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For the children …
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Introduction
Parenting as Pinball

WHENEVER MY THREE siblings or I complain to our mother about some heinous practice she employed in our childhood, something that could loosely fall under the rubric of “parenting”—forgetting to pick us up from Hebrew School; staying out until 1 a.m., riding the mechanical bull; simultaneously driving and whacking at whichever of us she could reach with a plastic spoon she kept in the glove box—her retort is always the same: “You kids didn’t come out with an instruction manual stapled to your foreheads.”

Some pop-psychologizing would suggest that perhaps I got into working with young kids as a way of correcting for having grown up in a “broken” home. There may be some truth in this. It’s certainly true that after my parents divorced, they both quickly abandoned the wee Berk four: Dad married a born-again Christian and renounced us; Mom worked twelve-hour days in sales and trolled the singles bars at night. It’s also true that this arrangement left my younger sister and me with the task of raising our little brother, switching off caring for him like two teenage parents (albeit ones who never spoke).

It’s also possible that I fell into the world of early childhood through an accident of economics. I was the only boy in the local babysitting pool, a fact that made me appealing to our neighborhood’s growing cohort of divorced moms, all of whom wanted their kids to have some sort of male role model. Though I was hardly ideal as a dad substitute—I hated sports, I couldn’t grill—I routinely made twenty-five cents an hour more than the girls. And being the only male applicant was an advantage that carried over when I finished college and started looking for paid work as a teacher. (The rate of pay remained unchanged as well.)

But after more than twenty years as an early childhood educator, I’ve come to realize that I gathered all of this knowledge so that I could write the elusive book my mother was always talking about. (Note: do not staple this to your child’s head.)

This book is not for parents who want to raise a perfect child. You can probably make that kind of kid, but I don’t think you should. I’ve met more than my share of young prodigies—kids who were pushed to skip grades, memorize the Latin names for every insect, and greet all adults with firm handshakes. They’re weird, and not in a good way, like a corgi wearing a tuxedo: sure it’s cute, but does it truly know joy? This book is for people who are tired of feeling pressured to have that kind of kid, who are fed up with having to hear about, or act on, every parenting trend that comes down the pike. This is a book for those of you who want to be parents as well as people, who don’t want to feel guilty about taking some time for yourself or your relationship (if you’re even in one). It’s for those folks who might, every once in a while, want to get drunk, and have sloppy sex without worrying that they’re going to roll over on their kid because you all sleep in a “family bed” since that’s how they do it in Taiwan and they have the highest math scores of any country on earth. This book is for parents whose gut instinct is telling them that it’s probably not any healthier or “cooler”—for anyone involved—for them to be their child’s best friend than it is to be their merciless overlord. This book is for parents who want to find a way to return a sense of balance to their life, and to the lives of their kids.

Wait, you say. There’s already plenty of information out there on this topic. In your most recent perusal of the parenting section on Amazon, you’ve seen a number of titles to this effect: Why Breast-Feeding Is Worthless, How to Unprogram Your Fetus, Why You Should Put Your Kids in Foster Care RIGHT THIS MINUTE and Go Back to Being the Big Drunken Slut You Once Were. Well, I’m going to let you in on a little secret: those books are all flawed. Why? Because they’re all written by parents.

Now, I have to give parents their props. An incredible ego release is required in order to smother a child with the kind of blind unconditional love that is necessary to perform the job properly. In fact, it was seeing firsthand—as a preschool teacher—just how difficult parenting is that convinced me that I was not cut out for it. But blind unconditional love, by definition, must contain some blind spots. My job in this book is to shine a light onto these. A bright light. A klieg light, actually. So, consider yourself warned. I’m going to be snide. I’m going to poke fun. I’m going to call you out on all sorts of crap you didn’t think anyone had noticed. But you have to remember, I’m not doing this to be cruel—or at least not only to be cruel. I’m doing it because I love kids. (News flash: people don’t work in preschools for the money.) I’m charmed by their humanity. I’m in awe of the way they piece together information. And I’ve dedicated my entire adult life to creating means to help them succeed. But by not being overly invested in their every move, by not needing them to like me all the time, and by having attempted and borne witness to a wide range of profoundly unsuccessful strategies, I’ve developed a unique perspective on how to raise them: I’m an outside expert.

You might counter that much of my position is predicated on my ability to divest and even, at times, to walk away. You might say, You don’t have to live with them. I would wholeheartedly—and thankfully—agree. But I would counter-counter that this doesn’t inherently make my position any less valuable. (Not all dentists have cavities, and not all plastic surgeons have face-lifts.) In fact, it might actually enrich my perspective. Haven’t you learned that distancing yourself from drama—especially family drama—can be an extremely useful tool? If not, perhaps you should meet my mother. (On second thought, maybe you should just try it on your own.) Moreover, there seems to be a national trend that favors entrusting the satisfaction of our most personal human needs to gay men. Americans have already ceded to us the right to clothe, style, groom, and feed them—and to good effect—so it seems logical that there should be room in the world of child rearing for the kind of bitchy yet benevolent role played by your hairdresser or interior decorator: someone fully invested in your needs but holding their own perspective; someone who can offhandedly throw together things you never imagined could be combined; and someone who can seduce you with highly functional concepts that you suspect won’t work, but you actually find totally liberating. Voilà: The Gay Uncle’s Guide to Parenting (GUG).

Using humorous anecdotes from my life with my family and friends, from my experience as a teacher and preschool director, and from my work as a consultant to some of the world’s biggest producers of kids’ media, food, and toys, this book will examine the dilemmas of modern parenthood and elucidate the job’s most important rules. Funny little charts, checklists, and tables will supplement these tales, and help you learn how to zoom out of the PARENTING BUBBLE, and see your life—and your kid—with fresh eyes.

“A PARENTING BUBBLE,” I hear you say. “What the hell is that?” Well, I’m glad you asked, because it’s a key feature of this book. A PARENTING BUBBLE is the external manifestation of a degenerative psychological condition, one that is brought on by living with a child full time and/or spending your time solely in the company of people who live with a child. The most common symptom is an inability to maintain perspective on your own actions. Those afflicted start to claim all sorts of crazy things: that primary colors are acceptable in decor, that Jell-O is “fun,” that baby poop doesn’t stink. If a case becomes profound, the infected may even ask their friends to smell their baby’s poop.

A PARENTING BUBBLE is a dangerous place to be, not only because of the side effects described above, but because it impairs one’s ability to make rational decisions. This grows from what organizational psychologists call groupthink. Groupthink is a faulty decision-making process in which the desire for unity and unanimity blinds people from considering or acting on functional alternatives, and it is precisely what allowed NASA to let the space shuttle blow up and the United States to enter into a disastrous and unfounded war in Iraq. When a dangerous situation like this comes up in this book, I will sound the alarm, and provide a PARENTING BUBBLE ALERT! These alerts are not only meant to wrench you out of groupthink—to literally burst you out of the PARENTING BUBBLE—but also to fill you in on the whys and hows of the situation, as well as instructing you on what you can do to fix it.

Fortunately for you (and your kids), escaping from the PARENTING BUBBLE is not as impossible a journey as repairing the space program, or resolving our troubles in the Middle East. It doesn’t entail earning a Ph.D. in astrophysics, or the need to learn arcane dialects. It doesn’t even call for body armor. But it does require you to recognize three major, and interrelated points:


	Children are not simply little grown-ups.


	Young kids see, understand, and react to the world very differently from adults.


	Your children are not your equals; they’re your dependents. (That means they depend on you.)




Think of it this way: young kids are like a ball in a pinball machine, zinging around from bumper to bumper seeking reactions. It’s the job of the parent to show them the acceptable pathways and to deliver appropriate responses: to be the flipper, so to speak. If you flip carefully and expertly, you’ll keep the ball in play and achieve a high score, and everyone will have a pretty good time (or as good a time as can be had playing pinball). If you don’t react quickly or with proper modulation, the ball will plunge through the middle and spiral away until your next turn. And if you are indelicate, you’ll get a tilt, and lose control of the flippers entirely, and the ball will just ricochet about madly on its own. Do you remember that asshole you knew in your youth, the one who always banged on the pinball machine, yelling at the ball for what was clearly his mistake? Do you remember how stupid that person looked? This book will help you not be that person.


By providing an outsider’s perspective on some of the most fraught and desperate aspects of child rearing, this book will help you to shift the way you view your core job. It will help you to see that seemingly complex problems often have simple solutions. And it will allow you to envision child development not as a series of discrete emergencies that need to be immediately extinguished or resolved, but rather as one continuous (albeit nonlinear) process, of which you are distinctly at the helm.

Pretend You’re the Grown-Up

How will I accomplish all this, I hear you asking. By demonstrating the value (over and over again) of a little role-playing game that you can try whenever you get stuck, one that can help you to remember perhaps the most important rule of raising kids: the parent–child relationship is not one between equals.

I first developed this little game early on in my teaching career, to help Anton, an adorable Estonian boy who was a student of mine during my first year in the classroom. I actually made it up to help Mika and Oskar, Anton’s parents. They had come into my office one day with a dilemma: they were struggling with Anton’s morning routine. Much to their chagrin, their son refused to eat his breakfast unless he was sitting under the kitchen table. With his stuffed turtle. And the cat. And a Dora video playing. And once he finished, he refused to come out and put on any of the myriad outfits they picked out for him or any of his many favorite pairs of shoes. And when they finally crawled under the table to get him dressed, he would lie stiff as a board, scream bloody murder, and refuse to cooperate.

“I just don’t know what to do,” his mother said, nearly crying.

I hadn’t yet had much experience with hysterical parents, so I didn’t provide much in the way of comfort or small talk. Instead, I just launched into an answer. I told Anton’s parents that accomplishing the steps in a morning routine—like almost everything with young kids—is about balancing schedules, input, and choices, and that within this, there were a host of things about which Anton could have a say: he could pick from two preselected kinds of cereal, he could choose which seat he wanted at the table, he could decide which of two preselected shirts he wanted to wear. But Anton couldn’t handle making all the morning’s decisions. He wasn’t capable, and he was spiraling out of control because he felt overwhelmed by all this choice and responsibility. He needed parameters. He needed limits. And he needed someone to lay these out for him. Anton’s folks were exasperated with him for making their mornings chaotic, but I posited that if they took on the job of being in charge, they might find it in their power to coax their befuddled little Hitler out of his bunker. I alerted them that they’d fallen into a PARENTING BUBBLE.


[image: ] Weird Routines

We all have harmless bits in our daily routine that may seem silly or stupid when viewed from the outside: checking twice to make sure the oven is off before leaving the house, slathering pricey but useless creams on our faces to “prevent aging,” blogging. Kids can have these tics as well: pointing out every fire truck that passes by, needing to test the bedroom light switch five times before bed, demanding Concord grape juice with their fish sticks when white obviously goes better with seafood. These kinds of routines empower them and help them feel that the world is a safe and stable place—a useful and comforting practice in light of the streams of new information they’re constantly asked to take in. But when your child’s oddball behaviors compound to become unmanageable or rigid—spending every waking minute in an old refrigerator box, changing their outfit eleven times before leaving the house, refusing to eat any food that isn’t blue—it’s likely that you’re normalizing the unacceptable. These weird routines are usually a sign that something’s gone wrong: that you’re avoiding your responsibilities as the decision maker and/or paving over confrontation for short-term ease, and that your kid is reeling and looking for limits. It is your job to be in charge and provide a sense of guidance. Your child is not developmentally capable of such things. And even if they were, would you really trust their judgment? Look at how little their brainpan is. Do you really think they’re as smart as you?



Mika and Oskar looked at me as if I didn’t understand the depths of their dilemma. “We’ve already tried everything,” they explained. “Everything.”

I stared back, puzzled. You can’t be serious, I thought. The problem was obvious: they’d given up the driver’s seat and were treating Anton as if he was capable of taking the wheel. They couldn’t see the way in which the control they were ceding to their son, instead of empowering him, was causing him strain. They couldn’t see how they were driving themselves crazy by trying to cater to Anton’s needs when he had no idea what these needs were or how to define them—because he was three. And they couldn’t see how everyone’s lives were being asked to collapse around this, like shrink-wrap, creating a hermetic world featuring their least attractive neuroses.

I sat up in my chair. “Let’s do a little role-play,” I said. “Pretend you’re the grown-up.”

Anton’s parents looked at me like I’d asked them to solve Fermat’s theorem. But after a moment, what I was suggesting sank in: I was asking them to imagine how their morning would run if they were in charge, instead of their son. The ensuing role-play was strangely useful, and I implemented it with some frequency after this: in parent–teacher conferences, in conversations with friends and family members, during fights I had with the slacker dad in the playground who stood by in silence as his evil spawn shoved the kids in my class off the slide. Though it was obvious, and more than a little patronizing, it helped usher parents toward the vital evolutionary principles that placed them in charge of their kids, and not vice versa.

To draw things out further, I would sometimes supplement the role-play with an accessible metaphor. The pinball one described earlier was very popular for a while, but as pinball itself receded beyond the range of parental childhood experience, I also developed one based on air travel. I would tell moms or dads to picture parenthood as an extremely long international plane ride in which their child is the passenger and they are the flight attendants. During such a trip, the cabin is the flight attendants’ domain and federal law requires that passengers obey their instructions at all times. When the flight attendant turns the seat-belt light on, passengers are to be seated. When the flight attendant turns the seat-belt light off, passengers are free to move about the cabin. But there are constraints on this freedom. (Boundaries!) Passengers can go to the bathroom, they can chat animatedly among themselves, they can enjoy the use of preapproved electronic devices. But at no time does anyone get to play outside of the cabin or tamper with the lavatory smoke detectors or enter the cockpit and try their hand at flying the plane. And when the light goes back on and it’s time for landing, there’s no stalling or “Pretty please, one last chance.” The rule is, sit down, turn off your iPod, and bring your seat back to the upright and locked position. Now we all know that there’s nothing tremendously pleasant about a long international flight. But once you decide you want to go to New Zealand, there’s really no choice about whether or not you have to get on board.

Of course, there are also times when, regardless of your years of in-flight training, other forces intervene and you are obliged to simply sit on the runway, caught in a passing storm system. This is what happened one New Year’s during an overnight visit with our best friends Kate and Dylan and their eleven-month-old son, Max. It was the boy’s first trip up to the country house I share with my boyfriend, Tal, and his parents’ first time leaving the City with the kid, so we didn’t want to impose too many rules or restrictions when they arrived. The result was a calamitous cold front of mayhem. The boy wreaked havoc on our homey cottage, knocking over anything that wasn’t nailed down and shedding dirty diapers on every surface like an anaconda set to supermolt. He rejected the charming gift we gave him, a coffee-colored doll named Tanya who was exactly his size and wore an inexplicably slutty milkmaid costume. And he had a tantrum that ended only once he had kicked and beaten at his parents and worn himself to a frazzle in the center of our living room, where he sat naked, plunging his finger in and out of a puddle of applesauce, and watching an oddly Warholian video depicting nothing but the slab sides of a seemingly interminable freight train. “Train porn,” our friend Dylan said, pointing blankly at the screen.

Standing there on New Year’s Eve, watching my own house transformed into child-occupied territory, I felt horrified. I wanted to have nothing but positive feelings for my friends’ kid. I wanted my friends to enjoy being parents. I wanted my house/life/peers back. But so many things had gone wrong during the visit that it was impossible to pinpoint any one useful solution or suggestion. I planned to talk this through with the assembled group over dinner. But Max totally lost it again during bathtime that evening, catalyzing a huge fight between Kate and Dylan, which ended in their barricading themselves in the guest room, and falling asleep before I’d even pulled the appetizers out of the oven. Tal and I ate dinner in near silence, brought a bottle of champagne upstairs, and watched a DVD on my laptop while drinking in bed. Tal’s a huge fan of horror movies, and he’d picked George Romero’s Dawn of the Dead as an appropriately apocalyptic film for the last day of the year. Leaning exhaustedly against the headboard, I tried to announce a clever correlation between the movie’s mall-raiding zombies and the strange people who seemed to have taken over the bodies of our friends, but Tal just shook his head and shushed me.

“They’re infected,” he said. “They’re doing the best they can.”


1.
Sinking the Stockholm Syndrome
Going Out

OUR FRIEND ANGELA smirked guiltily as the waiter gave the cocktail shaker a final tremor. “I haven’t done this in ages,” she said.

Tal squinted in disbelief. “Had a martini?”

I squinted too. “Thought about your second martini before starting your first?”

“No.” Angela picked up her glass with both hands. For someone who’d once been nicknamed Guzzles, she looked out of practice. “Gone out on the town.”

“You call this ‘on the town’?” Tal gestured at our surroundings. We were in a brand-new, brightly lit, sports bar/pool hall in a former warehouse in the middle of Helena—which, though it seemed to have only slightly more residents than our apartment building, is apparently the state capital of Montana.

Angela shrugged. “It’s as close as they come around here.”

“So then, this is your regular place? You come here and work the felts? Knock around the old stripes and solids?” Tal had had a pool table growing up, and in the rare circumstance in which we found ourselves around one, he took pleasure in tossing some lingo around.

“Sure. I’ve been here before. Of course. Though it’s been a little while.” Angela took another, slightly less cautious sip. “To be perfectly honest … it’s been a long while.” She nodded. “It’s actually my first time here since Seymour was born.” She sighed. “Truth be told, I guess it’s the first time I’ve gone out at night at all.”

My jaw tried to drop, but I held it shut. Seymour was Angela’s son—her nearly three-year-old son—the one successful product of her failed relationship with a failed musician, a drummer named Lawrence, who had pretty much abandoned her when she’d discovered she was pregnant. She had subsequently left Brooklyn and moved here, back home, to the allegedly warm embrace of her family. But while her parents assisted her financially—paying for Seymour’s day care, and allowing her to work a low-paying job teaching English to female juvenile offenders—the limits of their support ended there.

I glanced at Tal. “I guess we sort of suspected as much.”

Angela set her shoulders. “What do you mean?”

“Well, that twenty-minute monologue you delivered while we were waiting for our drinks? It was an annotated history of Seymour’s recent bowel movements.”

Ever the polite one, Tal perked up. “Not that it wasn’t interesting. Really. I never knew that thing about the protective enzyme around corn kernels that keeps them from being processed by our digestive system.”

“It would have been more interesting,” I said, “if we weren’t eating corn salsa.”

Angela sighed. “Okay. I know. I should get out more. But it’s so hard to motivate. I don’t have any real friends here. I’m not dating—unless you count Lawrence dropping by for sex once a year when his band is in town. Plus, I miss Seymour during the days when I’m at work, and he’s only up for a few hours once I get home. I want to spend it with him. I don’t want to miss anything.”

I nodded. “Fair enough.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“You’re right. What I meant to say was, you sound like you’re suffering from a classic case of the Stockholm syndrome.”

“How’s that?”

“You know. When you fall in love with your captor …”

“I know what it is. But he’s not my captor. He’s my son. It’s my job to take care of him—all the time. Plus he’s just so cute …” She got a doelike look in her eyes. “I don’t want to leave him, even for a second, especially at night, when he’s so tired and sweet. We’ve developed our little evening routine, where I give him his dinner and his bath, and we talk about our days. Then we get into bed and I read to him and we snuggle. I curl up around him like he’s a little stuffed animal, and …”

I cleared my throat, trying to break the spell of their insularity. I had seen this situation many times before: parents’ unwillingness, or inability, to take time for themselves—to have a real adult life in addition to their role as a mom or dad. It came up in all kinds of families, from all manner of backgrounds, but it seemed to be more troubling for parents who felt isolated—physically, personally, emotionally—regardless of whether they were in a relationship or going it alone. Feeling stranded, their child becomes more central than they should, creating the potential for problems all around.

I moved my glass aside. “We need to revise your routine, before you become one of those bitter prairie spinsters—Willa Catheterized. Or worse, embarrass Seymour when he’s a teenager by trying to accompany him to his prom. You need some You Time.”

Angela hemmed and hawed, coming up with excuses as to why she couldn’t develop a social life. And though we tried rebutting her, she was tenacious.

“He’s too young,” she claimed.

“He’s almost three. If this were the 1890s, or Malaysia, he’d have a full-time job by now.”

“I have no sitters.”

“Have you even looked? You can’t be the only person in Helena with a kid. There are referral services, online postings, high-school bulletin boards. Or what about one of the young ladies you work with?”

“They’re all criminals.”

“Well, some of them are also mothers, right? Plus, isn’t it part of your job to rehabilitate them?”

Angela looked down at the table. “Um … There’s one other thing.” She lowered her voice. “I’m sort of still breast-feeding …?”
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One Tiny GUG Minute On: Kids’ Personal Space

To parent well, you have to make your child a top priority. But being there for your kids doesn’t necessarily mean being physically present all the time. For them to form a healthy sense of self—the idea that they exist as discrete individuals—young children need a balance between the security of your presence, and the space to explore where you end and they begin. This doesn’t mean you should cut and run the day the cord is clipped. But safe, comfortable separation from you, and exposure to the new perspectives offered by other loving caregivers, can help provide your child with the templates and analytical skills—reaction, comparison, integration—they need for proper personal development. Having too close of a focus on your kids, particularly in the absence of other external outlets, also has the potential to create an unhealthy dynamic wherein your child’s centrality in your life causes them to feel overly responsible for your well-being. This kind of responsibility is a grown-up’s job. (And, remember, you’re the grown-up.)



I clapped my hands together. “Now, we’re getting somewhere.” When pushed as to why a parent can’t separate, I’ve found that this dirty little secret often emerges. And as with most other practices about which we’re embarrassed or defensive—watching soap operas, driving an SUV, obsessively checking our BlackBerrys—everyone has their own set of rationalizations as to why they can’t stop. One of our friends claimed, without an iota of proof, that continuing to breast-feed gave her four-year-old son “social confidence.” Another used the circular argument that she couldn’t stop because her boobs got sore if she didn’t let her three-and-a-half-year-old daughter nurse. Another said she let her five-year-old suckle only on special occasions, like at night—every night. Yet another said she was planning to stop but was waiting for her son to let on that he was ready. He could type at this point; I suggested he send her an e-mail.


[image: ] Breast-Feeding

I know that I’m not a woman, and I know that I’ll never nurse, so I’m aware that making firm prescriptions about an age when I think children should stop breast-feeding (by their second birthday, at the very latest) will probably get me in trouble. I’m therefore going to skirt the issue as much as I can. (Two boobs, two years max. Easy to remember.) But please note that as with almost every other substantive parenting decision, it’s not your child’s job to set limits. It is yours. If someone found a way to put a tap in Tal’s chest and make it run an endless river of icy-cold vodka or a foamy stream of berry smoothies with a protein blast, I know I wouldn’t be the one to ask the pump to be shut off. However, I expect at some point, for both our sakes, that he would. Remember, they don’t call it weaning for nothing.



I laid out my theories on breastfeeding for Angela, hoping she wouldn’t go all La Leche League on me, but instead of agreeing or debating, her doelike gaze returned. “I just like the way he looks at me when he’s nursing,” she said. “It’s like we’re in love.”

I tightened the cords in my neck. “Thanks for the honesty. But I think it’s best if we all pretend you didn’t just say that. The two of you will have to work that out later. In therapy.” I folded my hands. “So, any other excuses why you can’t leave the house?”

Angela thought for a moment. “Where would I go?”

“I don’t know.” Tal shrugged. “Out? Here?”

“Here? Why?”

“For fun?”

“You call this fun?” Angela sighed. “Anyway, who would I have this said fun with? Who would even want to have fun with me? I’m a thirty-six-year-old underemployed single mother. I’m overweight. I’m financially dependent on my family. And I apparently have nothing to talk about but the quality of my son’s shit.”

“If that’s going to be your personal ad,” Tal said, “I think we should probably do some revising.”

Angela smiled but then squinted, almost looking like she was going to cry. “Do you ever get the feeling that you’re playing a part—that you’re acting out a role that’s not the real you? I’m not sure if that’s exactly what I’m feeling,” she said. “But I left New York so suddenly, and I’ve been doing this mom thing so vehemently since, that I’m not certain who the real me is anymore. I know that I miss some parts of what my life used to be like. I miss playing the guitar at 2 a.m. after sex. I miss sex. I miss the guitar. The last time I even picked mine up was to pluck out a song from the Finding Nemo sound track. Try to tell me that’s not enough to make me afraid to ever leave the house again.”

Before she left Brooklyn, Angela had a great job teaching acting at an after-school program in the South Bronx, and a huge circle of super-funsy friends. But her true joy was performing in a lauded Heart cover band: Heart Attack. She had a tight wiry body, which she would throw around the stage with abandon, wailing and trilling, and the audience loved her because she was so obviously into what she did and not just one of those ironic hipsters for whom everything is an inside joke. She got a lot of play.

I could definitely see how she would miss her old life—especially since her decision to have a kid had not been something she’d planned but rather a scrambling reaction to an accident (read: mistake). But more than simply longing for her carefree past, her confession seemed to reflect two much more profound issues: (1) she was feeling bad about herself, and (2) she didn’t have an outlet for these feelings.

Just so you know, many, if not most, parents feel this way at some point. As a teacher, as a preschool director, even as the moderator of focus groups about kids’ snack foods, I’ve had scores of parents tearfully confess their feelings of isolation to me for the simple reason that they feel they have no other audience. Parenthood can be a decidedly lonely place. People feel stuck inside their bubble, with no means, energy, or “justifiable” reason to escape. They feel as though they’ve lost touch with their former lives and aren’t exactly certain about what they’ve become. And for all of the talk about the instant camaraderie extended by other parents, I’ve heard many more stories about people feeling excluded, derided, or misunderstood by their cohorts than I have about their being pulled into the warm embrace of parent-on-parent companionship.

This may be particularly true for the people I know, many of whom are, like me, total oddballs. But I imagine that it runs much deeper than this. Our friend Bridget says it’s easy to find parents to talk to about superficial things—like her son’s school schedule or his tantrums in the grocery store—but that when she tries to open up, saying things like “I kind of miss the occasional bump of cocaine,” people tend to put their hands up in surrender and back away. She has taken to saying, about each new mother she meets, “That’s another woman who’s not going to be my new best parent friend.”

I’m not suggesting that parenthood is solely a solitary slog. And I’m sure there are people out there who are entirely fulfilled by it and have no secret resentments or regrets whatsoever. I just haven’t met these folks yet. What I often see around me are people, good people, who feel in some way stuck, scared, and/or cut off.

I’ll say it over and over again in this book: we live in a country without a social support structure, especially when it comes to having and raising kids. Other countries have national prenatal programs to prepare parents for what to expect. Other countries have extensive family leave laws that help foster communication, cooperation, and partnership among families. Other countries have universal child-care initiatives to care for and educate parents and young children and to relieve some of the burden of trying to juggle work, home, and personal lives. Through a lack of foresight, a grotesque faith in “the market,” and a blind mistrust of anything remotely resembling communism, we don’t have any of these useful things. This leaves parents here with a dearth of resources. Perhaps more important, it also leaves them without a sense of community. Parents often feel like they have to do it all alone, and this places inordinate pressure on them: pressure that sometimes prevents them from realizing that in order to take care of their child and be an effective caregiver, they have to take care of themselves as well.


[image: ]

One Tiny GUG Minute On: Your Personal Space

While it is against the law in many states to leave a child under eleven alone, it is truly criminal for you to wait that long to take some time for yourself. There is no way that you can perform optimally at any job without breaks, let alone a job that runs 24/7 for your entire life. Being a parent shouldn’t be seen as a selfless act of martyrdom any more than not having a child should be construed as selfish. It is a decision. And like any decision, you should be allowed to react to, resent, or regret it, so long as you don’t do it too often (boring), with too much vehemence (dramatic), or in front of your kid (abusive). Taking time out from parenting—alone, with friends, with a partner—keeps you in touch with yourself. (Say it with me: “I am a parent and a person!”) Without this outlet, you are likely to derive your notions of self-worth solely from your child. They can’t, and shouldn’t, be the only source to deliver this to you.



“You need to get out more,” I said to Angela.

“No duh.”

Angela sighed and seemed as though she was about to say more, to open up and avail herself to the idea that she deserved and needed breaks. But instead, she checked her watch, and acquired a panicked expression. “Shit,” she said. “You guys have kept me out way too late. I have to go, right now, or tomorrow’s going to be hell.”

It was only 10 p.m., and the next day was a weekend. Even if Seymour got her up at 6 a.m., she could still get a decent night’s sleep. But we’d had many of our parent friends act this way when we got them away from their kids: they feel guilty, they try to make us feel guilty, and they generally act as if we’re all sneaking around, shirking responsibility by enjoying quality time with one another.

We gave Angela special dispensation because she was running the whole show on her own and had been since day one. But, in truth, our only parent friends who seemed immune to this tendency were the ones who were separated or divorced. Being a couple with a child seemed to create a wall of insularity for many of our friends, a cocoon that no one was allowed into, or out of. But once the first round of separations began, a magical freedom seemed to emerge, wherein our divorced friends with kids suddenly found themselves able to go out, and stay out, without remorse.

At first, this seemed based solely on custody arrangements: our friends could have fun on the nights their kids were sleeping at their exes’. But their behavior soon bled over into other occasions, and these folks became more likely to get sitters, set up sleepovers, or make child-care arrangements, even on the nights when they had custody. They became more fun, and found a more centered sense of self. Certainly there’s nothing like a bad relationship to destroy your self-esteem and drive for amusement, but the change felt more comprehensive than this. It was almost as if, in disbanding their dysfunctional nuclear families, they’d been able to burst out of their PARENTING BUBBLES and liberate themselves from other restrictive structures in their lives, discovering that they didn’t have to be slaves to their kid, they deserved to have some time to themselves, and didn’t have to function solely as part of a conjoined whole.

This change clearly begged the question as to why all of this—sharing child-care duties, gaining perspective, being themselves—couldn’t have happened before, back in the days when they were still in wedded bliss. My still-married friends Nila and Reese have long instituted a child-care policy wherein they switch off babysitting for their son Tomas: once a week, one of them stays in with him on their own, leaving the other one free to do as they please. Because it’s structured, everyone knows what is expected of them. Because it’s regular, they can plan in advance and don’t have to make up excuses. And because it’s based on reciprocity, trust and generosity are built in. They may not be able to go out together that often, but if they
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