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Give me your slackers, your bored,


    Your muffin-topped masses, yearning to eat free,


        The wretched refuse of your tweeting horde,


            Send these, the mannerless, TMZ-tossed celebrities to me,


                I lift the golden lid of my rubbish bin’s door.


—The Inscription on the Statue of Liberty (circa 2011)


If you want to see evidence of America’s cratering culture, just stop by your local shopping mall.


I had never experienced vertigo before. But as I was riding down an escalator last September at a Northern Virginia shopping mall, I became so dizzy I almost careened over the railing. It had been a while since I had braved the mall scene alone. Rushing toward me were some of the most horrifying, unsettling images I had seen since Rosie O’Donnell posted her 9/11 video blog.


Below me, on the left, was a group of six young girls wearing jeans so tight, Jacques Cousteau could have worn them on his last undersea expedition. And if he were alive today, he’d be shocked to know that humpback whales can not only survive on land, but text, snap gum, and suck down thirty-two-ounce milk shakes masquerading as coffee drinks. Then to my right, two adolescents were leaning up against a store window, shaking back their floppy bangs and fiddling with the waistbands of their jeans. Upon closer inspection, I saw they were pulling their pants down, not up, so as to showcase their pastel-colored boxer shorts. They paused briefly from their hair/underwear routine to venerate the cleavage of a model in the Victoria’s Secret window display. Whatever Vicki’s secret was, it appeared to be a secret no more.


As I stepped off the bottom of the escalator, I almost walked into an ugly collision. A Rascal scooter had a head-on with an over-under Bugaboo stroller. Upon impact, the elderly scootee was thrown to the ground. The infants, outfitted in Dolce & Gabbana baby couture, started wailing. In a white rage, their demure and compassionate mother cursed out Grandpa at the top of her lungs. “Do you know how much this stroller costs, old man?” she shrieked, pointing at the cracked front wheel. “More than your last Social Security check, I can tell you that!” As the dazed senior citizen struggled to get up, a forty-something guy wearing earbuds and a Quadrophenia T-shirt stepped right over him. The old gent just moaned.


Meanwhile, the Rascal had a mind of its own and kept rolling toward a portable kiosk where a man was getting his eyebrows threaded. The threader was so startled at the sight of the approaching scooter that she caught the tip of the man’s nose in the threads. “I knew I should have gone to Elizabeth Arden!” the now bleeding thirtyish man screamed, as he jumped up.


Everywhere I turned was a fresh horror. Outside a nearby toy store, a child was splayed out on the filthy floor, kicking his mother and wailing “ZhuZhu pet! Gimme a ZhuZhu pet!” Despite her leg injuries, the mother blithely continued walking, ignoring the display. On the other side of the mall, near the food court, a family devoured individual troughs of lo mein like hyenas hollowing a carcass on the savannah. Their faces literally pressed into the bowls, not a one of them even glanced up as I brushed their table.


Overwhelmed by the visuals, I fled into a nearby coffee shop. I took a seat between a senior citizen playing FarmVille on his iPad and two teens texting in trances. They didn’t even look up. Sipping my “skinny” latte, I suddenly thought, “I hate foam. I distinctly told the barista no foam.” Tossing the cup aside, I stared in disbelief at the tragic panorama on all sides.


“Is this it?” I wondered. “Is this what our forefathers fought for? What my parents struggled for? Is this the American culture the Greatest Generation had in mind when they stormed the beaches at Normandy? So we could aspire to be like the Kardashians or land a role on The Housewives of Miami?


Our manners are shot. We dress like homeless prostitutes and derelict drug addicts. We spend countless hours social networking and end up becoming less social. Our pop culture has popped.


In areas as broad as personal grooming, recreation, education, parenting, faith, and even the way we travel, the verdict is in: we have fallen faster than a discount facelift. We’re going to hell in a handbasket (and the handbasket was made in China). Even if our economic and national security challenges disapperared overnight, we’d still have to climb out of the cultural abyss into which we’ve tumbled.


Look around you. Do you even recognize what passes for American “culture” these days? If Thomas Jefferson were penning a Declaration of Independence for America today, he might write:


“When in a coarse state of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the bonds between themselves and the cultural blight degrading the Republic . . . they should declare the causes which impel them to separation . . .”


What follows are “the causes” that compel us to sever ties with this culture, halt its decline, and find a better way. It is a patriotic intervention. When you love something you fight for it—and I can’t bear to see America go down like this.


The first step toward recovery is admitting we have a problem. Since others are either incapable or too distracted to identify the cultural threats afflicting America, I take the patriotic duty upon myself. Herein I will point out the cell phone barkers; the four telltale signs you are in a lousy restaurant; our penchant for inane exercise fads; the worst children’s names in American history; our idiotic fixation with high-end cupcakes; each fraudulent holiday created by the card industry; and the young people who, like, speak in grunts, not full sentences.


So bring along your gas mask and something to protect yourself—we’re going deep into the nether regions of American culture. As harrowing as this journey may be, it is also rife with hilarity. So rejoice, fellow Americans! Our cultural renewal begins here.
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“Mommy, Make It Stop!”



Parenting is hard work, as any mom or dad will attest. Just when you think you have children figured out, they grow and change on you. But there are a number of things that parents do (or refuse to do) along the way that can throw a monkey wrench into the situation. It doesn’t take a PhD in early childhood education to understand that horrible behavior and crude actions of the child can be directly traced back to the parents. Usually, the more knowledgeable a mother or father is about parenting “trends,” and the more parenting magazines they subscribe to, the more screwed up the kid. These parents make “old-school” moms and dads feel guilty. They spend hours making fresh, hormone-free baby food in the blender, surfing the Net for Your Baby Can Read DVDs, and ferrying their toddlers around to Mandarin and Arabic classes.


Children are being robbed of their childhood by those who are supposed to love them most. Kids’ lives are over-scheduled and insanely stressful. They’ve barely learned their ABC’s before they’re diagnosed with ADD. Parents’ “more is more” approach often starts well before baby is born and follows the child through college and beyond.


Maternity 9-1-1


My mother had me when she was in her forties. She smoked and drank socially for the entire pregnancy. The extent of her preparation for the birth of her first child (my brother Jimmy) was packing a bag to take to the hospital. Back then, having children was just what you did, not something requiring a “birth plan” and endless strategy sessions. Today, women who have a laid-back attitude about pregnancy are cultural misfits, shunned by the parenting-industrial complex. “Maternity consultants” are all the rage. They instruct ladies about a range of “pre-conception, pregnancy, post-partum and parenting topics.” I can almost hear my mother now: “You mean you pay someone to tell you that childbirth hurts, and that you have to push the baby out? Honey, women are born to do that. It would be like paying someone to tell us how to flirt.” (She’d be shocked to learn that now women pay for that advice, too!) Bravo cable network has tapped into this sad phenomenon with the show Pregnant in Heels, hosted by “maternity concierge” Rosie Pope. She helps rich women turn their baby’s gestation period into one nine-month-long trip to the spa at Canyon Ranch. A self-described “pregnancy guru,” Pope assists expectant moms with their pressing, critical dilemmas, such as arranging for the perfect stylist to do pre-birth hair and makeup. Gotta look fab for the ultimate delivery room close-up! Heaven forbid, the first thing your baby sees is your chipped nail polish and unwaxed bikini line! At this rate, it’s only a matter of time before the umbilical cord gets its own lighting consultant!


“Expert”-Proofing Your Children


My mother bottle-fed all of us. We also ate Beech-Nut Baby Food and grapes that weren’t cut up into eighths. When we started crawling she kept stuff like bleach and Windex under the kitchen sink—not under lock and key. She had a wooden playpen where she stuck us when she had to vacuum. Today my mother would be considered a danger to herself and her children. A nosy neighbor might even contemplate reporting her to the authorities.


Long before a mother feels her first contraction, she feels the real pressure. The push comes from “baby” businesses marketing products and services that neither we nor our babies need. Moms who should just be enjoying their pregnancies become needlessly panicked and paranoid. Pass the Pampers. I was on the cusp of becoming that woman when I was convinced by a friend to hire a “baby-proofing” technician to safeguard my thirteen-month-old son from the perils of toilet bowls, sharp table corners, and fireplace implements. Two officious-looking “home safety analysts” with clipboards spent an hour studying every inch of my home and documenting the hazards that awaited my toddler. The estimate for addressing the dangers was fifteen pages long, and included: “swivel latches” on my television to help prevent tipping, fireplace screen anchors, furniture straps for every dresser, and elasticized foam padding for all coffee and end tables (just for starters). They lost me on page 4, so I skipped to the last page. The total for all this peace of mind: $2,996.91. (As if by keeping it under 3K, I would think I was getting a bargain.) When I asked a neighbor mom whether this quote was in the ballpark, she responded earnestly: “You can’t put a price on your child’s safety.” No, but apparently you can put a price on gullibility. I discovered she had paid almost double the amount for the same “safe start baby-proofing” of her home.


Determined to fight back in my own way against this insanity, I headed to the hardware store, bought some basic safety gates, outlet covers and plastic cabinet latches and installed them myself. The cost was about two hundred dollars. Oh, and of course, I immediately went out and bought a playpen. People called it my baby jail. I called it nirvana. In fact, the trouble began when I gave my son his “get out of jail free” card. The little bugger locked himself in three different bathrooms—including one in a friend’s house in Florida. But just think of all the drama he would have been deprived of, had we slapped those $1.99 plastic guards on the doorknobs!



Stupid Kid Names



Children should not be named after a piece of furniture, a planet, a fruit, or an herb. Today’s little ones are saddled with some of the most ridiculous names ever—it’s as if the parents are trying to force the kids to hate them early.


There are consequences for the name you confer on your child. According to a 2009 study in Social Science Quarterly, a child’s first name can predispose him to a life of crime and incarceration. The top ten most dangerous names for boys are: Alec, Ernest, Garland, Ivan, Kareem, Luke, Malcolm, Preston, Tyrell, and Walter. The odder the name, the more ridicule the boy is likely to encounter in life. Reporter Erin Burnett explained it this way on the Today show: “Basically, if you’re teased mercilessly your entire childhood for your name, you become an angry, bitter person, and you lash out in a way that could be negative.” Certainly there are exceptions to the rule (but Alec Baldwin isn’t one of them).


Celebrities have escalated the baby name stupidity, tempting the public to ruin their children’s lives as well. The Naked Chef, Jamie Oliver, and his wife Jools (another winner of a name), are raising what sounds like a victory garden at home. Their daughters are named—and I am not joking—Daisy Boo, Poppy Honey Rosie, and Petal Blossom Rainbow. But these celebri-tot names can’t be topped:


• Apple and Moses (Gwyneth Paltrow). I think she’s going for an Old Testament theme here.


• Sparrow Madden (Nicole Richie). Does Sparrow tweet?


• Bronx Mowgli (Pete Wentz and Ashlee Simpson). Hope he’s a Yankee fan.


• Pilot Inspektor (Jason Lee). A future FAA official?


• Denim and Deizel (Toni Braxton). I guess Wash and Wear were already taken.


• Jermajesty (Jermaine Jackson). The sibling will be called Jerhighness.


• Blanket (Michael Jackson). Why not Glove?


• Bamboo (Outkast’s Big Boi). Is he trying to ensure his son’s also an outcast?


• Kyd (David Duchovny and Tea Leoni). You’re kydding me.


• Mars, Puma, and Seven (Erykah Badu). A candy bar, a sneaker, and a lucky number. Why not go for three more? Mounds, Adidas, and Eight?


One day, these children are going to grow up and they will either legally change their names or just march into their parents’ bedroom one night and beat them to a pulp. The research suggests the latter.


“We’re Pregnant”


Occasionally, a male friend will come up to me at a social function and proudly announce: “We’re pregnant.”


“I didn’t know you had a uterus, Tom,” is what I feel like saying.


I realize that the husband is trying to be part of the process and indicate his solidarity with his wife, but how much weight did he gain? The First Amendment doesn’t protect shouting “Fire!” in a crowded theater, and it shouldn’t protect this grating social construction. “We’re” not anything. Your wife is pregnant, and will soon give birth. You’ll be taking the video.


There are also men who take this “we’re pregnant” line to the extreme, actually exhibiting symptoms of pregnancy. Some men report having experienced morning sickness, food cravings, even labor pains. Physicians suggest that these sympathy pains are the result of hormonal irregularities and stress. And guys, if you feel an actual baby coming on, may I suggest you lay off the late-night quesadillas.



Lactating Daddies
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Few would argue against the health and bonding benefits of breastfeeding your baby, but does Daddy have to get in on the act?


Recent media reports have revealed a fact that I don’t think any of us needed to know: men can and do lactate. (This must be a subset of the men described in the previous section.) ABC News reports that “a man simply being overweight could . . . set the stage for lactating.” The excess fat can increase estrogen levels in the body and bring on milk production. Well, I guess this is one way for that sleep-deprived mother to get some help. “I’m really tired tonight, Bob. Can you do the overnight feeding?”


There is, in fact, a community of people (largely feminists, I think) who have become crusaders for male breastfeeding. These activists encourage men to pump their chests until milk comes in so they can feed the little ones. Silly me. I thought “milkmen nostalgia” meant something entirely different! Swedish designer Ronnie Asterberg has even created something he calls Man:MILK, a “shirt that provides easy and masculine breastfeeding for men.” The pockets unbutton to allow dad to expose his inner mother. Thankfully, all the medical research I have read indicates that it is extremely rare for a man who is not taking female hormones to produce enough milk to sustain a child. And any man who would desire such a thing needs to proceed immediately to a monster truck rally.


That Man in the Baby Sling


The only thing possibly less masculine than men who breastfeed are men who wear baby slings! And no, I’m not convinced to the contrary by those who say, “But it’s so nice to see a father nurturing and protecting his baby.” If a man wants to protect his baby, all he needs are arms strong enough to beat the living daylights out of anyone who threatens her. One could argue that a baby sling is, in fact, a magnet for trouble. Is a thug likely to hassle a guy with a pastel-colored cotton cradle hanging across his chest, or one with broad shoulders and sturdy biceps, holding his child the old-fashioned way?


Fellas, if you are content to look like a kangaroo who just hopped off a parade float in South Beach, you can buy “The Man Sling” at ModMum.com. Though the apparatus sounds like an athletic supporter, it is actually an “army green cotton canvas” baby sling. The Web ad features a manly-looking guy wearing the contraption while hiking. (It would have been more believable to see him “slinged-out” at an Erica Jong lecture.) The sales pitch: “[R]eal men carry their baby in comfort and style with the one and only Man Sling!” Then the hard sell: “This sling has a rugged look but is soft against the baby’s skin.” There’s something deeply unsettling about men who give up the single life for the “slingle” life. God bless these men who are actually spending time with their children, but consider the warning from my pal P.C. from the Bronx: “Slip on one of those front-loading papoose things and your testosterone level drops fifty percent.”


Political bias alert! I would bet that 99.8 percent of all men who wear baby slings are liberals.


Stretch Strollers


The “children’s goods” market is roaring back from a recession-induced lull. The Washington Post reports that in 2010 we spent $18 billion on everything from enviro-friendly changing tables to educational toys—the perfect time for the company Bugaboo to roll out its $1,500 double stroller, called the “Donkey.” (A fitting name for both the contraption and parents who buy it.) Shopping for baby and toddler “luxury items” has become an obsession for moms and dads who are more concerned with boosting their own social status than ensuring their child’s comfort and safety. One must make that good first impression at the playground or in line at Starbucks. After all, nothing says upper crust like a baby mover that costs more than most folks make in a week. Today’s trendiest strollers come outfitted with a drink holder, onboard mobile, and a cell phone or iPad pocket. What’s next, a rear-mounted backup camera and a built-in GPS? Soon the kids will be able to take themselves out for a stroll.
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Thank goodness, “stroller envy” is an affliction I have never suffered from. (For the record: I have one stroller, given to me by my friend Pinky, after she had used it for her three kids. Made of simple orange canvas and priced originally under eighty bucks, it has rolled through so many airports, it should have its own passport.)


Ingraham rule of thumb: if your stroller needs its own parking spot or requires an emissions inspection, the thing is too large. The best are the couples who have one child, but a stroller big enough to hold Michael Moore. There is no reason for a baby stroller to be that large. Unless parents are going to strap on a bonnet and start shaking their own rattles, this is a sinful purchase.



Goodnight Moon . . . and Jasper Johns



Shortly after bringing my first child home, I realized I wasn’t like most other moms in my neighborhood. They seemed so organized. They were up on the latest innovations in early child development, knew all the best soccer camps, already had their three-year-olds learning a second language. But I really noticed my shortcomings in the children’s room décor department—especially the nursery. Growing up as I did in a two-bedroom house, with three older brothers, the only “nursery” I knew was the garden and plant store downtown. From their exquisitely appointed baby furniture to monogrammed designer sheets made of the finest Egyptian cotton, kids today learn from an early age that the world revolves around them. And their moms have more things to show off to the neighbors!


I admit I’m a throwback. My crib was at the foot of my parents’ bed in their very tight bedroom. Somehow I survived. Today, if you don’t have a separate, perfectly coordinated room for your baby, people are ready to start a telethon for you. Do we really need to bring in Larry Gagosian to consult on baby Madison’s art collection while she’s still in utero? Will that Rothko you landed at the Sotheby’s auction really mean more to her than paint from Sherwin-Williams? A few years back, I attended a charity event at the home of a young mother who seemed perfectly sane, balancing a part-time job at a law firm while raising two young children, including a new baby boy. Then she let it slip that she had flown in an acclaimed artist to create an original “whimsical” fairytale storyboard on her newborn son’s nursery wall. The scene included multicolored ducks, elaborately painted bunnies, towering willow trees, and an odd cow wearing a top hat. It cost more than I paid for my first house. For Christmas last year, they brought the same artist back to paint a new scene over this magnum opus, after their older son had drawn mustaches on all the characters with a black Sharpie pen. That boy had good taste.


In my house, I have this nutty theory that if my children are in their rooms staring at the walls, I have a problem that Architectural Digest can’t fix.


Play Hates


I remember fondly my mother announcing the first of many playdates she had arranged for me: “Laura, go outside and play. I need to get supper started.” She didn’t care if I was climbing a tree, playing tag with the neighbors, or throwing rocks against the boulder in the backyard. Playtime was unstructured, unpredictable and fun. Today we need full-time assistants to keep our children’s playdate schedules.


First of all, I have to confess I am an occasional playdate-arranger myself. My first adventure with this phenomenon was not a pleasant one. One of my daughter’s four-year-old classmates came to our house for the afternoon. She was an adorable little girl with an impossibly cute brown bob hairstyle. When she saw the few baskets of games and dolls in the basement playroom, she blurted out, “Are these all the toys you have? Is this it?” I was tempted to respond, “No Sally, we actually have an entire toy-making factory in the backyard, but we only open that to polite, well-behaved children.” Sally did not make a return visit.


There are some mothers who create elaborate and involved playdate “experiences” for the tots. Talk about overkill! Does my child really need to go on a scavenger hunt for organic veggies in an acquaintance’s backyard? And as I am desperately trying to get rid of junk at my house, I will take a pass on accepting “playdate” goodie bags! My neighbor’s son recently came home from a playdate with puppets made from recycled plastic bottles and pipe cleaners. What’s next? Will my liberal pals give visiting children goodie bags containing Michelle and Barack Obama origami figures—with an extra “Bo” left over that can be made at home? (I can’t even fold the bottom sheet on the bed and I’m supposed to teach five-year-olds an ancient Japanese art form?) Let’s be clear: these are playdate swag bags! I can’t take the pressure. If my children’s friends leave my house with anything, it would more likely be a skinned knee or a stomachache.


When we used to play outside with our friends, time seemed lazy and limitless. It ended only when Mom called us in for dinner. But now we not only place hard limits on the kids’ playtime, but everything else is dictated, too. The end result: too much structure, not enough fun. Parents pick out and oversee the crafts that kids are allowed to do, right down to the type of felt markers that are “allowed” on the table. What happened to improvisatory play that allows children to develop their creative imaginations? Kids’ playdates have become an extension of school rather than a break from it.


Let’s be blunt: playdates are often just free babysitting. How many mothers will admit to dumping their kid(s) off at other people’s homes while they go get their nails done? (No comment!) And how many of us arrange playdates for our children when they are really playdates for ourselves—an opportunity for the mothers to share a glass of wine and chitchat. (Guilty! I have my own personalized copy of The Three Martini Playdate.)


At least I make a point of trying to know the parents and their values before entrusting my son or daughter to their care. You get the sense that some of these parents have spent more time getting to know their dog walkers than the moms (and nannies) who are hosting their children’s playdates. Why are we surprised when our sons start using the F-bomb in casual conversation or when our daughters start shaking their “booties” and humming Rihanna’s “S&M”?


What’s more dangerous—letting your son run around the yard with a bubble wand and a Nerf gun or dropping him off at the house of someone you barely know so he can spend the afternoon playing Grand Theft Auto and roaming around on Facebook in the rec room?



“It’s my party and I’ll cry—if I don’t have a petting zoo”
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Remember the good old days when a birthday party for a six-year-old involved nothing more than a homemade sheet cake, store-brand vanilla ice cream, paper hats from the drugstore, and (if you were really splurging) a cardboard pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey game? The really rich kids got to invite six friends to the McDonald’s birthday party room. Those days are long gone.


I fell into this party trap a few years ago. When the Sleeping Beauty moon-bounce arrived at my house, I felt like I had done something special for my daughter. Until, that is, I overheard one of the pre-K invitees groan, “Not another moon-bounce!” Little did I know, I was behind the party curve. To be truly memorable, a child’s party now must be an over-the-top, choreographed adventure complete with its own stylist and professional photographer.


• Farm Parties: Horses, sheep and assorted livestock are trucked in to entertain invited guests. The stench of these movable petting zoos is particularly unpleasant in warm weather. It used to be that pony rides were restricted to the carnival or the county fair. No more. Now they can happen right on your front lawn. To keep up with the Joneses, do we now have to bring in a big top and P. T. Barnum himself?


• Spa Parties: Not long ago, my five-year-old daughter came home from her friend Cynthia’s birthday party looking unusually relaxed and in a great mood. I immediately noticed that her fingernails and toenails were exquisitely manicured. Hello Kitty! stared back at me from every digit. It turns out there were “mani-” and “pedi-” stations at this soirée. Each girl had her own dedicated beautician. Hand, shoulder, and foot massages were included. When girls are pouting because there are no seaweed wraps and oxygen facials—we know we have created pampered monsters. During my mother’s seventy-nine years on this earth, after decades of working her tail off as a waitress and a housewife, the only spa she knew was the Tupperware basin that she soaked her feet in at the end of a long day. For her, splurging was adding the Epsom salts.


• Laser Tag and Gym Parties: These parties are a plaintiff attorney’s dream. If you are interested in spending most of Saturday night in an emergency room, make sure your son or daughter is invited to one of these accident-prone shindigs. You feel like you’ve entered some twisted 1980s music video when you walk into one of these laser tag joints. It doesn’t take the Supernanny to know that fog + strobe lights + cramped quarters = disaster for a dozen rambunctious boys. Inevitably, somebody gets a black eye or trampled before the buzzer goes off. The gym parties are just as bad. Cake and ice cream are preceded by kids going through Olympic-style events in rapid succession. Unless your daughter has been coached by Shannon Miller herself, the safest party games for her might not be the uneven bars and the vault.


• Princess Parties: Once upon a time . . . a very indulgent mother contracted with a local theater’s wardrobe department to help costume her daughter’s birthday production. The guests were expected to choose costumes from rolling racks where princess gowns, jewelry and tiaras hung. They were then forced to mingle with college students moonlighting as fairy tale characters. Brother, was it Grimm! Little girls who thought they were coming for cake and ice cream had to sing for their supper—literally. Before they knew what was happening, the girls were cast in skits adapted from Snow White and Cinderella. Does the pressure to perform ever end?


• Face Painting Parties: You bring your child to a party, and she is suddenly set upon by maniacs with paint-brushes. These are people you wouldn’t let paint your house, let alone your kid’s face. After one of these painting extravaganzas, I was horrified to find my poor daughter covered with brown, black, and white makeup, looking like a mangy cheetah. Was she just cast in the touring company of Cats? Then when I suggested washing it off, I thought she was going to call Child Protective Services. “You can’t take this off, Mommy!! I’m a cheetaaaaaaaah!” Nothing was really lost by removing the paint. Like the Shroud of Turin, the image is there forever on my brand-new white Turkish bath towel.


Snackers


When did breakfast, lunch and dinner fail to provide enough nourishment for our children? Snacking has now become the kids’ second, fourth, and fifth meals of the day. When I was little, a snack was the piece of fruit you grabbed on the way out to play in the yard around 3 p.m. Now, to be considered a good parent, the kids need access to a replenished buffet throughout the day, as if they were on a Carnival Cruise. The list goes on and on: yogurt, pudding, applesauce, Cheerios, pretzels, cookies. And this book isn’t long enough to rattle on about the gourmet fare parents lavish on their children—not to mention the scorn heaped upon those of us who offer other children uncool snacks such as grapes or saltines. “Oh, I’m sorry, Phoebe only eats gluten-free, salt-free, dairy-free crackers.” No, Phoebe didn’t have an allergy, but I think I’m developing one to her mom.



Juice Addicts



There are questions that continue to vex mankind. Is there a universe beyond ours? How and when did the first stars and galaxies come into being? Why is time different from other dimensions? And how did American parents ever raise productive, healthy, well-adjusted children without the “juice box”?


When I grew up, it was a big treat to have frozen grape juice (Welch’s) from a can. It was a beautiful crystallized purple concentrate that my mother mixed in a glass pitcher and kept cold in the fridge. My brothers and I usually had a small glass in the mornings. We didn’t drink juice all day long. Now our kids feel deprived if their lunch boxes (fancy insulated designer or themed bags) don’t include a juice box or pouch. My favorites are the mini-boxes—one sip, and it’s history. And admit it, you feel guilty if you don’t buy into “organic” food marketing foolishness. Check out the multi-pack of Earth’s Best Organic Tots Aseptic Strawberry Pear Juice, 4.23 ounce variety. I don’t even know what the word “aseptic” means, but I don’t like the sound of it. A favorite among the fancy mom set are juice pouches produced by a company brilliantly branded “Honest.” So we are supposed to feel better about the ten grams of sugar our child is getting because the packaging reads “Honest Kids Goodness Grapeness.” It is honest about this: “just one sip and you’ll be hooked forever.” It’s never too early to teach our kids the lingo of addiction!
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A Failure to Correct


How many of us have had entire movies ruined because a child sitting behind us is kicking our seat? Their parents see them doing it but do nothing.


I have read parenting manuals that instruct us to allow children to “emotionally express themselves” even by demonstrating bad behavior. They say we have to “offer children other behavior choices” while not showing displeasure. I saw a mother at a clothing store recently who was obviously a devotee of this “strategy.” She permitted her son to punch her on the legs repeatedly, while screaming “I hate you” at the top of his lungs. Once she reached the checkout, she bought the kid a chocolate bar. If we, the aggrieved public, responded to this mother’s behavior the same way, we’d have to buy her a Mercedes.


The placid nature of some parents in the face of horrendous behavior astounds me. One time at a baseball game, a boy of about twelve started tossing peanuts at people seated in the deck below. The spectators being pelted by the nuts started to complain. What did the father do? He pretended he didn’t hear them and bought the kid a team shirt between innings.


Time-Out for Time-Outs


It is unbelievable to me that some parents still think “time-outs” are effective. This parenting “strategy” became the sensible, mature parent’s answer to spanking, which we’ve been told is mean, cruel, and counterproductive. So, if little Lance is pulling the family dog’s ear, Mommy sends him to the stairs to sit for a few minutes. Oh great, the dog has already suffered, so the carpeting on the stairs should as well? Why do we think children who poke the pet or push their siblings are going to be any nicer to their time-out spot in the house? I have seen banisters scratched, rug fibers pulled, and walls written on during time-outs. My mother never sent me to the “corner” when I misbehaved. She was smart enough to know I would probably cause more mayhem there than I did at the table.


If we are brutally honest with one another, we’ll admit that time-outs are more for the beleaguered parent who needs a timeout from the stress of it all. If Joey goes to his time-out, Mommy can finish her phone call or vegetable chopping for that night’s dinner. The “time-outers” are usually the same ones who grimace at the mere mention of spanking. For certain liberal elites, there is one continuum from swatting children on the fanny to water-boarding innocent locals. One of the best and most involved fathers I know says it best—if you spank once, you may never have to do it again. The parents who should be reported to Child Protective Services aren’t the occasional bottom whackers, but the ones who indulge their kids with the latest behavioral adjustment fad.


The Disaster in Aisle 5


If your child is defiling a public space, it is probably a good idea to remove said child from the premises immediately. For some inexplicable reason, I have encountered parent after parent who allow their children to do inexcusable things without any concern for those around them.


Case in point: I am walking down the aisle of a big-box store when a little girl begins to projectile vomit in all directions. (I nearly threw up myself.) The mother is standing there placidly sipping her Frappuccino, watching the child retch as if this were the fountain show at the Bellagio. “That popcorn mustn’t have agreed with your tummy,” the mother says calmly. Since the entire contents of the child’s stomach are covering the aisle, this seems obvious. After the poor girl has nothing else to bring up, the mother pulls out a wet wipe, runs it over the kid’s mouth, and escorts Linda Blair out as if nothing had happened. She doesn’t alert management, she doesn’t try to clean up the toxic pond in aisle 5—she just walks out.


Another time I was at a toy store in the stuffed animal section, when a woman arrived pushing a shopping cart with her toddler on board. He had huge blue saucer eyes and an impish grin. How sweet, I thought. Sweet, that is, until I saw him flicking the contents of his diaper all over the teddy bears on the shelf next to him. The pink bears were suddenly speckled brown. In disgust, I turned away, imagining I would soon hear an outraged reaction from his mother. Several seconds went by. Not a sound. When I turned around, the mother was moving the dung-covered teddies to the back of the shelf. She then wheeled her little Jackson Pollack away to wreak havoc on another part of the store. Imagine her reaction if a fellow shopper’s child had spread his diaper waste all over her $5,000 yellow Birkin Bag. (Yes, I imagined it.)


The Designer Kid


There is always at least one fashion plate in every group of kids—that child who looks as if she just stepped out of Anna Wintour’s closet. The little darling has perfectly coordinated clothes, a matching houndstooth hat and scarf, and a pair of soft leather riding boots. If like Zeus, Ralph Lauren could give birth to fully clad offspring from his forehead—it would look like this.


Children’s bodies grow at such alarming rates, why would anyone spend several thousand dollars on clothes that they might wear twice if they’re lucky? Last summer I saw a precocious little girl wearing someone else’s name on every part of her body. She had a $200 Armani top, $140 Ugg boots, and $98 Patch Flare Jeans from Juicy Couture. (What, no Cartier tank watch?) But heck, I’m into luxury clothes for my kids, too. Perhaps you’ve heard of this Parisian outfitter? T.J.Maxx.


Like Daughter, Like Mommy


You’ve seen these moms. They are undeniably middle-aged (like me) but think that by squeezing into their daughters’ skintight, low-cut Versace T-shirt, none of us is going to notice. I often wonder how much time must be required to maintain their hair and eyelash extensions, lip and face plumping, and constant wardrobe updating.


There’s even a commercial for Tide “Acti-Lift” with a story line featuring a mom who hits a dance club wearing her daughter’s green satin blouse. Those “I-Can-Still-Wear-That” moms are often quite attractive underneath it all, but they may be damaging more than their daughter’s size 4 cashmere tank top. In her book Will I Ever Be Good Enough? Healing the Daughters of Narcissistic Mothers, author Karyl McBride claims that 1.5 million women suffer from Narcissistic Personality Disorder, and many of them compare their looks and body size to those of their daughters. The result: the daughter grows up with depleted self-esteem and low self-confidence—but at least mom enjoyed hearing those wolf whistles at the mall.


[image: diagram]


London’s Daily Mail recently covered the tragic case of fifty-year-old Janet Cunliffe, a mother who spent tens of thousands of dollars cosmetically altering her appearance to match that of her twenty-two-year-old daughter. “Who wouldn’t want to look like her?” Cunliffe told the reporter. “The way I see it is that she got her looks from me in the first place—mine have just faded with age.” You’ll be happy to know that Mommy and her clone regularly hit the clubs together, where strangers mistake them for trampy sisters.


Mother dearest, your attempt at a comeback ain’t pretty. Stop trying to be Cher. No one is paying two hundred bucks to see you in Vegas, and you can’t turn back time.



“Prostitots”



The mothers described above are often also guilty of the fashion crimes of their daughters. Preteens and teens are now wearing clothing that increasingly makes them look like future employees at the Mustang Ranch. Streetwalker chic has replaced cute and age-appropriate tops and skirts. These parents who allow their daughters to leave the house wearing glued-on low-rider jeans and belly-baring spaghetti strap tanks are often the same people with the “Keep Your Theology off My Biology” stickers on their Volvos. This isn’t “grrrl power”—this is just gross.
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