to start on a big video project for one of my clients. I was putting the finishing touches on an essay summarizing the themes of my memoir, Double Time for another website. I was also planning to dive into work on a new novel.

We had three summer vacation trips planned — to Maine, to the Jersey Shore (no no, a tasteful part of it), and New Hampshire. Elsa was about to start tap dance classes, too.

The girls were going to start kindergarten in the Fall. Clio was going to start playing soccer.

I was hoping to do a writing residency somewhere at some point this year. Alastair was planning to expand his work doing kids’ music shows and educational assemblies in schools.

In other words, our lives were (we thought) going to go along exactly as we expected they would. And then, last week, we were suddenly in the hospital and finding out that Clio had leukemia. And our life as we know it was dramatically changed.

No trips this summer — at least not for all four of us — while we’re in and out of the hospital. No kindergarten in the Fall for Clio; it would be too dangerous for her compromised immune system. Our ability to work as many hours as we do now, uncertain. Clio’s going to basically have to be home-schooled for a while — plus there will be clinic visits and periodic inpatient stays. And that’s assuming no unforeseen complications or setbacks.

As for the novel I was planning to write? Well, I’m just hoping I can finish it in this decade.

And, of course, in all of this, there is the constant uncertainty about Clio’s health. The success rates for her form of leukemia — ALL Pre-B — are the highest of all pediatric leukemias, so we’re very optimistic. But I hate the idea of her not feeling well and missing out on things. I hate the fact that we’ll always be watching, waiting, hoping things don’t get worse. Most of all, I hate the thought that we could end up being the unlucky ones.

Since we got here to the hospital last week, Alastair and I have been switching back and forth at night, with one of us staying in the room with Clio and the other one staying in the parent room we’ve been assigned. Getting ready for bed and waking up in that room — the only time when there’s a bit of distance for reflection — is when it tends to hit me the hardest:  just how completely and irrevocably our lives as we planned and imagined them over the next several years have changed. And how sad / scared / angry that makes me.

But I firmly believe — I have to believe — that there will be good changes and realizations that come of this unexpected turn of events as well. I don’t entirely know what those will be yet. But I do know that I haven’t had a lousy or trying experience in my life yet that didn’t teach me something or make me see more clearly or feel more deeply or, if nothing else, simply make me more grateful for the not-so-lousy times.

And sometimes, a “bad” life-changing experience like this can make previously hazy choices seem suddenly clear-cut and simple.

Which is my long-winded and overly-dramatic way of saying that it’s time for me to say a fond farewell to Baby Squared and Babble.

When I started this blog here a little over five years ago, I was in a very different place, and Babble was a pretty different place, too. It’s become increasingly clear to me over the last year or so that it would make more sense — given my priorities and preferences and style when it comes to blogging — for me to take my writing to a more personal, non-commercial venue. Clio’s diagnosis, and what it would mean for our family, was the clincher.

So, I’m moving my blogging efforts over to humbler waters.

It’s been an honor and a pleasure to be a part of Babble for the past five years. Blogging here has not only helped me “find my voice,” as we say in the biz, but has introduced me to tons of wonderful readers, many of whom I now consider friends in spite of the fact that we’ve never met: April, Lena, Michele, Stephanie, RossTwinMom, Nutterbutter, Voice of Reason, Hippygoth, EG, Gualojote, Korinthia, Oz, Dawn, Fernanda, Lin….others I’m surely forgetting, and others I don’t “know” as well. Plus all those who have offered their thoughts and prayers and support since we got this diagnosis. Thank you, all of you.

And whether you’ve been reading Baby Squared for five years or five minutes, I hope you’ll continue to read my words (and share yours) over at my new blog, Jane’s Calamity (janeroper.com or janes-calamity.com),  join my Facebook page (the Baby Squared FB page will soon be defunct) and/or follow me on Twitter.

As Bob Dylan would say,

Stick with me baby, stick with me anyhow
Things should start to get interestin’ right about now.
xoxo

Jane

