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Prologue

	As the Crow Flies

	I’m on the Amtrak from Boston to New York, fresh off the Boston Marathon. It’s the day after Patriots’ Day, 2016. I’m sore. Marathon sore. The kind where waddling feels like an Olympic event and sitting on the toilet requires strategy and upper-body strength. But it’s the good kind of sore, the kind that says: You did it.

	The Boston Marathon is the granddaddy of them all. It is the hill, pun intended, that runners, recreational or pros, are willing to die on. One of the things I love most about running is how democratic it is. I, a weekend warrior, can toe the same line as Desiree Linden, Kara Goucher or Shalane Flanagan, all because I qualified to be there. It doesn’t matter what I look like, how much I make, or what kind of gear I’ve got. What matters is that I put in the work. That I earned my spot.

	And let me tell you, 99 percent of that work happens when no one is watching. At 5 a.m. or 8 p.m., through rain, sleet, or snow. No crowds. No cowbells. No finish-line glory. You have to want it. No one is making you do this. You have no chance of winning. The victory is all inside you.

	Boston was my North Star. My dangling carrot. My ultimate finish line. I had trained for that qualifier like it was a second job, as if I needed a second job! But you couldn’t tell me I wasn’t going to make it there.

	I first learned about Boston from my earliest running partner, Lodz. She and my sister Martine worked together, and Martine casually mentioned that her sister was a runner. Lodz reached out, we met up, and that was that. An instant connection. Lodz was a fellow first-generation Haitian woman navigating two spaces that weren’t exactly built with her in mind. At that time she was working as a global health professional and getting her masters in midwifery at Columbia University and somehow also found time to train for marathons.

	We bonded quickly and started training together. I remember one day, we were doing Harlem Hill repeats, a favorite for runners chasing strength. It was February and the kind of cold winter day that finds most normal people indoors or bundled up to their eyeballs if they had to step foot outside. Our breath hung in the air like clouds and our lungs were struggling to warm up the frozen air. Somewhere between gasps, she said, “These hills will help when we qualify for Boston.”

	“Boston?” I said. “What do you mean?”

	“The Boston Marathon,” she replied. “I’m going to qualify. I want that damn jacket.”

	“There’s a jacket?”

	She laughed. “Yeah. Like the Masters. It’s a thing.”

	The only reason I even knew about the Masters was because Tiger Woods was dominating the sport at the time. But something about the way she said it—a jacket as proof of grit, as proof of passage—struck me. I was intrigued.

	“Okay,” I said. “Let’s sign up.”

	She looked at me sideways. “You have to qualify. It’s by age group. You have to hit a certain time just to register.”

	I was hooked. I didn’t even know I needed this challenge until she said it. And it sounded scary as hell, which meant I had to do it. I learned that for my age group, I would need to run the race in 3 hours 45 minutes just to qualify. Up to that point I had run one whole marathon in 5 hours and 55 minutes. What made me think I could run that distance in 2 hours and 10 minutes faster?  

	Challenge accepted. 

	Stupid? Maybe. But is there any other way to meet a challenge?

	Spoiler alert: I did it! Sure, it took me six years and 11 marathons to finally qualify but on April 18th, 2016, I turned left on Boylston Street and got my Boston.

	Riding that post-race high, I sank into the train seat, casually scrolling through emails on my phone, half-distracted. My legs were still shaking from the adrenaline, and I was savoring that unique combination of exhaustion and euphoria that only comes after crossing a finish line you've been chasing for six years.

	And then I saw it—an email from the president of Bright Horizons, the company that bought my first two childcare centers.

	The message read something like:

	“We understand you’re opening a childcare center at 99 John Street. This would be in violation of your non-compete clause, as it is too close to the nearest Bright Horizons location.”

	I didn’t even finish reading it. I immediately forwarded it to my attorney.

	She replied quickly:

	“This is absurd. They’re just trying to block you from doing business again. Don’t worry, we’ve got this.”

	Over the next few days the emails kept coming. Each one was more direct, more aggressive. What at first seemed like a bluff quickly escalated into a threat—and then a full-blown lawsuit.

	They’re suing me. Over 100 feet. Not a block. Not a building. Just 100 feet, as the crow flies.

	I remember reading that phrase and thinking, What the hell does that even mean? Turns out, it’s a legal way of measuring distance in a straight line, point to point, regardless of streets, buildings, or actual walking paths. A crow could fly it, sure. But no parent dropping off a toddler in a stroller is flying like a damn bird.

	That 100 feet became the rope they used to pull me into court and tie up my future.

	I’m in shock. My head is spinning. My phone is buzzing. I’ve got a thousand decisions to make, a new business hanging in the balance, and suddenly, the finish line I thought I crossed feels like a false summit.

	And I can’t help but ask myself: What is this really about? Is this about a contract—or about control?     

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1

	The Silence Was Wrong

	I stood in the doorway of Ms. Elsie's living room, my heart sinking as I took in the scene. Four toddlers were scattered around the alphabet carpet, but none of them were making a sound. The enormous TV dominated the wall, cartoons flickering across the screen, but even that seemed muted. And there, in the corner by the toy kitchen, sat my fifteen-month-old daughter Sophie.

	She wasn't crying. She wasn't fighting. She wasn't doing any of the things that made her Sophie. She was just sitting there, staring at nothing, her little shoulders slumped in a way that made my chest tight.

	"How was her day?" I asked Ms. Elsie, though I could already see the answer written all over my daughter's face.

	"Oh, she's fine," Ms. Elsie replied, not looking up from wiping down the coffee table. "They're all just tired. You know how it is."

	But I didn’t know how it was. I knew Sophie. And this quiet, resigned little person wasn't my child.

	This was March 2002, and I was drowning. We all were.

	My husband Robert and I were living in a cramped one-bedroom apartment in the Bronx with our three kids: Alexi, four; Chloe, two; and fifteen-month-old Sophie.

	We had a crib in our bedroom for the baby, and Robert had converted the living room into a shared bedroom for Alexi and Chloe. It was always meant to be temporary. We were looking for an apartment in Manhattan but hadn’t had much luck finding something that fit our budget. 

	Right before Chloe was born, we got it in our head that we should move out of the city like a responsible little family and settle somewhere in the suburbs like adults. When you're a young couple with a growing family, everyone has an opinion about what you should be doing. Robert's mom would call from Bermuda asking when we were going to “get the children a backyard where they can run around.” The news was full of stories about crime rates and the so-called exodus of New Yorkers to places like New Jersey or Westchester. Good school districts and outdoor spaces were all people wanted to talk to us about, and everyone had an opinion. 

	The message was clear: real families lived in houses with driveways and swing sets, not cramped city apartments where your toddler's bedroom was also the living room.

	We scraped together some savings and were lucky enough to have our parents contribute some funds towards the down payment so we could buy a loft in Jersey City. It was a beautiful loft that we nicknamed Shangri-La. It had 50-foot ceilings which I learned later were also known as cathedral ceilings. The building used to be a former Wells Fargo stable. Yep, that Wells Fargo. As part of their operations, they built this complex in 1890 in Hamilton Park, Jersey City, originally using it as stables and a storage facility for their horses and carts. It was now called the Wells Fargo Lofts. Our loft had an open floor plan with a massive living room, huge kitchen and the kind of skylight you would normally see in a church. We had two main bedrooms upstairs and a guest room with office space downstairs. But the beautiful staircase leading upstairs wasn’t at all child-friendly. The handrails had these bars big enough for a child to slip through. We had a gate at the top and bottom of the stairs but we still wrestled with the idea of closing the gaps or even replacing the stairs entirely as soon as we could afford it.

	I was about 8 ½ months pregnant with Chloe when an incident made us rethink our whole lives. I had slipped out on a quiet Saturday morning to the corner store to pick up some fresh bagels. Robert and Alexi were still sleeping upstairs. I don’t remember being out that long but Alexi woke up and heard me at the door coming back in. He got excited and yelled "Mommy!" and pushed through the gate somehow. I saw him starting to come down the stairs as I turned the entrance corner. Then he tripped. I watched in horror as he tumbled right through one of those bars to a loud thud on the ground. That was about a 7 or 8 foot drop. To this day, I think the anxiety of that day sent me into labor with Chloe. Alexi was fine. He sprained an ankle. I went into labor two days later. Robert and I both aged about 10 years.

	Three months later, I went back to work. We made the decision to sell the loft and move back into the city. Our loft sold before we could secure a place for us to move to, so we found this small apartment in the Bronx while we tried to figure out a long term home. A year later, I found out I was pregnant with Sophie, a surprise but we took it in stride. We still wanted to move back into Manhattan but decided to stay until after giving birth before we attempted another big transition.

	Finding a space in Manhattan big enough for our growing family, and still remotely affordable, proved harder than we thought. Robert was working as a public relations manager for a men’s skincare line, and I had taken on a brand new position as a chief of staff for a hedge fund manager. Between our full-time jobs and the kids, we could barely find the time to go apartment hunting. Still, we were desperate for a place to settle. The cramped living quarters started to get on our nerves.

	Parenting was equal parts improvisation and panic. We loved our kids deeply, but everything felt like a fire drill. Diapers, milk, fevers, teething. I was always on the edge of burnout. Our parenting styles were wildly different. Robert was intuitive, hands-on, playful. The designated fun parent. And I was fine with that. Lord knows you can’t have two fun parents—that would be a recipe for disaster.

	We were both dreamers, but in very different ways. Robert moved through the world with ease, like the rules didn’t apply to him, or maybe he just didn’t care if they did. I, on the other hand, lived by the checklist. Pacifier, doctor’s appointments, 401(k), sleep schedule, receipts. He’d throw together elaborate puppet shows with cereal boxes and pipe cleaners, but forget to pack a bottle on the way out of the door. I was logistics. Calendar alerts. Baby monitor turned all the way up. Where he floated, I anchored. But somehow, it worked.

	We hired a nanny early on, someone who came highly recommended. But she was unreliable. She’d show up late or not at all. I once came home early to find her on the phone for what looked like hours while our baby chewed on a stray shoelace. Another one, also recommended, took Chloe to the park and anchored the stroller between her legs so she could nap. A concerned parent who witnessed the incident called and told me. Then there was the one who spanked Sophie for not finishing her dinner. Alexi and Chloe reported it to me as soon as I got home. So, she had to go.

	Our only experience with a daycare center at that time had been for Chloe. It wasn’t exactly positive. The center we tried was cold and overcrowded, an assembly line of children. The lights were too bright, the paint was too loud, and the place reeked of antiseptic. Drop-off felt like a battlefield. Pick-up was no better. Chloe would often throw herself to the floor as soon as I walked through the door in full dramatics, as if to say, “How could you leave me here all day?” Having gone through that already, I didn’t even consider it as an option for Sophie.

	Just when we were reaching our breaking point, in the fall of 2002, we found the apartment. Not just any apartment, but the holy grail of New York City rentals—a ground-floor duplex with a private garden, right off Columbus Avenue on West 74th Street. I had been working with several brokers, but only one stood out. Young, hella ambitious and a little aggressive, but I didn’t mind. He was hungry, and that worked for me. I remember thinking, if anyone’s going to find me what I’m looking for, it’s going to be this guy.

	He called me the second a listing came through. Most of them weren’t right, too expensive, too small, wrong neighborhood, but he kept checking in until I was confident, he knew exactly what I needed. One day he called about a space that hadn’t even hit the market yet. I saw it, loved it, and had my application in before the landlord could list it.

	Technically, it was a one-bedroom duplex with a rec room downstairs and a small side room attached. But the real luxuries were the private garden and the half bath downstairs. Our kids had space to play, to run, to just be. It felt like we had won the real estate lottery.

	Alexi was in preschool at that point and since Chloe would turn three that August she could start in the fall. It might sound strange now, but back then, childcare options didn’t really begin until age three when preschool kicked in. Before then, you were mostly on your own, navigating a world of nannies, family members, or home daycares you heard about in the back pages of newspapers. Nowadays you can find childcare options starting at six weeks.

	Now that Sophie wouldn’t have a sibling with her, I didn’t feel comfortable leaving her home alone with a nanny—not after everything we had been through. I wanted her to have social interaction. I also wanted accountability.

	I saw an ad for a home daycare. Where, I don’t remember, but it sounded ideal. A small group, with the right amount of structure. I called the center excited to set up an appointment with the provider, Ms. Elsie. 

	She was warm and friendly. She answered my list of questions, and seemed pretty knowledgeable with this age group. Ms. Elsie, in turn, asked me questions about Sophie’s milestones. I felt comfortable there. The kitchen area was spotless and Ms. Elsie showed us where all the edges had been childproofed. The play area for the kids was right in her living room and I could tell that she put some thought into the plushy alphabet carpet and plenty of age-appropriate toys. Her home was clean, licensed, and seemed to check all the boxes, though I couldn’t ignore the enormous 60-inch TV dominating her living room, the kind that looked like it played cartoons from breakfast to pick-up. Still, we were desperate and she had the full-time availability we needed. So, we signed Sophie up.

	My daughter’s first day was brutal. 

	I can still hear her cries echoing down the hallway as I walked toward the elevator. That wail, that ‘mama, don’t leave me’ sob, followed me all the way to my desk at work. Granted she was 15-months-old and separation anxiety was a normal developmental stage in babies and toddlers, and peaks around 14 to 18 months. I never believed Sophie was being mistreated or that she was in danger. She was being a toddler and I was a working mom who felt like a bad parent for leaving her kid with strangers to go to work. Technically everyone is a stranger until you get to know them. 

	"Sophie, baby," I said, kneeling down beside her. "Mama's here."

	She looked up at me with those big eyes, and I wanted her to cry. I wanted her to scream. I wanted her to throw herself into my arms and wail about her terrible day. Instead, she just reached up silently, like she'd given up on expecting anyone to understand what she needed.

	Something in me broke. I knew right then and there I wouldn’t bring her back. I just couldn’t do it. I know my kids. All three of them have very distinct personalities. They may share genetics, but their traits are their own. For example, I am pretty sure Alexi came out of the womb knowing how to read. No one ever tested that theory because up until age 2, he couldn’t really talk. But once he found the right words, we discovered his love for language. It was evident when he read Goodnight Moon cover to cover while putting him to bed one night. Neither of us ever formally taught him. Surprised, we assumed he memorized the story since it was a favorite book to read before bedtime. So we skipped pages and quizzed him on different words out of order. At 6 years old, he was the backseat driver telling us to slow down if we were as little as five miles over the speed limit. By 10 years old, he was listing the dangers of alcohol as we poured our normal glass of wine with dinner, so much so that a lot of times we would wait until after their bedtime to enjoy a glass without judgment.

	Chloe was dramatic from the minute she came out screaming bloody murder, squinting at the hospital lights like somehow she really screwed up in a past life to end up here. She was the tiniest of my babies, born just under 6 pounds, but the loudest crier. She wailed day and night for the first two weeks of her life. It wasn’t until she was almost a month old, I realized she cried to be put down. She didn’t like to be held all the time. One day she was crying her head off and I was over it. I thought to myself, let me put this girl down before I lose it. The second I put her down in her crib, she stopped, instantly. The next time she screamed after being fed and dry and all that jazz, I put her down. Again, she stopped. It was my first lesson in actually listening to what my children were telling me, instead of assuming I knew what they needed.

	Sophie was always loud and energetic, not in a “all toddlers are rambunctious” kind of way. She moved to her own rhythm. Her volume was always on high whether it was in disapproval or squealing in delight. She was quiet only when she slept. Even then sometimes you could hear her giggle in her dreams like she was sharing some inside joke with the universe. Her expressions were priceless. She was a ball of energy. Even if she came down with something, she never became listless or despondent as you see sometimes with sick kids. She would fight sleep or a cold or anything that she thought was trying to take her out of the party that is life. When she was unhappy, she cried like someone was trying to kill her. 

	So when I picked her up at Ms. Elsie’s on that third day, she was completely despondent, like she had no fight left in her. I wasn’t just concerned, I was heartbroken. At that moment, I wanted her to go back to crying because that was the child I knew. I couldn’t handle this quiet resignation. I wanted her to go back to fighting. I felt like I had failed her.

	I called out sick from work and stayed home with no real plans of what I was going to do the next day. 

	Robert and I often stayed up late after the kids went to bed, just the two of us on the couch. That was the only quiet time we had. We’d watch a little TV, but mostly we just talked—me venting about my boss, him nodding along and throwing in a few jokes to make me feel better. He was good like that. He always showed up for the debrief.

	Late that night with no childcare for the next day, faced with the reality that I must call out again, the thought just came to me sometime around midnight, both of us half-awake and half-listening to whatever was on in the background, “Why couldn’t I just turn this place into a daycare? I mean if this woman can run a daycare out of her home, why can’t I?”

	Let me be clear: I had zero business ambitions at that moment. I wasn’t trying to be an entrepreneur. I just needed a solution. And God bless Robert. He didn’t blink. No hesitation. He just looked at me and said, “Okay. So how do we do that?” 

	I don’t know if he just said that because he knew I was spinning and wanted to make me feel better. If agreeing to something that sounded slightly insane was going to make me feel better in that moment, then that’s what he was going to do.

	By the way, I am pretty sure that’s how I ended up running my first marathon. I had started running on the treadmill at the gym to lose a bit of post-pregnancy weight after Sophie was born. I built up myself from one to two miles to four to six without stopping. This took a few months but I saw a difference in my clothes so I kept going. I remember the first time I ran six miles, without stopping. I couldn’t wait to get home from the gym to tell Robert. I burst through the apartment and said, “Honey, guess what? I just ran six whole miles without stopping!!” 

	“Wow, that’s great,” he replied. “You could probably run a marathon now.”

	 “You’re right. I can. I think I will.” Yep, that’s how I decided I was going to run my first marathon.

	It was that simple.

	When I look back, I laugh because it was in that same spirit that Robert said, “Yeah honey, let’s open a daycare in our home with our three children under five and two full time jobs!”

	But anyway, that was the beginning of Smarter Toddler.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	The Midnight Idea

	Robert and I met in a retail distribution class at the American College in London, one of those courses where design and commerce collide. He was pursuing a double major in fashion design and merchandising; I was focused on fashion merchandising. But it was in that classroom, debating the intersection of creativity and business, that we first recognized something in each other. He was tall, dark, and handsome in that effortless way some men just are. Lean build, perfectly sculpted face, but it was the dimples that got me. Deep, pronounced dimples that lit up his entire face when he smiled. The kind of dimples you'd normally see on a beautiful woman, which somehow made this gorgeous man even more appealing.

	He was from Bermuda, an island I'd only ever associated with mysterious disappearances and triangle theories. Even coming from the melting pot that is New York, Robert felt exotic to me. His mother was Bermudian, his stepfather Trinidadian, and Robert himself was the product of a brief college romance between his mother and a Ghanaian engineering student at Columbia University. While he was born in New York during his mother’s time at Teachers College, he moved to Bermuda with her as a baby. His biological father, returned to Ghana for an arranged marriage. After marrying his mother, his stepfather, Fred, adopted him, but Robert maintained dual citizenship, a detail that would help him years later when we eventually settled down in New York.

	Where I was practical, Robert was purely creative. He interned at John Galliano and other prestigious British design houses while I worked at Browns, one of London's most exclusive boutiques. This was the early '90s, when Pucci and Romeo Gigli and Christian Lacroix ruled the fashion world. I remember strutting through London in a bright citron Gigli coat that would probably break Instagram today, feeling like fashion royalty.

	Our plan was simple: graduate and land jobs at major fashion labels, preferably in Paris. Robert was always more artist than commerce, but fashion design felt like a practical way to channel his creativity, something he could explain to his parents without them worrying about a starving artist son.

	For my graduation, Robert designed and sewed my outfit himself–a bright lime green Yves Saint Laurent-inspired linen pantsuit, tailored to absolute perfection. When I walked across the stage to collect my degree, the entire graduating class rose to their feet, cheering and applauding. That was Robert: never content with good enough, always creating something that stopped people in their tracks.

	He'd graduated two years ahead of me and moved to Paris, landing a job in Sentier, the city's fashion district. After my graduation, I joined him, and we spent two glorious years bumming around Europe–working, traveling, living entirely in the present tense, the way only people in their early twenties can manage.

	In the fall of 1994, we decided to return to the States. While I'd never had trouble finding work in European fashion, New York proved almost impossible. I'd send in my resume and have employers gushing over the phone, only to meet me in person and suddenly hear about budget cuts or hiring freezes. Robert faced the same walls. It was my first real education in systemic racism–the way opportunities could evaporate the moment you walked into a room.

	While holding out for fashion careers, we survived on retail jobs and office temp work. But Robert never stopped creating. He designed lines of hats, gloves, and candles. We entered home goods trade shows at the Javits Center. He created a collection of mirrors that were really art installations–including one piece that reimagined a Maasai spear and shield in glass, with intricate etchings depicting tribal life. That mirror got coverage in Vogue, The New York Times Home section, and Essence. I still own it.

	It's almost too simplistic to call Robert an artist. He's never been just "an artist.” He's a multi-disciplinary creative visionary who's been thinking outside conventional boxes as long as I have known him. From the beginning, his mindset was never about a traditional 9-to-5. He always dreamed bigger, saw possibilities where others saw limitations. Our start in New York was bumpy when it came to job hunting, but our confidence in our talent and capacity never wavered.

	That fall, he proposed to me at the Obelisk, also known as Cleopatra's Needle in Central Park, one of the oldest outdoor monuments in New York City standing between the Great Lawn and the Met. It was gifted to the U.S. by the Egyptian government in 1879. We’d spent countless hours near that spot, walking the paths around Cat Hill, dreaming out loud about our future.

	When I said yes, I wasn't just saying yes to marriage. I was saying yes to a life built on the belief that we could create anything we could envision.

	That same vision, that belief we could create something beautiful from nothing, is what Robert carried down the narrow stairs to our basement rec room in early 2003. The same creative partnership that had carried us through fashion sketches in Paris and mirror installations in our early days in New York was about to transform a random space into something revolutionary. When I told him I needed to start a daycare, he didn't just see a childcare solution. He saw an opportunity for us to build something that had never existed before. And it all started with paint chips.

	The paint chips were spread across our kitchen table like a designer's fever dream–dozens of small rectangles in every shade of white, cream and gray imaginable. Robert held one up to the light streaming through our window, then another, squinting as if he were choosing the perfect fabric for a couture gown.

	"This one," he said, tapping a chip labeled ‘Dove Wing.’ "No, wait." He picked up another. "Maybe 'Morning Mist.'"

	I looked at both samples. They appeared identical to me, two very expensive ways to say ‘off-white.’

	"Robert, they're the same color."

	He gave me the look. The same look he'd given me in Paris when I suggested we could buy curtains at Monoprix instead of having him design them from scratch. It was patient but pitiful–the look of an artist trying to explain color theory to someone who thought beige was a personality trait.

	"Honey, look at the undertones." He held both chips side by side. "Dove Wing has warm gray undertones. Morning Mist leans cool. In the afternoon light in that basement room, warm undertones will make the space feel cozy. Cool undertones will make it feel like a morgue."

	It was early 2003, and we’d been living in our Upper West Side "duplex" for about six months. What the real estate listing generously called a "garden duplex" was really a ground-floor apartment with a basement that previous tenants had used as storage. But Robert saw something else entirely when we first walked down those narrow stairs.

	"This could work," he said, running his hands along the walls like he was reading braille. "Good bones. Natural light from those windows." He pointed to two small windows near the ceiling that let in slivers of street-level light. "We'd need to brighten everything, but the proportions are right."

	Now, three weeks after my meltdown about Sophie's daycare situation, he was approaching the transformation of that basement with the same intensity he'd brought to his fashion design work in Paris. The same focus that had gotten him coverage in Vogue for those stunning mirrors he'd created–each one, a piece of art that happened to show your reflection.

	"What about the floors?" I asked, watching him make notes in a small sketchbook. Everything with Robert started with sketches.

	"We'll need to add more rugs," he said, looking at the beautiful area rugs he'd already chosen for our family space. "What we have works perfectly for our three kids, but for twelve children spending ten hours a day here, we'll need additional coverage. More jute rugs for the high-traffic areas, extra wool ones for comfort zones."

	He grinned and continued drawing. "We'll layer them strategically; create defined spaces while keeping that warm, homey feeling we've already established."

	"I'm thinking we section the space with furniture instead of walls," he continued. "Create different zones like a reading corner, art station, dramatic play area."

	I watched him work, remembering how he'd designed my graduation outfit that last night in London, pins between his teeth, adjusting the fit until 2 a.m. because "good enough" wasn't in his vocabulary. He approached everything from hemlines to home design like he was creating something that had never existed before.

	"Alright, show me what you're thinking," I said.

	He led me downstairs to the basement that had been our children's playroom for months. Robert had already transformed this space into something special–warm rugs covering the cold concrete, carefully chosen furniture, artwork at child height. It was beautiful, but it was designed for three children who lived here, not twelve children who would be learning and playing here all day.

	He was moving through the space like he was envisioning the enhanced version he could already see.

	"Picture this," he said, standing in the center of the room. "We keep the foundation of what we've created but elevate it. More strategic rug placement for traffic flow, additional storage that doubles as seating, expanded art areas."

	He gestured toward the corner where we already had some low shelving. "We expand the reading nook, add more built-in storage. Make everything accessible but organized for twelve little ones."

	He walked to the opposite corner. "Art station here gets upgraded–proper work surfaces, supply storage, easy cleanup near the utility sink." He paused by the small windows where we already had sheer curtains. "And we maximize every bit of natural light with additional mirrors positioned to reflect light deeper into the space."

	I could see it starting to take shape in my mind. It was not a complete overhaul, but a thoughtful evolution of what we'd already created.

	"The furniture needs to stay real," he continued, gesturing to the wooden pieces he'd already chosen for our family. "Nothing plastic. Real wood, real fabric.”

	This was vintage Robert. When we'd lived in Paris, he'd furnished our tiny studio apartment with pieces he'd found at flea markets and refinished himself. Nothing matched in the traditional sense, but everything worked together like a 1950s armchair reupholstered in deep burgundy velvet, a distressed wooden table he'd painted the color of sea glass, vintage jazz posters he'd had professionally framed.

	"What about safety?" I asked, the practical side of me kicking in. "Licensing requirements?"

	Robert laughed and waved his hand dismissively. "Oh, I'm leaving all that fun stuff to you."

	I rolled my eyes. "Wait, you know we can't just wing the licensing process."

	"I know, I know," he said, still grinning. "But whatever the requirements are: corner guards, outlet covers, cabinet locks–we can do all of that without making the space look like a padded cell."

	He pulled out his phone and showed me photos of some daycares he'd found online. "Look at these places," he said, flipping through the images. "Primary colors everywhere. Plastic furniture. Cartoon characters screaming from every wall. Why hasn’t childcare evolved?”

	"So you did do some research," I said.

	"Visual research," he corrected. "I researched what not to do. You can handle finding out what we have to do."

	I studied the photos. He was right. Every daycare looked exactly the same–bright, loud, chaotic.

	"What about music?" I asked. Robert and I were both serious music lovers. Our apartment was always filled with everything from Nina Simone to Stan Getz, Massive Attack to Miles Davis, and everything in between. "I want music to be played throughout the day, like we do at home."

	Robert's face lit up. "Yes! We should get a built-in sound system. We'll run speakers through the walls. I want the music to feel like it's just...there. Part of the atmosphere. And we'll play our own stuff so the adults don't feel left out."

	He was already sketching again, drawing sight lines and traffic patterns like he was designing a fashion show runway. “I want parents to walk in here and forget they're in a basement. I want them to feel like they're dropping their child off at a friend's beautiful home."

	I got caught up in the excitement and mused out loud, “Sophie’s gonna lose her mind when this is done."

	He stopped sketching and looked at me. "Yeah, they all will. Alexi and Chloe are gonna want to stay home with her now,” we both laughed.

	He looked around our rec room and continued, "But seriously, I want her to understand that beauty and culture aren't luxuries reserved for fancy schools or wealthy families. They're necessities and every child deserves them."

	Over the next hour, Robert measured every inch of the space. He made notes about electrical outlets, ventilation, even the angle of light at different times of day. He approached this transformation the same way he'd approached everything else–as an artist who refused to compromise his vision, even when the canvas was a suburban basement.

	"How long do you think this will take?" I asked as we headed back upstairs.

	"If we do it right?" He flipped through his sketches. "Six weeks for the major work. Then another two weeks for the details–the art, the books, the finishing touches."

	"And if we don't do it right?"

	He smiled, the same smile he'd given me when I'd worried about the cost of those custom curtains in Paris. "Hey, we don't know how to do anything except right."

	That night, after the kids were asleep, Robert spread his sketches across our bed. The basement transformation had evolved into something bigger, a complete philosophy of what early childhood education could look like when you started with beauty instead of efficiency.

	"You know what this is?" he said, pointing to his drawings. "This is us refusing to accept that good enough is good enough."

	And I realized he was right. We weren’t just creating a daycare. We were meeting a demand, sure, but we were also creating a space that hadn’t yet existed in this form. The kind of place where learning felt like play, where every detail mattered, where children understood instinctively that they deserved to grow and thrive in beautiful spaces.

	Robert had taken my desperate need for childcare and turned it into a vision. Now all I had to do was bring it to life.

	Finding the right teachers felt as crucial as choosing the right paint colors. I wasn't just looking for someone to watch children–I needed people who understood that I was creating something entirely different.

	I'd posted the job listing on a few education websites, being very specific about what I was looking for: "Seeking early childhood educators who believe beautiful spaces matter, who understand that children deserve respect and intentionality, who want to be part of something revolutionary."

	The responses fell into two categories: people who thought "revolutionary" sounded like too much work, and people who wanted to know more.

	Sarah was in the second category.

	She arrived for her interview wearing a soft gray cardigan and carrying a worn leather portfolio. While I talked her through our vision–the music, the art, the natural materials. She nodded like she'd been waiting her whole career for someone to say these things.

	"I've worked at three different centers," she said, opening her portfolio to show photos of classroom setups. “Every single one looked exactly the same. Children were treated like products on an assembly line instead of the whole, complete human beings they actually are."

	She showed me a photo of a reading corner she'd created in her last position: a cozy nook with real books, a vintage rug, plants on low shelves. “My director made me take down the plants. Said they were 'unnecessary.' I quit two weeks later."

	That's when I knew I'd found my first teacher.

	The second teacher was harder to find. I interviewed candidates for weeks, and most of them seemed confused by my questions. When I asked how they'd incorporate art into daily activities, they talked about finger painting and construction paper crafts. When I asked about creating calm environments, they suggested more colorful posters.

	Then Maria walked in.

	She was older than the other candidates, maybe late forties. She had kind eyes and calloused hands that suggested she wasn't afraid of real work. She'd been teaching for fifteen years, mostly in public programs, but something in our job description had caught her attention.

	"Tell me about your philosophy," I said, the same question I'd asked everyone else.

	Maria was quiet for a moment, looking around our living room–at the books on the shelves, the plants in the windows, the art on the walls.

	"Children know when adults respect them," she said finally. "They know when you are talking to them and not at them. They understand and appreciate when you've put thought into their space. Most places don't think children notice these things. But children notice everything."

	Robert and I exchanged a look. This was exactly what I'd been hoping to hear but hadn't known how to ask for.

	"What would you want to change about traditional daycare?" Robert asked.

	"The noise," she said immediately. "Every center I've worked in is so loud. Children screaming, TVs blaring, teachers shouting over the chaos. Children need quiet spaces, too. They need to hear themselves think." Maria paused for a moment. "Oh, and the food," she added with a slight smile. "I'd love to work somewhere that serves real food. Not just crackers and juice boxes."

	Maria talked about creating rhythm in the day; quiet activities followed by active ones, time for reflection built into every routine. She talked about real conversations with children, not just the constant chatter about colors and numbers that filled most programs. Something else on her resume had caught my attention. Her training was in Reggio Emilia. This was the first time I had heard of it. I looked it up briefly before her interview and asked her to tell me about it.

	As Maria started explaining the Reggio Emilia approach, I felt that strange sensation of hearing something completely new that somehow sounded completely familiar.

	"It's an educational philosophy that started in Italy after World War II," she said. "The core belief is that children are capable of constructing their own learning, and that the environment itself becomes the third teacher."

	I leaned forward. "What do you mean, the third teacher?"

	"Think about it," Maria said, her eyes lighting up. "The first teacher is the adult, the second is the other children, but the third teacher is the space itself. A beautiful, thoughtfully designed environment that invites exploration and respects children as capable human beings."

	A Reggio Emilia inspired space respects children as capable by providing them with authentic materials and tools.

	Think about the difference between giving a child a plastic toy hammer versus a real, child-sized wooden hammer. Or offering actual glass cups instead of sippy cups to a three-year-old who's ready for the responsibility. Reggio environments trust children with real paintbrushes instead of foam brushes, actual plants to care for instead of plastic flowers, real wooden blocks instead of foam alternatives.

	It's about believing that children can handle beauty, fragility, and responsibility when we give them the chance. When you hand a toddler a real ceramic bowl instead of a plastic one, you're telling them, "I trust you to be careful. I believe you're capable of handling something precious." And children rise to meet that expectation in ways that constantly surprise adults.

	This philosophy extends beyond materials to how we talk to children, how we set up their environments, how we approach their questions and ideas. Instead of dumbing things down, we elevate our expectations and watch children exceed them.

	My mind immediately went to our kids' bedrooms. The way Robert had designed each corner with purpose. The Calder mobiles that had hung over their cribs as babies, slowly rotating and casting gentle shadows. The framed photos of Miles Davis and Thelonious Monk on the walls, the Basquiat print that Alexi would stare at for long stretches, pointing out details we'd never noticed. Jazz music playing softly as they fell asleep, their nervous systems calmed by those soothing tones instead of overstimulated by bright primary colors and chaotic sounds.

	"And then there's what we call the Hundred Languages of Children," Maria continued. "It's a metaphor for all the diverse ways children learn and communicate. Not just through reading and math, but through drawing, sculpting, dramatic play, music, movement. Every child has their own unique way of making sense of the world."

	That's when it hit me. The aha moment that made everything click.

	I thought about Robert teaching Alexi to count using his toy keyboard, turning numbers into music. I thought about Sophie and Chloe in their dramatic play corner, putting on elaborate performances for us, working through emotions and ideas through storytelling and movement. I thought about the small plants in their room that they'd learned to water and care for, understanding responsibility and growth through touch and routine.

	I even thought about myself, arriving in New York from Haiti at twelve years old, not speaking a word of English. While my parents worked, I'd sit in front of our small TV watching Sesame Street, learning the language through songs and stories and puppets. Big Bird and Cookie Monster had been my English teachers, and it had worked.

	"This is what we've been doing at home," I said, the excitement building in my voice. "I just didn't know there was a name for it."

	Maria smiled. "Most parents who really pay attention to their children end up discovering these principles naturally. You've been creating an environment where your kids feel respected and capable, where they can explore and learn in ways that make sense to them."

	The Reggio Emilia approach became the foundation of everything we built at Smarter Toddler. Not because I read about it in a manual, but because Maria helped me realize that the instincts Robert and I had been following as parents, the way we'd designed our home and our children's spaces, had a name and a philosophy behind it. We'd been honoring our children's capacity for learning and growth all along. Now we just had the language to be more intentional about it.

	By the end of her interview, Robert and Maria were talking to each other like old friends, already planning how they'd organize the space, what materials Maria would need, how she would handle transitions between activities.

	"When can you start?" I asked.

	She looked around the space, then back at me.

	"Tomorrow?" she said. "I mean, if you'll have me."

	And just like that, I had my team.

	The next step was to submit a license application. Teachers are a part of the licensing process. You can't apply without having your teachers on the application. Their fingerprints and background are also a part of this process. It’s all running simultaneously. You just cross your fingers and hope everything comes back in time for final approval.

	What I didn't realize until I was knee deep in it is that the licensing process is designed to crush your soul before you even serve your first snack.

	I thought I was ready. I had the vision, the space, the teachers, the enthusiasm. How hard could it be to get a piece of paper saying I was allowed to care for children?

	The answer: soul-crushingly, mind-numbingly, bureaucratically hard.
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