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Introduction

“I looked on child rearing not only as a work 
of love and duty but as a profession that was
fully as interesting and challenging as any honorable 
profession in the world and one that 
demanded the best I could bring to it.”

—Rose Kennedy 

My mother is a poet. Unpublished. Unheralded. But a poet nonetheless. Not that she would ever admit it. Her poetry is not for public consumption. It is kept in a drawer—handwritten on sheets of unruled tablet paper, the kind used for real letter writing—with certain pieces read by a select few on rare occasions. Once in a blue moon, Mom will read one of her poems aloud to one of us kids (though I’m sure she’s read or recited them all to my father). My mother has written a special poem about each of her six children; they are her masterpieces. If ever I doubted my mother’s love for me or understanding of “who I really am” (and what child doesn’t at some point in their young lives?), I could never again have such doubts after hearing her read, with tears glistening in her deep brown eyes, the poem she wrote about and for me.

I am a writer, but not a poet. Yet, when I think of my mother and of motherhood, I always think of poetry.

When I was in college and first read Robert Frost’s “The Silken Tent,” I thought immediately of my mother. No, it was more than a mere thought. I envisioned her, felt her. All these years later, the poem still has that effect on me. It is like a metaphor for my mother’s style of mothering, for her firm but freeing presence in my life—her silken tent gently billowing over me in the “sunny summer breeze” and her “loosely bound . . . silken ties of love and thought,” extending from a sturdy “central cedar post,” growing “slightly taut” in the capricious winds of life.

I wonder which poem my three children would associate with my mothering style, with the imprint I’ve made on and the role I play in their lives. Free verse, no doubt. I suspect they’d each choose a different poem but that all three would have similarities.

Shortly after giving birth to my first child, Jennifer, I happened upon a poem in a popular women’s magazine that struck my funny bone—and a chord with me. (I’ve long forgotten which magazine, the title of the poem, and its author.) At the time, I was very young, a girl really, newly out of the nest and flying about as well as a turkey, and taking my job as a new mommy extremely seriously. Naturally, as young and inexperienced women are wont to do, I sized up the closest example of motherhood to me: my mother’s. And decided I was going to do many things differently. That is what the poem was about.

“When I was growing up, my mother did [this], so with Jennifer, I did [that],” the poem read, giving a litany of parental scenarios in which Jennifer’s mom did the opposite of her own mom. The closing line read something like, “And in the end, Jennifer grew up to be just like my mother.”

In some ways, I did mother differently than my mom did. But in many ways, I followed her example. In the end, Jennifer is a little like my mom, a little like me, and a whole lot her own original self. And both Jennifer and her sister Christie have approached motherhood in ways both similar to and different from mine. I’m certain my mother’s brand of mothering was also influenced by her mother and her grandmother.

As it turns out, there are many ways to be a good mother. The important thing is to do your very best, to do it with love, and to enjoy it.

The personal true stories in A Cup of Comfort®for Mothers celebrate the joy of motherhood and honor this most challenging, fulfilling, and venerable profession.

—Colleen Sell 


Heart Stories

The twins are two; Thomas is three and a half. And I am forty-two . . . today. We’re celebrating my birthday at my parents’ house because we’ve sold ours and set our furniture to sea. We’re en route from central Canada to South Africa, where we will live for the next three years. Carl, my husband, is overseas right now, scouting rental properties.

So the birthday party is small, just my children and parents. We’ve had my favorite dinner, baked scallops, and we’ve gorged on homemade chocolate cake. It may be small, but the party is raucous. Chocolate propels young children sugar-sky high. For an hour, Thomas, Jon, and Alex have been chasing each other around the loop of my parents’ first floor. We eventually corral them to open my presents.

Carl left behind a lovely writing journal and some restorative eye cream (truly), and my parents have promised to babysit while I buy myself some decent clothes. There’s one final present and it’s from Thomas. He and my father slipped out yesterday for a covert excursion to the Dollar Store. That’s all I know—but they’re both beaming now.

My father prefaces the unwrapping. “Thomas chose this all by himself,” he says. “Didn’t you, Thomas?”

“Yes. It’s a heart,” he blurts out.

“I didn’t help him at all,” my father emphasizes. “We walked through the aisles of the store until he found something to give to you.”

The package is soft and about the size of a dinner plate. My mother must have wrapped it so neatly. I slowly take away the paper, smiling the silly smile of someone opening gifts. It is indeed a heart. A heart that could only have come from a Dollar Store. Strands of metallic red tinsel wind in magnificent loops and bows around a thin wire frame. It shines like a halo for a rather flamboyant St. Valentine.

“I bought that for you, Mommy,” Thomas says as I squeeze him.

“It’s beautiful, sweetie. I love it.” And I do, more than any possible birthday gift.

Thomas squirms out of my arms and rallies the troops. With a final burst of cocoa-power, they’re off. I thank my parents for the celebration as they move to tidy up. Within an hour, all three kids are scrubbed and sleeping and my parents have retired to their books and bed. The house is quiet—except for my tumbling thoughts.

I imagine Thomas roaming the aisles of the Dollar Store. He has one arm outstretched, his hand lightly fanning the shelves as he passes. His eyes are steady, taking in all the gaudy trinkets on the lower two shelves. He only looks higher when he stops. I’ve watched him do this; I can picture his actions clearly. Yet, I cannot envision my three-year-old, as self-absorbed as any preschooler, bypassing trucks, glitter-glue, lollipops, and maybe even trains to choose a heart. It’s not something he wants for himself. He was, it seems, thinking of me.

How can I resist symbolism? The most obvious interpretation is love. Thomas, like a woozy teenager, has given me the heart as a token of his undying love. Many other metaphors are ripe for picking: trust, courage, patience, forgiveness. I revel in my wondrously empathic child.

And then I sober. These are late-night literary indulgences. I don’t know why Thomas chose the heart, and I was too engulfed by my own thoughts to have asked him. I do know that three-year-olds aren’t normally inclined toward empathy or metaphor. He was not sending a complex message. Maybe he liked the smoothness or shininess of the heart, or perhaps it reminded him of a bedtime story or a Thomas the Tank Engine episode.

Any larger story of the heart must be my own, and there are many ways to tell it.

Here’s one.

It’s the day before my forty-second birthday and I’m weary. The kids haven’t slept—again. I slam down the stairs at just past five in the morning, Alex in one arm and Jon in the other. Thomas follows closely behind. We squish into the dark couch, and I close my eyes against another day. I can’t do this.

My parents have heard us. My father gets up, while my mother rests a little longer. They’re in their seventies, and we’ve been living at their house for over a month. If I’m weary, they are utterly decimated by the burden of three boisterous grandchildren and a daughter suffering—still—from postpartum depression.

“Why don’t you go back to bed for a while?” my father offers, his gray hair in uncharacteristic spikes. “I’ll look after the boys.”

No. This is my job. I’ll do it. Again and again. Day after day.

We’ve been up for hours when the winter sky lightens. Two thick coffees have left me agitated, and the boys are bored with the toys we brought from home. I have to get out, but it’s December in rural Nova Scotia. There are no open parks, no story-time gatherings, no playgroups, no swimming pools, no friends, not even a clear driveway to ride a tricycle. There’s the mall, and we’ve already been there—many times. I decide to take the kids for a walk in the snow.

I drag the basket of winter clothes from the hall closet. Three snowsuits, but only five mitts, four mismatched boots, and two hats. I begin the daily roundup of lost clothing. By the time I have six boots and three hats, Alex is hungry and Jon has filled his diaper. Thomas has forgotten about going outside and is half-heartedly rebuilding his train tracks.

Raisins for Alex, clean diaper for Jon. I then begin threading toddler limbs into puffy winter clothes. It’s like weaving spaghetti, and the twins protest. Thomas, being older, is usually easier to dress, but he’s having none of it today. In fact, he strips what little he is wearing and flees at the sight of his snowsuit. The twins, immobilized in their winter gear, are whining. I feel heat rise to my face and I set my teeth to an unnatural bite.

I could ask for help, but for the second time this morning, I won’t. There’s a side to depression—mine, at least—that’s indulgent. Not intentional and delicious like, say, chocolate cake, more like wrenching a loose tooth; there’s satisfaction in the pain. So I let myself slip to a familiar but lonely place. The fall is easy and I don’t contemplate the formidable return. I just continue to run after Thomas, waving his snowsuit like a lasso.

He thinks it’s hilarious, either my childish antics or that he’s really, really aggravating his mother. In any case, he keeps it up until the heat in my face flashes to my brain, ignites, and shoots back through my entire body. I catch him. He’s still laughing when I heave his naked body into an old wicker chair in the living room. Baby skin and wicker. He’s not laughing anymore.

So . . .

When Thomas and my father go shopping the following day, he chooses a heart. A heart to remember the smoldering fire in my head and those sorry scratches down his back. A heart to suggest the mother I could be.

That’s one heart story, but there are others.

There is, for instance, the story of a beautiful winter morning that I want my kids to touch. We haven’t much else to do, and I’m weary to the point of tears. Still, the pale December light against a crowd of snowy firs is something this displaced urban family cannot miss.

It would be easier to flip on the television and let Bob the Builder do the work. It would be easier to crawl back to bed and let my parents take over. It would even be easier to let the kids grow bored and to ignore the whines, just for a moment. I’ll do none of these things—but not because I’m a self-indulgent depressive.

I won’t give in to television because TV is passive and dulling and eternally available. This snowy morning is fleeting. It yearns for the taste, crunch, and tumble of my children. I won’t crawl back to bed, because I’m blessed with patient, dedicated parents and I will not take them for granted. And I won’t let my kids wallow in boredom, because they are as bright and beautiful as the morning outside. I won’t, in other words, use depression as an excuse to stop parenting.

In this story, I’m trying. For over three years, I’ve been trying to raise small children, battle depression, and move across the world—seamlessly. I’m tired. Super Nanny herself would be fatigued. I get frustrated, and sometimes, as when Thomas’s fair skin met the crumbling wicker, I fail disastrously. In this story, however, I’m allowed mistakes.

So . . .

When Thomas and my father go shopping for my birthday, Thomas chooses a heart. A heart to thank me for the countless times I’ve tried. A heart to thank me for the mother I am.

A few weeks after my birthday, we leave my parents’ house and move to Africa. Our furniture is still adrift, but Carl has rented a house and borrowed beds and kitchenware. The tinsel heart, transported with care, is our only decoration. I hang it from a stray cable in the living room. The kids call it “Mommy’s Heart” and they show it to me everyday. Not that it needs pointing out. The heart would be hard to miss in any house, but against our empty white walls, it’s almost riveting.

That’s okay. I like to be reminded. Not of my mistakes, not of that mistake, but of the shifting stories we tell ourselves about ourselves. The events before my forty-second birthday can’t be changed or denied. But just as the winter sun casts both brilliant light and deep shadows, the slant of our stories changes with time, and mood, and circumstance. We craft our truths, and there’s power in remembering and retelling all shades of motherhood.

—Katherine Barrett 

This story was first published in the fall 2008 issue of Mom Writers Literary Magazine.


Top Ten Reasons I Love Being a Mom

“Mom, listen to what I wrote for you,” said my nine-year-old son, Jordan.

He smoothed a piece of paper and began to read from it. “The Top Ten Reasons Why I Love My Mom,” he read in full Letterman style. “Number ten—Mom, you know you have to start with number ten because that saves the best for last, right?”

I nodded and he continued.

“Number ten: because you sometimes make my favorite dinner and you don’t always make me finish my peas.”

I smiled and he read number nine.

“Because you give really good backrubs.” Jordan’s eyes twinkled as he ran down his list.

“Number eight: because you don’t make me kiss you in front of my friends.”

I laughed and said, “You should want to kiss me!”

“Well, not when my friends are around,” he said and then pointed at the paper in his hands. “Do you want to hear this or not?”

“Continue,” I said with a the-floor-is-yours motion.

“Thank you,” he said. “Number seven: because I always get an A when you help me with my homework.”

I giggled and said, “Well, I should hope so. You’re only in fourth grade.”

“Mom, stop interrupting me,” he groaned. “Okay, number six: because you cheer really, really loud when I score a goal in soccer.”

“That’s because I’m proud of you. Not because you scored, but just because you tried your best.”

Jordan rolled his eyes. “All the grown-ups say that. Anyway, here’s number five: because you listen to me read Goosebumps books and you don’t even get scared.”

I laughed but didn’t say anything. I could tell Jordan was anxious to share the rest of the list with me.

“Number four: because you always laugh at my jokes.”

I laughed again, just to prove his point.

“Number three,” Jordan continued. “Because you usually close my bedroom door instead of making me clean my room.” He looked at me solemnly and said, “I really, really appreciate that one, Mom.”

I gave him my best Mom look and said, “Keep reading. I love your list.”

“Okay, number two: because you listen to my prayers at bedtime and any problems I’m having at school.” He shrugged and added, “I know they probably seem silly to you because you’re a grown-up, but you still listen.”

I smiled and hugged him. This list was so precious, and I could hardly wait to hear the number-one reason he loves me.

“Are you ready, Mom?” Jordan said. He did a drum roll on his thighs and announced, “And the number-one reason why I love you is . . . because you always have gum in your purse!”

I just have to say, “Ouch.”

My son, whose birth lasted twenty hours and to whom I have given everything I have to give in the nine years since, loves me because I carry Juicy Fruit in my purse. Seriously, Juicy Fruit. He didn’t write that I love him unconditionally. He didn’t write that I make meeting his physical, emotional, and spiritual needs a top priority in my life. And he didn’t write that I—oh, I don’t know—gave him life. No, none of those reasons made the list. The number-one reason he loves me is that I carry chewing gum in my handbag.

I laughed, kissed his cheek, and thanked him for his clever list.

But the truth is, it bothered me a little bit. As a mother, I feel like I do a lot for my children. I cook their meals, I wash their clothes, and I clean up after them. Constantly. I make sacrifices on their behalf. I do without things so they can have what they want. But they don’t see that. They don’t see everything I do for them. And sometimes, it hurts. They appreciate me, but not for the reasons I want them to.

That night at bedtime I hugged Jordan and thanked him again for writing his top-ten list. I didn’t want him to see that I wasn’t completely thrilled with his number-one reason. After all, he was only nine years old. Maybe to him, carrying gum in my purse meant I should be expecting to get my Mother of the Year nod any time now. Either way, I decided to let it go. Just the fact that he wrote the list was beyond sweet.

“Did you like my list, Mom?” he asked. “Because I thought of one more, even though I’m out of numbers. This one is number zero: I love you because you’re just the best mom ever and I don’t think anyone could be as good at that as you are.” He gave me the sweetest smile.

Tears gathered in my eyes as I gathered my little boy in my arms. He didn’t love me because I’d endured a heinous episiotomy for him or because I haven’t had a moment to myself since 1998. But he did love me. And that, in itself, is something to be grateful for.

—Diane Stark 


Fair Division

My daughter won’t read this until she’s older, if she ever does. Right now, while I’m writing, she’s snoozing away next to me on the couch. She is six years old, she’s just lost her fifth tooth, and the number of her freckles is uncountably pretty.

When I’m done here, I’ll carry her up to bed. Even though she’s fast asleep, she’ll hold on to my neck when I say so and I’ll counter the weight of her sleeping body as I make my slow ascent up the stairs. In the morning, she’ll say, “Let’s get up now, Mom,” and I’ll say, “Five more minutes,” and I’ll wrap her satiny pajama’d body back inside my arms for one more dream.

The only problem is, this scenario isn’t true. My daughter is not snoozing away next to me on the couch. She’s tucked in bed at her dad’s house downstate. In two more days, though, she’ll really be here. I can already sense her weighting the cushions, can already feel the featherlock of hair that I’ll smooth off her face. I can hear her chewing in her sleep. In two days, she’ll be with me for a long weekend, but tonight it’s just me, typing away the minutes until I can go get her.

I’ll wake up alone tomorrow, but in two days, she and I will thread the lilac trees with a winter’s worth of yarn scraps for the birds to use in their nests. We’ll play Uno, and she’ll say that when she grows up, she’s going to be a horse doctor and we’ll live together on a farm. She’ll say she will buy me my own pony and we’ll name her Lucy and feed her wild carrots. And then when I tuck her in, I’ll read her some more of the latest book it’s taking us months to get through. When I put it down and shut off the light, she’ll close her eyes and I’ll tell her stories about when I was pregnant. We’ll imagine she is still there, inside me, her long legs stretching down my own and her arms threaded inside mine, reaching well past my elbows already. She’ll laugh, but I’ll wish it were somehow so, that she was still wrapped safe where nobody could claim she wasn’t a part of me.

Or maybe this time I’ll whisper to her the story of King Solomon.

I will tell her that long, long ago two women came to the king’s court, one woman holding a baby’s arms and the other pulling at his feet. Each said the child was hers. Each claimed the other woman was lying. Solomon only had their words to figure out who was the real mom. So he took the baby from the women and laid him on the table. He held a sword over the child, and said that since he couldn’t figure who was telling the truth, he would split the baby in two so each could have half of him. One woman said this was fair enough. The other stayed his hand; she’d rather the child be whole in the other woman’s custody than that he be killed. And by this King Solomon knew who the true mother was, and he handed him over to her, all in one piece.

Now, I don’t really buy that the first woman wanted to go home with half of a baby, but the point is, I’ll tell my daughter, some people get caught up in numbers. They forget that numbers aren’t real things but quantities of things. They’re adjectives, really. Six, thirty-four, fifty-five—these are simply words that describe the value we place on a thing. We can’t always make decisions based on numbers alone. If all that the first woman heard was half for you, half for me—if it were an orange being divided and not a child—then, sure, Solomon’s judgment seems fair. But the other woman knew that this quotient was worth so much less than nothing.

That’ll make sense to my daughter.

It’s one of the things she gets from me, how good she is with numbers. Her blue eyes come from both me and her dad. The widow’s peak that crowns her forehead—that’s all his doing. But her round little knees and her fair skin and the way she is so calm and her ease with math—she shares those with me.

Just the other day on the phone, she told me she loved me to the moon and back a googol times. That’s a really big number, she said. I told her I couldn’t think of a bigger number than that: a one with a hundred zeroes marching behind. And really, in the moment, I couldn’t. A googol plus one, she offered. A googol squared. And if she hadn’t already been my girl, I would have fallen over myself in love with her right there.

They don’t usually talk about people or happiness in math, but just like her googoled love, it’s almost always about something more than the numbers. Like fair division, an odd subfield all about how to divide things up fairly. Not necessarily equally, which is easy, but in such a way that all the people involved are happy. Any good mom instinctively knows the rules of fair division. The classic example is splitting a cake into two so that both cake eaters are happy with their share. Mom gives the knife to one kid, who cuts the cake in half, and the other kid gets to pick which piece she wants. This means the cutter will try to divide the cake as evenly as possible so that she won’t be stuck with the smaller piece her sister leaves on the plate. But really, who lets two children split and eat a whole cake? A cookie might be a better example; but face it, if a mom has one cookie and two children, she’ll take it into the bathroom and eat it herself, just to avoid the situation altogether.

Two children and one mother, this makes sense. But when the situation is two parents and one child, and it’s the child’s life that needs splitting, that’s where the whole idea of fair really breaks down. The problem is that a child is indivisible.

There’s a recognition in fair division that monetary value is not the only value we place in things. When calculating a divorce settlement, for example, each person assigns value to what needs to be divided. How much could a couple’s dog really be worth, on the market? Real estate and cars can be sold and the proceeds split in half, but what of her grandmother’s wedding band, his dad’s canoe? We decide what we want most and we say so.

She asked me, early on, “Why did you leave me with Dad?”

She should know that it’s not because he and I made a list of all our assets and ranked them by importance and that my thinking chair or my library desk (the only furniture in our whole big house I took with me) were listed higher than her. I didn’t leave with so many things I still wanted: my grandma’s piano, at least one of the Scrabbles, the big blue mixing bowl. I wanted her bad. I still do.

But I forgot to say so loud enough. Fair division calculators don’t take into account when people are scared. Or maybe what I wanted most was to leave her dad and saying that very hard thing left me without the strength to say the other things that needed articulating.

With her dad, she has a parent with a real job, with health insurance; she has a step-parent. She wouldn’t have any of that with me, although she knows we’d work it out. She’s said to me, “I wish I lived with you, and my dad only got one minute with me every year.” I know she was exaggerating, but that’s about how fair our visitation schedule seems. Only I am the one who gets the sixty seconds of her time for us to imagine her living with me.

I want to tell her, “Know that I didn’t think I would be leaving you.”

I thought her dad and I agreed about what was fair. Or I simply didn’t believe he could leave with her to a new job seven hours south of here. When I trace back what I did wrong, I am led to numbers and words: long, mean documents that measure and partition time and physical custody. But worse is what these things have come to mean: that I have to keep her bedroom door closed when she is away. That I have not taken a picture of her in two years because any album would reveal the white spaces between photographs.

There’s no fair division in the custody of a little girl. Whichever parent doesn’t get to tuck her in at night loses. Every time her father and I meet midway and I pick her up, the world is an hourglass just turned over. When I drop her off, the weight of the empty seat next to me could nearly tip the car on its side.

When I tell her dad I need more time with her, he says, “I do lots to keep her connected to you. I always mention how good her mother is with numbers.”

And I say, “I said I need more time with her.”

He says, “I picked this elementary school because it has been part of a pilot program in math.”

I say, “Listen.”

I want to talk about time and he speaks to me of numbers. I’m talking about our daughter and he’s talking about her report card.

No matter how specific, how official, the words and numbers, they all depend on us to interpret them with care. That’s part of the reason I’ve never told her about King Solomon; it’s too likely she’ll think that in that story she is the baby and I am the righteous real mother, when that’s not what I mean. Because even though the child’s real mother got to take him home in the end, she was wrong. She really should have said the words out loud: Do not cut my baby in half. She’s lucky it worked out for them both, but it might not have. It doesn’t always.

And that’s why I haven’t been able to write this before tonight, on a day when I’ve met with a lawyer, a young man who will help me not be scared to say the right things out loud in a language the people who draw up these documents understand. Because I want to apologize to her. But more, I want to recalculate how we talk about everything.

So, sure, baby, I’ll tell her next time she’s with me, love your numbers. But remember to love more what’s real behind the numbers. Love the dates on the calendar that are marked Mom, and love the inches sketched in pencil on the wall where I trace you growing, and love the digital radio frequencies that light up the dash as we sing our way north across the Mackinac Bridge to our house up here and then back again, toward your dad. When the hours that you and I need to pass before we’re together are too many, sweet girl, imagine the Fourth of July. Think of us wrapped in a blanket, heads tilted up toward the sky patterned with color. When time moves too slowly or too quickly, stop counting the minutes and miles. Tell me that story about the pony named Lucy, in the years down the road when the division of your time will be calculated by you.

—Jennifer A. Howard 

This story was first published in LiteraryMama.com.


The Tiring, Exhausting, Patience-Testing, Very Long Day

One of my favorite childhood books was Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day, by Judith Viorst. It is a story about a little boy who is having one of those days when absolutely, positively nothing seems to go his way.

My children were about three and five years old when I rediscovered the book and read it to them. To my surprise, my children did not take to Alexander as I had anticipated. In fact, their response was lukewarm, at best. Was it because the book was still a bit “old” for them? Was it too long? Was it because the pictures were in black and white? Nope. Those weren’t the problems. The real reason the story didn’t jibe with my kids is that they simply could not relate to having a bad day. Why, they didn’t even know what a bad day was! I mean, really, who was I kidding here? Their days are full of fun and wonder and excitement made possible by two doting parents attending to their every wish and need!

I, on the other hand, really felt for Alexander and reconnected with him the first time I read the book to my children. I truly understood, even better than when I was a kid, what Alexander was going through. I could relate all too well to what it was like to have a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day when nothing went your way . . . nothing at all, no matter how hard you tried, how efficient or organized you thought you were, or how many lists you made. Some days just don’t warrant getting out of bed. Some days just last forever. Some days just suck every ounce of strength, energy, and dignity right out of your very soul. A day like this . . .

My two preschoolers march into my bedroom demanding to go to the park [Charlotte], play outside in the rain [Andrew], build a tree house [Andrew], bake double chocolate chip cookies with sprinkles on top [Charlotte], paint pictures, dig up the potatoes in the garden [Charlotte], have a snowball fight with last year’s snowballs still stored in the deep freezer [Andrew], and go swimming [ah, consensus]. Of course, Andrew wants to go to the pool with the rope swing and Charlotte wants to go to the pool with the diving boards.

I open one eye, roll over in bed, and look at the clock. It is 5:39 in the morning. In that moment, I know right then and there, it is going to be a dreadful, exhausting, patience-testing, very long day.

For breakfast, Charlotte wants two poached eggs on toast with no butter, orange juice in a plastic cup, and a yellow vitamin. Andrew wants one scrambled egg with ketchup, toast with butter cut into squares (not triangles), apple juice in a glass, and a blue vitamin. As it would be, the egg carton is empty, there are only green vitamins left, and I give Andrew milk instead of juice.

“I didn’t order milk, I ordered juice,” Andrew informs me.

I inform him that I will just take them both to a restaurant tomorrow.

Andrew dresses himself in his favorite Pokémon outfit, which he has worn for the last six days. It is not too disgusting, yet—it only has a bit of mustard and soy sauce on the front and some blue paint on one sleeve.

Charlotte also dresses herself . . . in a dress two sizes too big for her that drags on the floor. She trips and falls. So I pick her up and tell her I love her.

“I love Mr. Cowie.” Mr. Cowie is our neighbor.

I sigh, knowing it is going to be a dreadful, exhausting, patience-testing, very long day.

In the garden, Andrew sneaks off to eat raspberries and then decides to dig a big hole to “catch” all the rain and snow, while Charlotte hunts for ladybugs. Alas, it is Andrew who finds a ladybug first, which is cause for a huge temper tantrum. Fortunately, I find a ladybug for Charlotte. Unfortunately, she doesn’t want it because the ladybug is not yellow. I tell her that ladybugs don’t come in yellow, which serves only to make her even madder.

“I am going to hunt for worms!” she declares defiantly.

It is very quiet. It is too quiet, and then I hear it—coughing and sputtering. And then I see it—dirt and worm slime all over Charlotte’s mouth. Charlotte is kissing the worms she found, one by one. Charlotte says the worms love her. She says she loves the worms. I calmly explain to her that worms prefer to have kisses blown to them. Then I shake my head. It is a dreadful, exhausting, patience-testing, very long day.

As we get ready to go grocery shopping, Andrew decides he must wear his rubber fireman boots, his fireman slicker, and his fire chief hat. Charlotte wants to change into her yellow shirt and yellow shorts, but she doesn’t have yellow shorts. I tell her I will buy her some yellow shorts tomorrow.

On the way to the store Andrew counts twenty-seven fire hydrants and Charlotte counts eleven yellow cars. Andrew complains that Charlotte is looking out his side of the car and Charlotte complains that all the cars are on Andrew’s side. She is mad because the stoplight turned green and not yellow. She wants her window up because she is cold, and Andrew wants his down because he is hot. He kicks off his rubber boots, and Charlotte starts crying because she doesn’t have any rubber boots. I tell Charlotte I will buy her yellow shorts and rubber boots tomorrow. Andrew wants to know what I am going to buy him. I am thinking that tomorrow will also be a dreadful, exhausting, patience-testing, very long day.

Once we are at the store, I can’t find my grocery list. Charlotte wants to buy everything and anything yellow and starts filling up the cart with bananas, grapefruit, and lemons. While I search for my list, I hear Andrew informing other customers what to do in case of a fire. I really don’t know if I will make it until tomorrow.

We’re finally home. Once again, it is quiet. It is very quiet. It is too quiet, and I can’t find Andrew and Charlotte. Then I hear a giggle from behind the couch and see that Andrew has taken a bottle of balsamic vinegar from the grocery bags. He is pouring shots of it in Charlotte’s plastic cups for himself and his sister. They look up with great big smiles and balsamic vinegar moustaches. Their clothes are a mess and the carpet is a mess and the couch is a mess.
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