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Introduction

What should she do in the middle of a crisis? a woman asks her mother in Nora Ephron’s novel Heartburn.

“Take notes,” her mother advises.

I can relate to that. Even when I’m not in the middle of a crisis, I still take notes.

I’ve spent the past several years writing mostly about family life. When I began our daughter was seven, our son was three, and my husband and I were barely in our forties. It was the last decade of the last century of the millennium, but I don’t think we gave it much thought at the time. We were too busy with work and family life and friends, trying to stay semi-sane, trying to stay afloat.

In the headlines of the past several years, the stock market soared, the presidency was embroiled in scandal, countries were split and bloodied by war, the earth warmed alarmingly, and high technology swiftly invaded our lives. But it was the smaller stories, the ones closer to home, that always captivated me. Home life was—what? Simpler? No. More easily understandable? Uh-uh. Safer? No way. (You know how you always read that the home is the most dangerous place for injuries and accidents? Well, that’s not even talking about the hazards of loving other people and trying to live with them. Some things you can’t reduce to statistics.)

But that’s what has always intrigued me—human emotions, how we live together, how we love each other and fail each other and drive each other nuts, the small moments that can pass before we realize how significant they were. To me, there’s nothing more complex or important.

So I took notes over the past several years, through the orthodontia, the music lessons, the squabbles, the housework that doesn’t get done, the cats, the hormones, the daily brouhaha, the carpools, the lice. When the crises came—the deaths of parents and close friends, a parent’s diagnosis with Alzheimer’s disease, when one of us got cancer and both of us went bald—I went on taking notes and writing. It’s a hard habit to break.

By now our daughter has begun college and our son is in high school, and the years look better on them than they do on my husband and me. What would I call the two of us? I don’t know. Maybe battered but exhilarated. We’ve been through years that were tragic and funny and everything in between. But I have the tendency to find life amusing much of the time and screamingly hilarious at other points—when it’s not driving me crazy or breaking my heart. I can’t help it. It’s like an itch I have to scratch.

Over these years I’ve been fortunate enough to be able to write about what I think and feel, my observations, my pet peeves (e.g., movies co-starring ancient leading men and fresh-faced ingénues; badly written, photocopied Christmas brag sheets; militant vegetarians, the IRS, and Martha Stewart), what’s important to me, what’s happened to me, what hasn’t happened but might. It’s a strange life, when I think about it. On those days when the skies open up and the roof leaks, when the cat hurls herself out of a tree and breaks her leg, when somebody throws up when I’m driving a carpool, when my stockings run, and the fire department investigates my husband’s pyromaniacal leanings, I can shriek and swear and cry. But I also know that the worse the day, the better the column.

At other times, when I look around and don’t notice anything that interests me, I write a column where I make the whole thing up. Which is where you can find in these pages a new frequent-flier program for airlines that rewards the spouse who stays at home (an idea too far ahead of its time, evidently, owing to narrow and linear thinking on the industry’s part), a job advice column by Monica Lewinsky, and a “scientific” Valentine’s Day report about how the sight of men doing housework is an aphrodisiac for women.

So that’s what this book of columns is. It doesn’t lend itself to neat, clear-cut description. It’s mostly the story of a fairly good-natured, often good-humored Texas family skidding and lurching into the new millennium. It’s about cultural trends as seen by a non-trendy person. It’s about the small moments in life and the large moments and how you find life on what you’d thought was the sidelines.

I don’t know. Maybe it’s the story of why people take notes about their lives. It’s so you can look back, years later, and finally understand what you were writing about and how and why you were living.

— Ruth Pennebaker
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Chapter 1

In a Family Way


Goodbye, Dr. Spock

Name a book on childrearing. Any book. By the time I had two children, I’d read them all. Books on disciplining your children. Accepting them. Understanding them. Raising them, rearing them, hearing them—

“I hate Nicholas,” our daughter announced one day. “He’s funny-looking.”

Teal was four then, and her younger brother was a newborn. We weren’t having one of our better days. The temperature had skidded to 90, our house was on the market, and my husband was in Sweden. I was expecting a migraine any minute.

“I don’t know why people think Nicky’s so cute,” she continued.

Aha. Sibling rivalry. Right on schedule, according to the stack of books I’d read. Your child is understandably concerned about a new baby. It’s a good sign when he or she verbalizes his or her hostility. Ask him or her to talk more about it.

“You sound as if you’re angry at Nicholas,” I said, using my best “active-listening” voice. I picked up Nicholas, who had started to scream.

Teal, in turn, actively ignored my active listening.

“You know,” she said ominously, “a lot of little babies are kidnapped. Nicky may get kidnapped someday. But that would be fine. Then we could have a sister named Elizabeth.” She looked quite happy at the prospect.

Encourage your child to let out his or her emotions when—

The phone rang. It was our realtor, calling to announce she would be showing our house in 45 minutes. “Just tidy up the house a little,” she advised.

I hung up and put Nicholas in his infant seat. Then I looked around. Big mistake. The kitchen was a disaster—dishes overflowing in the sink, a major oatmeal spill, and toys everywhere. Teal was on the floor, using a felt marker to color her Barbie doll’s hair green.

“We’re going to clean up the house a little,” I said to her. I used my “reasonable” voice. Reason with a child and he or she will surprise you by being reasonable him- or herself. “Will you please pick up your Barbie doll and Magic Markers and put them away?”

“No way,” Teal said. “I’m not in the mood.”

Ignore negativism. Be pleasant and focus on the positive. “Neither am I,” I said in my nicest voice. “But we’ve got to clean up, anyway. Will you please put up your Barbie doll and markers now?”

“I’m not a maid,” Teal said.

When your child refuses to do something, this is a sign that he or she knows his or her own mind. You wouldn’t really want a passive child who said yes to everything, would you? Frankly, that sounds rather attractive, I thought.

“You will clean up now because I told you so,” I said, my voice rising.

“You’re being rude!” Teal shouted. “And you’re yelling at me!”

When your child argues with you, it shows that he or she isn’t afraid of you. Isn’t that wonderful?

Hell, no, I thought. What’s wrong with a little judicious fear now and then?

“You will clean up in here—or I’ll give you a spanking,” I said. Teal suddenly became very industrious.

A parent who threatens physical punishment has failed. And a parent who listens to too many experts on child discipline will go nuts, I thought. Why not listen to yourself occasionally? After all, You know more than you think you do.

I grinned. Actually, I couldn’t have said it better myself.
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Trophy Children

You want trophies? My children have lots of trophies. They also have medals and rainbows of blue, red, white, and pink ribbons. Look at their walls and you’ll see certificates of merit, certificates for perfect attendance, certificates for good citizenship.

I would say their bedrooms are like shrines or something, but I don’t think they make shrines this messy. Woody Allen must have been right when he said that 80 percent of success is just showing up, because these days, they even give you a trophy for it.

I know, I know. All these awards and trophies and ribbons are supposed to give our children high self-esteem. If we praise our children and reward them, the rationale goes, they’ll be stronger and better suited to tackle the world.

The trouble is, I’m sick of hearing about self-esteem, and this constant stream of awards and chirpy praise is beginning to give me cluster headaches. I want my children to be confident and to think well of themselves. But I’m not sure this is the way to go about it.

We’re trying to give our children too much, too easily. Hand them big trophies for a fourth-place finish and all you’re doing is whetting their appetites for bigger trophies if they ever finish third. This isn’t the road to self-esteem; it’s the road to trophy- and ego-inflation.

Who knows? Like everything else with children, you roll the dice and make decisions—and twenty years down the line, you find out whether you were right or wrong or non compos mentis. Maybe we’ll find we’ve reared a generation of children who are strong and self-assured and have lots of trophies. Or maybe we’ll find we’ve brought up children who have false expectations about a world where there isn’t enough love and good fortune and praise to go around.

With all our emphasis on self-esteem, though, I don’t think we’re teaching our children to think more of themselves. We’re teaching them to think more about themselves.

To me, giving or pursuing self-esteem is as elusive as giving or pursuing happiness. I’m not sure you can stake it out and claim it for yourself or anyone else. You don’t feel happy because you’re trying to feel happy; you feel happy when you’ve forgotten to ask yourself every fifteen seconds whether you’re happy or not. You feel happy when you’ve forgotten yourself.

What I think we can give our children—or teach them—is the joy of losing themselves in something bigger, of immersing themselves, of losing their self-absorption, of earning their own rewards. I realize that sounds suspiciously like work. I realize, too, that it also sounds neurotic and competitive and driven and all those other things you’re not supposed to want to pass on to your children these days.

But I’d rather see my own children striving after something and working for it and enjoying the pursuit. I’d rather see that any day than to see them sitting in a corner, complacent and self-satisfied and expecting to get an award for breathing well.

“I always worried about Jennifer’s self-esteem,” one of my friends told me about her daughter. “She made C’s, and I knew she could make B’s if she worked harder, but it didn’t bother her. She has high self-esteem even though she’s making C’s, and I guess that’s what I wanted. She’s very pleased with herself.”

Pleased with herself, no matter what?

Two or three years ago, my husband was scolding our daughter about something she’d done wrong. After she listened to him, she said, “When you tell me that, I don’t feel good about myself.”

Exactly, darlin’, I thought. At this point, there’s no reason why you should.

[image: image]


Why Henry the Duck Moved On

For years my husband and I read to our children every night. We were teaching them to love books and helping them learn values.

The idea was great, but the reality was more like a battle of wills. The minute our children learned to talk, they developed very strong opinions about the books they wanted to hear.

“Read Rainbow Brite!” our three-year-old daughter commanded night after night.

I hated Rainbow Brite. She had vacant-looking blue eyes and a bright yellow ponytail. She also had about as much personality as a celery stalk, but she wasn’t nearly as smart.

“Why do you like Rainbow Brite so much?” I’d ask casually.

“Because she’s so pretty,” our daughter would say.

Great. Just wonderful. I was a washout as a feminist role model. I was reading our daughter a book that taught her the importance of being pretty. At least Rainbow Brite looked a little plump, though. As far as I could tell, she wasn’t anorexic or anything.

The years passed, and our daughter outgrew Rainbow Brite. One summer afternoon we finally sold Rainbow and all her books at a garage sale. She left with another family and she never looked back.

But the bedtime-reading battles raged on. My husband was convinced that our son had developed an unhealthy fixation with the Berenstain Bears. He made the Bears sound even worse than Rainbow Brite. “They’re completely lacking in charm and a sense of humor,” he grumbled.

My husband, who considers neatness a character flaw, especially disliked The Berenstain Bears and the Messy Room—the story of how Brother and Sister Bear learned how much fun it was to have a clean house. He always read the book in what I considered a very subversive way.

“Don’t you think Brother and Sister Bear are a little obsessive-compulsive?” I’d hear him ask our son. “Do you really think that being neat and clean is that much fun?” he’d ask in a doubtful voice.

Some nights my husband would insist on equal time for a book he really liked, Henry’s Awful Mistake. It was the story of Henry the Duck, who was preparing dinner for his friend Clara when he noticed an ant in his kitchen. Henry became very upset and tried to kill the ant—and ended up breaking his water pipes, flooding his house, and getting washed out into the street. My husband called this a morality tale. “Look what happens when you obsess about minor details in life,” he told our son.

Later, Henry moves to a new house, where he prepares dinner for Clara once again. He sees another ant and recalls his painful lesson. “He looked the other way!” the book ends, cheerfully.

“Look the other way!” my husband always chortled. “I love that! Look the other way!”

“That is pretty funny,” our son agreed. He started to request Henry’s Awful Mistake more and more often, so he and his father could laugh about it together. Then the lesson began to spread into real life, like a bad cold that everybody with testosterone caught.

“Clean up the den,” I’d command. “This house looks like a pigsty.”

“Look the other way!” one or both of the males in our house would reply.

Wipe your feet. Comb your hair. Brush your teeth.

“Look the other way!”

Long after our son learned to read for himself, Henry the Duck still stalks our house, assuming a duck can stalk. After all these years, I’m a little irritated with Henry and his two sidekicks, and I’m threatening to write a sequel with a new moral so we can all read it together.

Think of it. Rainbow Brite and the Berenstain Bears are speeding along when they see a pedestrian crossing the street. They honk their horn, but it’s too late. Poor Henry the Duck looked the other way.

[image: image]


Creating Havoc

When my husband and I want our children to feel sorry for us, we tell them about our childhoods. They’re in a state of shock by the time we finish.

We didn’t have personal computers, we say, or digital television or cell phones or the grunge look or in-line skates. We had to add and subtract and multiply and divide in our heads because we didn’t have tiny calculators, and we actually had to tie our own shoes because no one had even heard of Velcro.

By this time, as I said, our children are practically in shock. Or maybe they’re giggling hysterically. The point is, they’re already feeling extremely emotional when I tell them the most alarming fact about our childhood.

“When your father and I were children,” I say, “no one cared if we were creative or not. Our parents and teachers wanted us to be neat and clean and well behaved, and we were supposed to work hard and learn a lot. But no one ever told us about creativity.”

This is our kids’ cue to leave the room or go into a deep stupor. They already know that I get a little too excited about the whole creativity issue. After a few minutes, I’ll have to be propped in a corner and fed bread crumbs for a week.

Creativity! My daughter brings home a writing assignment. “Be creative,” it says. My son works on an art project. He’s supposed to be creative, too. The schools, the extracurricular groups, and the enrichment classes all want creativity, as well.

“Do something creative with this piece of rope,” I once heard another mother tell a group of ten-year-olds. She pushed a foot-long span of rope across the table, and the children stared back blankly at her. Finally one of the boys tied a knot in the rope, and the woman consulted a book and shook her head. “That’s a common use,” she said. “It’s not a creative use.”

The mother looked at me and shook her head again. She wanted my advice because she’d already decided I was the “creative” type. That’s what people call you when you do the kind of work you don’t get paid much money for. I didn’t say anything, because I was already kind of apoplectic after hearing words like “common” and “creative” bandied about and quantified as easily as a heat wave on a thermometer.

Be creative! I get the vapors just thinking about it. I can’t think of a worse thing to tell children if you want them to do something artistic or interesting or offbeat. Tell them to have fun with a project. Tell them to play with it or do something strange or different if they feel like it. Tell them to look at the world upside-down, inside-out. Tell them anything, but don’t tell them to be creative.

The truth is, I can’t think of anything that kills creativity as quickly as being commanded to come up with it and then being graded on it. It’s like being told to be happy—or else.

What a shame, too. There’s so much joy and exhilaration in wholeheartedly plunging into a project and becoming so immersed that hours pass without your noticing. I can’t think of a more satisfying pleasure for children than to lose themselves in a drawing or a book or an imaginary world.

But we don’t have that. Instead, we’ve got the Creativity Police with their foot-long ropes and textbook standards, and I’m convinced they’re making our children self-conscious and timid and uncertain, and they’re giving me a facial tic.

The trouble is, you can’t always take the most direct route to where you want to go. Sometimes, you have to go backward or the long way around to get there. That’s what I’m trying to teach my kids, anyway.

You might do something creative if you forget all about being creative.

You might be happy if you stop trying so hard to be happy.

And you might learn more math if you throw away your calculator.
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The Deep End

I didn’t take swimming lessons because of my fortieth birthday. I’d like to blame it on that, but it isn’t true. I took them because of my seven-year-old daughter, Teal. I could see it in her eyes. She already hated the water as much as I did.

“We’re going to take swimming lessons together,” I told her. I tried to sound loud and enthusiastic. “It’ll be fun. We’ll have a great time.”

Teal looked unimpressed. Maybe I hadn’t talked loudly enough. “I don’t know, Mommy,” she said. “I hate putting my head underwater.”

Good point, I thought. I’d always found putting my head underwater to be particularly revolting.

“But you’ll learn to like it,” I said. “Just wait. You’ll come to love the water.”

Two weeks later Teal didn’t look any happier when we had our first lesson. The chlorine hurt her eyes. The glare on the water was too bright. She couldn’t relax enough to float. When the instructor asked her to jump off the side of the pool into the water, she refused and cried, instead.

A few yards away, I splashed in the shallow end. I did my version of the breaststroke for the instructor. I floated. I decided I didn’t loathe the water when it was quite shallow.

“I had fun, didn’t you?” I said to Teal as we dried off.

“Why do we have to take swimming lessons?” she said. “I hate them.”

“We’re taking them because the water’s fun and everyone should learn to swim,” I announced. “And because it’s such a drag not knowing how to swim. I don’t want you to go through that.”

I should know. I’d spent a lifetime not knowing how to swim. I’d grown from childhood to adulthood without leaving the shallow end.

I wasn’t sure why. I’d always wished I could pin my fears of the water onto something traumatic. But I couldn’t. I’d never even had a bad experience in the bathtub. And it’s hard to come close to drowning, even in a pool, when you’re standing in only two feet of water and your hands are firmly attached to dry land—just in case.

Ten years ago I’d taken swimming lessons for the last time. It was hopeless. I could see that from the beginning. I first became suspicious of the instructor when he told me I needed to relax in the water or I’d never float. Worse, he urged me to float on my back, which I considered to be quite unnatural. I tried to explain that I didn’t even like to lie on my back on waterbeds.

Weeks passed, and we were at an impasse. The instructor tried to talk me into going to the deep end. I told him I didn’t want to, because people drowned in deep water all the time.

He said yes, but that was how people learned to swim. And didn’t I want to learn?

I told him that, no, come to think of it, I really didn’t. Later I’d written an article about the trauma of taking swimming lessons. Two people wrote me letters. One said he loved my writing and I should write a novel. The second said I was so messed up that I should join his water therapy group immediately.

Anyway, I’d always tried to joke about not knowing how to swim. But when it came down to it, it wasn’t funny at all—and I didn’t want my daughter to have to live that way. I wanted her to learn to swim this summer, while she was still young. Most of all, I didn’t want to infect her with my own fears and doubts.

But watching her, I saw a younger version of myself grimacing when she got into the water and choking when she put her head under. I loudly encouraged every small bit of progress she made. Head under water for five seconds? Great. Didn’t hate it as much this time? Fantastic. Almost floated? Wonderful.

“You’ll be swimming like crazy by the end of the summer,” I kept telling her. “And so will I.”

Fat chance, I thought. She’s as unteachable as I am.

Three weeks later Teal jumped off the diving board for the first time and swam freestyle to the other end of the pool. She loved it, she said, and jumped off four more times.

Afterward I bought her a small ice cream with M&Ms mixed in. I bought myself a large one, with Oreos mixed in.

“Jumping off the diving board is so much fun, Mommy,” she said.

I watched her over the next few days as she grew more and more confident in the water. She had mastered the freestyle and moved on to the butterfly, the breaststroke, and the backstroke.

She moved quickly in the water, her head bobbing up for air occasionally. Her brightly colored swimsuit flashed in the sunlight, and somehow she held herself differently, even out of the water. I still encouraged her loudly from the side of the pool, but I could tell she didn’t need it as much.

“You may not be interested,” the instructor said, “but I think she could swim competitively if she wanted to. She’s that good.”

“That good?” I echoed wonderingly.

On my own, I tried to stay in the shallow end. But sometimes I ventured into the deep water. I sat on the edge of the pool and sometimes I jumped in and managed to make it to the other side. I still wondered why people insisted on making swimming pools so deep. It struck me as a dangerous and perverse practice. I was much happier swimming in the shallow water.

I was sitting on the step in the deep end one day. Teal dared me to go off the diving board. I got up and stood at the edge of the pool, then on the diving board. I looked down into the deep blue water. The usual danger signals went off.

“Mommy!” Teal called. “You can do it, Mommy! You can jump off.”

I looked at her, faintly sunburned and confident and happy. She was bobbing up and down in the deep end. “You can do it!” she said again.

I peered down into the water again. It isn’t supposed to be this way, I thought. This wasn’t turning out as I’d planned it. It would take all her allowance to buy me ice cream if I jumped off the board.

Did I really want an ice cream—even a large one—that much?

I put my hands together and bent over. The water, I noticed, was still as deep as ever.
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Pacing the Sidelines

The parents are psyched. We walk up and down the field. We grit our teeth and scream and applaud. We contort our bodies and make little kicking motions. By the time the soccer game’s over, we’re exhausted.

Usually I pace the side of the field with my friends Geoff and Paul. Our spouses sit more sedately in the stands and pretend they don’t know who we are. At least Geoff’s and my spouses do. Paul is divorced, and he’s actively looking for a spouse who will ignore him.

Most games, Geoff and Paul and I stay at the end of the field where our sons’ team needs to score. We think this helps. If we stay at that end of the field and make enough racket, we’ll exert some kind of irresistible force field, we like to think.

So far this season our theory’s working. Our sons’ team, Lightning, has won all its games but one. “They’re really playing like a team”—that’s what all the parents chortle to each other when we stand around, gloating, at the end of the games. “Maybe all those years of losing have built character and solidarity.”

Maybe. Or maybe it’s having a female coach this season. One theory that’s making the parental rounds is that it’s been helpful for our newly teenage boys to have a woman as a coach. I think this theory has something to do with hormones. Which makes sense to me, because if it’s anything boys this age have, it’s hormones.

“The boys relate well to a female coach, because they all have such aggressive mothers. They’re used to following orders their mothers give them”—that’s another theory that’s wafting around. I think one of the parents who’s a psychologist came up with it, which is a safe bet, since half the team’s parents are psychologists.

But aggressive mothers? I have no inkling where that idea came from. I look up and down the field and don’t see any aggressive mothers. Most of the mothers are bellowing from the bleachers and behind the fence and jumping up and down and giving each other high-fives. That’s not aggressive, Dr. Freud. That’s motherhood.

The game goes on, and Paul almost gets in a fight with some of the parents from the other team. “Get down here and score some more goals, Lightning!” he’s been screaming.

Since our team is already ahead by two or three points, the other side takes umbrage. “How many goals do you need?” somebody shouts back. I try to act like I don’t know Paul. Who’s this guy with, anyway?

Last week Geoff was the one who got a little overly excited on the sidelines. The team was down at the half, and they were playing like they were sleepwalking. “We didn’t drive all the way to Round Rock to watch you play like this!” Geoff yelled when they were all lined up for the second half.

My husband and Geoff’s wife thought Geoff had gone a bit too far with that remark. But I think they’re wrong. Was it any coincidence that our team rallied and won the game in the second half? I don’t think so. “Geoff did what he had to do,” I tell them.

As for me, I try not to yell too much. I’m under strict orders from my son not to humiliate him.

Besides, if you want to know the truth, I’m kind of a former soccer player myself. A few years ago I played briefly on a women’s indoor team, and I know what the pressure’s like. I’ll never forget the first time we lined up on the field for our very first game, facing the other team eyeball-to-eyeball. This is emblazoned in my memory as the only time in my life I wished I weighed more.

My son used to come to my games. He was in the bleachers the night another player bashed into me and I went flying. I worried about that for a while. What deep psychological wound would it inflict on him in his adulthood—seeing his mother careening through the air, like a bowling ball out of control? Then I stopped worrying about it. I realized it was probably much more traumatic to have a mother who was such a crummy player.

Today my son scores twice. The parents jump up and down and screech and hug each other. Even my husband’s on his feet, I notice.

“Did you see? He scored left-footed,” I tell Paul.

Paul nods. He looks tired. The team looks tired, too, flush-faced and slower moving. So do all the rest of the parents.

It’s exhausting, you know. When you’re our age and you have to exert all that effort and magnetism and noise and irresistible force from the side of the field, you feel it the next morning.

But right now, we’ve all got a spring in our step. Another victory. The way I look at it, we’ve all done our part.
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The Dinner Hour

Dinner! That’s the secret! You know that because you’ve heard it everywhere. On Oprah, probably. Families who regularly eat dinner together are closer and happier and their kids don’t sport as many tattoos, body piercings, or felonies. Something like that.

Which is why you and your husband try so hard to get the four of you together for dinner as often as possible. But when you have two teenage children, it isn’t easy to find a dinnertime. You have to thread your way through a maze of soccer practices, music lessons, lacrosse, debate tournaments, school newspaper deadlines, research meetings, and support groups. That’s why you don’t get together for dinner every night. You’d be eating at midnight.

But anyway, tonight you’re eating at home, and it isn’t even close to midnight. Your husband is chopping up a bunch of chile peppers to grill with the fish, and you are making a salad, since no one trusts you to cook. Everything is almost ready.

You scream for your son to set the table. Silence. You scream again. He emerges and sets the table grudgingly. He is, he announces loudly, the only child in this family who does any work at all. He should be getting a much bigger allowance than his older sister, who does nothing but lie around, talk on the phone, watch television, and do her homework. But no. He is treated like dirt, just because he is younger.

For some reason, that makes you think of an old friend of yours who moved back to Boston a few years ago. She used to say her parents had three children because they couldn’t afford servants. You always wondered about that statement. What did those people know that you don’t? What was their secret?

Dinner is ready. You and your husband both scream for the kids to come. After much browbeating, the four of you sit down.
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