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Introduction




Every mother should know—the odds are very good that your child will roll off the bed at least once in his infancy. The very day you retire the baby swing, your daughter will fall off the big kid swing set. And the one time you decide it's safe to visit the bathroom while your three-year-old plays quietly in his room, he will lick the household pets and cut his baby sister's hair with blunt scissors.

From day one, childhood is full of bumps, bruises, and questionable “experiments,” despite constant maternal surveillance, adherence to parenting texts, and due diligence to both physical and emotional safety.

Of course, in the overwhelming majority of these cases, kids bounce back and move on without a second thought. In fact, in all the tumbles and missteps of childhood, Mom usually ends up bearing more scars and battle fatigue than her child does.

Real mothers have to make real choices in raising our children—choices that sometimes buck popular opinion, sometimes not. In The Kid Turned Out Fine, they tell how they cope with the consequences.

This is not an advice book. In fact, in many ways it is an anti-advice book. Reading Drs. Sears or Spock is something most moms do, but taking guidance as gospel from people who have spent little or no time with your children is, well, not advisable. Moms need to decide what is right for them, their kids, and their families. That may mean choosing to do things a little differently than the playbook of the moment, and ignoring those “helpful tips” from friends.

The contributors to this volume, all veterans of the “mommy wars” themselves, offer us a measure of absolution for the guilt that seems to be integral to every mother's DNA. So pop a tape in the VCR for the kids, order out pizza for dinner, and sit back and enjoy. The Kid Turned Out Fine is group therapy, stress management, and reality parenting boot camp all rolled into one.


The Tooth fair/ Drops the Ball

By  GlNA  KNUDSON





My entry into the great parade of mothers had been smoother than expected. I had completed the initiation rites of breastfeeding, given baby her first bath, and could slip a Onesie on a miniature human with less muscle tone than a bowl of mashed potatoes. I had never once driven off with my newborn atop the car. I had this motherhood thing licked. Or so it seemed. Then the child's baby teeth started falling out, and I had to face an ugly fact—I am the worst tooth fairy on Earth.

The curious but time-honored ritual started with complications right from the get-go. Carly literally lost her first tooth when it dropped into a hole I'd been excavating for a shrub. We searched for hours, but the blasted thing had dissolved into the earth. I encouraged the forlorn five-year-old to write a letter of explanation to the kindly tooth fairy. Had the fairy quietly stolen away with the note, leaving some spare change in her wake, the whole mess might have been salvaged.

But the howl in the morning was unmistakable. “The tooth fairy didn't come!” Carly wailed.

“Well, um, honey,” I explained, as my husband glared at me accusingly. “I'll bet she needed permission to take a note when there's no tooth under the child's pillow.”

“Permithon from who?” she asked.

“The tooth fairy committee, sugar pie. Now never you mind about that. Leave the note tonight, and I know she'll take it.”

The mystical fairy did in fact redeem herself, leaving a quarter and a thoughtful note. But she didn't learn her lesson. Two more teeth came out, and were carefully wrapped in tissue paper. Yet sunrise after sunrise, Carly awoke to find the dental relics lingering under her pillow.

“You have to understand,” I interceded for the worthless fairy, “we live a long way from any big towns. It probably takes the tooth fairy an extra day to get here—just like the FedEx man.”

This was a valid explanation. We live near the Continental Divide in what could be described as a hamlet. But the comparison seemed plainly unsatisfactory to the kindergartner.

Carly has only one baby tooth left, and I have yet to execute a seamless tooth fairy performance. The most recent episode, involving a bicuspid, was as disastrous as the rest.

“The tooth fairy took my tooth, but there's no money!” Carly bellowed one fateful morning, the air whistling through the gaps in her teeth.

“Now angel, why don't you go use the potty and let me have a look. You know you have a hard time finding things,” I reminded her gently. As she moseyed to the bathroom, I dove headfirst toward her piggy bank, à la Pete Rose. I robbed as many coins as I could shake from the pink plastic piggy bank, shoved them under her pillow, and nabbed the tissue that had mercifully become tangled (and hidden) in the sheets.

“Look again,” I urged smugly. Carly did, and greedily counted the coins she had somehow overlooked moments earlier. “The tooth fairy left me one dollar and … thirty-three cents,” she announced. “I'm going to tell Dad.”

I meekly followed her into the kitchen. “The tooth fairy left Carly a buck thirty-three,” my husband said, taking a big swig of the coffee I make (without fail) each morning. “Isn't that a strange amount?”

“Late fees,” I offered, wondering how I got saddled with this inane job.

Not even the extra payment made that deal right. Later that night, while the non-tooth-fairy dad tucked Carly in, they found the tooth that had apparently escaped from its tissue-paper wrapper.

“Carly found a tooth in her bed,” the unhelpful father said.

I inspected it carefully as our daughter, sensing my expertise in these matters, looked to me for direction. “This looks nothing like Carly's tooth,” I pronounced decisively. “The tooth fairy must have dropped another kid's tooth when she visited last night.”

This concept was clearly as revolting to the little girl as one of my earlier theories—that the tooth fairy uses children's teeth to build her ivory palace.

“Give me that,” I said, snatching the tooth. “I'll give it to the FedEx man.”

• • • • •

Gina Knudson is a freelance writer living in the beautiful mountains of Salmon, Idaho. She has two children, including a six-year-old son who still has all his baby teeth. Carly, now eight, is turning out fine despite having a faulty tooth fairy.


I Thought You Were Dead, He Said

BY MAUREEN MACKEY





In our quest to be perfect mothers, we struggle to shield our children from the harsh realities of life, of which death is perhaps the harshest. Far from perfect, I blundered more when I tried to protect my sons from having to deal with death than I did when I let them confront it. I learned no matter how hard we wish we could do it for them, children have to come to terms with death and loss in their own ways. And sometimes they can even teach us a few things in the process.

I'm not sure very young children can even understand the concept of death. My younger boy, Adam, certainly didn't. When he was a preschooler I enrolled him in a parks and recreation district class. Once I was late picking him up because of a fender-bender on the road ahead of me. The teacher must have been in a hurry to leave that day. She left me a note on the door and took him to the office, where a child-sized table was set up with crayons and coloring books.

As I ran down the hall, I berated myself mercilessly. How could I expect a four-year-old to understand traffic delays? I pictured my little boy anxious and afraid, beside himself with worry. When I arrived, no more than ten minutes late, he was coloring a picture. I launched into a torrent of apology.

“Oh hi, Mommy,” He looked up from his coloring. “I thought you were dead,” he added nonchalantly.

I explained that being late and being dead were vastly different things, but he seemed unconcerned. Soon after, his favorite word became “abandoned.” Every deserted house or empty car he saw he proclaimed abandoned—he loved rolling the word around in his mouth. Of course, I took it as a personal reproach, and a direct result of my being late that afternoon.

I'd like to think his casual acceptance at an early age of being on his own in the world has something to do with the independence and nonchalance that persists to this day. But at the time his response to the situation took me aback. Was I such a bad mother that he figured, oh well, she's gone, c'est la vie? It was only later that I realized his fatalism was probably due, at least in part, to what has become known in our household as the “Aquarium Incident.”

When Zack, our older son, was five, we decided to get an aquarium. I had read about the calming effect fish swimming in a tank of water could have on children, and I fondly imagined it would be just the thing to settle our rambunctious little boy. Zack watched as we assembled the ten-gallon tank, filled it with colorful rocks and a 3-D backdrop, and added the water and plants. Then it was off to the pet shop, to carefully assemble our little fish community: two angelfish, a couple of gouramis, a small school of neon tetras, and a catfish for cleanup duty.

Sure enough, Zack was fascinated. But it wasn't so much by the fish as the mechanism of the filter and the heater at the back of the tank. Noting his interest, his father showed him the thermometer, and how we regulated the heat to mimic the balmy waters of the fishes' tropical home.

One typically busy morning as I was cleaning I noticed something about the aquarium didn't look right. The fish looked, well, pale. A few tetras were floating on the surface upside down, never a good sign with fish.

I checked the water and it was warm—really warm. The fish were cooking. Then I saw the dial on the heater was up.

I knew it was my curious boy, who loved to turn dials. He didn't know what he was doing. I blamed myself entirely—I should have explained things better to my bright, active son.

I opened the lid and turned the heat down. Surreptitiously I removed the dead fish—I didn't want to upset him with the sight of those little inert bodies. I went to the pet shop and purchased some replacements. Then I walked Zack over to the tank, put my arm around him, and warned him in the gentlest way I could think of about the dangers of messing with the equipment.

“Don't touch the heater knob at the back of the aquarium, honey. If the water gets too hot the fish won't be happy. We wouldn't want that, would we?”

He shook his head, but his eyes were on the knob.

The next day, I came back, and again a nice little fish boil was going on. Once again his little fingers had found the knob.

An experienced mother would have given up at this point. But I was still a novice. In our family Zack's position as oldest child conferred the solemn duty to shatter any fond, preconceived notions about child-rearing his parents may have and show them the true rigors and rewards of the toughest job in the world.

Again I removed the dead fish before he saw them. “Zack,” I called him over, struggling not to raise my voice. “Now, honey, I told you not to touch that knob. If the water gets too warm, the fish won't like it.” I purposely made my tone severe. “It could even hurt them.”

He looked at me with big eyes. Those eyes were fixed on my hands as I checked the adjustments for the filter and the heater.

I bought more fish. And the next day I found them floating on the surface of the spa-temperature water. Now here's the part where I forever blew my chances of making “mother of the year.” I grabbed my five-year-old and marched him to the tank.

“Look,” I said, my voice shrill. “See those fish? They're dead, all dead! The water's way too hot. You fiddled with the knob and now you've killed them!”

He didn't burst into tears. He looked at me like I was demented, which I was for a few minutes.

And yet I believe that telling the truth was much better than covering up the evidence. I believe he finally understood what I had been pussyfooting around about. He's certainly grown up to be extraordinarily kind to animals. He'll take a spider outside rather than stomp it, and he's the only one in the family who's ever gotten a squirrel to take food from his hand.

I took the surviving fish back to the pet shop, and dismantled the aquarium. Those knobs and dials were just too tempting for a busy-fingered five-year-old to resist.

Whether I traumatized him that day by confronting him with the dead fish I'll never know. But it traumatized me. Despite the occasional “free” goldfish in a bowl, we never have installed another aquarium. And to this day I can't poach a fish for dinner without remembering and regretting the “Aquarium Incident.”

While Zach's fish fatalities didn't seem to faze him, the next death in our family's life hit much closer to home. When both Zach and Adam were still in grade school, their teen-aged cousin contracted a severe form of leukemia. Since my brother and his family live in a small town, my nephew often stayed with us during his two-year battle with the disease while he underwent daily treatments at our local university hospital.

My nephew fought bravely, but he died during a bone marrow transplant in a distant city. I had to explain to my boys what had happened. Adam was nine.

I fumbled with an explanation about the pending funeral, and where people go when they die, trying to be as honest and true as possible. But to Adam it was simple.

“Don't worry, Mommy, he's not really gone,” Adam explained to me with absolute certainty. “It's like when you move. The house is empty, but the people in it just went someplace else.”

He and his brother mourned their cousin, but I believe they understood better than many of us that death is just a part of the mystery of life. Perhaps their early brushes with death in those earlier, trivial circumstances prepared them in some way.

All I know is that I can't take credit for their insights. I'm just humbled by them.

• • • • •

Born in Los Angeles, Maureen Mackey went to University of California Santa Barbara and Berkeley earning degrees in English and journalism. She has authored several historical romances and mystery novels, and writes articles for magazines and newspapers. She lives in Portland, Oregon, with her husband and sons. Visit her at www.maureenmackey.com.


Room Service

BY DEBORAH A. LAMONTAGNE





Our daughter Kamrynn, who recently turned seven, is a “hard” sleeper. You could run a freight train through her room and she would merely roll over, pat a yawn, and sigh as she continued wandering through her dream of the moment. We have never had any “sleep” or “bedtime” quandaries and pretty much felt at ease that once tucked into her blankets and headed into her dreams, she would sleep through the night, disturbing no one. Our nightly retreat into her room to check on her before our “bedtime” almost always found her in the same position as when we tucked her in hours earlier.

Several years ago, when Kamrynn was not quite two, we traveled out of town for a family get-together and stayed in a local hotel. We had decided to stay in a suite with an adjoining door to another suite occupied by my sister and her family. After the day's festivities and returning back to the hotel, a few of us decided we wanted to visit a while longer. My husband and I went through our bedtime ritual with Kamrynn and tucked her in tight.

We had always been comforted by the fact that she slept like a rock, which prompted the thought that the late-night visit next door would be “safe.” After all, Kamrynn had never awakened during the night before and we were just a few feet from her.

We made sure she was fast asleep. We then headed next door to my sister's room, leaving the adjoining door to both rooms open a wide crack so that we'd be within earshot on the slim chance Kamrynn might awaken.

Around midnight I decided to check in on Kamrynn and see how she was doing on her first night in a hotel bed. Imagine the horror and alarm I felt when I looked in the bed and didn't see her! I couldn't remember leaving on the bathroom light, and when I noticed it on, I thought perhaps she'd ventured in there. When I turned to head toward the bathroom, my heart raced as I saw the door to our room open!

I then realized we had neglected to lock our hotel-room door before going next door, believing that Kamrynn was too small to open it herself. I immediately ran into the hall and when I didn't see her, I began running up and down the halls yelling her name. My other family members all heard me and within seconds my entire family was running the halls of the hotel yelling for Kamrynn. We were in a low-crime area and I didn't seriously fear for her safety, but it was December and the temperatures outside were well below zero. If Kamrynn was able to open the room door, maybe she was able to open an exterior door and head outside!

After what seemed like a million minutes of racing the halls and yelling for her, one of my sisters found me and told me that Kamrynn had been found by another hotel guest and was in the manager's office. Apparently someone who had just checked in and was in our hallway found my daughter out in the hallway and had taken her to the manager's office.

I raced to the hotel lobby and when I arrived in the manager's office and saw Kamrynn sitting behind a big desk, swiveling in her chair with a huge smile on her face, as if she'd just been on the adventure of her lifetime, I ran to her, hugged her close and I don't think I let go of her for the remainder of the night.

The hotel staff were moments away from going door to door in the hotel, saying they would have started with guests with the last names beginning with “L” first, as Kamrynn did have her initials K.L. on the label of her PJs.

I have never repeated the mistake of “assuming” my daughter is fast asleep and safe in her bed. It took several months before I could go to bed in our own home without checking in on her many, many times. She's now seven and even now I pass by her room several times a night just to make sure she's still tucked in, safe and sound.

I'm thankful each time I recall this story, for the people involved that kept my child safe and for the angel that was at her side that night. Kamrynn seems not to recall anything about that night. And any late-night visits in hotel rooms are now done in OUR room. After all, we can visit and talk and laugh as we wish, since, as I say, Kamrynn sleeps like a rock and isn't disturbed by any of it… right?

• • • • •

Deborah A. Lamontagne is the mother of two daughters, ages twenty-four and seven and has been married for over seven years to husband Ron. She enjoys family gatherings, curling up to read anything by Nicholas Sparks, and watching (and cheering on) daughter Kamrynn's soccer games. She credits her older daughter with keeping her “hip” and her younger daughter with keeping her active.


Baby's Bedtime

BY SANPRA L. GIORDANO





Bedtime is anything but a lullaby at my house. While most  parents look forward to putting their babies to bed, I cringe at the idea.

I know theories on “putting baby to bed” run rampant. I have read up on nearly all of them. I am beginning to think the baby experts lost sleep thinking up these sleep-inducing strategies. I would much rather let my baby stay up late until his little body drops from exhaustion. I admit this is probably not good parenting.

I have friends who brag that their children follow such “book perfect” bedtime rituals and then go right to bed at seven P.M. One friend proudly boasts that her little toddler even walks himself up to bed and tucks himself in nightly soon after she reads him one short story on the family couch. I figure she's either lying or very lucky.

My bedtime scenario goes something like this …

“Okay little Joey it's time for bed.”

“Nooooo—Wiggles!” He protests.

“Joey, we've just seen the Wiggles two times already.”

“I—want—the—Wig-gles!” It takes a few minutes for my twenty-one-month-old son to produce a whole sentence like this, but he manages to mouth it out and make his point. While I'm proud that he is talking more and more in full sentences, right now I just want him to go to bed. It's been a long day and I still have a long night of paperwork ahead of me.

“No more Wiggles,” I say, assuming the “mean mommy” role and taking the videotape that he holds so covetously away from him. “We'll watch more Wiggles tomorrow okay? The Wiggles are going to sleep now. So, Joey has to go to sleep too,” I tell him.

“Nooooo!” He cries desperately. “I-want-that.”

“Enough Joey.” I scoop him up and carry him as he flails his arms and legs, wailing the whole way up the stairs to the bedroom.

“Look, you can wear dinosaur PJs tonight,” I tell him.

“Dino!” He says jovially as if the tantrum had never occurred. I always find it fascinating how children turn their emotions on and off like light switches.

“Yes, a big green dinosaur. Let's get ready for bed now,” I respond, relieved that the crying has stopped. I undress Joey as he wriggles his way out of his two-piece jogging set, and then lay him down to remove his diaper. Instantly, he kicks himself up like a coiling spring, grabs the pajama shirt from me, and starts jumping on the bed yelling, “Rrrooar” while pretending to be a dinosaur. I giggle, since he does look funny bouncing about naked. The novelty soon wears off for me, but not for Joey, who has enough energy to do this little show all night long.

“Okay, okay, come to Mommy and give me your shirt.”

“Noooo!” He squeals out with delight and jolts away, running from one end of the bed to the other.

“Joey, don't make Mommy mad!” I tell him sternly, but calmly. Then I jump onto the bed and grab his little leg. He falls flat on his belly, giggling all the more. I keep him down long enough to put on a clean diaper and pajamas. Out of breath from this energetic effort, I now begin the let's lie down and go to sleep process.

Joey doesn't sleep in a crib anymore. He left it at nine months when he decided it wasn't roomy enough. So, to keep him in bed, I have to lie down next to him until he falls asleep.

I know I've broken another important rule. It goes something like this: “It's important that children learn how to sleep on their own.” I also broke the “let them cry it out” rule. I was just too much of a mushy mommy to let an infant cry himself to sleep.

I turn out the lights and prop Joey onto a pillow and rest my weary head. I also hug him tightly so he won't scurry off. All seems fine for about thirty seconds. Then, it dawns on Joey that the lights are out. “Mamma—dark. I—scared,” he says using a line he so aptly learned from his big sister.

“Okay, Joey. I'll put the lights on.” No sooner do I flip on the night-light, than Joey rediscovers the collection of teddy bears resting on the bureau.

“Look, Mamma,” he says with newfound joy. “Bears! Bears!”

“I see them, Joey. Come on. Lie down and let's go night-night.”

Pointing to a soft, white bear that is almost the size of him, he repeats “I—want—that!” until I finally give in and get it for him.

“All right. Now, let's put bear to bed with Joey” At this point, I, the bear, and Joey lie down to renew our efforts. Within a few minutes, all is quiet, save for the delicate humming of the TV and the “tippity-tip” of our Poochie's nails as she walks across the wooden floorboards in the hallway.

“Mamma! Mamma!” Joey breaks the near silence with urgency in his little strident voice.

“Sssh, Jo Jo,” I say as my sanity begins to unravel itself like a ball of yarn found by a playful kitten.

“Mamma! Mamma!”

“What is it?”

“Poochie up—up.”

“Yes, Poochie is up.”

“Nooo, Mamma,” he repeats frustrated that I don't understand him. “Poochie—up-up” and he pats his hand on the bed.

“Oh, Joey! Poochie, come on up!” I yell out in exasperation to our little black terrier. I too start patting the bed in an attempt to get the dog in bed with us. Poochie's paws are heard prancing across the hall and in one instant plop, she lands on the bed and curls up between Joey's feet and my knees.

With growing agitation, I try to rest my head on the pillow.

“Nice—nice—Poochie,” Joey keeps saying to the dog as he briskly tugs her tail.

“Joey Poochie will nip you if you continue to do that. Leave her alone. Let Poochie go night-night.” But my words land on deaf ears as Joey just continues tugging the dog's tail and then tries to pull her nails out from under her paws. At this, Poochie lets out a frantic yelp and leaps off the bed, running down the hall in search of a safer sleeping haven. I'm just about ready to join her and leave Joey alone.

“In God's name, Joseph it's time to go to bed” I yell, knowing all too well that yelling only adds insult to injury. As the experts point out, it can damage a child's delicate self-esteem at this age. But, I don't think that these so-called experts ever had to put a strong-willed child like my son to bed. Then again, if they followed their own advice, they probably didn't have an anti-sleeping monster like the one I created.

Now I resort to threats. “If you don't go to sleep within the next two minutes, I'm calling your father and then you will have to go to sleep with Daddy.” Here I go again, breaking the “never pit child against other parent” theory—a double whammy as I preface my threat with “Stop being a bad boy.” I take a deep breath to calm myself and try again.

“Mamma,” says Joey patting me on the head like a dog. He now touches and names the parts of my face. “Mamma—aiy-ees. Mamma—chin-chin,” he continues. “Mamma—nose,” and then, he pinches my nostrils shut. At this, I just about lose it.

“Joseph!” I yell at him. “What are you doing? Go to bed now!”

At this, Joey breaks down and begins to cry hysterically calling out “ba-ba.”

“Okay okay I'll get you a bottle,” I tell him, even though I know he's getting too old for it. I feel guilty for screaming so harshly, so I trek down to the kitchen and quickly fill a milk bottle as Joey continues crying loud enough for me to hear him.

“Mamma's coming, Joey. Hold on,” I call out to him reassuringly from the bottom of the stairs. Tired and frustrated, I hand the bottle to my son. He stops crying, begins sucking his bottle, and gently clutches onto a strand of my hair as I lie down next to him.

When my heart stops beating rapidly from the stress, I realize that Joey is calming down. I turn to my little boy and whisper, “Joey, I'm sorry. Mamma still loves you.” The Jekyll/Hyde syndrome, as my husband calls it.

He takes the bottle out of his mouth and looks at me with a mischievous, yet whimsical smile. “Mamma,” he says back to me.

“Sssh Joey! You go to sleep okay?”

“Mamma,” he says.

“What Joey?” I say starting to get annoyed again.

“Mamma—Aiy—wuv—you.”

Matter of factly, he puts the bottle back in his mouth and sucks down all his milk. Within five minutes, he's sound asleep. I quietly come off the bed, tuck the covers up closer to him. and kiss my sweet little sleepyhead good night as I whisper, “I love you too, Joey.”

• • • • •

Sandra L. Giordano has an M.A. in creative writing and is an educational writer for parenting publications. Currently, Sandra continues to work at her most rewarding job, which she says is being a “mommy” to her two children.


Mr. Potato Head to the Rescue

BY LINDA THOMAS





Atrouble-free trip to the store immobilized me for an hour as I contemplated whether G. I. Joe is an action toy for my four-year-old boy or one toddler step down a path to carnage and warfare.

I only had three things to pick up. Unfortunately one of the items on my list was close to the toy department. My little Michael knows how to spell the word t-o-y. And he can spot one from an aisle away. “Oh boy” he yelled with anticipation. “Can I get a toy?”
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