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			For Jonathan and Sasha,

			who make me feel like I’m winning . . .

			even when I’m just being weird
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			Introduction

			NINE YEARS AGO, during the last storm of the snowiest winter in Philadelphia history, my stomach began to gurgle loudly like a draining bathtub. It took about an hour to realize what this meant: my daughter finally wanted out.

			Toward the end of my pregnancy, I’d discovered that my baby was facing my belly in my womb—“sunny side up,” the midwives called it, which sounded to me like an apartment listing that calls a tiny studio “cozy.” I was told to hang out on my hands and knees as much as possible and the baby should turn in time for delivery. She was angled in a way that meant she’d have to do nearly a full 360. Apparently fetuses can only rotate in one direction, like a flushing toilet.

			I killed time in my last few weeks by watching the winter Olympics on my hands and knees. When I needed a break, I crammed—rereading key passages from my stack of childbirth books and handouts from classes at the hospital. Which breathing techniques to use for which stage of labor, which types of massage to request, which props to use. I was prepared.

			Here is what I knew. If you just relax enough and surround yourself with people you trust, you’ll be able to have a natural childbirth and it might even be euphoric; you must, must, must breastfeed the baby immediately after she is born, plus keep her in your room with you that first night no matter how tired you are; and, as detailed in The Happiest Baby on the Block, with Dr. Harvey Karp’s five S’s—swaddling, side/stomach position, shushing, swinging, and sucking—a bawling infant is magically soothed.

			Here is what the books didn’t tell me. That I would be in so much pain I wouldn’t even want to be touched, let alone ask for a back rub. That the only type of breathing I’d possibly be able to muster was to blow raspberries. That I would get stalled for half a day at five centimeters. That just the teensiest, eensiest bit of Pitocin would send me into a series of ten-minute-long contractions that would leave me yelling for an epidural. That my baby wouldn’t turn, making it impossible for me to push her out without an episiotomy. That she’d take her first poop inside me, breathe it into her lungs, and need to be rushed to the NICU immediately after being born. No nursing her; no keeping her with me in my room. I was kept up all night by a screaming newborn, but it was my roommate’s, not mine.

			They had Sasha hooked up to machines for the first three days of her life. I tried nursing her a bit, but we couldn’t really seem to get the hang of it, especially with all those wires in the way. I was given a breast pump without much instruction, so I basically didn’t use it. Besides, the only things holding me together were the moments that I could go to the NICU and put Sasha inside my hospital gown, pressing her warm bare skin against my own. I wasn’t about to give that up to pump little splutterings of a substance that wasn’t even milk yet out of my boobs.

			A few days after we took Sasha home, we discovered that my episiotomy stitches had busted and I needed to be recut and restitched. It was sort of like going to the dentist and getting shot with local anesthesia, except in a much more sensitive part of your body. The surgery left me unable to climb stairs for two months—or walk, really—so I lived on an air mattress in my dark living room during that time. I couldn’t stand long enough to change the baby’s diapers. I couldn’t carry her around to comfort her. I couldn’t even sit and comfort her because sitting on my butt hurt too much. With the help of pillows and rolled-up swaddling blankets to get us in exactly the right position, I could nurse her. But it turned out that because I had neglected to pump at the hospital, I had low milk supply and had to feed her three ways each time she ate: at the breast, then a bottle of pumped milk, followed by a bottle of formula. I was swollen; I was sore. I wept every time I went to the bathroom, during every infrequent shower I took. There were fluids pouring out of me from every orifice, except maybe my ears.

			We tried the five S’s. We tried really hard. Sometimes they worked. But more often they didn’t. And at those times we didn’t just have a crying baby on our hands, we had a crying family. That’s when we discovered the sixth S: shit out of luck. It all came to a head one night when my husband, Jonathan, was sick—passed out on the couch with a fever. It was 2:00 a.m. I was trying to nurse Sasha and she was yanking her head back and doing what Jonathan called her Fay Wray scream. She was clearly starving, but she just wouldn’t eat. I frantically dug through my breastfeeding handouts, trying to find an answer. Nothing. It was too late to call anyone. I started doing this thing that I think a lot of people do when they’re desperate, where I’d loop my memories over and over in my head. I’d relive the birth as if it were a movie and I’d always get stuck on this one frame. This split second during labor when I was sure, absolutely convinced, that if I had just gotten on my hands and knees one last time and accepted a massage from my midwife instead of opting for drugs, everything would have gone differently. I would’ve been able to turn the baby, which would mean I wouldn’t have needed an episiotomy, which would mean I wouldn’t have needed to be restitched, which would mean I’d be more capable with Sasha, which would mean she’d be happier right now, which would mean she’d be nursing calmly in my arms, gulping and making little sighs of baby satisfaction. But I was weak and I did choose the drugs, and here we were: Fay Wray. I was suddenly so full of rage that I nearly threw the baby across the room. It was the scariest thing I’ve ever felt, and I quickly put her in her bassinet and walked away.

			When I told my friend Kirsten about what I was going through, about how I couldn’t stop looping, she told me this: These first few months are the longest shortest time. Remember that. They seem like they’ll go on forever. And then they’re over. It’s finite.

			Now, nine years later, I know that parenthood is a series of longest shortest times. One after another. And I know that how-to parenting books are just suggestions. You take what works, leave what doesn’t. Sometimes you are shit out of luck, and you just have to accept your shit-out-of-luckness until it passes. In the beginning, though, I naively assumed those prescriptive books held the answers. The magical, nonexistent answers to all things baby. And when those answers didn’t work, I felt like I must be doing it wrong.

			That’s how most parenting books are written. It’s my way or the highway. In our darkest hours, we cling to their authoritative words. And if they work, yay. We’re winning at parenting. If not, we are lost. Even worse, we’re bombarded with the authors’ followers confirming our greatest fears: that we just became parents, and we have already failed. At one of the most vulnerable times in our lives, we’re made to feel as if we’re supposed to take sides in something as ridiculously named as the “Mommy Wars.”

			My kid goes to sleep on her own now. She’s been doing it for years. And the things that worked did not come from books or experts. They came from friends, and experimenting, and dumb luck. When she was a baby, I learned that if I stroked the little curve above Sasha’s nose, she was a goner. When she was a little older, I’d drive around town until she passed out, then park under a shady tree—and I’d lean my seat back and try to catch some Z’s, too. These days, the thing that works best is an outright lie.

			“I’ll check on you in ten minutes,” I tell her.

			She looks at her clock and calculates. “Come at 8:47,” she says.

			“I will,” I assure her.

			We both know I won’t.

			The truth is, as we get to know our kids, we figure out what makes them tick. It’s not going to be the same for me and you. Of course it isn’t. We have different life experiences, different belief systems, different kids. But I guarantee you we’ve got something in common. The most effective tools we use to raise our kids—they’re weird. They are often born out of desperation. They come from those rare times when, instead of freaking out—or, maybe, in spite of freaking out—we have a mad stroke of genius.

			In this book, you’ll find all sorts of strategies that real parents use—but would never be in a how-to style parenting book. Actually, “strategy” is maybe too strong of a word. Many of these wins were born out of trial and error; many are spur-of-the-moment white lies; some began as what seemed like parenting fails but somehow, impossibly, turned into moments of wonder or connection or mutual maniacal laughter.

			Maybe someone else’s weird parenting win will work for you, or will inspire you to try something new the next time you’re stuck in a parenting rut. Or maybe some of these will just make you giggle when you can’t remember the last time you did that.

			The word “parent” in this book is meant loosely. We don’t mean it in the biological, or even legal, sense. We mean any caregiver. Anyone experienced in creatively communicating with children. When we asked for people to send us their weird parenting wins, we heard from aunts and uncles, babysitters and friends. And if you’ve spent time around kids, you know that the intense challenges don’t end in babyhood or little-kidhood. They just get more complex over time. That’s why we included some mind-blowing wins from parents of teens, and strategies for managing relationships with grown kids. We collected ideas from all over the country—many internationally, too!—and the names in the entries are all real. I did, however, change some names in my personal essays to protect the privacy of the people in those stories.

			At the end of the book you’ll also find some weird kid wins. Because kids, of course, eventually discover they can manipulate us. Just like we did with our parents. I’m all too aware that it’s only a matter of time before my kid is completely outsmarting me in this department. She’ll be bragging to her friends about how she completely pulled one over on me, just like I brag now about my wins to my friends.

			And, y’know, that’ll mean I did it right.
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			Chapter 1

			The Art of Soothing a Screaming Child

			On fussy infants and toddler freak-outs—at home, in stores, and on the road

			LAST WINTER, I took my daughter skiing for the first time. I am the kind of skier whose stopping method is a fancy maneuver I like to call Falling Over on Purpose. Still, it seemed like a fun way to spend a Sunday. The thing is, we hadn’t realized the day before Martin Luther King Jr. Day is the busiest of ski season. We wound up waiting for skis for hours.

			The weather was not on our side, and I didn’t blame Sasha for complaining about it. She was cold, I was cold, everyone in line was cold. But after a while, her whining started grating on me and I worried that it was getting on other people’s nerves, too. At first I told her that I heard her—I knew it was freezing. But all we could do was hop around, wiggle our limbs, hug each other. Anything to stay as warm as possible. She cycled through those things quickly and ended with a prolonged “I’m booored.” Well, I was, too.

			I started thinking, How can I make whining more fun?

			“If you’re gonna whine,” I told her, “you’ve gotta sing the blues.”

			She grabbed my arm and hung from it with all her weight, groaning at my suggestion.

			“Duh-nuh-nuh-nuh,” I sang, determined to make this work. She dragged me around in a circle by the hand, kicking at pebbles. But I kept going:

			I was standin’ outside

			Waitin’ on skis

			Freezin’ my butt off

			Someone help me, please!

			I’ve got the freezing-my-butt-off blues.

			At the word “butt,” Sasha lit up. Giggled. She loves the word “butt” so much. In fact, she’s decided to always use that spelling, even when she knows it should be “but.” Because it’s funnier, duh.

			Anyway, she was hooked. “Again, Mommy,” she said.

			I sang another verse of the “Freezing-My-Butt-Off Blues,” this time with a slight variation—something about how waiting’s the worst . . . and when you’re in line you wanna be first.

			“Now me, Mommy,” Sasha said. She chimed in with her own verse, which I’m sure didn’t rhyme. But it didn’t matter. She was well distracted from the situation at hand—the very situation she was singing about.

			We traded off singing lyrics and duh-nuh-nuh-nuhs, laughing every time someone said “butt.” It’s one of my favorite, most memorable parenting experiences. And it lasted maybe fifteen minutes.

			Yeah, that’s about how long I could stave off the whining. The triumph was brief, but it was major. Not only had I figured out a way to transform misery into fun, but Sasha had learned a new musical form as well as a way to express her emotions creatively—and, perhaps most important, she was entertaining me.

			Imaginative solutions, though, take energy. They take headspace. They take being well rested enough to recognize you should be using your imagination in the first place. When you’re so sleep-deprived you can’t even remember the last time you brushed your teeth, and another person starts screaming in your face, all you can think is nooooo! Just, no more. Stop. You don’t have the patience to take one more step and think, How can I make this situation more fun?

			In my early days of motherhood, that’s certainly where I was at. I wanted Sasha’s cries to magically stop. I mean, if I could soothe her, great. That was the warmest, fuzziest maternal feeling in the world. But when I was spinning my wheels and the screaming kept going, I was left with nooooo!

			You can’t slip creativity into nooooo!

			Remember that moment I told you about, when nothing would calm my kid and I felt a terrifying urge to throw her? It’s no wonder I felt that way. Studies show that infant cries are effective because they motivate a parent to act. To keep this helpless being alive. But in some extreme cases, those cries backfire and spark such intensely negative emotions that they can trigger abuse. Chronic sleep deprivation also causes us to have a better recollection of distressing memories than happy ones. Sleep deprivation plus baby cries equals a dangerous cocktail.

			Clearly, as a species, we need peace. We need quiet. We need moments to shut our eyes. To concentrate on what we’re doing. To reflect on what the hell has happened to our lives. To pass out. And that is why we desperately need some wins to soothe our kids. Because hopefully those wins will soothe us, too.

			Once things started to normalize for me a bit, and I was able to sleep for four or five hours in a row, my creativity started coming back and I was able to work some sorcery into getting my kid to calm down. A lot of my wins happened in the car, which was a necessity because screaming plus driving is yet another dangerous cocktail.

			Before my daughter could talk, I used to battle her car-screams by getting her to . . . well, scream. Just a different kind of scream.

			See, I used to play this one song a lot. “I Want to Hold Your Hand” by the Beatles, but the Al Green cover version. In the bridge, I’d sing along with Al on the “I get highs”—and then after the last one, he lets out one of his signature high-pitched aaaahs. Those I’d leave to Sasha. The song lasts only a couple of minutes, so I’d put it on repeat and Sasha wouldn’t have to wait long for her next scream. We once did this the entire way from our house in New Jersey to my parents’ in Connecticut. In traffic.

			It’s a testament to how good that song is that I still like it.

			When Sasha got a little older and was just starting to say words, I used a similar technique to keep her from falling asleep in the car. Car-sleeping on short trips was bad news because it meant she wouldn’t nap at home. And those naps. Those naps were precious. They only went for twenty minutes, and I lived for them.

			At the time, Sasha’s favorite book was Bear Snores On by Karma Wilson. It’s about this hibernating bear who snores and snores while his friends throw the party of a lifetime in his den. Of course, they wear themselves ragged. The story ends like this:

			When the sun peeks up

			on a crisp clear dawn,

			Bear can’t sleep . . .

			But his friends snore on.

			That little “on” at the end there—oh, that little “on.” It was my best friend. Sasha was in one of those rear-facing car seats, so I couldn’t tell if she was asleep unless I heard her. One day, as a test, I started reciting Bear Snores On. I slowed down at the end—but his friends snore—and I left off the last word. Miraculously, from behind me, came a scratchy-voiced “on.” I did it again, and so did she.

			On, on . . . zzzz.

			Well, most of the time it worked.

			Fussy Infants

			When my older daughter was a newborn, she had some very cranky evenings. We had heard that white noise helps quiet screaming babies. We lived in a condo and so were conscious of how much noise our baby (and our white noise solutions) made—especially in the middle of the night.
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			During one particularly loud crying spell one night, in a moment of desperation, my husband grabbed his electric toothbrush and turned it on. He started waving the toothbrush around like a half-asleep orchestra conductor. And what do you know . . . the baby stopped crying! In a state of sleep-deprived euphoria, we took the head off the toothbrush and nestled the contraption next to our swaddled newborn. She—and we—drifted off to sleep. But an hour later, the toothbrush ran out of batteries and the screaming began anew.

			We swapped my husband’s toothbrush out for mine. And so began the nightly rotation of toothbrushes. While one was charging, the other one was somewhere within twelve inches of our beautiful baby girl. This was our new parent “make-it-work” strategy for about three weeks.

			Did it work for our second daughter a few years later? Not a chance.

			—SARAH, RIVER FOREST, IL

			When my daughter was between one and three months old, she was notoriously difficult to place down to sleep in her bassinet. She wanted to be held and cuddled while sleeping, and always seemed to startle herself awake as soon as she touched the mattress. We tried everything to gently set her down . . . holding our breath and praying that she wouldn’t immediately start crying.

			The win: We found that if I took off my pajama top and laid the shirt in the bassinet before placing the baby down, she would peacefully stay asleep. It was warm and smelled like mama—exactly what she wanted! I would simply put another shirt on and go back to sleep. Then repeat the whole thing in a couple of hours when she woke to nurse.

			—CHRISTINE, WEST ISLIP, NY

			After two kids, I think the key to managing colic is to think of what your child experienced in utero and try to match it. For example, with my first, I was a ballroom dancer before I became pregnant. I danced until almost full-term, so the rumba worked for him. With my second, I swam during my pregnancy, so placing him on my forearm and walking in a swinging motion worked—must have felt like swimming from his perspective.

			—KIM, WASHINGTON, DC

			Like many moms, I had a screamer. I was terrified to go anywhere more than a quick car ride away with her, never knowing when she’d unleash. At home, I knew that running the vacuum worked like magic to quiet her down—but in the car, I was lost. Then one day I tried tuning the radio to just pure static and turning it up moderately loud. It drove me bonkers but was certainly more bearable than the crying.

			—KERRY, CHARLOTTE, NC

			Pathetic shushing never worked, but my husband discovered what he calls the race car song. Rather than shushing, he makes race car noises like an engine revving, and that calms my son down fairly consistently. I think the buzz of the sound is more soothing than the shushing, especially when done in close proximity.

			—SARAH, LINCOLN, NE

			After hearing that the whir of the dishwasher had soothed a friend’s baby, we tried it ourselves. Didn’t work for us, but we went through all the kitchen appliances till we found something that worked. Turns out, our daughter was powerless against the white noise of the fan above the oven. She could go from full-on screamfest to completely asleep in less than a minute.

			—JORDAN, GLEN RIDGE, NJ

			My grandma taught me to “buzz” to help babies sleep. She was a foster mom for a very long time to a lot of different babies. Needless to say, I trust her judgment. So I rock my four-month-old while doing my best bee impression, and he goes right to sleep!

			—NIKOLE, OREM, UT

			On a couple particularly long nights, we’d put my now three-year-old in his Rock ’n Play in our pitch-black bathroom with the fan on and a constant recorded loop of us singing “You Are My Sunshine.”

			—CASEY, FINDLAY, OH
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			When our daughter was about three weeks old and crying all night, my husband found that if he made a really loud snorting sound, like an obnoxious pig, close to her head, she would instantly stop crying, at least for a moment. It seemed like a primal reflex: “I have to be quiet now because there is a big weird something right there.” Sometimes, in that moment, she could start to settle down, sometimes not. We would only repeat it a couple of times. If it did not work, we would admit defeat and go on to something else. Who knows what our neighbors thought!

			—ALLANA, MONTREAL, QC, CANADA

			My son only took naps in motion with background noise playing loudly. During those days, I would place a portable speaker in his stroller and roam around the streets of Philadelphia with jazz blaring. I figured jazz was a genre that would not be offensive to fellow pedestrians. (Can you imagine if I blared heavy metal from our stroller?) It ended up feeling quite pretentious, like we were walking around to an old-timey theme song, announcing our arrival. Not only did our “jazz walks” calm my son and allow him to nap, it was amusing to watch all the passersby look around bewildered, wondering where the jazz music was coming from.

			—AIMEE, PHILADELPHIA, PA

			Colicky infant win: walking in circles with my son singing TV theme songs. His favorites were Growing Pains, Fresh Prince of Bell Air, and Perfect Strangers. I didn’t even know I remembered the words to those songs, but it was all I could think of in the moment.

			—MOLLY, BELLINGHAM, MA

			My daughter (now fabulous) was an incredibly fussy infant. The only thing that kept her from crying was bouncing with her on an exercise ball while listening to the hair dryer on high, all while singing “99 Bottles of Beer on the Wall” to keep my sanity.

			—BECCA, MINNEAPOLIS, MN

			When my two-year-old daughter fights bedtime, my husband and I put her in her crib and do a synchronized dance to a Delta Spirit song. The fussing usually stops when I pop out from between my husband’s legs for the “ooohs.”

			—KARI, VANCOUVER, WA

			My daughter is adopted and she is biologically my niece. Still with me? So I always think of my sister growing up (her biological mother) when I’m faced with how to handle situations with her. My daughter went through a phase where she wasn’t falling asleep well at night. She would cry for up to two hours (of course I was in and out of the room the whole time) before she fell asleep. I tried different things, including playing soft music. My daughter loves music. Nothing worked.

			Finally, one night, I thought back to my sister always blaring dance music from her room at all hours of the night. Her music would blast through the entire house and keep us awake while she snoozed soundly. I decided to try it. The first night, I played Justin Bieber through the speaker on her baby monitor. She fell asleep within ten minutes. That sealed the deal. My husband went out the next day and bought her a wireless speaker, and every night we blast Justin Bieber, Katy Perry, Lady Gaga, Twenty-One Pilots, and more to put our two-year-old to sleep. The type of music and the volume at which it is played in her room is what makes this so strange to me. But hey . . . whatever works!

			—LISA, SMYRNA, DE

			When my daughter was an infant she hated the car, but she’d stop crying if I sang “I’m Henry the Eighth, I Am” in a high-pitched voice.

			—CLAIR, PHILADELPHIA, PA

			
				Surprising Songs That Have Soothed Real Babies

				
					“Rollout” by Ludacris

					Opening theme to The Sopranos

					“Juicy” by the Notorious B.I.G.

					“You Shook Me All Night Long” by AC/DC

					“Moonage Daydream” by David Bowie

					“Let’s Get Loud” by Jennifer Lopez

					Opening theme to The Golden Girls

					“The Origin of Love” from Hedwig and the Angry Inch

					“Get Your Freak On” by Missy Elliott

					“O Canada”

					“Folsom Prison Blues” by Johnny Cash

					“Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go” by Wham!

					“Cherry Pie” by Warrant

					“Jump in the Line (Shake, Señora)” by Harry Belafonte

				

			

			Car Freak-Outs

			Our little guy hated riding in the car—would scream the whole time we were driving anywhere, near or far. Tuvan throat singing was our go-to music to help calm him down, but during one trip we forgot to bring along our Huun-Huur-Tu CD (disaster!). In sheer desperation, we ended up teaching ourselves how to do Tuvan throat singing over the course of that hour-long drive! I never got very good at it, but my husband can now throat sing simple melodies like “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep.” For about a year, it was one of the few things that could keep our kids happy in the car.

			—SARAH, OTTAWA, ON, CANADA

			My youngest, Charles, hated car rides with a fiery passion. He had the staying power to make every drive, from two minutes to two hours, absolute torture. One day, running out of songs to sing, I randomly mimicked the sound of those long annoying car alarms and he stopped crying. From then on, I would sing the car-alarm song whenever we were in the car. My husband even recorded me singing it on his iPhone as a memo so we could play it over the speaker and save my voice.

			—DANI, SAN DIEGO, CA

			I use the Bluetooth lady in my car to calm my screaming six-month-old. I just keep saying “help” and she keeps repeating the same thing over and over—sometimes I even have her read my phone book till my daughter falls asleep. My two-year-old son can now recite all my contacts, but tends to pronounce them wrong due to how the computer simulator does.

			—KASSANDRA, CROOKS, SD

			My six-month-old doesn’t like car rides and cries a lot in the car. I’ve tried singing, talking, different music, white noise, driving with the windows down. Nothing has worked. Well, today it was just her and me on the commute home from work. We were stuck in rush-hour traffic and she started crying. It occurred to me to bark like a dog—and it worked! She stopped crying. But as soon as I stopped barking, she would cry again. So today, I barked like a dog all the way home. Woof woof!

			—RACHEL, BRENTWOOD, CA

			We turned our car’s hazard-light button into an “eject” button! It worked like a charm to snap our young son out of any tantrum he was having during a car ride. His imagination took over and he would start imagining the sunroof opening up, his seat becoming airborne and landing with a parachute on the sidewalk. It’s not our proudest moment as parents, but it snapped him out of it!

			—MIA, NEW ROCHELLE, NY

			On a road trip through the Black Hills I taught my fourteen-month-old how to play the kazoo. I had picked one up for free somewhere and it ended up in the diaper bag. When she was starting to lose it, I pulled out the kazoo and it kept her entertained for a good ten minutes. It was loud and annoying but better than crying!

			—HILARY, ST. PAUL, MN

			How have I gotten my kid to stop freaking out in the car? Clanking a wedding ring on a metal water bottle. Somehow the jarring noise gets her to stop crying, at least momentarily.

			—MICHELLE, PROVIDENCE, RI

			Separation Anxiety

			My daughter cried every time I dropped her off at preschool. It was a big change for her, and even though she recovered quickly after I left and enjoyed her time there, she cried and clung and protested. Each day, it tore my heart out and I worried what the teachers thought of me—I might look like I was ignoring her, or if I paid attention, I might look like I was enabling her. This had to stop. I wanted her to be more independent. When I dropped her off next, she put on the face that told me she was getting ready to cry. I put it to her as a choice she was making: “Do you want a happy goodbye or a sad goodbye?” She’s the kind of person who will dig in and commit to her choices, so when she said “sad goodbye,” I figured it had backfired.

			But then I realized that improv comedy could save me. The golden rule of improv is to say “yes, and.” That is, to agree with my daughter, and then heighten it. So I told her she would indeed get a sad goodbye. But I offered: “How about I’m the one who’s sad, and you have to tell me to leave?” The power reversal, as well as the comedy potential, were immediately attractive to her.

			For weeks after that, she gleefully asked for sad goodbyes, and while I pretended to cry and cling to her, she would protest, “No, Daddy, no! Go!” While she pushed my legs toward the door and I pleaded and reached for her, the other kids watched us, mystified, and Noa emerged triumphant, job done, with no tears.

			—ARI, CHICAGO, IL

			My daughter’s daycare in New York City had this ingenious trick at drop-off time. The parents didn’t “leave”—instead, the children pushed us out the door.

			We’ve carried this with us through the transition to new classrooms, new schools, and even new cities. We’ve done it with sitters, grandparents, playdates, you name it.

			—MEGAN, DALLAS, TX

			My four-year-old likes Star Wars, specifically Darth Vader. He also has a hard time with drop-off at school. To get him excited about my departure, he waits by the gate as I slowly drive past with all my windows down, blasting the Darth Vader theme song. This happens daily between 9:00 and 9:30 a.m. with my son and about six other preschoolers cheering me on.

			—KIMBERLY, LA CAÑADA FLINTRIDGE, CA
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			My son is three years old and recently changed rooms in his daycare. Say goodbye to toddlers and diapers, and say hello to preschoolers and tiny, tiny urinals. This switch threw him for a loop, and drop-off anxiety sky-rocketed.

			This daycare has a wall of windows that looks out toward the parking spaces. Thus, our new routine was born! I take Declan to his room, tell him a story, a secret, and then I promise my “funny dance.” He slowly detaches from my leg and runs to the window to watch the spectacle. I typically throw in some running man, robot, and booty-shaking from the parking lot—but sometimes I break out the moonwalk. Then he’s laughing and ready to go back to the classroom area and play. I even get random applause from passersby on occasion.

			—ALISON, ELMWOOD PARK, IL

			A week before my daughter started childcare, I slept with a lovey (small blanket with an animal head) so that it would smell like me. It worked wonders to calm her down, and months later it is still a comfort to her even though I’m sure it has lost my scent.

			—CASSIE, AUBREY, TX

			When my naval officer husband was deployed for twenty-one months, I made a Flat Daddy to attend special events and keep the kids company when they missed him. We took the Flat Daddy with us to performances and propped him up when we were hanging out.

			—ERIN, WHERE THE NAVY SENDS US

			My wife and I have five-year-old twins who started kindergarten this year. Kindergarten brings big change, and for my kids that big change was taking the bus to school. On day one, my kids emphatically displayed that they hated the bus. They cried and screamed, and my wife and I literally had to push them up the bus steps. My kids then dragged themselves down the bus aisle and found a window seat so we could continue to see them crying.

			The bus would generally sit and wait for the traffic light to change. So I decided to use the time to cheer my kids up. I would blow them kisses or fake-cry, then wave at them and chase after the bus for at least a block. My kids were so perplexed by my behavior, they’d stop crying as the bus pulled away.

			As the weeks passed, I became obsessed with getting them to smile on the bus. I kept trying to top myself—running into street lamps and doing balance-beam acts on the ledge around the tree in front of their bus window. Once I even climbed the tree! That’s when the other kids on the bus took notice of me. After that, everyone looked forward to my “act.” All the kids would enthusiastically wave at me as I chased after the bus.

			Now my kids love the bus and they don’t even look out the window to see what I’m doing anymore. Sadly, though, I’m still up to my antics. I can’t figure out how to top climbing the tree, so I just repeat my act. I should confess, I’m a professional comedian—I need the attention. Hopefully someone is watching.

			—JOHN, BROOKLYN, NY

			Toddler Tantrums

			Instead of buying our four-and-a-half-year-old daughter lots of commercialized dolls of characters she wants to play with, we go online and let her choose a stock image of the character (Elsa from Frozen, for instance), print it out on thick paper stock, cover it in package tape, and cut it out. She then has her own homemade, fairly durable paper doll of sorts. She has dozens of these now, which she plays elaborate pretend games with. The characters come from movies, books, shows, and even real life. For example, she has Beyoncé, Hillary Clinton, and Alexander Hamilton (as portrayed by Lin-Manuel Miranda) dolls. We call them “printouts.” Our daughter doesn
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