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Introduction

CONGRATULATIONS! You’ve managed to make it through the first leg of the most gruelling marathon known to man: that (at least) 18-year-long endurance test known as parenthood. And now that you’ve completed the baby and toddler portions of the event, it’s time to get psyched for whatever challenges may await you over the next hill or around the next bend.

After all, if there’s one thing you can count on when it comes to parenting, it’s this: some new challenge is always waiting for you, even if you can’t actually see it from where you’re standing right now. In fact, if you think about it, raising a child is not unlike running a marathon fully blindfolded: you never have any idea when you’re going to step into the next patch of boggy swampland or hit the next patch of rocky terrain.

The ultimate personal growth experience

AS ANY SEASONED parent can tell you, raising a child is the ultimate personal growth experience—an endless opportunity to stretch yourself in all kinds of new and unforeseen directions (and, no, I’m not talking stretch marks here). Just when you think you’re getting the hang of caring for a baby, your child morphs into a toddler, giving you the opportunity to hone your patience skills to such a degree that you figure you should pretty much be a shoo-in for sainthood. Then your toddler drags you kicking and screaming into the preschool years, forcing you to switch gears and work on your debating skills instead (those debating skills, of course, being your only hope of being able to hold your own in conversations with your increasingly verbal three-year-old). And so it goes from one stage to the next: you no sooner master one set of skills when you’re sent back to Parenthood U for another round of quick crash courses. That’s what makes this parenting thing so interesting and so much fun: you never have the chance to get stuck in a rut.

Of course, parenthood can be exhausting, too. In fact, mind-numbingly exhausting. You may have days when you feel as if you’ve been conned into appearing as a contestant on the most gruelling reality television show yet: Parent TV! And on bad days, parenthood can do a real number on your self-esteem. (If you’re tempted to borrow a line from Saturday Night Live’s Dana Carvey and go around the house muttering “I am not worthy. I am not worthy,” you can pretty much assume you’re having a low self-esteem kind of day.)

A book for (gloriously) imperfect parents

WHILE I’M RESEARCHING my books or conducting my parenting workshops, the parents that I encounter tell me that they’re feeling frustrated, exhausted, and overwhelmed by the day-to-day demands of parenting and that they’re desperately looking for information and advice about what it takes to raise healthy, happy kids. They also tell me that they’re sick of being preached to by “experts” who pretend to have all the answers or who package themselves as perfect parents. “What I’m after is the real story—not a book written by a Martha Stewart cut-out of the perfect parent, but a book about real-life struggles: real-life stories of mistakes parents have made and are willing to admit for the sake of saving other parents from experiencing the same heartache,” stated one parent.

What parents today are looking for is nitty-gritty, from-the-trenches advice from other parents—the only people on the planet who really and truly understand what it’s like to be a gloriously imperfect parent raising gloriously imperfect children. There’s a growing backlash against advice givers who have lost touch with the needs of real families: so-called parenting experts who offer highly simplistic, formulaic solutions that don’t take into account the countless messy variables that are the very essence of family life and who refuse to accept the fact that one-size-fits-all parenting solutions fit most kids as well as one-size-fits-all jeans.

That is the kind of book I’ve attempted to write here: a book that believes that pooled knowledge and shared experience beat formulaic solutions hands down every time.

Made in Canada

OF COURSE, THERE’S something else that makes this book stand out from the mountains of other parenting books that can be found in a typical bookstore. What I’m talking about, of course, is the book’s solid Canadian focus.

As you’ve no doubt noticed, most of the parenting books that end up on Canadian bookstore shelves hail from south of the border. While some may argue that there’s no need for a homegrown parenting book, I happen to disagree. Here’s why.

If you flip through a typical American parenting book, you’ll find chapters on issues that Canadian parents don’t have to grapple with (or at least not yet)—such as the need to convince school boards to get rid of advertising-intensive corporate news broadcasts in the classroom (the infamous Channel One from U.S. media giant Primedia) or to reinstate recess (something that’s gone the way of the dodo bird in certain U.S. school districts).

And even those chapters of American parenting books that are relevant to Canadian parents suffer from a major shortcoming: the pediatric health authorities and other expert sources that are cited in these books are almost exclusively American. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather find out what the Canadian Paediatric Society has to say about a particular issue affecting my kids as opposed to the American Academy of Pediatrics.

What Canadian parents need is a book that reflects the reality of raising a child in Canada: a book that really zeroes in on the unique challenges that Canadian parents face—everything from big picture issues—such as the doctor shortage that plagues many communities across the country and the chronic under-funding of our education and health care systems—to smaller picture issues—such as how you can go about warding off cabin fever when you’re housebound with a tribe full of increasingly wild children and a good three months of winter ahead of you!

Of course, it wouldn’t be possible—or even advisable—to write a book that completely ignores what’s happening south of the border. After all, some of the most significant breakthroughs in behavioural research and pediatric medicine have occurred in the U.S. What Canadian parents need, however, is a book that summarizes and interprets this information for a Canadian audience. That, in a nutshell, is what this book and the three earlier books in this series—The Mother of All Pregnancy Books, The Mother of All Baby Books, and The Mother of All Toddler Books—set out to do: to bring a uniquely Canadian perspective to the increasingly global landscape of parenting.

A one-of-a-kind parenting book

THERE’S SOMETHING ELSE that makes this book stand out from the crowd: the breadth of the subject matter it attempts to address.

As you may have noticed, most parenting books tend to zero in on a single topic. That’s why you’ll find separate titles devoted to behaviour, discipline, health, nutrition, education, and the gazillion and one other topics that typically fit under the parenting umbrella.

The parents that I consulted while I was writing this book encouraged me to steer clear from the one-topic trap and to write a book that was much more comprehensive and far-reaching than your typical run-of-the-mill parenting book. The mission that they set out for me was actually more than a little daunting: they asked me to concisely summarize the most useful and up-to-date information on the key issues involved in raising kids—in other words, to write a book that was truly deserving of the title The Mother of All Parenting Books.

If you take a quick flip through this book, you’ll see that I’ve certainly tried to deliver on that request. I’ve made an effort to shoehorn in as much genuinely useful information as possible without turning the book into an encyclopedia-like tome. After all, if there’s one thing that’s in chronic short supply in the life of an average parent, it’s an abundance of leisure time for reading!

Here’s a quick snapshot of what you’ll find as you make your way through the book:

• a frank discussion about why it’s so tough to be a parent and why even good parents have bad days;

• practical strategies for avoiding parent burnout;

• tips on teaching kids morals and values;

• advice on passing along the skills and personality traits that tend to lead to happiness and success;

• the facts on discipline—what works, what doesn’t, and how your discipline methods need to evolve as your child grows older;

• from-the-trenches advice on managing mother (and father) guilt and sidestepping the indulgence trap;

• parent-proven techniques for short-circuiting power struggles;

• important information about differentiating between routine and serious behavioural problems;

• tips on promoting healthy communication between parent and child, and weathering the tough stuff as a family;

• the inside scoop on the important role you have to play in encouraging your child’s academic success;

• tried-and-true methods for helping your child cope with rejection, teasing, and other friendship rites of passage;

• an update on the latest research on bullying and what it means for parents and kids;

• answers to your top 20 pediatric health questions;

• immunization schedules;

• advice on dealing with sleepwalking, nightmares, middle-of-the-night visitors, and other sleep issues;

• the lowdown on what it takes to keep kids safe today without smothering them;

• the facts on fitness, nutrition, and body image, and the important role that parents have to play in modelling healthy living for the next generation;

• tips on coping with the roller-coaster ride that is the preteen years;

• a detailed glossary of key pediatric health and child development terms;

• a directory of Canadian organizations of interest to families;

• a directory of Internet resources of interest to Canadian parents;

• a list of books and other recommended resources.

Of course, what makes The Mother of All Parenting Books really stand out from the other parenting books on the shelf are the advice and anecdotes of the more than 100 Canadian parents who agreed to be interviewed for the book. They passed along their best advice on dealing with preschool food fights, preteen clothing battles, and everything in-between. It’s their from-the-trenches advice that really brings the book to life. After all, who better to turn to for tips on dealing with a child who knows more swear words than you do, than another parent who has found herself struck speechless by her child’s new-found vocabulary!

You’ll also find a few other bells and whistles as you make your way through the book:

[image: images] Mom’s the Word: Insights and advice from other Canadian parents.

[image: ] Mother Wisdom: Bright ideas, practical tips, pop culture tidbits, and more.

[image: ] No Kidding! Surprising facts and statistics related to parenting.

[image: ] Fridge Notes: Leads on resources that are definitely worth checking out.

As you’ve no doubt gathered by now, The Mother of All Parenting Books is quite unlike any other parenting book you’ve ever encountered. It’s comprehensive, it’s fun to read, and—best of all—it’s 100% Canadian-made.

I hope you enjoy the book.

Ann Douglas

P.S. My editors and I are determined to make The Mother of All Parenting Books the best parenting book available, so if you have any comments to pass along—good, bad, or ugly—we’d love to hear from you. You can either write to me via my Web site at www.having-a-baby.com or contact me via my publisher: John Wiley and Sons Canada Ltd., 22 Worcester Road, Etobicoke, ON, M9W 1L1.





CHAPTER 1 
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 The Truth about Parenting


“I think parenting needs to come out of the closet as the messy, wonderful, scary, daring occupation that it is.”

—NATALIE, 32, MOTHER OF TWO

“I used to think parents who told me that my whole life would change when I had kids were either bad parents or crazy. How could it be that hard? Then I had Olivia!”

—MARY, 37, MOTHER OF ONE



BACK WHEN MY first three kids were all under five and still small enough to fit in the bathtub at the same time, we had this crazy bath-time ritual. I’d put everyone in the tub, pop my favourite CD into the ghetto blaster, and crank the tunes up loudly enough that the floor would begin to vibrate. (Hey, where is it written that mothers can’t be party animals?)

Anyway, the CD in question was Momnipotent—singer/songwriter Nancy White’s ode to motherhood. While the CD is mainly filled with songs that speak to how frustrating and exhausting it is to be a mother, one song on the CD touched my heart like no other song about motherhood ever has. The song in question, “Mammas Have a Secret,” talks about the powerful bond between parent and child—and why it’s impossible to explain that bond to anyone who is not a parent.

Here’s how the song starts out:


Mammas have a secret

Daddies have too

it’s a little secret they’ll never tell you

‘cause if you don’t have a child so naughty and sweet

they don’t want you to feel that your life is incomplete

and if you have a child there’s nothing to say

because you know the secret anyway.



I think what’s inspired me to write (literally) millions of words about pregnancy and parenting over the years is a passionate desire to capture some of the magic of that parent-child bond on paper. But the more I try to write about it, the more obvious it becomes to me that a lot of what happens between parent and child simply defies description. It can be a kind of humbling experience if, like me, you’re someone who makes her living working with words!

As you’ve no doubt gathered by now, the focus of this chapter is on what it’s like to be a parent today—the good, the bad, and the ugly (let’s just say I’m big on full disclosure). I start out by talking about why no one can tell you how tough it is to be a parent; like riding a bicycle, it’s one of those things you simply have to learn by doing. Then I share with you what no one ever seems to mention (at least until you become a parent) but that you definitely need to know—my attempt to put down on paper some of the things I’ve learned over the course of my parenting career. Next, I discuss what’s involved in mastering the fine art of co-parenting—sharing parenting responsibilities with another human being. Then, I focus on the importance of investing in your relationship with your child’s other parent—assuming, of course, that you still have a relationship with this person—even including how you can keep the sizzle in your sex life after you have kids. (Bet you didn’t realize that this was going to turn out to be such a steamy read! And to think my publisher slapped such a respectable-looking cover on the book!) Finally, I wrap up the chapter by talking about why it’s so important to ensure that you meet your own needs while you’re raising a family. As they like to say on airplanes, “Put on your own oxygen mask first.”

Why no one tells you how tough it is to be a parent

SO WHAT IS it that makes it so difficult for us to talk about the experience of being a parent—particularly the low points? (The high points, after all, inevitably find their way into Hallmark cards, Bell Canada commercials, and other pop culture outtakes. It’s the low points that we seem to want to kick under the carpet.)

I think that a couple of things discourage us from being forthcoming about what parenthood is all about. For one thing, we all tend to suffer from parental amnesia: a condition that sets in as whatever childrearing crisis you were dealing with last month or last year recedes farther and farther into the parenting fog. I also think that our society fosters a well-meaning desire to save other parents some unnecessary worry. (Who knows? They may luck out and end up with the world’s first truly trouble-free adolescent, so why should you burden them with all the hair-raising tales of the latest exploits of your little darling?) And then, of course, there’s a slightly more selfish reason for holding our parenting cards close to our chests: we don’t want to admit that we haven’t quite got our act together on the parenting front.

You see, while most of us are happy to admit that dishes sit unwashed in the kitchen sink or that we had to forage around inside the clothes dryer in order to find a clean bra to put on this morning, we’re reluctant to turn to others in our lives for support if our nine-year-old is acting like a bully at school or our sixteen-year-old is experimenting with sex and drugs. The June Cleavers of the world may have managed to escape from the kitchen and allow themselves to break free from the pressure to play the role of “the perfect housewife,” but it may be another few decades before we learn how to let go of the pressure to be “the perfect mother”—the most impossible role of all.

What no one ever tells you until you become a parent—but that you definitely need to know

If Leo Tolstoy were a modern-day self-help book writer, he no doubt would have rewritten the opening line of Anna Karenina like this: “Every family is dysfunctional in its own way.”

That may be true, but we can still learn a lot from the experiences of other parents. There have been countless times in my life when I have thought to myself, “I wish someone had told me it would be like this”—most notably during the extreme culture shock associated with becoming a parent for the first time and upon becoming the parent of an adolescent for the first time. (For those of you who haven’t experienced the latter yet, let me give you a quick heads up—it’s kind of like postpartum times 10,000.)

While I don’t pretend to have all the answers (please see my repeated disclaimers in the introduction and elsewhere in this chapter!), I feel that I owe it to the universe to put down on paper the few things I have managed to learn about parenting as a result of raising four children over the course of the past fifteen years. (Just think of the number of “parent hours” I’ve clocked during that time!)

I’m not promising that these are the most profound things you’re ever going to read on the subject of parenting. In fact, I can pretty much guarantee that they’re not! But I hope you’ll gain at least a few insights from reading my thoughts on the subject.

Anyway, here are 10 things that no one ever tells you about becoming a parent, but that you definitely need to know:

1. There’s no job description for the job of parent. Can you imagine agreeing to take on a job for which there was no job description, no orientation program, no training program, no performance review process—in other words, none of the usual bells and whistles we’ve come to expect in a typical employment situation? That’s what parenting is like. It’s the ultimate fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants experience. Until you’re on the job, you have no idea what the job involves or how difficult it really is, which explains, I suppose, why so many of us end up applying for the job in the first place!

2. There’s no such thing as “the perfect age.” You often hear parents talk about how much they are looking forward to their kids reaching such-and-such an age because it’s “the perfect age.” Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but there is no such thing. Every age comes with its own unique mix of joys and challenges. Cathy, a 37-year-old mother of two, agrees with me on this point: “I used to wish that my kids were older, thinking that it would get easier once they reached a different stage. I’ve stopped doing that because I now realize that it’s all challenging, and you’ve just got to concentrate on whatever stage you’re dealing with right now. This too shall pass, and then another complicated stage will kick in!”

3. Nothing about parenting happens in a predictable, linear fashion. If there’s a Murphy’s Law of Parenthood, it goes something like this: The more convinced you are that you’ve finally gotten through a rough stage with your child, the greater the likelihood that your child will immediately take three steps backwards. (Ah, how much easier life would be if children were programmed to make constant movement forward, like little wind-up robots. Never mind the fact it would be supremely boring, of course; we’re talking about efficiency here, ladies and gentlemen!) As any veteran parent can tell you, it’s a case of two steps forward and one step back whenever a child is attempting to master a new skill. I’ve also noticed that certain behaviours can return years after the fact. The whining and temper tantrums that were so common during the toddler years can make themselves felt again during the preteen years. And there are days when I swear my daughter’s infant colic has come back to haunt us again, some 15 years after the fact!

4. The experts don’t have all the answers. Now that may sound like blasphemy coming from the lips of a parenting book author, but I’ve hung out with enough emperors to know that a lot of them don’t own any clothes. (And, just in case you’re wondering, I certainly don’t pretend to have a particularly extensive wardrobe myself!) Part of the problem, of course, is that the parenting experts rarely agree about anything. Put an attachment-parenting guru next to an advocate of tough love on a TV talk show and you’re likely to see a fist fight break out during commercial breaks (or maybe before the commercial breaks)! The net result for parents, unfortunately, is information overload and an unwillingness to trust our own parenting instincts—a point that Sarah Hampson hammered home in an article entitled “The Doting Game” in the December 2002 issue of Chatelaine: “In some ways, we know too much about parenting. While our parents’ generation had only Benjamin Spock to guide them, we have gazillions of parenting experts throwing tidbits of advice at us, like toddlers in their high chairs who turf toys just to see if we’ll retrieve them. And we do. But in an odd way, we’re also on our own. After all, those experts can’t all be right. Still, we’re so busy looking for the ‘real’ expert that we ignore one closer to home: our inner expert.”

5. Parenting in the real world is a whole lot messier than parenting on TV. (Unless, of course, you happen to tune into Malcolm in the Middle.) “The media paints a much rosier picture of what parenting is all about,” says Stephanie, a 30-year-old mother of one. “Take sitcoms that revolve around families, for example. The issues that they deal with are always watered down and the solutions always come so easily. The parents’ reactions are always terribly politically correct and usually nothing even close to reality.” And the fact that the parenting issue of the day can be solved in 30 minutes or less only adds insult to injury. Unless you happen to be raising a tribe of Walton or Cosby clones, you’re unlikely to be able to pull that off in the real world!

6. Parenthood is a long-term project. You have to wait for the final payoff. The ultimate reward for any parent—successfully raising a happy, healthy child to adulthood—is many years in the making. What’s required in the meantime is a huge leap of faith that things will turn out as they should. “It would be great to be able to look inside a crystal ball and know that everything you are doing as a parent will work out in the end,” says Cindy, a 32-year-old mother of three. “It can be difficult to make decisions for your children now without knowing what the future may hold.”

7. Parenting can be hell on your self-esteem. “My confidence in my parenting abilities definitely ebbs and flows,” confesses Tracie, a 27-year-old mother of two. “Some days I wonder how anyone can let me be a parent: my house is a disaster, my child is not listening and is being cranky, and I’m yelling. And then, other days, we have a really good time doing something together and I am really amazed at just how much my son knows and is learning, and I take a moment to pat myself on the back for the part I have had to play in that. Knowing that he is happy, confident, and secure makes me realize that I must be doing something right. Still, I would have to say that parenting can be hell on your self-esteem!”

8. Kids force you to confront any “stuff” that you may have tried to bury underneath the carpet. And if you try to ignore the stuff that’s hidden under the carpet, you’re likely to trip over it and fall flat on your face. “Kids will make you love them in a way you never thought possible,” writes Harriet Lerner in The Mother Dance: How Children Change Your Life. “They will also confront you with all the painful and unsavory emotions that humans put so much energy into trying to avoid. Children will teach you about yourself and what it’s like not to be up to the most important responsibility you’ll ever have. They’ll teach you that you are capable of deep compassion and also that you are definitely not the nice, calm, competent, clear-thinking, highly evolved person you fancied yourself to be before you become a mother.”
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“I continually second-guess myself regarding my parenting abilities. I hate being the mean dad. I hate having to uphold the rules. I have a habit of asking the girls the same set of questions at the end of every weekend I have them: ‘Did you enjoy yourself?’ ‘What did you like most about the weekend?’ ‘What did you like least?’ and ‘If you could have done something different, what would it have been?’ The girls—who are ten and eight—look at me like I have two heads, like, ‘Come on, Dad, we are just kids. We played and had fun. Let it go. Don’t psychoanalyze us!’ I feel that I am stressing them out at times. Other times, they will come up and give me a hug for no reason at all and I feel like I am king of the world.”

—Ed, 36, father of two
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“Motherhood [is] like some kind of delicate juggling act where sometimes you have all the balls in the air and can do cartwheels without missing a toss. Then the next moment everything comes crashing down around you and it turns out you were juggling eggs and one has landed on your head and the rest are splattered all over the floor…. There are good mommy moments and bad mommy moments. And if you’re lucky, your child’s college tuition will still cost more than his therapy bills.”

—Celina Ottaway, “Bad mommy days can pack quite a punch,” The Times Union of Albany, New York, September 15, 2002



9. Nothing can prepare you for the depth of the love you will feel for your child. And now we come to the final truth about parenting: life doesn’t get any better than this. “No matter how much other people, even those you trust, tell you about parenting, I don’t think anything can fully prepare you for the love you will feel for your child,” says Stephanie, a 30-year-old mother of one. “The emotions are so strong and so intense that you cannot imagine them until you experience them for yourself.”

10. The physical demands of parenting are the easy part. It’s the emotional demands that practically sink you. A dear friend of mine is due to give birth to her first child any day now. I haven’t had the heart to tell her that the aches and pains of pregnancy and childbirth are just the beginning of the pain that she can expect to experience during the next 18 years and beyond. (What can I say? I just can’t stand to make a pregnant woman cry!) It’s watching your child experience the emotional bumps and bruises of life that really hurts, insists Chonee, a 38-year-old mother of three: “The most challenging thing about being a parent is not being able to make every hurt go away. Not being able to protect them from the cruelty of society. Having to explain what ‘war’ means and why they are hearing about it—and why some person would fly a plane into a building. Not being able to protect them from mean kids who use foul language. Not being able to explain why some foolish parent thought it would be okay to invite only half the boys in the class to a birthday party—and having to watch the other four boys with tears in their eyes. Not being able to hold my kids when they fall down at school or protect them when they get yelled at by some angry adult. I could go on and on. But I think I find it most difficult to watch my children’s innocence being watered down by society. The earaches, stomach aches, and cutting teeth I can handle.”

That was then, this is now

Don’t expect to be able to pick up the same well-worn copy of Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care that served your parents well during the 1960s. The world that you’re raising your kids in today is very different than the world you grew up in just a generation ago. Here’s a quick snapshot of how the world of parenting has changed over the course of the past generation, for better and for worse:

• Our ideas about what it means to be a good parent have evolved considerably. The current generation of parents is playing a more active role in their children’s lives than previous generations of parents had the time or the inclination to do. And all that quality time spent at the dinner table and in front of the basketball hoop seems to be paying off. A survey conducted by Parenting magazine in 2002 found that 95% of parents believe that their kids feel at least as loved or more loved than they themselves did during their own growing-up years; while 57% of parents report that they are more affectionate and involved than their own parents were when they were children. Unfortunately, there’s a downside to all this (hyper)involvement and navel-gazing: we’ve massively raised the bar when it comes to defining what it means to be a good parent. It’s no longer enough to keep your children healthy and safe and to feed them reasonably nutritious food: now you’re expected to read up on all aspects of child development so that you can ensure that your child is exposed to the appropriate stimuli during the key developmental periods, to arrange for your child to participate in a playgroup from birth onwards so that her social skills don’t lag behind those of her peers, to ensure that your child’s evenings and weekends are programmed with activities designed to promote cultural and/or scientific literacy, and—of course—to compete in the mommy world’s equivalent of the Olympic Trials each October by designing the ultimate hand-sewn Halloween costume. Frankly, it’s enough to make even Supermom want to wave the white flag!
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Sociologists feel that part of what’s fuelling the current outbreak of parenting angst is the fact that we are having fewer children than ever before—something that leaves us all too aware that we only have one or two kicks at the proverbial parenting can. While back in 1901, a typical Canadian woman could expect to give birth to 4.6 children over the course of her lifetime, by 1997, that number had declined to just 1.6 children.



• Our discipline techniques have become much more child-friendly. In general, our ideas about discipline have evolved right along with our parenting philosophies. Gone are the days when the primary discipline tool a frustrated mother had at her disposal was a veiled threat to “just wait until your father gets home!” For the most part, parents these days are trying to motivate their children with love, not fear. While beating children in the name of discipline was never a good thing for parents or kids (despite what some members of the older generation may have you believe!), such great shifts in parenting philosophies inevitably result in a few growing pains. Like it or not, we’re guinea pigs when it comes to disciplining our kids. Now that the previous discipline playbook has been yanked from the game (you know, the playbook that said “hit first, ask questions later”), we’re having to come up with a whole new discipline playbook. I predict that the next generation of parents (our kids) will benefit hugely by analyzing the mistakes our generation of parents has made when it comes to disciplining—or not disciplining—our kids. And just think of the great material that sitcom writers will have to draw upon when they choose to put the current generation of parents under the microscope in 2020. (Talk about 2020 hindsight….)

• Parents are facing a chronic time crunch. According to Statistics Canada, approximately 75% of parents with children under the age of 15 feel that weekdays are too short to accomplish everything that needs to be accomplished. (I don’t know about you, but I want to know how the other 25% are getting it all done.) “Families are facing unprecedented demands in their time use,” noted University of Guelph sociologist Kerry Daly in a recent article in The Vanier Institute of the Family’s Contemporary Family Trends. “They are both caught by, and contribute to, a busyness that only seems to intensify.” Barbara Kantrowitz and Pat Wingert were even more pointed in a recent article in Newsweek when they described the time crunch that parents face: “Raising kids today is like competing in a triathlon with no finish line in sight.”
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A study conducted in 2002 by the U.S. non-profit think tank Public Agenda revealed that 76% of American parents feel that being a parent today is a lot tougher than it was a generation ago.



• The dual income family has become the new norm. According to Statistics Canada, only one-quarter of families with children under the age of 16 fit the traditional Leave it to Beaver stereotype in which mom stays home and dad goes to work. The dual-income family has become the new norm. This represents a seismic shift over the course of a single generation and goes a long way toward explaining why we’re still experiencing some sizable aftershocks. While just 36% of families with children under the age of 16 had both parents in the workforce back in 1976, 62% of such families do today.

• Working non-standard hours is becoming much more common. According to Human Resources Development Canada, 45% of dual-income couples with children under the age of 15 include at least one partner who works a non-day shift. While working opposite shifts can eliminate child-care headaches for some working couples, it can make it difficult for couples to discuss parenting concerns, to parent as a team (as opposed to operating as two solo acts), and to stay connected.

• A significant number of Canadian children are growing up in households headed by a single parent. According to Statistics Canada, approximately one-third of marriages end in divorce. And if you factor in the number of common-law relationships that end in a breakup, the percentage of single-parent households jumps to nearly 50%.

• The world today seems like a scarier place than the world we grew up in. Over 80% of parents surveyed by Today’s Parent magazine in 2002 believe that there are a lot more dangers for kids today than there were when they were kids. They don’t feel confident allowing their kids to roam the neighbourhood as freely as they did during their own growing-up years. “The world is very different than the one that I grew up in, and I’m not that old,” says Jennifer, a 29-year-old mother of three. “I find it very sad that my children will never be able to experience some of the carefree experiences that I did, just because of the kind of world they will grow up in.” The net result, according to many child development experts, is that children today have fewer opportunities for unstructured outdoor play—the very stuff of which our own childhoods were made. While it’s only natural to want to protect your child from unnecessary harm, it’s easy to fall into the trap of being an overprotective parent—to become an “uber parent” or “smother mother” (to pick up on some of the current lingo). If all your parenting decisions are made on a worst-case scenario basis and you’re constantly attempting to quarantine your child against danger, it could be that you’re approaching this parenting thing with more paranoia than prudence. (Note: In Chapter 12, I discuss strategies for balancing your need to keep your child safe against your desire to allow your child to enjoy a certain degree of freedom.)
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Between 1976 and 1999, the percentage of employed Canadian women with children under the age of 16 grew from 39% to 71%.
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Feel like your to-do list is growing longer by the day? You’re certainly in good company. Statistics Canada’s 1998 General Social Survey found that parents between the ages of 25 and 44 are the most time-stressed Canadians. And, not surprisingly, parents who are most ready to wave the white flag are parents who also hold down full-time jobs. The study found that 38% of single mothers, 38% of married mothers, and 26% of married fathers who are employed full-time describe themselves as experiencing severe time stress in their lives.



• Parents feel like they are constantly trying to ward off the negative influences of popular culture. A 2002 study conducted by the U.S. non-profit think tank Public Agenda revealed that 47% of American parents are concerned about the negative effects of popular culture on their children. (“Soon they’ll be killing people on the cooking channel,” said one of the fathers interviewed for the study.) Of course, it’s not just television that’s got parents up in arms: studies have shown that video games, DVDs, music videos, and the Internet are all doing their part to cause sex, violence, and other inappropriate material to show up on the radar screens of increasingly younger children. (Note: In Chapter 2, I take a look at some strategies for fighting back against the negative influences of popular culture.)

• Kids aren’t leaving home the way they used to—or sometimes even at all. If you’re thinking of parenting as an 18-year commitment, you may want to rethink your timeline. Kids aren’t exiting the family nest in quite the same way that they used to—and, even when they do leave home, the odds are pretty good that they’ll make like Canada geese and return to their traditional nesting ground. According to Statistics Canada, in 1996, 23% of young women and 33% of young men between the ages of 20 and 34 were living with their parents—a significant increase over the 15% of young women and 26% of young men in the same age group who were living at home in 1981. This means that your parenting “career” may not necessarily end the day your children head off to college or university. You may have to psych yourself up for a second or subsequent wave of parenting challenges. (This parenting marathon is starting to sound more like an Ironman distance triathlon, now isn’t it?!!)
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“The world has become such a dangerous place. It seems that there is so much more to be afraid of than when we were kids. Finding the balance between vigilance and overprotectiveness has been very difficult, but I try to give my children as much space and freedom as I can because I want them to be able to live their lives fully. I don’t want them to grow up to be adults who are fearful of what the world has to offer.”

—Karen, 34, mother of three



You’d think, given all the challenges that modern-day parents can expect to face, that prospective parents would be stampeding to the doctor’s office in search of fail-safe birth control. Well, either hope springs eternal or we’re gluttons for punishment: according to Statistics Canada, 96% of Canadian women in their 20s and 94% of Canadian men the same age report that they hope to have at least one child. Oh, baby!

United we stand, divided we fall

DIVIDE AND CONQUER is a proven military strategy. It also works well in the world of business—in any negotiating situation, in fact. So if you share parenting duties with someone else, don’t leave yourself vulnerable to the old divide-and-conquer ploy. Otherwise, you stand to lose big the next time your kid decides to play hardball. Here are some tips to keep in mind when it comes to mastering the fine art of co-parenting:

• Accept the inevitability of parenting disagreements. You and your partner are unlikely to see eye-to-eye on every conceivable parenting issue. After all, you’re two entirely different people. While you’ll probably find that most of your parenting conflicts are relatively easy to resolve—for example, for the sheer sake of marital harmony, you may be able to live with the fact that your partner lets the kids eat chocolate chip cookies for breakfast occasionally—other conflicts may be a bit trickier to resolve, particularly if those differences come down to a fundamental difference in parenting styles. In this case, some heavy-duty backroom negotiations may be in order so that you can present a united front to the kids.
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“Always back each other up in front of the kids. Present a united front even if you disagree with your partner on a particular issue; you can discuss it at a later time when the other kids aren’t around. If they think they can play one parent off against the other, your battleship is sunk! And it is a battle—a battle of wits. But we can win if we stick together.”

—Mary, 36, mother of three



• Keep it private. If you and your partner have some fundamental differences of opinion on how certain types of parenting situations should be handled, try to work out those differences in private. If you find that you disagree more than you agree, you may want to consider taking a parenting course together or working with a marriage and family counsellor to try to identify some parenting common ground and to find out if some unrelated issues may be causing problems in your marital relationship. Remember to treat your partner with respect as you attempt to work through these difficulties. It’s important not to allow any marital problems the two of you may be experiencing to affect the quality of your parenting decisions.

• Don’t let your kids get away with playing one parent against the other. If your six-year-old daughter tries to tell you that her father told her she could have ice cream for breakfast, attempt to verify that claim. If your partner is unavailable, you get to make the call on this particular nutrition issue. If she happens to do such a great acting job that you buy her story, hook, line, and sinker, then you’ll definitely want to call her on her deception and ensure that there’s some sort of consequence for her actions (for example, you may decide to implement a rule that says that if you can’t check out any future stories with her father, she will have to wait until he gets home so that her claims can be verified).
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“Children have built-in radar. (Just ask any parent who has ever tried to enjoy an intimate moment alone!) They can and will attempt to divide and conquer if they sense a division within the parenting ranks. This is why you have to discuss any and all parenting conflicts privately with your partner.”

—Karen, 34, mother of three
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“As silly as it sounds, my husband and I have become quite fluent in speaking Pig Latin, so if we have to have a conversation about a parenting issue when the kids are present—in the car, for example—then we can speak without having to worry about them knowing what we are saying. It has worked out great for us and will until they learn how to speak it!”

—Sandi, 32, mother of two



• Identify your areas of strength and divvy up the parenting duties accordingly. If your partner has a real knack for getting the kids to settle down at bedtime, you may want to put him on permanent pyjama duty. Likewise, if your partner is totally hopeless at getting the kids to clean their rooms—largely, you suspect, because he never actually learned how to clean his own!—you may want to assume responsibility for conducting room inspection. Just make sure that you balance out the fun jobs and not-so-fun jobs. This is one situation where the “good cop, bad cop” routine doesn’t play out well at all.

• Know when it is—and isn’t—okay to encroach on the other parent’s turf. It’s not fair for one parent to barge into a parent-child conflict and side with the child—nor is it acceptable for a parent to override the other parent’s rules just because that parent happens to be out of earshot. Both of these manoeuvres can seriously undercut the authority of the other parent. If you totally disagree with the way your partner is handling a particular parenting issue, call a parenting timeout and discuss the issue out of earshot of the kids. Or better yet, wait until cooler heads prevail and discuss the issue calmly over a cup of coffee. The only time you should intervene immediately is if your partner is being abusive to your child. Obviously, you wouldn’t want to let that kind of behaviour go unchecked.

• Give ’em a break. Wherever possible, give your partner the benefit of the doubt if he seems to be having a bad day on the parenting front. We all have days when we are less patient, less creative, and less forgiving than we’d like to be with our kids. Before you start getting on your partner’s case in a major way, cut him a bit of slack. Assuming this is just a temporary misstep, chances are he’ll find his parenting groove again before you know it.

• A compliment can be a parent’s best friend. Be generous with the praise when your partner handles an especially challenging parenting situation with particular finesse. Parents don’t get enough accolades from society in general, so make sure you hand out plenty at home.

• Keep your eyes on the prize. Bear in mind that—day-to-day differences aside—you both have the same long-term goal in mind: raising a happy, healthy child. As Maria, a 34-year-old mother of three puts it, “I think it’s important to remind yourself that you are on the same team.”

Note: You will find additional tips on parenting, particularly related to parenting after separation and divorce, in Chapter 6.
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“The family is probably the most complex organization that exists. You’ve got a minister of justice, a minister of recreation, a minister of food, and a minister of education.”

—York University psychologist Harold Minden, quoted in an article in the October 1999 issue of Today’s Parent



Childproofing your relationship with your partner

IT’S EASY TO lose touch with your partner when you’re busy raising a family. There are, after all, a million-and-one other demands on your time. The situation tends to be particularly challenging for dual-income families, who often end up sacrificing time for one another and for themselves, notes sociologist Kerry Daly of the University of Guelph: “In the ‘time triage’ of dual-earner families, kids are the first order,” he recently told Maclean’s magazine.

It’s important to take drastic steps to prevent couple time from falling off the radar. Rather than thinking of the time you spend with your partner as a luxury the two of you simply can’t afford to indulge in at this point in your lives, try to think of it as a necessity the two of you can’t afford to live without, suggests Elouise, a 33-year-old mother of two. “If you don’t take time for your marriage, no one else will. Your husband will be living with you longer than your children (hopefully!), so it is worth the investment to make it a good relationship. Besides, it provides good modelling for the kids on how to treat someone with love, respect, and intimacy.”

Lisa, a 37-year-old mother of two, agrees that parents need to give themselves permission to make their marriage a priority. Like Elouise, she finds it tough to find the time to invest in her relationship with her partner, but she sincerely believes that the entire family functions better when she and her husband are feeling connected: “My husband and I both strongly believe that a good relationship between the two of us lays the necessary groundwork for a good family,” she explains. “When we feel disconnected from each other, everything goes less well: we have less patience and tolerance for the chaos, we find ourselves yelling at the kids more, and we just generally feel miserable. When we stay connected to one another and remember what made us decide to have kids—we love each other and wanted to have a family together—everything else goes more smoothly.”

Of course, even if you know exactly what you should be doing, it’s easy to let the kids and the countless items on your to-do list come between you and your partner: “My husband and I spend so much time just trying to survive the day-to-day work of holding down full-time jobs, keeping up with the household chores, spending quality time with the kids, and so on, that a lot of our personal time has gone out the window,” confesses one mother of three. “I have seen the negative effects this has had on our relationship. It is tough. In fact, I have thought about leaving because of it. You start to feel like roommates who only have one thing in common: three kids! It also becomes difficult to see the light at the end of the tunnel. And all the things I know we should be doing—making dates with one another and setting aside couple time—are good in theory, but hard to do in practice, especially since my husband works shift and we don’t have a lot of time together. I guess what I’m saying is that the status quo is not ideal, but it is working for now. It will not be like this forever, but I know we do have to make more time for each other if we’re going to make this relationship work.”
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“Our relationship has turned into more of a medical practice than a marriage. Our marriage has suffered greatly because of the many medical needs of our children, but we try to talk things through—to tell one another what we are feeling and why. Nothing is ever completely resolved between us, unfortunately: there is no time. But we try to respect one another and our struggles.”

—A mother of five



Stealing moments away with your partner

Since pre-existing problems in the relationship can lead to conflicts on the parenting front, which, in turn, can lead to further problems in the relationship, it’s important for parents to check in with one another on a regular basis. Try to find at least a few minutes a day to touch base over a cup of coffee or via e-mail—whatever it takes to hold you over until you can have a more detailed heart-to-heart. If you’re struggling to find time for that heart-to-heart chat, you may want to try one or more of the following:

• Meet your partner for lunch during the day once a month. If you’re at home with your kids during the day, arrange a child-care swap with another mom so that she can “do lunch” with her partner on a different day.

• Carry on a conversation via e-mail. Just make sure that you don’t let the conversation stray into overly steamy territory if you or your partner are e-mailing each other at work: you’d hate to inadvertently violate your companies’ no smut policies!

• Put on a video for the kids after dinner and then retreat to your bedroom for coffee and conversation. Depending on the ages of your kids, you may have to do periodic spot checks to make sure that the kids are staying out of mischief, but you should at least be able to speak in full sentences between interruptions!


[image: ] MOTHER WISDOM

Sign up for your phone company’s call display feature so that you and your partner can ignore all but the most urgent telephone calls when you’re enjoying some couple time together in the evening. You’ll also find that the same phone feature can reap big dividends at family mealtimes. You’ll no longer have to put up with having your dinner interrupted by a carpet cleaning company or that kid in your neighbourhood who insists on calling at least 10 times a day.



• Send the kids to bed early. Hint: ignore the phone so that you don’t miss out on this special time together if your super chatty girlfriend happens to call for a late-night yak.

• Go for a Sunday afternoon drive. With any luck, the kids will fall asleep and you’ll be able to have an uninterrupted tête-à-tête.

• Go for a family walk in the woods. Let the kids run just far enough ahead so that they’re out of earshot and you’ll have yet another chance to touch base with one another.

• Hire a babysitter or swap childcare with another family so that you can enjoy an evening or weekend away.

Of course, this list is just the tip of the iceberg in terms of what’s possible. If you talk to other parents you know, you’re bound to hear some pretty amazing stories about the lengths to which other parents have gone in order to keep their relationships on track—staying up all night to talk even though they both had to go to work the next morning or leaving love notes for one another on the door of the microwave oven because that’s the only surface in the entire kitchen that’s not buried in a sea of kid-related clutter. It may not be easy to keep the home fires burning when you’ve got a houseful of children, but it definitely can be done. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.
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According to John Gottman, Ph.D., author of Why Marriages Succeed or Fail, couples typically experience eight times as much conflict after the birth of their first child as they did before. What’s more, two-thirds of couples report a notable drop in marital satisfaction after becoming parents. By the way, don’t assume that if you fumbled your way through the post-baby haze following the birth of baby number one that your marriage is in the clear. Sometimes it’s the birth of a second or subsequent child that brings hidden marital conflicts to the surface.



Keeping the sizzle in your sex life

No discussion of staying connected as a couple would be complete without at least a quick mention of what parents can do to keep sex from falling off the radar screen for weeks—even months—at a time. While there will be times when sex has to take a back seat to whatever else happens to be going on in your life, it’s important to ensure that your sex life’s disappearing act is a temporary, and not a permanent, state of affairs.

Here are some practical tips from real moms and dads on keeping the sizzle in your sex life while you’re raising a family:

• Remind yourself that sex starts outside the bedroom. “In order to stay connected sexually, you have to stay connected emotionally and mentally,” says one mom of three. “That’s really at the root of it all. Once you stop talking, you stop doing everything else. Stay interested in each other’s day-to-day stuff, hug and kiss often, and remember that small, loving gestures like a simple touch on the hand or shoulder really help a couple to stay connected, even without words. If you stay connected emotionally and mentally, then the physical comes along for the ride!”

• State the obvious. If your partner has not yet made the connection between how you’re feeling about the way he is dealing with issues involving the kids and the likelihood that he’s ever going to have sex again during this lifetime, do him a favour and point out the link. Better yet, hand him a copy of the June 2002 issue of the Journal of Family Psychology that talks about just how emotionally disconnected women feel to their partners when the two of them don’t see eye-to-eye on parenting issues. Dads don’t experience this phenomenon to the same degree as moms, so they’re often puzzled to discover that a disagreement over a childrearing issue can lead to the big chill in the bedroom. So don’t assume he’s being an insensitive swine because he’s giving you lustful looks a mere half-hour after the two of you had a major disagreement over a child discipline issue. He may not realize that sex has completely fallen off your radar screen for the time being. (“There’s no sex if mom doesn’t feel connected to dad, even if dad believes it would bridge that gap!” according to one mother of two.)

• Stockpile sleep whenever the opportunity presents itself. After all, it’s pretty hard to feel romantic if you can barely stay awake past the kids’ bedtimes, and your partner isn’t going to feel terribly confident in his sexual prowess if you inevitably head off to dreamland midway through each romantic encounter.

• Give your body a workout outside the bedroom, too. The endorphins that are released during exercise boost your energy level, improve your mood, and can even help to jump-start your libido. You’re also bound to feel better about your body—something that can’t help but reap tremendous dividends in the bedroom.
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“By the end of the day, we’re both pretty tired, but I think it’s very important to stay connected sexually, whether you’re tired or not. If being tired was our reason for not having sex, then we’d never have it. Ever!”

—Mother of three



• Allow for some decompression time before you hop in the sack. Whether it’s taking 20 minutes to soak in the tub so that you can make the transition from being someone’s mommy to someone’s lover or simply heading up to bed a half-hour ahead of your partner so that you have some time to read a novel in bed alone, you’re much more likely to be receptive to your partner’s sexual overtures if you’ve had a little time to yourself.

• Off-load some of your responsibilities. Don’t be afraid to ask for help if you’re feeling overwhelmed by all the other demands in your life. Martyrs don’t make very good lovers. Pent up resentment is, after all, the sexual equivalent of a cold shower!

• Don’t stick one partner with the job of always having to be the one to initiate sex. According to Anne Semans and Cathy Winks, co-authors of The Mother’s Guide to Sex, there’s no surer way to get stuck in a sexual rut: “The worse-case scenario is that you get stuck in a classic initiation standoff, with one of you assuming the role of ‘insensitive horndog’ and the other assuming the role of ‘frigid wet blanket.’”

• Retrace the steps of your wayward libido. If your sexual passion has gone AWOL, realize that you may have to play an active role in bringing it back home. Don’t expect your partner or your fairy godmother to do your sexual homework for you. “If your libido has taken a hike, you don’t have to sit and wait for it to come back into view over the horizon,” note Semans and Winks. “You can get out your sexual compass and track it down.”

• You may never see another perfectly passionate moment. Don’t hold off on having sex until the perfect moment—a day when you’re feeling totally rested, and totally in the mood. If you hold out for the perfect moment, you may find yourself settling for abstinence instead. Besides, it’s amazing how quickly your energy level and libido will pick up as you get into the swing of things. So rather than postponing your moment of passion until you’ve got ideal weather conditions on the passion front, go with the conditions you’ve got. “Sometimes you have to take a lesson from Nike and ‘Just do it,’“ insists one mother of two. “I find that once you get started, the mood always comes back.”
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“I found after the birth of my first child that my sex drive dipped below the freezing mark. Right or wrong, I have chosen to keep that fact from my husband. I don’t think there is anything to be gained from full disclosure. Until that happens, I’ll keep on re-creating the restaurant scene from When Harry Met Sally and letting him think I’m having as good a time as he is in bed. Either my sex drive will return in time or I’ll be nominated for an Oscar!”

—Mother of two



• Scheduled or not, it’s still sex. Abandon that crazy notion that says that scheduled sex is less satisfying than spontaneous sex—but, on the other hand, be prepared to seize the moment if opportunity comes a-knockin’ on your door. “One time, the older kids had gone inside to watch a movie and the babies had fallen asleep in their car seats,” recalls one mom of six. “So we opened up the van and were going to pull weeds in the garden as it is right beside where the van is parked. Well, let’s just say the weeds didn’t get pulled that day.” Or, even if you’re sure that you don’t have time, find ways to fit sex into your busy schedule. “A five-minute quickie in the shower can be great!” says one mom of two.

• Prevent—not pardon—the interruption. If your fear of being interrupted is cramping your lovemaking style, put a lock on the door of the room where you have sex—be it your bedroom or (in the case of families who are co-sleeping) some other corner of the house that you turn into your after-hours love nest! Your odds of being able to relax enough to enjoy some truly mind-blowing sex are pretty much slim-to-none if you’re constantly listening for the pitter-patter of little feet.

• Play it cool when you are interrupted. Don’t assume you’ve scarred your children for life if they do happen to catch you in a—ahem—compromising position. Your reaction to their impromptu visit is more important than whether or not they actually managed to catch a bit of risqué bedroom action. If you shriek and carry on about how disgusting it is that they caught you prancing around in the nude, you’ve pretty much guaranteed a therapist a steady stream of work for years to come. On the other hand, if you take a more matter-of-fact approach to the interruption and give your kids the message that sex is a natural, healthy activity between consenting adults and nothing to be ashamed of, you don’t have to worry about the psychological effects of their badly timed middle-of-the-night visit.
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“Let’s put it this way: if we wanted to use the ‘withdrawal’ method of birth control, we’d be total pros by now! I can’t tell you how many times one or both of us have gone, ahem, unfulfilled because of an interruption. We’ve tried having sex when we thought they were playing at the neighbours—only to be interrupted. Now we put on a movie or make them clean up the mess in the basement. Then we know we’re safe for a few minutes at least. It’s hard for me as I never get to climax. I only get to when we are either out of the country without them or they are at least a 10-minute or more drive away. And even those times, it’s hard as I just keep expecting to hear one of them coming up the stairs.”

—Mom of three



• Schedule the odd mini-vacation without the kids. Even just a single night away may be all that it takes to recharge your sexual batteries. If you can’t get away, take a vacation at home by having sex in a place other than your bedroom, suggests one mom of six: “We co-sleep with our two youngest children. This has made our sex life more interesting in a way. Before, the bed was so convenient. It’s not as convenient with a sleepy baby or two in it. But boy is it romantic in front of the woodstove with candles and soft music! There are a couple of comfy chairs in our bedroom that work nicely. And the shower is a nice rendezvous location.” Of course, if you’re going to move from room to room, you’ll want to make sure that your birth control method is equally mobile. Either that, or you’ll want to follow the advice of the authors of The Mother’s Guide to Sex and stash some condoms in the various rooms of your house—and then just hope like heck that your preschooler doesn’t make a mental note of your stash and then decide to go and dig out the “extra balloons” in front of all the party guests at his next birthday party!

• Don’t be afraid to try new things if you feel like you’re getting into a sexual rut. “We shower together every morning and that sometimes leads to a morning quickie,” says one mother of one. “And, on advice from my doctor, we visited a local sex shop and picked up some edible body paints and a sex toy. The idea was just to reconnect and to add a little sizzle to our sex life. It certainly did the trick!” Being willing to experiment a little can definitely help to rekindle the flames, agrees one mother of two: “We’ve been together for 12 years and I’m learning and trying new things all the time. That’s the best thing about a long-term relationship: I trust him enough, and vice versa, to try things I might otherwise be afraid to try. And sometimes the results really do sizzle!”
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“It can be hard to find the time, energy, and inclination to remain sexually active. However, if you make the time, you will find the energy, and you will remember how much fun it is to have sex—and then you’ll be inclined to do it more often!”

—Mother of two
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“We schedule time for one another. We have to. Every once in a while, one of us will say, ‘You know, it’s been a while. How about tonight?’ Sometimes that gets us through the frustration of the bedtime routine. We know that once the kids are in bed, it will be our time. Then we lock our bedroom door, have a glass of wine, talk, and enjoy one another.”

—Mother of five



• Reap what you sow. Realize that the effort you put into maintaining or rebuilding your sex life will reap dividends in other parts of your relationship. “Don’t tell anyone, but hub and I are just as hot now as when we first met,” confesses one mother of four. “We are fortunate that he works shift work, two of our children are in school, and the other two take afternoon naps at the same time. We make time for each other. Sometimes mid-afternoon, sometimes early morning, sometimes late at night. With four children, his full-time job, my work-at-home job, our volunteer activities, and our children’s activities, we are certainly busy, but we’re never too busy for each other. Our partnership is the reason we are a family and we do everything we can to protect it.”

Safety valves, safety nets, and other parenting tricks of the trade

JUST AS IT’S important to invest in your relationship with your partner during your children’s growing-up years, it’s also important to invest in yourself. Consider what Perri Klass, M.D., had to say on the subject in a recent issue of Parenting magazine: “It’s a funny paradox. A child should be at the center of your universe—and yet, all should not revolve around that child…. If you keep an eye out for the occasional fun, child-centered weekend activity, that’s great; if you haven’t looked outside the ‘Just for Kids’ listings in your local paper in years, that’s not so great. If you’re living in a child-friendly house, you’re doing fine; if your home resembles a playground, you need to get a life.”

Not quite sure how to go about getting a life—or even holding on to the life you’ve got? Not to worry! Here’s a quick crash course:

• Don’t allow your parenting responsibilities to take over your entire life. It’s important to maintain some of your outside interests so that you don’t lose touch with the person you were before you had kids. And if that means bowing out on the odd motherhood commitment so that you can do something for yourself, sometimes that’s what you have to do. “My daughter started kindergarten this year and I was encouraged to join the school council,” recalls Lisa, a 41-year-old mother of one. “I thought this was a good idea until I found out that the school council meetings were on the same night as my monthly book club. I agonized over this decision. I really enjoy my book club meetings because they force me to read at least one book a month and I am guaranteed at least one evening a month of adult company. But what kind of a parent forgoes school council for a book club? Finally, my husband said that my daughter would benefit more from a mother who goes to book club once a month because she enjoys it than from a mother who goes to school council because she feels she has to. It’s true what they say: you can’t be good to your children unless you are good to yourself.”

• Be conscious of what else is creeping on to your to-do list. Setting aside a day of your life to help out on a school field trip or to make a bunch of cookies for the annual bake sale could very well prove to be the proverbial straw that breaks the camel’s back, so make sure you’ve got it in you to do this before you say yes. And if you can’t quite muster up the guts to say an outright, “No,” at least say, “Not this year.” Oh, by the way, if you’re feeling guilty because you feel like you should be volunteering with this, that, and the next cause, you may want to consider what my ever-wise family doctor had to say on the subject when, like many mothers with young children, I found myself feeling guilty for ditching a lot of my volunteer work because I was so busy with my kids: “Parenting is volunteer work.”

• Remember the activities that work for you. Make sure that the things that will replenish your stores make it on to your calendar—and that they stay there. “It sounds crazy, but I cherish my coffees out with the girls and my runs,” says Natalie, a 32-year-old mother of two. “If you nurture yourself, you have something left to offer your family.”

• Learn how to seize the moment—literally. Rather than holding out for some far-distant day in the future when you may have the luxury of enjoying an entire day of solitude, train yourself to recharge your batteries on a day-to-day basis in bite-sized five-minute chunks of time. Whether it’s sitting down to enjoy a cup of tea while you read the newspaper or climbing into a bubble bath, it’s important to teach your kids to respect the fact that you need a few minutes to yourself everyday. While they’re very young, you may need to have someone else run interference to ensure you get that time—for example, you may have to ask your partner to stand guard at the bathroom door to handle any requests for juice or other “emergencies” that arise when you’re chin deep in bubbles!—but as your kids grow older, you can teach them to respect your need for a bit of time and space. It’s an important life lesson—learning how to respect and honour other people’s boundaries—after all.

• Don’t set the bar too high for yourself. While there’s nothing wrong with having high standards for yourself when it comes to parenting, expecting too much from yourself will increase your risk of parent burnout.

• Build your personal support group.
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