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Chapter 1 

the poop on potty
training 

You are about to enter another dimension. A dimension of both sight and sound, of unlimited Pull-Ups, potty books, and power struggles. A dimension where time and space have no meaning, and reason does not exist. You’ve made it through the birthing, the nursing, the endless sleepless nights, the teething, the weaning, and all the in-betweening. You’ve survived food fights in five-star restaurants, crayon drawing on newly painted walls, and all-out refusal to wear anything but a faded princess outfit or a too-tight Superman costume. And while you thought these  dimensions were difficult to bear, the truth is that they pale in comparison to what lies ahead. So hang on tight, sister, for the next stop is—the Potty Zone!

Just when you thought you had this whole parenting thing handled, you realize that a whole new exhausting adventure awaits you. Around every corner there are new videos to buy, new stains to pretreat, and new cleansers to buy that will remove excrement from your beautiful new rug. Your college-educated, once-articulate vocabulary will now consist of phrases like “Do you wanna make tinkle?” and “Is it poopie time?”

As frustrating as the potty-training phase may be, I promise that there will be an end. There will be a light at the end of this stinky, messy, smelly tunnel, and you will get through it. One day your shopping cart will be free of bulk-size containers of Huggies, half-ton boxes of diaper wipes, and gallon jugs of Desitin. No more pee-stained pants, poo-stained car seats, or Diaper Genie cartridges to wrangle. And no more physical therapy from having to lug around that oversized, back-straining diaper bag that weighs more than your big-boned Aunt Martha does after eating Thanksgiving dinner.

Yes, I know it’s dark now. Dare I say, dark as poo. But fear not, my friend. The Potty Zone is a mere pit stop in parenting. And after your toddler learns to excuse himself, go to the bathroom, and wipe himself so clean that his rear end sparkles without any assistance from you, it may just bring a tear to your eye. Believe it or not, after all the potty training is behind you, you might actually miss the days of the midnight diaper changes, pee fountains, and explosive poops. Ha! Just kidding! The truth is that the day that your child is successfully potty trained will be as memorable as your wedding day, the birth of your babies, and the final episode of Sex and the City when you find out Mr. Big’s real name. So pull up a potty chair, and let’s get down to business.

NOTE: This book contains an endless amount of shameless puns that I couldn’t stop myself from writing, but I did try to keep them down to a wee-wee minimum . . . shoot! There I go again!

Under Pressure 

Before I reproduced, I had always viewed the state of motherhood as an awe-inspiring, almost secret society that I was not a member. And with  every egg that dropped each month into my fertile, yet unfarmed womb, I longed to belong. I would push my face up against the proverbial glass wall that separated me from all the mutual maternal experiences: the pregnancy stories, the birthing nightmares, the baby pictures, the nursing anecdotes, and the shared glances of understanding between all mothers in this clan. It was as if parenting a baby was an invisible link on a chain that bound women together in a sisterhood of mommies, and I wanted desperately to be a charm on that bracelet of life.

Then, after years of painful dating struggles and brief thoughts of throwing in the towel and becoming a lesbian, I finally found myself a farmer with good fertile seed. After months of infertility and charting my cycle with the accuracy of a NASA launch, I finally got a membership key, otherwise known as a baby, that would unlock the door to this sacred club. Yes, I was finally a mom! But it didn’t take long to realize that motherhood is not a club at all. To the contrary, motherhood is a cutthroat competition between overtired and overstressed females in which only the strong survive. When Darwin developed his theory of survival of the fittest, he must have been studying only the mommy finches. I soon discovered  that all the warm, fuzzy camaraderie I was coveting was, in fact, just a tactic in the mommy game. I immediately learned that motherhood is really about who can do the most, the best, and the fastest.

By now, if you’re like most of us procreating women, you’ve realized that being a mommy is an exercise in failure, and that you always feel like you’re losing in some aspect of your life. If you’ve got your kids on track, then you’re neglecting your career. If you spend more time at the office, then your husband feels neglected. If you pay more attention to your husband, then you feel like your kids are losing out. It’s a vicious cycle that has spun its little wheels ever since the invention of motherhood.

If you have the time and strength to do extracredit mommy work, like attend a weekly Gymboree class, you’re one-upped by the woman across the street who has her kid enrolled in Gymboree and karate—plus makes her own baby food, hand knits all of her kid’s clothes, and is teaching little Tallulah both French and Japanese.

But now you’re entering the Big Kahuna of all competitions—potty training. Well, my friend, be prepared, for there is no greater imaginary gauge to good parenting than getting  your kid to use the toilet. Generally, the starting gun to this competition is fired off about your kid’s second birthday (even earlier if your mother-inlaw tells you that her kids were all potty trained by one). It’s about this time when one of your mommy friends brags that her kid used the potty for the first time last night, you notice that some of the kids in your playgroup have stopped wearing diapers, and your damn neighbor shows you that she’s throwing baby Tallulah’s potty chair in the trash because it’s no longer needed.

Okay, let me set you straight. Your mother-inlaw is senile; half the kids in your play group have diapers on under their underwear (and their moms are sweating bullets worrying they’re going to be found out); and the woman across the street is either a big fat liar or a robot her husband bought from a mail-order catalogue.

The point to all this is that there’s no winning the mommy game, so do yourself a favor and don’t even play it. Don’t give into external pressures to wean your baby, get him to sleep by a certain time or through the night, or sign him up for Mensa just because you think that’s what you should be doing. And don’t even consider potty training until you and your little one are good and ready. If your “friends” or family are making  you feel pressured about any aspect of your mothering, then avoid them for the time being. There are plenty of us out there who think you are doing everything just perfectly.

Most importantly, don’t put pressure on yourself. Many mommies are their own worst enemies, and frankly, right now you need all the support you can get. Doesn’t it seem like just yesterday when your little guy was the last of his peers to walk, and now he’s constantly trying to run into the street? And how you once thought your little Petunia would never talk, and now you can’t get her to stop screaming, “I want that!” in every store at the mall? If you have a toddler, you already have enough legitimate things to stress over without inventing nonexistent deadlines and dilemmas. So take a deep breath, go easy on yourself, and for heaven’s sake, drop little Petunia off at Grandma’s whenever you go to the mall. It’ll save you a fortune in “treasures”!

When to Begin the Process of Elimination 

So when is it time to get your behind in gear and get your kid’s behind on a potty? It’s when your child is ready, willing, and able, and not  one minute sooner, no matter how much you really, really want it to be. Like walking and talking, toileting is a developmental phase, not the least bit indicative of intelligence or physical prowess. It will happen in “doo” time. If you delve into the process before your baby wants to and is able to be potty trained, then you’re setting yourself up for failure—or at least an awfully big struggle that involves a heck of a lot of screaming and crying (mostly yours). And you and Junior don’t need conflict so early on in your relationship. Heck, you’ve only been together for a couple of years. You’re still in the honeymoon phase, so let’s not blow it. There’s plenty of time for pain and suffering down the road, when your son wants to quit high school to pursue his dream of becoming a professional skateboarder and your daughter brings home her new boyfriend, Fang.

It’s true, we’ve all heard about the phantom baby who was potty trained at eleven months. And don’t forget about that four-year-old who’s still sporting extra-large Pampers Supreme. Truth be told, the perfectly average baby generally trains somewhere in between. If you want to know if your little offspring is ready, ask yourself whether you’ve seen any of these tell-tale signs  that he’s ready to step up to the plate . . . or in this case, the potty:

1. Is your child physically ready? Is he able to stay dry for at least two hours at a stretch during the day, and does he often wake up dry after naps?

2. Does your child have predictable, regular BMs? (You may have figured out his schedule accidentally, like when his regular 5:00 bath had to be moved to 6:00 so you wouldn’t keep asking yourself, “Why the heck does my kid keep pooping in the bath?”)

3. Can you tell when your child’s about to go the bathroom? He might pause for a moment, make a face, or perhaps even hide.

4. Is your child able to listen to or follow simple instructions? It helps when you are trying to explain that the pee-pee goes inside the toilet, not around the toilet.

5. Does your child dislike wearing dirty diapers? This is a tough one, as the ingenious invention of disposable diapers has made uncomfortable, soiled nappies a thing of the past. The commercials tout their  comfort as the number-one reason to buy them—and we do what they ask, by the truckload. In the olden days, babies were miserable when wet or dirty. Now, they hardly even notice. Therefore, I believe that disposable diapers have caused the entire human race to delay potty training for pure convenience sake. Still, a wet, albeit disposable diaper can’t possibly be as comfortable as a nice, dry pair of good old cotton undies.

6. Speaking of which, does your child show a desire to wear big-kid underpants sporting pictures of princesses or Ninja Turtles? And while we’re at it, how does he feel about the toilet or the potty chair? Has he been looking at it? Has he climbed aboard for a trial run? Interest is key when dealing with toddlers. 

7. Can your child pull down his pants and pull them back up again? As you can guess, this handy dandy trick would be helpful in mastering the art of going to the bathroom. 

8. Does your child like to watch you use the bathroom? I know it feels strange to have someone examining you at one of your  most intimate moments, but Junior is just studying up. When Junior wants to mimic you using the toilet, he’s ready to learn. And when Junior wants to mimic his friends using the toilet, you’re home free.

9. Most importantly, is your child starting a preschool in the fall that requires him to be potty trained? (Okay, technically I know it’s not a sign, but still . . .)

To Everything There Is a Season 

As with most things in life, when it comes to potty training, timing is everything. Now that you’ve determined that your little tax deduction is ready to be toilet trained, we can only hope that all the planets are aligned as well. As you probably know well by now, toddlers do not like change. If you’re going to pull a head trip as huge as making your kid give up his diaper, then everything else in his life is going to have to remain absolutely perfect.

Before you pull out that potty chair and change your baby’s life forever, make sure there are no other tidal waves of trauma on the horizon. A new baby, a move, a new day care, a new  cable provider—anything that would ripple the still waters of your baby’s simple world will definitely frustrate the process of potty training, if not obliterate it completely. If you’re planning on moving next week, postpone your potty-training plans until after you have settled in the new house. For the love of Elmo, if you’re about to take that family trip to Mount Rushmore, wait until you return home to potty train your child— unless, that is, you enjoy misery in a ridiculously crowded tourist attraction.

In addition to choosing a calm time to potty train, you also have to choose a calm season. Ideally, summer is the best season to potty train your child (unless you live in California, Hawaii, or Southern France—the potty-training capitals of the world, where the climate allows for year-round training). When the weather is warm, your little love muffin can run around the house in the buff, or at least scantily clad, which makes the “tossing of the little one onto the potty when he starts to poop” quite easy. You can even put your little love muffin and the potty chair outside and let him have his own mini nudist colony. If he has an accident, then you just hose him down like a fighting dog and get on with your day.

“My daughter peed in the back yard all the time and it made little dead patches all over the grass. I knew it’d cost a  lot of money to have a kid, but I wasn’t counting on extras like resodding after our kid was potty trained. ”

  —Emily 

NOTE: If you live in Arizona or any other desert community, leaving your kid outside, naked, in 115-degree heat is not such a good idea.

If you live in a place with four distinct seasons, consider yourself unlucky. Not only does the winter bring you special challenges, like shoveling your driveway and walking on icy sidewalks, it also brings special challenges in potty training your kid. For there are not many things worse than hearing your kid say, “I gotta go now!” when he’s wearing eighteen layers of clothing including bib overalls with the stuck clasp that you never can seem to undo when your fingers are frozen. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t think you should postpone potty training due to cold weather. That’s just plain silly. But on the other hand, if your kid is not ready to train during the freezing snows of winter, then great. If he’s starting to show signs during that blizzard, well . . . you  can wait a little, can’t you? On the other hand, if he’s passed his “signs” test with flying colors, and is ready to train, then train you must. As with everything in your career as a mother, you will somehow adapt.

When this happens, turn up your thermostat, take off the layers, and go for it. Just make sure that you stick with easy-access elastic waistbands and snaps, and avoid tricky buttons, zippers, hooks, and most of all, those gosh-forsaken bib overalls! Though it’s cold outside, there’ll be warm pee-pee a-flowin’ inside. Then again, if potty training during winter doesn’t appeal to you at all, you can always move to California, Hawaii, or my choice, Southern France.

How Long Will This Be Going On?

It’s the question of the ages. Along with “Is there life on other planets?” and “Who let the dog out . . . who, who, who, who, who?” millions of parents each day ask desperately, “How long is it going to take to get my kid out of diapers?” I’m sorry, my distraught friend, but there is no absolute answer to this question. Potty training is a process, and it varies from kid to kid because,  unfortunately, every child is different. Sad but true. I know that right now this is a bitter pill to swallow, but trust me, this difference isn’t always a bad thing. One day, when you look at some of your child’s classmates and cringe at their oddness and all-out bad behavior, this will make you happy. You’ll thank your lucky stars that even though your child took two years to potty train, at least he doesn’t bring in his booger collection for show-and-tell.

I know we’ve all heard stories of the child who was trained in one day. But we’ve also heard stories of babies who slept through the night straight out of the chute and of women who were actually horny during pregnancy. Personally, I think these are all urban legends, and should be written off along with Richard Gere’s infamous gerbil incident.

Nevertheless, I won’t lie. Potty training could take a little time. It’s yet another one of the proverbial “baby steps” scenarios that requires patience, patience, and even more patience. Try to recall, if you will, when you were teaching your little one to feed himself. First it was the “squeeze the food through the hands” phase. Then it was the “throw the food all over Mommy phase.” Next came the “drop the food on the floor phase” and  then finally—TA DA!—the “hold the food on a spoon” phase. The heavens parted and a chorus of angels burst into song! But only for a moment, for soon, that spoon was used as an instrument to fling the food across the room. Oh, well. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and it will probably take even longer to potty train your child.

Personally, I don’t believe this question speaks to time so much as it does to definition. How long it takes to potty train your child depends on what you consider a potty-trained child to be. An overly competitive mother might throw her baby onto the pot at the exact moment a poop is coming out, catch the poop in the pot like some sort of celebrated outfielder, and then claim the “my baby is potty trained” prize. To other mothers, “potty trained” might mean their child is able to pee on the potty, and not around it. Never mind that the very same child needs to do her number twos in a diaper until she’s eight years old. Other moms consider peeing and pooping in the potty to be the two necessary components in the “potty trained” declaration. These are the same people who never cheat on their taxes and always pay their bills on time. Still others count night dryness in the “potty trained” formula as well. These are the people who . . . well, I have no idea who  these people are. If the kid is peeing and pooping in the potty, give him some credit.
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