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			INTRODUCTION: YOUR KID’S A BRAT

			We’ve heard them—kids ordering their parents to shut up. We’ve seen them—kids pushing past grown-ups into the elevator. We’ve met them—kids who whine and bite and never say thank you and have better phones than we do.

			Maybe some of these kids are even our own.

			We know their other sides, of course. These kids are also smart and sweet and funny and capable and affectionate. They get stressed out at school; they’re influenced by the media and advertisements and (less worthy) friends; they’ve endured countless phases and growth spurts and challenges. They’re living in a culture that glorifies violence, sexualizes children, and encourages kids not to be kind or responsible or mature but to be cool—to mouth off to grown-ups and acquire expensive stuff and look hot and generally act like sort of a jerk.

			We know our smallest kids are affected, too. They learn bad manners when they hear adults speaking rudely to one another. They learn that appearances matter when beaming strangers proclaim them beautiful. They learn to prefer unhealthy meals when they see PBS Kids shilling for Chuck E. Cheese’s.

			We know that society is doing an excellent job turning our wonderful children into inconsiderate, demanding, materialistic, self-centered, disrespectful, junk-food-craving brats.

			The problem is that sometimes we do the same.

			Our intentions are good. We want our kids to be happy, so we hesitate to tell them no. We want our kids to express their opinions, so we let them talk back. We want our kids to be well fed and well rested, so we overlook misbehaviors during dinner and at bedtime. We want our kids to feel important, so we let them call the shots.

			But one day we turn around and realize that we’ve got on our hands indulged, disagreeable children who are rarely told no and eat only five foods. And as wonderful as these children may nevertheless appear to us, we must admit that in many parts of the universe they would be called brats.

			And that is the ultimate irony. In our quest to give our children the best—to provide every comfort, every advantage, every peak experience, every drop of self-esteem—we are actually failing them pretty badly.

			No one likes a brat. Not teachers, not coaches, not babysitters, not other parents. And certainly not the adults who will someday be interviewing our children for admission to a prestigious college or evaluating their prospective value as an employee or considering becoming their spouse.

			If we truly want our kids to be happy and cherished and successful, we have to teach them, well, not to be a brat. For our sake and the sake of those around us, yes. But also for their own.

			Because it’s not only those around our kids who would strongly prefer they not be brats. It’s also our kids themselves.

			A toddler shrieking in the checkout line may appear to want a Push Pop. A third grader rolling his eyes may appear to want a more accommodating parent. A tween demanding to wear a skirt so short you can see her thong underwear may appear to want popularity and male attention. But what they really want are limits and boundaries and consistent expectations. What they want are opportunities to learn discipline, to demonstrate responsibility, to develop self-esteem, to earn self-respect and the respect of those around them. What they want, deep down, is for us—their parents—to step up. To say, no, stop it, that’s not okay. To say, you don’t need to act like a brat to get my attention or to get what you want. To say, I love you enough to teach you a better way.

			In the short term, the brat with the cowed parents may seem to have it pretty good. But in the long term, that’s not who we want our kids to be. In the long term, that’s not who they want to be, either.

			So how do we stop our kids from becoming—or continuing to act like—brats? This book will help us learn how to recognize situations in which we are enabling—or even encouraging—bratty behavior; how to see our children, and our parenting, as others do; how to change unhealthy patterns and make things better—for our kids, for those around them, for our families, for ourselves; and how to step up and be the parents our kids deserve.

			Even if those kids are, at the moment, stretched out on the couch, feet propped on the coffee table, hollering for a soda. Go ahead and pour them a drink (don’t forget the crushed ice!)—but you might want to warn them it’s last call. Things are about to change.

		

	
		
			SECTION 1

			Your Budding BRAT—Toddlers and Preschoolers
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			INTRODUCING YOUR BUDDING BRAT
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			Of course your kid is the most precious creature in the universe, and of course you love her with every ounce of your being, and of course you revel in every amazing thing she does, especially those amazing things her peers are not yet doing, probably because they eat so many processed foods. But . . .

			But have you noticed that your kid is developing a couple of habits that are a tad less than delightful? Maybe telling you what to do, like, a lot; maybe kicking you if you dare to disobey; maybe emitting loud and unrelenting shrieks at bedtime or in the checkout line or at a restaurant (or all of the above, hooray!). And not that you have any ambivalence about your kid’s wonderfulness, because she is totally special and extraordinary—but if you were to be one hundred percent honest, you might admit that, well, these habits are a teeny bit annoying. And that you and she might be a lot happier if she would cut it out.

			I have two awesome pieces of news for you: One, you are absolutely right. And two, feeling this way does not make you a bad parent.

			I realize you may have heard differently. I am aware that being a good parent has come to mean letting your kid do whatever she wants, and smiling beatifically as she runs amok. I am aware that your kid’s biting and hitting have been rebranded as avenues of self-expression. I am aware that telling your kid to stop finger painting the cat has become equated with crushing her creative potential forever and ever. I am even aware of the terrible consequences said to lie in store for the kid whose parent dares to tell her no: shredded self-esteem, a stunted capacity for attachment, self-destructive attempts to cope with existential angst that ultimately result in a stint on Teen Mom or—best-case scenario—the wait list at her first-choice college.

			What I do not understand is why you believe this shit. Do you honestly think that beaming as your kid yells at you, forcing a laugh as she smacks you in front of your friends, earnestly asking about her “mad feelings” as she hurls her dinner plate at the wall, and letting her supplant your spouse in the marital bed is setting your kid on the path to a happy, healthy life? Are you sincerely convinced that your kid—the one who’s been screaming for ten straight earsplitting minutes—is so fragile that her entire future will be unhinged because you turned off Frozen and made her go to bed? And do you really want to live in a home where your role is not to parent and guide and teach your kid—but to attend slavishly to her every whim and desire?

			If the answer to even one of these questions is no, this section is for you. In the following chapters, I’ll examine the not-so-charming behaviors emerging in your budding brat, exploring why your kid is acting this way, what her whining/clinging/refusing to sleep, etc., really mean, and how to respond calmly, lovingly—and extremely effectively. You’ll find plenty of pep talks to remind you who the actual boss should be in the relationship between parent and kid (hint: It’s not the one wearing size three Frozen underpants, unless you are a seriously kinky person), easy and practical guidance for redirecting your kid when she’s going completely off the rails, and insight on helping your kid deal with the chaotic and tumultuous emotions she’s experiencing as a toddler and preschooler. (These years aren’t exactly easy for her, either!) And while I make no guarantees—results may vary, and all that shit—this section will truly benefit your kid every bit as much as it benefits you, and your budding brat will be thrilled and relieved to realize that you love her enough to step up and teach her a better way. I almost promise.

		

	
		
			YOUR KID BOSSES YOU AROUND
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			Here is a list of prestigious jobs held by people I have encountered in the last several years:

			Surgeon

			Attorney (like, a really well-compensated partner, not a just-out-of-law-school-and-miserably-paying-dues associate)

			Entrepreneur

			CEO

			Independently wealthy person (I have no idea where the money came from, but there is a lot of it)

			Computer genius

			All the people holding these jobs have this in common:

			Their young kids boss them around like you would not believe.

			Then again, maybe you would. Because if you’re reading this chapter, it’s a good bet that your kid is doing the same to you.

			•   •   •

			Do you remember being little and having your parents do everything you wanted? Remember the rush you got when you didn’t have to say a word—you just pointed and grunted at something, and your parents jumped up to bring it to you? Remember when they wouldn’t let you have your way, so you scrunched up your face and went “unnnnnh” until they gave in? Remember that time they told you no, and you had to make a couple of angry noises to put them in their place and make sure they didn’t try that shit again?

			Yeah, I don’t remember any of that, either. But I bet your kid does.

			It’s like you have a secret life or something. Think of how you behave with other adults: If some jerk tries to cut you off in traffic, you don’t automatically cede your spot, then roll down your window to apologize for being in his way and toss him fifty bucks for his troubles. If a colleague at work tells you to finish the project on your own while she takes a nap under her desk, you don’t beam and respond that that sounds great, and you’ll take her calls, too, so the phone won’t disturb her. You may let your supervisor at the office or the alpha mom at your kid’s preschool put you down a little bit, but in general you conduct yourself with a certain amount of confidence, poise, and dignity, right?

			But that all flies out the window the second your kid tells you to do something. No matter how many degrees you have, no matter how many employees you oversee, no matter how many people hang on your every word about fashion or vaccines or stocks or asteroids or climate change or crowdsourcing, you turn into a blithering idiot (no offense), ready to hear and heed whatever ridiculous order emerges from your kid’s mouth. So you may be perfectly comfortable in a chair, but you leap out of it because your kid’s demanding to sit there. You may not actually want your kid playing with your engagement ring, but you hand it over because, you know, she’s tugging at it. You may not like your kid’s order to “go over there” and “leave me alone,” especially when doing so will leave her alone with a box of cookies, but you obey because, well, you just do.

			I understand what you’re trying to do, and even though I may not sound like it, I’m actually pretty sympathetic. You know how hard it is to be a toddler (though maybe it’s not so hard to be yours), and you want your kid to feel heard, valued, and loved. You don’t get to spend as many hours with your kid as you’d like, and you want the time you do have together to be positive and fun for her. You hate seeing your kid act sad or upset, and she acts sad and upset when you don’t do what she says. You want your kid to know she can count on you, and letting her boss you around seems to prove that you’re on her side and in her corner.

			The problem is that letting your kid boss you around doesn’t really help with any of this. While she may appear to be having an awesome time running the show, and while she may look completely comfortable in her role as Boss of You and Your Home, she’s got a secret life just like you do. Except in your kid’s secret life, she’s freaking out. Rather than thriving under your reliability, care, and protection, your kid is growing more terrified with every exchange. Rather than learning that she can depend on you, your kid is wondering if anyone is ever going to step up and take control.

			This is how the current dynamic feels to your kid:

			Imagine that you’re sick and don’t know exactly what’s wrong, so you go to a doctor. You’re feeling pretty bad, plus you’re nervous about all the superbugs being created by overuse of antibiotics, and as soon as the doctor enters the treatment room, you hear yourself blurt out rudely, “Just so you know, I really don’t like taking antibiotics.” Instead of nodding briefly, examining you, and telling you what the problem is and how to get rid of it, the doctor backs away anxiously. “Okay,” she says, “no antibiotics. Got it. Here, um”—she fumbles with her prescription pad and scribbles something—“here’s the name of a homeopathic remedy that might help.” “Wait,” you call as she retreats, “aren’t you going to check me out?” But the doctor’s too intimidated by you to respond.

			Or if you’re not so into conventional medicine (but please get your kids vaccinated anyway, I mean, really), imagine that you’re getting on an airplane, and when the pilot overhears you telling the flight attendant that the cabin looks filthy, he cancels the trip. Or that you meet the president of the United States and tell her that you think war is immoral, and she immediately disbands the armed forces.

			It’s fun having this power for about thirty seconds, right? But pretty soon you’re feeling awful—bewildered by these experts who let your posturing derail them from carrying out their responsibilities, angry at the people who are supposed to be in charge for failing to maintain control, and wondering how you can give up the reins of authority and put things back the way they’re supposed to be. Because you were just looking for a little attention, just trying to push the envelope, just trying to assert yourself—you didn’t actually want to be the boss.

			Under all her pointing and grunting and ordering you around, this is how your kid really feels. Sure, it was fun at first—fun to exercise some power, fun to keep the grown-ups on the run, fun to have her bidding done. But now it’s pretty awful. Because just like you count on doctors and pilots and presidents to know what the fuck is going on and to keep you safe, your kid is counting on you. Just like you feel better knowing that someone trained and knowledgeable and trustworthy is in charge of things outside your area of expertise, your kid feels better knowing you’re the boss.

			Realizing this will give you an extra boost of confidence in changing the dynamic between you and your kid—but even if you’re not one hundred percent sure I’m right about this one (I am), the dynamic needs to change anyway. A competent adult being bossed around by an otherwise-adorable kid is not nearly as cute as you might think (a giggly, half-apologetic “She loves to be in charge!” charms no one, I am sorry to say), and the situation only gets worse. Your kid will not miraculously outgrow bossing you around, nor will it get easier when she’s old enough to “use her words”—she’ll only use them to further her cause, and you will find yourself engaged in complicated negotiations over everything from bedtime to homework to why you will absolutely not take her to Riley’s party when she has not cleaned her room in weeks except that of course you will. And those twinges of regret and annoyance you now feel as you kowtow to your kid’s commands to “get me playdough” and “unhhh!—the blue playdough!” will magnify over time—and before you know it, you will wake up to find that your precious angel has morphed into an arrogant, demanding tween and you will read the last chapter of this book and think remorsefully of how much more pleasant the intervening years would have been if you had taken this section to heart.

			It’s easy for me to tell you to change the dynamic, right? Well, luckily, it’s easy for you to do, too. Even if you’re still not one hundred percent sure I’m right about this one (I still am), at least dare to imagine that you’re old enough and competent enough to be the boss of your own kid rather than the other way around. With this attitude in place, you can listen to, evaluate, and respond appropriately to your kid’s requests rather than automatically hopping to: “I hear you want to sit in the chair, but I’m sitting here. You can sit on my lap or on the couch.” “I hear you want to play with my ring, but the ring stays on my finger. You can look at it or play with something else.” “I hear you want me to leave you alone, but you need a grown-up with you in the kitchen. We can stay here, or you can go into your room by yourself.” “I hear you don’t want to get into your crib, but it’s time for your nap. You can go to sleep, or you can lie here and scream.” (I actually used this one when my daughter was a toddler; she looked at me with narrowed eyes and responded, “I. Will. Scream.” Which she did. For an hour. Years later, though, it’s one of our favorite memories.) These answers may feel stilted, but soon enough they’ll be flowing from your lips. They accomplish what you were hoping to accomplish by letting your kid boss you around—they assure your kid that she’s been heard and that her wishes are important to you—but they also remind your kid who’s in charge. By providing your kid with a choice (sitting on your lap or sitting on the couch, looking at your ring or finding another toy), statements like these allow your kid a sense of control—but keep her from running the entire show. And by providing a template for reacting to your kid’s demands, these responses help you stay calm and firm in the face of her attempts to boss you around. Or of her screaming, as the case may be.

			Will this new dynamic be an instant hit with your kid? Of course not! She’ll resent the shit out of it, at least at first; but if you remain serene and consistent, it won’t be long before she adjusts quite nicely to the new reality. And in the meantime, don’t worry that she’s resenting it; you and your kid might as well learn now that a major part of your job is to do things that are in her best interest but will piss her off mightily. And while she seems bigger than the universe to you, she’s actually still very small and pretty much without resources for punishing you for foiling her fantasy of world domination. She can’t dock your pay, seize your 401(k), or even take away the car keys, as long as you put them up on a counter she can’t reach. Sure, she can whine and grunt and fuss—but once you’ve read this book, even those ploys will have zero effect.

			I mean it, zero. Seriously, quit rolling your eyes and just keep reading.

		

	
		
			YOUR KID WHINES
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			A couple of years ago, I was teaching some three-year-olds about caring for the environment. Don’t laugh; it actually went pretty well. Here’s a sample exchange:

			ME: So there are lots of things we can do to help the trees grow, right? Savannah, what’s your favorite idea that we’ve talked about so far?

			SAVANNAH (pausing to remove her fingers from her mouth): I like strawberries.

			ME: Yes, I like strawberries, too! [I don’t.] And if we give our strawberry plants water and sunlight, they’ll grow strong and healthy. Declan, what would you give your plant to help it grow?

			DECLAN (alarmingly): I drew a gun. See? I would give it a gun.

			After further probing, Declan clarified that the gun in question was not what he called a “bullety gun” but simply a water gun, a revelation that provided immense relief and is also completely beside the point I am trying to make. Which is this: Teaching these kids about nature was totally fun. Yes, they went way off topic. Yes, they said all kinds of crazy shit. But they said it earnestly and sweetly. Simply put, they didn’t whine.

			Have you considered how much more adorable kids are when they don’t whine? I wonder if this thought crosses their minds as well, if they hear themselves go, “Noooooooo-uuh, I want that one!” and think, Wow, I really sound like an asshole, maybe I should cut it out—then realize, Nah. Sure, I sound like a jerk, but whining’s so damn effective.

			Yes, effective. Obviously, whining is irritating, annoying, and insanity inducing—but those aspects of whining fail to account for the tremendous amount of time your kid spends engaged in it. After all, if your kid’s goal were merely to irritate/annoy/induce insanity, he would find many more enjoyable methods at his disposal—hiding the remote control and forgetting where he put it, perhaps, or peeing in the ball pit you inexplicably bought him and which now dominates your living room. (Wait, that was me.) But that’s not why he’s whining.

			Your kid is whining because whining is one of the most potent tools he has in his arsenal. He’s whining because he feels things strongly, and he likes to express those feelings loudly, repeatedly, and determinedly to whoever appears to be in charge of the situation, especially if that person happens to be you. And—most of all—he’s whining because he wants something, and because you’ve taught him that whining is the way to get it.

			Quit glancing around to see who I’m looking at—I am totally looking at you. At least, I’m looking at you if you have ever done any of the following:

			Told your kid to stop whining and taken absolutely no action when he continued to whine

			Told your kid, “I’m not going to listen to you whine,” while continuing to listen to him whine

			Told your kid no, then relented after he started whining

			Told your kid no, held fast to that no when he started whining, then relented after ten minutes of further whining

			Used the phrase, “Fine! Here’s the cookie. Now please stop whining,” with your kid

			So yeah, whining is working out quite well for your kid. And he’s certainly not going to change the behavior just because it’s rude or bothersome or bratty. In fact, there’s really just one way to change your kid’s whiny behavior: Change your own.

			Here’s your current game plan: You can’t stand hearing your kid whine, so you tell him to stop—but he doesn’t. So now what? You would really like him to stop following you around the house, bleating about watching Planes: Fire & Rescue and eating fruit snacks and shit, so you give in to his demands. Immediately your kid returns to happy-loving-huggy mode, peace and contentment descend upon the house, and all is well.

			All is well, that is, until the next time your kid wants something. Because you’ve just taught your kid that whining works.

			Rather than reacting to your kid’s whining in the moment, and making your immediate and only goal ending the whine, please accept this unfortunate but important truth: You cannot force your kid to stop whining. All you can do is guide your kid to realize that whining is ineffective. As soon as this realization sinks in—boom!—the whining stops.

			Sounds magical, doesn’t it? And it’s not even that hard! The hardest part is the first step—but, once taken, it’s a step that will set you squarely on the path to liberation not just from whining but from bratdom in general. This first step is immunizing yourself against your kid’s whining.

			Imagine yourself on an airplane. Your kid is stashed with your in-laws for a couple of days so you and your spouse can enjoy a romantic getaway, maybe, or a relative is handling kid care while you embark on a weekend with the girls. You’re settled happily in the first-class cabin (remember, I said “imagine”—if this is actually your life, I’m profoundly jealous, and you should be the one writing a book) and sipping your preflight beverage when, five rows behind you, a kid starts loudly whining. How do you feel?

			You feel mildly interested but mostly annoyed, right? How don’t you feel? You don’t feel anxious or overwhelmed. You don’t feel responsible for the kid’s distress, or certain that his whining indicates he has a bad or uncaring parent. You feel that sometimes kids whine, and it’s irritating. And then you try to ignore it and get back to your life.

			Okay, now I want you to imagine that that whining kid is your own and to react in the same way—with a certain level of concern, sure, but without the accompanying flood of my-kid-is-unhappy-and-it’s-my-fault-and-I-have-to-make-it-better guilt or the this-whining-makes-me-crazy-but-I-need-to-interact-with-my-child-smilingly-and-positively-at-all-times panic. Because you were right the first time: A kid’s whining doesn’t mean he has a Neglectful Parent or that he’s being failed in some horrible way or that he requires patient attendance to his moaning and groaning. It really doesn’t. And as soon as you accept that fundamental truth, you will be immunized against the power of your kid’s whining—and much, much closer to ending it.

			Next time your kid starts whining, take a deep breath and remember your immunization—your little whiner isn’t bringing charges against you at The Hague; he just wants something and is choosing to raise a fuss. Paste on a calm, unflappable face (this is a case of “fake it till you make it,” but you’ll be happily surprised at how quickly the “make it” part comes) and put the situation in words: “I hear you want to watch a video, but the answer is no,” “I know you’d like an ice pop, but we’re not having ice pops now,” “The park is really fun, but I can’t take you today,” etc. If (when!) he continues to whine, react quickly (delaying your response just teaches him to keep up the whining to get your attention) and tell him, “You’re using your whining voice, but I’m all finished listening to that voice. If you want to whine more, you can whine in your room.”

			It is easy to say this, but following through is what’s important. Don’t parrot these words, then let your still-whining kid stalk you throughout the house; if necessary, pick him up, deposit him in his room, and tell him firmly but gently, “I’ll be ready to listen as soon as you’re ready to use your nice voice.” You will not damage your kid in some terrible way by refusing to listen to him whine, nor is it a bad thing for your overwrought kid to discover that he’s no longer allowed to inflict his crankiness on the entire household. (He may, in fact, grow to appreciate having his own space to mope around and whine in—I freely confess that I enjoy it from time to time myself.) You will actually hurt your kid far more by engaging with him when he sulks and fusses—that is, by rewarding inappropriate behavior and teaching him that being obnoxious gets results.

			This plan will not end the whining immediately; but it will make whining significantly less attractive to your kid, and assuming you encourage his less irritating attempts to make known his feelings and desires, he will soon realize that whining is so last year and adjust his behavior accordingly. But until this awesome day arrives, please keep yourself immunized and standing strong; I am deeply sorry to share that one slip (“Fine! Here’s the cookie. Now please stop whining”) will require you to start All. Over. Again.

		

	
		
			YOUR KID BITES
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			When my son was three years old, he came home from preschool with a bite on his leg. Not an ant bite, but actual human teeth marks that reportedly belonged to a two-year-old classmate whom I’ll call Simon (because that was his name). Simon, I was told by my son’s teacher, was “having a hard time” adjusting to a new baby at home and was expressing his frustration by biting others. This news was delivered in a matter-of-fact tone vaguely infused with sympathy for Simon; of course, I was expected to agree, children bite when they are upset. Faced with an infant sister presumably much more adorable than his bitey little self, why shouldn’t Simon be soothed by chomping my son’s thigh?

			Well, because you can’t go around biting people all the time, for one. What might appear an understandable and even reasonable—for a two-year-old, anyway—response when you are the biter’s family comes off as more like, oh, I don’t know, a possibly actionable assault when you are related to the bitee. There are certainly times most of us would not mind hauling off and slugging someone because they’ve annoyed us, or simply because we’re in a bad mood, but we manage to restrain ourselves and your kid should learn to do so as well.

			And just as smacking somebody across the face might make us feel better in the very short term but won’t actually help us overcome whatever is bothering us deep down, your kid derives absolutely zero benefit from being allowed to bite with impunity. If your kid is expressing herself by biting, it means she is going through some pretty tough shit. And as much as you might like to imagine that you can shield your kid from experiencing fear, frustration, rage, and all those other unpleasant emotions, the fact is you can’t. It’s normal for children—even and maybe especially very young children—to feel this way from time to time; and it’s up to you, i.e., the adult, to teach your kid to deal with it without drawing blood.

			How? First, stop the biting. If your kid sinks her teeth into somebody else’s skin, react immediately and strongly and unpleasantly. A bit of drama will serve you well—a horrified gasp, an extremely loud “no,” an abrupt and disorienting removal from whatever fun in which your kid had heretofore been participating. Assuming you are not descending into shrill hysterics or physically manhandling your child, don’t worry that she will be made unhappy by the proceedings; you are trying to sever the association between biting and an-easy-way-to-let-off-some-steam-and-get-some-enjoyable-attention, so that is actually the goal here.

			Once your kid realizes that biting is going to create at least as many problems as it solves, you can do the tougher work of finding out what is really troubling her and helping her deal more appropriately—and effectively—with her emotions. A warning: This may be harder on you than it is on her. After all, parents want children to be happy and innocent, experiencing nothing but sunshine and dancing butterflies and locally sourced organic produce. The realization that your kid is on to the fact that the world sort of sucks is a painful moment. It may seem easier to bypass that moment and let your kid munch a pal rather than say, “Sometimes people bite when they feel sad. Even though it’s not okay to bite, it’s okay to feel sad. Let’s talk about it. When I feel sad, asking for a hug helps me a lot.” But refusing to acknowledge that your kid gets mad or scared or just plain down doesn’t make those feelings go away; it simply means that instead of teaching her less injurious and more constructive coping mechanisms, you’re effectively consigning her to becoming a habitual biter. Which is a rotten thing to do to a kid, even one whose saliva is dripping down my kid’s gouged forearm. I mean, yuck.

			So what can you do instead? First, teach your kid to match up her feelings with words. Instead of trying to distract her from or coax her out of darker emotions, name them—“I said no when you asked for another cup of juice. You look really angry,” or “You must feel frustrated when I have to stop reading to you and take care of the baby”—and encourage her to do the same. Putting a name to the unfamiliar, scary sensations swirling around inside her is empowering for your kid; and if she can trust you to take her seriously and respond when she says, “I’m mad” or “I’m frustrated,” she will in time learn to express her emotions with speech rather than teeth.

			And yes, I’m aware that talking it out is not always the best solution for an overwrought toddler or preschooler. But there is an awfully long continuum between heart-to-heart chat and cuspids-to-skin chomp, and surely one of the many nonviolent options along that line will resonate with your kid. Try setting up a yell corner where she can retreat and holler to her heart’s content when the mood strikes (preferably in a room with a door that closes), give her an old pillow to batter and hit, or keep on hand a “mad pad” and colored pencils where she can draw her angry feelings. As your kid gets older, she may even want to share and explain her “mad pad” art after she calms down—which can provide a possibly unsettling but still pretty awesome glimpse into her psyche and emerging personality.

			Need I add a postscript that you should never join the ranks of idiot parents who earnestly advise you that the best way to curb your children’s biting is to “bite them back”? I mean, what the fuck? This is the sort of betrayal that may lie dormant for years, then resurface when young Miranda, no longer so young, is deciding whether you will live out your remaining days in the two- or the four-star nursing home. Don’t risk it.
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			The exact point at which a baby’s happy cry—evoking smiles from nearby strangers and reminiscences about how adorable their own little ones sounded back in the day—becomes a youngster’s earsplitting yell is a bit hazy, but chances are great that your kid has made the transition. This regrettable fact is not difficult to confirm; of course an occasional curmudgeon who hates children will give your kid the stink eye just for breathing audibly or informing you that she has to use the potty (you go, girl!), but if people around your kid are regularly rolling their eyes, sighing loudly, or wincing just about every time she opens her mouth, it may be time for her to pipe down.

			I realize this is an unpleasant revelation, likely to be met not with an earnest desire to improve the lot of those within earshot of your kid but with irritation and denial, so let’s take a second and talk (quietly!). Of course your kid needs to communicate, and of course it’s hard for little ones to regulate their volume, and of course when she gets excited or anxious or has Something Important to say, she might lose a bit of whatever fragile self-control she has managed to develop—I understand all these things, and—believe it or not—most of the people rapidly losing patience with your small yeller do as well. But what they might also recognize is that you have a role to play here, and that role is not to denigrate reasonable people who enjoy relative serenity and quiet but to introduce your kid to basic social mores and the limits of self-expression.

			This is a tall order—but it’s an essential one. Kids are by nature self-centered, aware of and concerned solely with their own needs, and that’s as it should be. They further learn from us, through our loving voices and words and actions, that they are special and important. That’s also as it should be. However, everybody is somebody’s kid—even the aforementioned stink-eyed curmudgeon—and entitled to have their desires and needs considered as well. Teaching your kid to lower her voice in a public place is perhaps your first opportunity to teach her respect for others and our common humanity. Another tall order, yes—but another essential one.

			First, cast off your worries that little Sofia’s sense of self will be irretrievably damaged if she is informed that she can’t speak whenever, wherever, and at any volume she wishes—if you think about it, you are already compromising her autonomy every time you instruct her to ride in a car seat and poop in a potty, and from where I sit she looks none the worse for wear. Don’t fret about stifling her creativity, either; do you remember how in the Little House series, Laura Ingalls wasn’t allowed to raise her voice, and look how many books she went on to write. Really, your kid will be okay.

			Now to instill—and practice—the value of not being a screamer. The ideal time to embark upon this venture is not at a restaurant or (eek) an airplane; it’s something best begun at home, maybe during an afternoon when you are looking for something to do with your kid that does not involve another reading of Fox in Socks or disastrous session of finger painting. Tell your kid you have a new game for her, and it’s called Loud and Quiet.

			It’s pretty simple: When you say “loud voice!” your kid gets to be loud, and when you say “quiet voice,” she has to get quiet. (I know it sounds kind of dumb, but your kid will like the game, and it really works!) Play the game a lot, but for limited chunks of time so she doesn’t get bored or start trying to change the rules. Once she’s mastered Loud and Quiet, kick it up a notch and relate the game not just to places she’s familiar with—Grandma’s house, the zoo, the bank—but also specific situations—playtime at home, the movie theater, the park when you’re alone, the park when a couple of adults are chatting nearby. If she’s old enough to match up these elements with “loud voice” and “quiet voice” by herself, that is great; if not, no worries—you can tell her which voice goes with
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