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Dedication

This book is humbly dedicated to my sons
Brady and Dylan and my siblings Paul, Gail and Nancy, who have
provided an endless supply of material to exploit their (and my)
foibles.


Chapter 1
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The Vast Advantages of Parenthood

When my oldest son was about five years old,
I was trying to explain the deep and lasting significance of our
wedding anniversary.

“If we hadn’t gotten married, we never would
have had you,” I said.

He thought about this for a moment, then
replied, “You mean Sue and Monroe (our very married but childless
neighbors) aren’t married?”

Hmm. I had obviously painted myself into a
corner and tried to paint myself back out by explaining the
differences between married couples with children and married
couples without.

He interrupted my riveting explanation to
ask where lightning comes from, and I gave him my sage answer to
such questions: “Go ask Daddy.” That was the end of the child vs.
childless comparison for him, but not for me.

Of course childless couples have things many
parents don’t, like new cars, light carpeting and time. But then
parents have toys, refrigerator art galleries and Fruit Loops. And
when they get older, parents always have someone to debate, and you
can’t get a swelled head when you put on shorts and your teenage
son cringes.

Then again, childless couples have never had
to drag a barstool outside, pry the screen off their bedroom window
and somersault onto the bed, all in full view of passing traffic,
all because some little guttersnipe thought it was funny to lock
Mommy’s bedroom door with the key inside at least once a week.

My mother talked about the time my brother,
age two, locked her out of the house in her nightgown during a
snowstorm. For me it was a torrential rainstorm. I mean, haven’t we
all, at one time or another, had our front doors kicked in by the
police? It’s a tradition in my family.

Sue and Monroe didn’t have a locksmith
listed in their personal phone directory. They came and went at odd
hours, sometimes many times a day, and a hazy memory forms of a
time when I could be spontaneous without hurrying to put on six
shoes instead of two, or standing over two little tooth brushers
like a drill sergeant or searching frantically for soccer cleats or
driving someone to work.

Okay, so Sue and Monroe could go anywhere
they wanted, when they wanted, and they weren’t at the mercy of
babysitters or someone else’s bowel movements. For their added
enjoyment, they had non-sticky furniture with no gouges, a clean
house, a gorgeous boat and great tans.

Somewhere in my house are the missing pieces
to 47 puzzles and apparently several letters from our Scrabble
game, since I haven’t been able to beat my youngest son in two
years. But Sue and Monroe never had anybody to color with or play
jacks or Candyland or hopscotch or baseball or all the other joys
of childhood we got to rediscover.

There were no little arms at their house to
reach out, not only to get comfort but to give it. And nobody lived
at their house who believed, however briefly, they knew
everything.

As I tucked my son in a few nights after our
anniversary conversation, he hugged me extra hard and said, “I’m
happy you got married and had kids.”

I am too, even now. Go figure.
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Pregnant Pauses

A dear friend, the all-seeing, all-knowing
Claire Voyant, who has had experience dealing with more than six
pregnant couples, has graciously agreed to answer the most
frequently asked questions about pregnancy, childbirth and babies,
no matter how ridiculous they are (the questions, not the
babies).

 


Q. I'M TWO MONTHS PREGNANT NOW. WHEN WILL MY
BABY MOVE?

 


A. With any luck, it will be right after he
finishes college, but some kids hang on a few years longer.

 


Q. WHAT IS THE MOST COMMON METHOD OF
DETERMINING A BABY'S SEX?

 


A. Childbirth.

 


Q. WILL MY BABY BE BORN WITH STRAWBERRY
BIRTHMARKS IF I EAT TOO MANY STRAWBERRIES WHILE I'M PREGNANT?

 


A. No, and if you reroof the house while
you're pregnant, the baby won't be born with shingles either.

 


Q. MY BROTHER SAYS THAT SINCE MY HUSBAND HAS
A BIG NOSE AND BIG NOSES ARE DOMINANT, THE BABY I'M EXPECTING WILL
HAVE A BIG NOSE AS WELL. IS THIS TRUE?

 


A. The odds are greater that your brother
will have a fat lip.

 


Q. WHY DON'T MORE WOMEN CARRY TWINS?

 


A. They don't have enough womb.

 


Q. ALL THE EXPECTANT WOMEN I KNOW SEEM SO
SURE OF THEMSELVES. AM I THE ONLY PREGNANT WOMAN WHO HAS EVER HAD
SECOND THOUGHTS ABOUT BECOMING A MOTHER?

 


A. Yes.

 


Q. IS IT TRUE THAT MUSIC PLAYED DURING
PREGNANCY WILL HAVE A SOOTHING EFFECT ON A BABY AFTER IT'S
BORN?

 


A. John Philip Sousa's children didn't think
so.

 


Q. SHOULD I STAY AWAY FROM FUNERALS WHILE
I'M PREGNANT?

 


A. Yes, unless you knew the deceased.

 


Q. WHAT IS THIS PREGNANCY "GLOW" I'VE HEARD
SO MUCH ABOUT?

 


A. "You have the pregnancy glow" can be
roughly translated into "No, really, you don't look fat."

 


Q. WILL MY WIFE'S BREASTS STAY THIS BIG
AFTER OUR BABY IS BORN?

 


A. If she's nursing, they'll get even
bigger, but you probably won't be allowed near them.

 


Q. WHEN IS IT SAFE TO HAVE SEX DURING
PREGNANCY?

 


A. When your wife agrees to it.

 


Q. MY WIFE IS SIX MONTHS PREGNANT AND SO
MOODY THAT SHE OVERREACTS TO THE SIMPLEST PROBLEM. SOMETIMES SHE'S
BORDERLINE IRRATIONAL.

 


A. So? What's the question?

 


Q. HOW WILL I KNOW IF MY BABY HAS
DROPPED?

 


A. She'll start crying. Be more careful.

 


Q. WHERE SHOULD MY HUSBAND STAND DURING OUR
BABY'S DELIVERY?

 


A. By your head, infringing on your view in
the mirror.

 


Q. MY CHILDBIRTH INSTRUCTOR SAYS THAT IT'S
NOT PAIN YOU FEEL DURING LABOR BUT PRESSURE. IS SHE RIGHT?

 


A. Yes, in the same way that a tornado might
be called an air current.

 


Q. I'M A FAIRLY MODEST PERSON. ONCE I'M IN
THE HOSPITAL TO DELIVER MY BABY, WHO WILL ACTUALLY SEE ME IN AN
INDELICATE POSITION?

 


A. Authorized personnel only—doctors,
nurses, orderlies, other patients' visitors, florists,
photographers, cleaning crews, etc.

 


Q. DO NEWBORNS HAVE A SENSE OF TASTE?

 


A. Apparently not, or why would so many of
them wear those shapeless sacques and washed-out colors.

 


Q. PLEASE SETTLE AN ARGUMENT I'M HAVING WITH
MY SISTER. CAN A MOTHER GET PREGNANT WHILE NURSING HER BABY?

 


A. Yes, but it's much easier if she removes
the baby from her breast first.

 


Q. DOES NURSING MAKE BREASTS SAG?

 


A. Not any more than doctoring or
lawyering.

 


Q. IS BREAST FEEDING REALLY AS NATURAL A
PHENOMENON AS DOCTORS WOULD HAVE US BELIEVE?

 


A. Udderly.

 


Q. WHAT IS THE BIGGEST DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
CLOTH DIAPERS AND DISPOSABLE DIAPERS?

 


A. Disposable diapers make lousy dust
rags.

 


Q. I'M PREGNANT FOR THE FIRST TIME, AND
ALREADY I'M WORRIED ABOUT HOW FAR APART TO SPACE MY CHILDREN. WHAT
DO THE EXPERTS SAY?

 


A. Most experienced parents space their
children at least six feet apart.
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Owwww!

People who are childless know (whether they
admit it or not) that children’s injuries are the fault of
incompetent parents. Experienced parents, of course, realize it’s a
miracle that any children survive to adulthood.

We can prevent certain disasters. Most of us
don’t let our children play in traffic. They’re not allowed to
juggle knives or make their own explosives. But how do we prepare
them for freak accidents? How do we make them be the only people in
the history of the world who have never done anything stupid?

In my observation, it’s pretty easy to keep
one child healthy and safe. You just crawl around on your hands and
knees to baby-proof the house. Then you follow the little tyke
around for several years shouting “No-no!” “Stop!” “Don’t touch!”
“Be careful!” “Watch out!” and cut his food into tiny little pieces
until he gets married. And, especially in the early years, don’t
let your precious little angel socialize with the common
cootie-carrying rabble. I do remember being outraged when someone’s
child—the bad seed, no doubt—gave mine his first cold.

But then something happens. It could be the
birth of a second child, which diverts your attention. It could be
the definition of the word “sibling,” which in Latin means “one who
tries to step on his brother’s face.” Or it could be the
realization that getting hurt is part of growing up, and even a
gilded cage is still a cage.

Regardless, by the time your firstborn is
three or four years of age, you’ve reached an important milestone:
You’ve stopped worrying about something hurting your child and
started worrying about your child hurting something. This leads to
a dangerous phase, which generally lasts for a decade or two.

No one can be totally prepared for the
dangers that lie ahead, but here are some helpful hints based on my
close, personal relationships with my
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