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Parents are thinking and talking more about the process of raising a child these days. When the "child" is twins, and home shifts from a downtown industrial park on the harbour in Victoria, British Columbia, to a tiny farmhouse fifty miles north of Edmonton, Alberta, there is plenty to think and talk about. I've been writing some of those thoughts for my friends and for Canadian magazines.

Gardening with kids changes from growing a pet squash to hoeing a four acre market garden that gets bigger every year. Long drives mean that the fine art of keeping the children peaceful is almost the only art form my husband and I have time for. Indoor games take on new importance when the West Coast rain has been pouring for three weeks or the thermometer hits -45°C in a Prairie winter.

Raising twins on a modest income in a modern world is best faced and described with good humour. The stories collected here have been read by parents and writers, looking for a smile and something true about parenting. Pre-natal classes don't teach everything, though Lamaze breathing did help me some on the morning the babies cried, the kettle whistled, and the phone and the doorbell rang all at the same time.

My friends had their children on the installment plan – one at a time, whether or not they could afford them. I had twins, both up front with no money down.

I should have danced all night. I haven't since. Still, I never sleep the night through, between one of my family kicking off the blankets or the other rolling thunk! against the wall, or another beginning to snore like a Johnson outboard motor.

No, the third restless sleeper isn't another kid, that's my husband, Bernie. Their sleeping habits all affected me one fall when we were sleeping in the guest room in my parents' home. We hadn't all slept in one room since the day Bernie and I brought the twins home from the hospital. That day we put our newborns in two matching laundry baskets (when you have twins, you learn how to make substitutes for $50 bassinettes) at the foot of our bed. Every time one of the twins exhaled, we leapt out of bed, panicking. The next night they went in their own room, with both doors open and I heard every squeak or cry. Bernie slept through that night, which I assume is why he approved of the new arrangement.

Sharing the guest room at my parents' house didn't meet up with his approval or mine, but we made the best of it for two months. In between living in an old Victorian duplex and moving to a tiny Prairie farmhouse, those two months were a time without paid work, after working in a community centre once the twins were three years old, and before working on our small farm. Though I didn't have work to keep me busy, I kept busy at my typewriter, from habit learned when the twins were small and later kept up during four years on the farm.

Some of the notes I made during those two months became the following observations. Other parts of this book were written in between growing seasons on the farm in Alberta. (Note: Nothing gets written during the growing season. At that time, if I'm not seeding, weeding or picking, I'm selling vegetables. Write stories? Hah! I'm lucky if there's time to bathe!) And the rest was written during two winters we ran away from Prairie blizzards back to Victoria to enjoy snowdrops in January and cherry blossoms in February.

Some of these stories appeared in Island Parent magazine and Winnipeg Parent Newsmagazine before being collected here. Most of them were read aloud at poetry readings in The Cove, a community centre which has always made time and space for families and their stories. I made a lot of friends there, and also while writing the stories for my first book, No Parent Is An Island. More than anything else in Working Parent, I want to share that welcome feeling other parents have given me.

Don't look here for a self-help manual. But if you like to share your disasters and daymakers with friends, this book has some stories about how fun and scary it was while my toddlers grew to school age. It also shows some of the changes in me, as my Christmas Wish List ranges from a state-of-the-art computer to a decent chocolate chip cookie recipe.
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The Working Parent's Chant 
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Tonight I do the laundry, loads of dirty clothes and whites

The rumble of the wringer washer punctuates my nights

Then I wash the kitchen floor of all the mud my kids have tracked

I'm a Working Parent and my patience is taxed.

––––––––
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THIS MORNING I LEARNED porridge burns like napalm when it spills

On my hands which will be blistered when I dig potato hills.

Will I have to chase the coyote that our duck flock does attract?

I'm a Working Parent and my patience is taxed.

––––––––
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MY PARTNER TAKES HIS turns with me for who's on Kid Patrol

And who will Roto-till the garden for our weed control.

The kids go swinging from the trees and digging holes out back

I'm a Working Parent and my patience is taxed.

––––––––
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THE SCHOOL MY KIDS attend has cutbacks – and a lot of cheek!

Librarians were laid off so I sorted books this week.

Got asked to volunteer when program funding was axed...

I'm a Working Parent and my patience is taxed.

––––––––
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THE KIDS GOT INTO BASEBALL, swimming, skateboards and their bikes

Do you know what it costs to buy a size four pair of Nikes?

Still, picnics on the beach are fun and we make barefoot tracks

I'm a Working Parent and my patience is taxed.

––––––––
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MY FRIENDS AND FAMILY babysit, lend cars and work and more;

I'll lend a hand to pay them back till we're all ninety-four.

At least I'm not in debt like folks whose credit cards are maxed!

I'm a Working Parent and my patience is taxed.

––––––––

[image: ]


AT DINNER TIME I CALL my crew, but sometimes it gets cold

(Computer programs are more fun than veggie casserole)

When hunger strikes them all I'll get my word processor back!

I'm a Working Parent and my patience is taxed.

––––––––
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SOME PEOPLE TELL ME what I need so I don't slob around

Is to put on nylons and a dress for real jobs downtown.

Looking after kids is real work! It's plain and simple fact.

I'm a Working Parent and my patience is taxed.

––––––––
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SO TONIGHT I DO THE laundry and then I'll wash the floor

I'll make long-distance calls and hear my guy tell jokes and more

The outside world? Well, CBC AM keeps me on track.

I'm a Working Parent and my patience is taxed.
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Do You See Anybody Else Here Who Is Naked?
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How to go out with kids: open the door and go outside.

Oh, are shoes important? Or winter coats? Okay, start again...

How to go out with kids: bundle them up. Find socks and shoes. Pants and shirts may be necessary, and sweaters or coats if the weather warrants. It got so I kept a bag by the door ready to go out, with two diapers, two big cotton kerchiefs (they make dandy bibs, sunhats, neck scarfs, or diapers in a pinch), fruit leather, a "drinkin' box of fruit juice", my wallet, keys, a stamped envelope and a pen so I could write to friends asking if they knew why I had kids.

One grand expedition with the twins began rather well. We were off to Ryan's birthday party, well bundled up as it was January. Our old car, called Underfoot (because something always was), had enough seatbelts for Laurie and her boy Evan as well as the twins and I. After I parked downtown, we paraded in our parkas to the theatre where we met the rest of the birthday party, to see a play based on The Hobbit. The four adults in our party were at least as excited as the six children.

When we reached our seats, there was still some time before the curtain would rise. But I was prepared, with extra supplies in my bag of goodies, to keep the kids from getting restless.

"I'm hot, Mama," complained three-year-old Lila.

"Take your coat off, sweetie, and you too, Ben," I told the kids. Ryan and Evan and the other kids followed suit, and we mothers took the coats and sat in the row behind the kids.

As the kids started to squirm, I asked: "Does anybody want jelly babies?" There was a half-pound of them in my bag.

"Me please!" chorused all the kids and two of the moms.

"I'm still hot, Mama," Lila complained again.

"You can take off your sweater, Lily," I said while rootling through my bag. I came up with the jelly babies and passed some to everybody, moving along the row of cupped hands till I came to... Lila... who had taken off her sweater... and her t-shirt... and was sitting in her panties, pulling her sweat pants off over her boots. "Lila Marie!" I whispered. "Put your clothes back on!"

"But I'm really hot, Mama," she said blandly.

I groped for something to say that wouldn't traumatize her like screaming NAKEDNESS IS DIRTY. "Do you see anybody else here who is naked?" I whispered. "This isn't a place to be naked in. People wear clothes here." It didn't get results. I looked around quickly, and saw my friends convulsed in silent laughter. No help from them. 

After an eternal few seconds, Lila held up her cupped hands. "Can I have some?"

Inspiration struck for the second time. "I can't give you any jelly babies till you put your shirt and pants on," I said.  "Everybody eating jelly babies is wearing clothes."

"But I don't wanna get hot again," Lila insisted.

By this time I was getting hot under the collar. "So don't put your sweater and boots on," I said calmly, and held the bag of fruit candy where she could see it. She cheerfully squirmed back into her t-shirt and pants and got a handful of jelly babies. Meanwhile I was giving the dirtiest looks I could manage placidly at my friends, who were nearly blue from silent laughter. "Why didn't you tell me she was undressing?" I hissed, suppressing my own grin.

"Oh, you took care of it just fine," Kris chortled. "Do you see anybody ELSE here who is naked?" she quoted, and held her ribs. The curtain rose mercifully soon. Years later, Kris can still make me laugh by saying it again.

How to go out with kids: bring a sense of humour along with the jelly babies. At least.
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Out of the mouths of babes
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