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INTRODUCTION:

How I Learned to Stop 
Worrying and Love the Baby

It was a beautiful day at the park. My two-year-old son was running around a tree with one of his best friends. I was chatting with his friend’s mother. The sun was shining. The kids were giddy. I was comfortable— too comfortable.

The boy’s mother asked about Babble.com, the online parenting magazine I helped found. She said she checked it every day and loved all the controversies it covers.

“It’s ironic that I edit a controversial site,” I said cheerily, “because I’m the most traditional parent ever. Oliver is Ferberized, circumcised, baptized, and vaccinated. Not a hip decision in the bunch.”

The mother said nothing, but I saw her go pale. She backed slowly away in horror.

I realized what an idiot I’d been to rattle off those things, each a bullet in a gun with which parents on the playground enjoy shooting each other. Her son was probably none of those things. She was a yoga teacher, for goodness sake. What was I thinking?

“Baptized?” she finally asked, stricken.

The thing is, our kids love each other. I really like her. But these days, parenting decisions carry an absurd weight. Whether you let your kid watch TV, how long you let your child use a pacifier, whether you weaned your nursing baby at three months or nine months or nine years— all of it identifies you as one kind of parent or another, and those seemingly insignificant decisions can prove more divisive than national politics.

And it’s not just a trend among a certain class of wealthy women with too much time on their hands. No, these days it’s everyone: poor and rich; urban, rural, and suburban; age twenty or forty-five. We all want to do the best by our children, but now no one is entirely sure what “the best” is. Go online and Google circumcision or vaccination or sleep-training and see if you can find a consensus, a middle ground.

What you do find is opposing, entrenched camps, their tents pitched and their flags flying: the people who swear letting your child “cry it out” will scar him for life, the people who insist that not circumcising will automatically lead to STDs in your future daughter-in-law, the people who identify absolutely every item in your household as a trigger for autism.

Even in polite conversation, you are apt to discover that something innocuous you have done (opting not to use a baby monitor, choosing to go back to work when your baby was young, breastfeeding a toddler) is a form of child abuse by someone else’s standards. Often you will not be called a terrible parent on the spot. But you may well be told, “Oh, you’re so brave.” Or, “You’re so much more relaxed about parenting than I am.” Or, my favorite, “Wow! I could never do that!”

Even in their mock humility, these parents are certain of their rightness. And when faced with alternative viewpoints, many of these advocates for their parenting positions become surprisingly furious. Check out those overly intense comment threads on parenting message boards and note the burning eyes of people who argue about the pros or cons of pre-kindergarten.

What does it have to do with them how you raise your child, assuming you’re not doing anything cruel and unusual? Why can’t each parent just work it out for his or her own family? Why must they be so angry with people who do something else? Who is being served by this cult of perfection?

I suspect that it has to do with a collective loss of faith in our instinctive ability to raise our children in a way that keeps us, and our children, happy and fulfilled. Of course we can flip through some books. We can solicit help from our pediatrician, who has seen many more babies than we have. We can ask (without our own agenda!) friends and parents and strangers what they did. Through trial and error, we can land on workable solutions for our own unique situations. Keeping a kid alive and reasonably well behaved and well adjusted until he’s eighteen isn’t rocket science, and our attempts to accomplish that simple goal shouldn’t be torture. Yes, parenting is hard, but it doesn’t have to be so complicated.

And yet we’ve betrayed ourselves time and again by assuming we don’t know anything, and by trusting in supposedly higher powers, like the latest expert making their rounds on the morning shows, the loudest mother at the barbecue, or the most aggressive poster to a blog. There seems to be an evangelical cult around every little decision— about, say, when to start solid food— each with followers looking to convert you. The late-start camp will raise its eyebrows at anyone who breaks out the smooshed bananas at four months.

But there is hope for us. We can abandon the anxiety, the judgment, and the insecurity. We can do what works for us and see those choices as a few possible routes among many that all end in the same place: our kids growing up into their own identities. Depending on how we raise them, the kids may be a little more or less prepared for certain things, more or less neurotic, but regardless of whether we go with the Maclaren or the Chicco, our children will be the same people they were going to be anyway.

Plenty of things keep me up at night. There are days I feel completely overwhelmed. Being a parent sometimes still seems impossibly difficult. (Like, how do you not throttle a big kid on the playground who’s mean to your toddler? This I’m working on.) But I have gotten to the point where I don’t want to read any divisive books, watch any fear-mongering segments on TV, listen to any self-proclaimed experts telling me what I should be doing. I just don’t want to hear it.

And I’ve realized that pretty much every time I’ve passed judgment on a fellow parent, I’ve later come to find myself in their same shoes and not doing all that much better with the challenge. Of course it can be fun to talk smack on others. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the occasional gossip session with one parent about another. And yet, the truth is that, ultimately, there is almost no supposedly offbeat decision that I haven’t seen work out just fine for someone.

That’s why I basically hate advice-driven parenting books, magazines, and blogs. Some are certainly worse than others, but almost all of them have a tone that’s either too cutesy or too condescending. When I was made editor in chief of Babble, a brand-new parenting site at the end of 2006, I was a few months pregnant. I’d been a babysitter all through high school and college, and doted on a few nieces and nephews and friends’ kids, and one particularly delightful goddaughter, but that was the extent of my parenting expertise.

When I was hugely pregnant with my son, Oliver, and then when I was nursing a newborn, I enjoyed flipping through books for week-by-week pictures of babies in utero or for little bits of applicable wisdom. “My baby is the size of a lime!” I would remark, looking in wonder from my belly to the book. “He is getting foremilk, and then hindmilk!” I would observe, as I looked approvingly from the book to my nursing newborn.

And yet, I began to notice that none of this information ever really helped. Some of it was cool, sure, and fun to read, but none of it made my life easier. In fact, it often confused me or made me doubt my instincts. When my son threw his arms out to his sides just as he was falling asleep, I could smugly tell my husband, Neal, “That’s the Moro reflex. He feels like he’s falling. That’s why babies usually prefer sleeping on their stomachs, because then they don’t get that.”

“So let’s put him on his stomach,” Neal suggested, reasonably.

“No! We’re not allowed. Babies have to sleep on their backs. We could swaddle him to prevent him from flailing.”

“But he hates being swaddled.”

“True.”

So really it turned out to be useless reading those books. Plus, one night it almost wound up getting us divorced.

In those first weeks, my husband sweetly got up each night for the three a.m. feeding and gave the baby a bottle. One night, I woke up a little and heard him go to the fridge and warm up a bottle and feed it to our son. Then I heard him lay our son in his cradle by our bed.

I couldn’t help it; I had to look at Oliver’s sweet, sated, sleeping face, so I rolled over and looked into the cradle. There he was, eyes open and sucking away at a bottle propped up in front of him on a blanket.

I completely freaked out. I started yelling at my husband about “pair bonds” and “associating food with comfort.” I snatched Oliver up into my arms and held him extra tight to make up for the minutes of contact-free eating.

See, I had just read a chapter in one of the more aggressive attachment parenting books about how if babies are not cuddled while being fed they grow up to be sociopaths— at least that was how I’d remembered it. Probably I was exaggerating exactly how horrible the author thought the propped bottle was, but I don’t think by much. He definitely thought it was a huge mistake.

My husband was, rightly, furious at my accusation that he had done something bad when in fact he was doing something lovely— giving the baby nourishment in the middle of the night so I could get a break from breastfeeding every few hours and get a decent chunk of sleep. Palpably angry, he took the baby from me, continued feeding him, and said, “I had to go to the bathroom. I was away from the baby for five minutes tops. You need to throw those books away.”

He was right. The passage about the dreaded propped bottle had made me into a fanatic opponent of something that was, upon further reflection, a very practical solution to a very normal problem: needing to accomplish two things at once.

What should Neal have done instead? Woken me up? Not gone to the bathroom no matter how desperate he became? Tried to pee while balancing a weeks-old baby and a bottle in his arms? He picked the most logical option. I got to keep sleeping (or I would have if I hadn’t been so crazy). The baby got to eat. Neal got to relieve himself. We had a happy baby, a happy household. It wasn’t “perfect,” but it was good. And that made me think there was something wrong with the experts’ notion of perfection. Thank you, night of the evil propped bottle, for you showed me the light!

Luckily, running a parenting site gave me a sense of authority I could internalize. From my perch, I could see just how many different childcare setups there were out there, and how many different parenting styles existed, and how many different techniques for discipline, sleep, and feeding. And I could see that most of them, when it came down to it, worked out fine, as long as they emerged more or less organically from the family. If the story of the technique was a book, that usually spelled doom. If the strategy emerged from a family’s attempts to find their own particular way of accomplishing something, the result was usually great.

For that reason, I don’t think the same advice is right for any two families. I have friends I would like to tell to lighten up and I have friends I think could stand to be a little stricter. But they’re all totally fine parents and it’s totally their business what kind of parents they want to be. What I think is more important than having yet another bunch of data and opinions is having a basic framework to filter all the bits of news and products and health studies hailing down on us. What I’m proposing instead of still more information is a filter through which to look at all these sources.

This book is a call for postpartisan parenting, free of self-righteousness or slavish devotion to any one parenting guru.

I’m convinced that the key is focusing on the very few things that matter (making sure you are raising a kind person and making that person feel loved) and then doing whatever the hell you want about the rest (bedtime, schooling, feeding, social life, friends, housing— everything else, really). Parenting is so much simpler and so much more fun than squabbles over the “right” way to wean, to dress your child, to hold him, make it seem. There is, after all, purity only in death.

When a friend of mine said, shamefacedly, that she’d quit breastfeeding after a few months because she’d had so many problems with it and really had to work and sleep, I told her she was right, that she’d already given her baby all the miraculous immune stuff breastfeeding promises, so she should feel exceedingly proud of herself. I said she had knocked herself out to do right by her baby, and that she also knew her limits.

And the fact was, four months or whatever she’d managed, was great. It was far more important, I said, to do an honest cost-benefit analysis. And in this case, it sounded as if it was overall better for her family if she weaned her baby. In doing so, she was not failing to live up to an objective notion of perfection. What she was doing was perfect— for her child, who in this case needed her mother’s sanity and income more than she needed breast milk.

I added that her child was one of the happiest, sweetest, healthiest children on earth and so why should she give a second’s thought to some arbitrary standard she’s supposed to meet? Yes, the World Health Organization recommends two years of nursing. Yes, La Leche League says you should let children self-wean (and that even if the child wants to wean, you shouldn’t go down without a fight!). But this was her baby and her middle-of-the-night feedings, and her job offers. What works as international policy doesn’t work for every single person on the planet, with every single child.

My confidence in these matters is based on two things:

One: in my observation, it matters hardly at all which parenting philosophy parents adopt or what they do; the kids do what they’re genetically predisposed to do, more or less. Character is pretty set from the start; it’s just a question of bringing out the better stuff and mediating the worse.

Two: the parents who spend the most time agonizing over their decisions often have the most messed-up kids.

For real: on the playground, the boys with the fashionably long hair and the organic-cotton T-shirts and the ergonomic wooden pedal-free bikes from Sweden and the locally grown chickpeas for snacks are inevitably snatching toys out of the supposedly ill-raised kids’ hands.

And I think that’s because among the hyperparenting crowd there’s been a collective missing of the point. The point is not high-tech strollers, “mommy wars,” or preschool admissions. The point is not the organic content of your snacks, the breathability of your baby clothes, or the number of Caldecott Award winners in your child’s library. The point is bringing up a person to be in the world, around other people.

The parents with the checklists and the cross-referenced parenting guidebooks and the twenty subscriptions to daily newsletters with development trackers and the fetishistic attention to charts and the binders full of information on schools within a twenty-mile radius are not happier than the parents who just kind of amble through the whole thing with the baggies of salty pretzels and the shoddy plastic toys from the drugstore. Nor are they necessarily less happy. No way is the one true path.

Regardless of how hyper or mellow we choose to be, we owe it to ourselves to trust our instincts and tune out the noise around parenting choices. We also owe it to one another to stop obsessing over what other people are doing. It’s so much less complicated and stressful than we’re making it. There are only three things we have to give our kids: shelter, food, and love, so I will donate a section to the variables of each.

Shelter can be a house, apartment, shack, or a tent in the desert that moves each day. Inhabiting that home can be one or two parents, or someone else entirely. These caretakers can work or stay home or some combination. There can be a lot of sleep or a little under this roof, and there can be many toys or none.

Food can be lavishly home-cooked meals, takeout, or a few years’ worth of French fries. Breastfeeding can be involved, or not. During pregnancy, the mother could have eaten an impeccable medley of vegetables and grains at every meal, or grilled cheese three times a day.

Love just means showing your child he’s loved. You can recognize a well-loved child when you see her. She has a faint glow of security about her, a sense that whatever else may be true, the world is basically an okay place. And secure children are usually the most able to then direct love to other people.

That’s really it: shelter, food, and love. The second we have a baby, our instinct is to provide those things to the best of our ability. The details are unimportant.

Of course you may well say, if parenting is instinctive and that’s all there is to it and I hate parenting advice books, why is this book necessary? Well, I think we’re at a crisis point. Too many parents are making themselves and their kids stressed out for no reason. For my friends who want to have kids but are scared, or who are pregnant and are terrified, I wanted to communicate these things: that they can have children without losing their own identity, or their partners, or their enjoyment of the world. This is the book I wish I had gotten at my baby shower (not that the cookbooks weren’t lovely).

This book isn’t intended as a substitution for all other parenting books, nor is it some slacker book that says you never have to care about anything. It’s also not just one more opinion about whether or not you should circumcise, sleep-train, or use a pacifier. That stuff is so none of my business. But I think, or at least I hope, it will provide a reality check to all that other stuff, a balance and a soothing counterargument to all the hyped You Musts. That’s what usually makes me feel better when I hit a wall with parenting— honest, illustrative stories from other parents in the trenches about what they did in the same situation. I think that’s kind of a universal desire when you have small kids: reassurance that whatever it is you’re facing, you’re not alone.

When it comes to all the health topics, everyone already knows all the pros and cons. People don’t need more information. There is so much data out there, you absorb it by osmosis. Whether you’ve read a stack of parenting tomes or only flipped through magazines a few times or peeked at a couple of message boards, you probably have more information about any given topic than you could ever use.

I am the mother of a toddler, the stepmother of a teenager. They are fantastic kids, I love them to bits, and as of press time they seem to be okay with me. But I have nowhere near what you would call expertise. I’m new to this mothering thing. Any old parent who passes me on the street has just as much wisdom about childcare.

Which is sort of the point of this book. We all know about the same amount. We’re all working it out. If all these people who insist they know a lot more than we do would just get out of our heads, we could do this thing with a lot less anxiety and a lot more friends.

My son’s friend’s yoga teacher mother has been able to overlook all the apparently crazy conservative things I’ve done with my kid, because we are still friendly. I even watched her son while she recovered from delivering his sister in an unmedicated home birth in her apartment. Her kid and mine ate hot dogs, drank chocolate milk, and watched The Backyardigans. We all had a wonderful time.


PART ONE

Shelter




On Shelter

Today’s new parents did not grow up in the most secure homes. Our parents divorced in record numbers— close to one in three— and made independence a priority over security.1 They were, many of them quite proudly, hands off. Rejecting their parents’ paternalism, they decided they were going to level with us, to be straightforward and honest and raise us to be freethinkers. Many of us were latchkey kids, watched ridiculous amounts of television, and became our parents’ confidants, their “friends.”

Watch some ’70s TV and see if you can find a euphemism or a “don’t worry about it.”2 Nope. What you can find: poverty, racism, and natural disasters. Our parents weren’t, as a generation, particularly parental. We weren’t coddled, to say the least. Many of our homes were broken, in one way or another.

So as a new generation of parents, we’re overcompensating. We are, proudly, hands on. We’re carrying our babies around in slings until they can walk, researching the hell out of our school districts, and asking our pediatricians five thousand questions at our routine well-baby visits. We’re trying to provide the best, most nurturing environment possible, and in the process many of us are driving ourselves crazy.

We are ambitious, trying to be the very best parents we can be, even if it means a certain level of martyrdom. The result: we are nurturing to a fault. I can’t tell you how many weird sleep arrangements I’ve heard about. The only way one family I know can get any sleep is if the mother and the child sleep in the bed and the husband sleeps on an air mattress on the floor.

We’re in a tough spot, really, when it comes to creating a nest for our family. We’re trying to do a better job than our parents, but since we’ve eschewed their help, we’re cobbling together a parenting strategy from the Internet, our friends, and whatever memories we have of happiness as children (thus, the recent Sesame Street: Old School DVD release and Playskool’s revamped Sit ’n Spin). We have an overload of information— plenty of it ridiculous, much of it contradictory, very little of it ringing completely true to us.

As if that weren’t enough pressure, we’re also really, really busy. How many couples do you know who can easily afford to have one parent stay home full-time, or to have both partners go part-time? Gen X employees work 45.6 hours a week on average, and more women are in the workforce than ever.3 It’s even more challenging to create a warm and nurturing environment when it’s a struggle just to find time to vacuum.

Even those of us lucky enough to work a couple of days a week at home, or to telecommute, are tied to our e-mail or BlackBerries even when we’re away from the office. (In May 2009, CNN.com called this weisure, as in work plus leisure.4 The name actually is appropriate, because it is an ugly word and the intrusion of work into every second of our home lives is kind of gross, too.)

Couples are piecing together a living wage from multiple jobs per family, some full-time, some part-time, some work-at-home, so both parents have hectic schedules to manage. Add to that the kids’ schedules, and you have a cluttered calendar leaving far too little room for relaxing and enjoying one another, but plenty of room for regret and frustration and a sense that life is living you rather than the other way around.

The Baby Boomers were laissez-faire about a lot of things when it came to child-rearing. Mostly through ignorance but also by proclivity, they weren’t too concerned with protecting their kids from cigarette smoke or lead paint, let alone the unvarnished ugliness about the world. Many are the ’70s children who skipped directly from learning about Columbus and his ships to a lesson in oppression and hegemony. Think the women of our parents’ generation did the equivalent of a hundred Google searches trying to figure out if it was okay to have a glass of wine in the third trimester? Please. The cork was out of that bottle before you could say Electric Company.

And yet, in our rebellion against our parents, we’ve arguably gone too far in the other direction. The shelter we’re providing our kids is a little too . . . sheltering. If we raise our kids too much in reaction to others— our parents, the so-called experts, the other parents on the playground, the medical establishment— we’re guaranteed to make just as many mistakes, only different ones. But if we encourage our kids to be kind and generous and we trust our own instincts about all the other stuff, we may just be able to create a happy household for our family.




A Design Opportunity

In a recent article about nursery decorating, an interior designer insisted that babies’ rooms must be clutter-free, painted in muted colors, and carpeted.5

Or what?

My son sleeps in a cluttered, red room that is also an office. I refuse to believe this has any effect on his health, well-being, or future. When the lights are out, the Plaza Hotel and an alley look the same.

It’s not that pretty things aren’t nice to have. It’s not like I wouldn’t take an extra room in our 500-square-foot apartment. (When an acquaintance recently told me her house had 14, 000 square feet, I was so shocked I knocked over my drink.) I’m certainly not anticonsumerist. One of my favorite parts of traveling is hitting gift shops— sometimes before the important historical and cultural sites to which they are attached.

But the boom of pricey and stylish nursery gear has given rise to a belief that high-end baby furnishings— the “sleek, modern” nursery aesthetic, the high-tech gear, and the booming childproofing business— are necessary rather than fully optional. It’s amazing how we can come to believe we must maintain a certain standard of living at all costs.

One of my favorite examples: in December 2007, a family on the Upper West Side of New York placed an ad in New York magazine pleading for $1 million to buy an apartment so they could stay in their wealthy neighborhood.6

It read:

WE NEED HELP BUYING AN APARTMENT on the UWS, 3bd 2 bath. YOU are a philanthropic, wealthy person who would not miss a million bucks and would be interested in donating (or even investing) in a highly targeted manner: to my family. WE are a wonderful, hard working middle class family who contributes to our UWS community, is entrenched, happy and desperately wants to remain on the UWS (lest the city lose yet another wonderful family to the burbs). We can afford 600-700K, so you see the predicament. Can you help us?

No word on whether or not the ad brought them a windfall, but I hope not. Living within your means wasn’t in vogue in 2007, but since the market crash, making do is definitely in.

I love our apartment for many reasons, but one of the biggest reasons is that we can afford the rent even in tough months. Sure, we need a lot of shelving to make up for the lack of space, but thank God for Ikea.

Buying an apartment or house has never been an option for us, but many of our friends pour tons of time and energy and money into their housing. Some of them can afford it and make the reasonable calculation that for them having more space or a yard, or living in a better school district, is worth sacrificing other things.

For others, home décor has become something of a fetish and having children has just added another design opportunity. In the process, they’ve bought themselves into a hole. It’s no surprise that never in history has a generation spent so much and saved so little.

So what’s the reasoning behind our amped-up nesting drive?

Generation X expert Susan Gregory Thomas argues that because of our own rather lonely childhoods, we’re knocking ourselves out as parents to try to provide a homey home for our children, and that we’re therefore agonizing over the littlest details of our dwellings. She writes

We may still see ourselves as outsiders, snickering cynics who see through baby boomers’ pretenses. But that’s a big cover-up to hide that we’re big mush-balls underneath. We are completely, utterly attached to our children. Generation Xers, the parents of the majority of young children now, are by all accounts the most devoted to family in American history. And we’ll do whatever we have to do to keep them from having the crappy childhood that we had.7

At a party, I was telling an acquaintance about Thomas’s article and I saw her bristle. “Everyone nests!” she said, somewhat defensively. “A parent buying a thousand-dollar Netto crib is no different than any young married couple painting their house and getting a blender!”

It may be that Gen Xers are only nesting, same as ever. But it’s hard to deny they’re doing it on a much more accelerated level than any generation in American history. Gen Xers are more involved than other consumers, and like to be a part of every decision, big and small.8 In other words, the Boomers may have said, “I want some shag carpeting over there”; Gen X parents specify grout grade.

Our overachieving on the home front matches our overachieving on the parenting front. And in both cases, even when we don’t go all out, we feel that we should have. “The house is a mess,” is not just a faux-modest throwaway line; it’s a philosophy of never enough that we’re wedded to.

The truth is: We should avoid flaking lead paint. We should avoid neighborhoods so dangerous that we’re physically afraid in them. We should aim for a place with heating and/or cooling as necessary to keep everyone from getting frostbite or heatstroke. Beyond that, who cares? Kids certainly don’t care. Especially when they’re little, they just want to be around their parents and/or other people who love them. For the first few years, they have very low expectations. They can’t tell a Tiffany teether from a Target spoon, or a palatial six-bedroom house from a tiny two-room apartment. As long as it’s got a loving family in it, it’s just home.


Who Are the People 
in Your Neighborhood?

The push to be in a “good” neighborhood can create a false need to live beyond our means. And what makes for a good neighborhood is very hard to determine. Good for whom? Kids don’t care about property values or hipness. And there’s very little advantage to living around rich people, especially if you can’t afford to.

In plenty of ways, poorer neighborhoods are actually way better than rich ones for children. Everything— groceries, laundry, and haircuts— is cheaper. Families crammed together in apartment buildings or close-knit communities tend to lean on one another more than those walled away in McMansions. Kids’ educational success has a lot to do with their parents’ reading to them and exposing them to culture. If you live in a cheaper place than you can afford, you can use the $500 a month you’re saving on rent to buy books and go to museums.

We live in a New York City neighborhood that reminds me of the old Sesame Street. Everyone knows one another. People still sit out on their stoops. Spanish and English are spoken interchangeably. I swear, Oliver thought his name was Que lindo! (“How beautiful!”) for the first year of his life, so often did he hear it as we strolled him around the neighborhood.

It’s amazing, too, how much having a baby made us feel a sense of community. We were all but invisible before we had a child. My husband and I walked around, passing people on the street, and we hardly noticed that we saw the same people every day. But as soon as we had a baby, we showed up on our neighbors’ radar and we got to know them.

Upstairs, there are the teenage kids who make Oliver laugh and whose father is a Mets fan like us. Down the block, the grandmother who sits out on a swing with her Chihuahua named Brownie gives Oliver toy cars and asks him about his day on the playground. He taught himself to swing on her gate, climbing aboard and lifting the latch so he flies by laughing.

Behind the deli counter on the corner is Shorty, who seems to work twenty-four hours a day but who always has time to shout, “Hey, Big Boy!” from behind the turkey slicer, and to ask Oliver what trucks he’s seen lately. The local repairman high-fives Oliver on our way to nursery school. Some mornings, it takes us a full ten minutes to get down the block because we have to stop and say hello so often.

I didn’t think I would like being part of a neighborhood. I used to like anonymity. But it turns out that having everyone note your comings and goings is kind of fantastic. I hope Oliver will never wander out our front door alone, but if he does, I know that a dozen people would intercept him on his way to score M&Ms from Shorty.

I like that we’re a part of something larger than ourselves. Oliver feels appreciated by people he passes on the street. If I’m away from the house all day, I return to reports from multiple sources. “Your mother was in here with Oliver this afternoon,” the deli guy will tell me; “they got Dots.” Down the block: “Your husband took Oliver to the park this morning and they were singing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star,’” Gloria will say. “He’s getting so big!” “Oliver was with a new babysitter today, huh?” Zaida will report from her swing. “They walked right by us. It’s okay, she didn’t know who we are!”
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