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NEW  Piecing Things Together

Forrest Gump compared life to a box of chocolates. I’m a chocolate lover (especially when it’s covering nougat), but I disagree. I think life is more like a box of jigsaw puzzle pieces—1,000 lopsided segments, odd-shaped bits and unfamiliar parts. Some pieces are smooth and easy to recognize; others are downright jagged and unwieldy. You know it’s going to take awhile to figure out which side is up. Like many moments in life, puzzles start out a jumbled mess, but with consistent effort, piece-by-piece, it all comes together. Fun, frustration and unexpected surprises intertwine as the fuzzy picture comes into focus. 

I’ve been a jigsaw puzzle aficionado since I was a teen. You’ll find one--in various stages of completion--atop my dining room table. I keep it corralled on a sheet of foam core board for easy relocation to a coffee table when it’s time to eat. Visitors--family and friends—are familiar with my loosely enforced 10-piece minimum. Before kicking up their feet, getting a snack out of the fridge or changing the TV channel, they’re invited to make a puzzle contribution. After all, we’re in this together.

NEW Look Son, No Hands

With a controller in one hand and a spindly book of directions in the other, I’d spent the better part of Saturday morning failing to unlock the secrets of motion-controlled video games. Touted as a great way to infuse aerobic exercise into our daily routine, I’d bought the system for my husband, Nick’s birthday so we could bowl, river raft or score a goal in the comfort of our home.

I pushed every button and highlighted every TV screen option. No luck. Nick tried to help, but we both grew up in the generation that thought Pong and Space Invaders were futuristic. As I coached, Nick stood in front of the system’s motion-detector, resembling an amateur airman flagging down planes. He swung his right arm up, then his left arm out. He might have gotten a bit of a workout, but none of his gyrations got the console to perform. 

NEW ( High Tech, No Tech

A loud voice shouts from upstairs and shatters my peaceful morning. “Mom, the Internet is down!” A mixture of panic, hysteria and rage powers my teenager’s announcement. To Seth, this is really bad news. His communications center is shut down. To me it’s a minor inconvenience like getting a flat tire, having a power outage or, goodness forbid, a bad hair day.

 
My mother never had to deal with high-tech emergencies. The closest she came was confronting a telephone party line hog or making sure there was enough coal for our furnace. She did have a solar clothes dryer, though. It was in our backyard and didn’t work on rainy days. 

Back then family crises didn’t include broken cell phones, red ring-of-death X-boxes or frazzled laptops. Heck, Mom never worried about forgetting her Twitter password or updating her Netflix queue.

NEW  Dad’s A Catch!
Earlier today--5 a.m., to be exact--I found myself sitting at our kitchen table, both hands curled around a lukewarm mug of coffee. My sons, Shawn, Jake and Seth had just left with their dad for a day of deep-sea fishing. For some crazy reason, I felt the need to get up early and see them off. 

My quartet of fellas--donning jackets, gloves and baseball hats and carrying a tackle box full of fishhooks—looked somewhere between sleepy and joyful as they walked out the front door. An ocean adventure on the horizon. A day on the high seas is not my idea of a great time. The closest I’m willing to get to a body of water is a spa pedicure, like the one I indulged in this afternoon. Thankfully, none of my hobbies involve waking up before the sun rises, taking seasick pills or inhaling the scent of fresh mackerel.  

NEW The Best of Buddies
My family is standing near the avocado trees in a corner of our back yard. There’s whispered conversation, muffled sniffles. Lots of eyes stare at the ground. Occasionally, a finger moves to wipe away tears trailing down a cheek. My husband Nick stands off to the side holding a shovel.

It’s not the first time this solemn-faced group has gathered like this. The seven of us (including family friends, Lisa and Rachel) stood in this same spot two years ago to say good-bye to Max, our soccer-ball chasing terrier-spaniel mix. He’d joined our family 16 years ago after my oldest son, Shawn and then toddler Seth, picked him out as a surprise for their brother Jake’s 7th birthday. My sons fell in love with the dog-who-thought-he-was-a-mid-fielder after watching a four-legged black fur ball toss a soccer ball in the air with his nose, then chase after it.
NEW  Spring Cleaning

Somewhere in the mountains, the frost is melting. The anticipated warmth will bring a bumper crop of bunnies, chicks and baby deer. My daffodil bulbs are in the ground and I’m awaiting early blooms in the next couple weeks. Soon butterflies and ladybugs will skitter through my backyard. I feel invigorated at the prospect of new beginnings, fresh starts, clean slates. I marvel at the outdoors, ready to burst with new life. 

For me though it’s the crowded indoors—specifically my cabinets, closets and storage shelves--that are busting out all over. I fear that one more windbreaker, jacket or muffler hooked onto my entryway coat rack will topple it over like a poorly played Jenga game. The hall closet’s sagging wardrobe pole is a hoodie away from snapping, and there’s nowhere to wedge another forgotten golf club, baseball mitt or shin guard into the under-the-staircase closet.
NEW (A New Wrinkle
Life isn’t fair. It’s taken me awhile to accept this reality. I’ve always had my suspicions though, starting when I was 6 and my brand new Slinky got a kink in it. But now I have verifiable proof. This morning as I washed my face with anti-aging cleanser, I discovered fresh wrinkles framing the sides of my smile like brackets. No surprises there. What I find really unjust is that right below these newborn laugh lines, nature gifted me with a zit. Guess the joke’s on me since I mistakenly believe that once you become old enough to earn wrinkles, your face should be a pimple-free zone. One or the other, I say, but not both. Acne and crow’s feet shouldn’t live in perfect harmony.
FUN WITH THE FAMILY
NEW The Leader of the Pack

I stood in our backyard holding the chewed wires of what had been our automatic sprinkler system. Looking up at me was Bandit, our excited, 12-pound rat terrier.  Her docked tail wagging to beat the band, she was ready to chase a tennis ball or anything else I cared to throw her way. Her soulful eyes seemed to say: “What? What’s the problem?” She didn’t know how much trouble she (and I) were about to be in with my husband, Nick. 

        This wasn’t the first time our newly adopted pet had left her (teeth) mark on something of value. Bandit had only been a member of the family for a few weeks and already the damage was piling up. My son Seth’s football jersey, the buttons on Nick’s dress shirt and my pink cashmere slippers were the most recent casualties. We were learning fast that this 18-month-old pup secretly possessed a 3-foot vertical leap. Nothing was safe.
Branches on the Family Tree
I didn’t like being the youngest. I’d complain about not being allowed to do the same things my brothers, George and Paul, and my sister, Sadye did. It wasn’t fair that I had the earliest bedtime. It was no fun being the baby. My older siblings’ viewed it differently. They thought I had the special spot in the family tree. Occasionally, they’d used another word (that also begins with sp) to describe the baby – spoiled. 

That’s because -- thanks to their early trial-and-error efforts -- my mom was a seasoned single parent by the time I was three. And that seasoning contributed to the person I am – out-going, creative and competitive -- all traits associated with last-borns. Oh yeah – and a little spoiled.

I’m a mom now. The birth order of my sons, Shawn, Jake and Seth, doesn’t affect how much I love them. But, I have to confess that it’s been a bit easier to parent my second child. And, like the comfort of using a broken-in baseball glove, Seth benefits from how Shawn and Jake softened the leather of my parenting skills.

One Family’s Adventure in the Great Outdoors

I’m not the outdoorsy type. To me, “roughing it” is when I make mashed potatoes that don’t come out of a box, or watch basic cable. My idea of a good time isn’t a shopping trip to REI, or using the phrase: “Pass the mosquito repellant.” Don’t get me wrong. I love the great outdoors as much as the next gal. I was a cookie-selling Girl Scout a few decades ago, and I have my needlecraft and storytelling badges to prove it. But nowadays, when it comes to choosing between roasting hot dogs around the campfire or washing my hair, you’ll find me clutching a bottle of Breck. 

The fact that I’m not cut out to be nature mom didn’t matter to my sons. Shawn, Jake and Seth had launched a month-long campaign, enlisting their dad, Nick and me to go on a family camping trip. My boys -- eager to use their sleeping bags somewhere other than at a sleepover at a pal’s house -- wanted to trek into rustic, untamed forests, nibble on trail mix and witness nature someplace other than on the Discovery Channel. 

What I’ll Do On My Summer Vacation

Summer is the best time for family vacations. Labor Day is a couple months away, daylight lingers and no one has a book report due by Friday. My family sticks to this timetable, although it’s not every 12 months we can afford to pack up the fivesome and caravan to a distant place. Big vacations are sprinkled in whenever we can swing them. 


Even though we budget, often our travel plans put us in the red for a month or more. My husband, Nick and I don’t mind. We know that our days are numbered until our three sons, Shawn, Jake and Seth, start thinking they’re too cool to hang out with us. We happily trade a healthy bank account for time together. 

Past summers have been spent horseback riding in Kauai, boating on Lake Tahoe or rafting down the American River in Sacramento. My sons have picnicked near the Golden Gate Bridge, took a cruise to the Bahamas and trekked to Pittsburgh for a family reunion. We have photos of us in front of the Liberty Bell, the St. Louis Arch and the Statue of Liberty. 

Brothers, Sisters and Other Hazards of Growing Up

When I close my eyes, I can see them. Spades, diamonds, clubs and hearts streaming through the air. I had forgotten about that day until recently, when I’d won a game of computer Solitaire. It took a few attempts before my reward -- a parade of aces, jacks, kings and queens -- cascaded across my screen. Their cavalier celebration reminded me of another time, though, when I was about five and my reaction to flying playing cards was very different. 

It happened after my friends, Amy and Patti were called home. We’d been playing Barbies, but now I was bored. That made me a prime target for getting tricked by a couple of smart-alecky teenagers (AKA my big brothers, George and Paul), who didn’t want to waste their time entertaining their baby sister. 

It’s Why You Play the Game That Counts

I was sipping my second cup of creamer-laded coffee when I learned that classic board games were "getting a speed boost." The article in the business section of the daily paper grabbed my attention. It touted marketers who are reinventing our best-loved pastimes to accommodate busier lives and shorter attention spans. These newly tailored versions of old time favorites will now only take 20 minutes to play. I guess it was just a matter of time before family game night took the express route.
Living with a group of guys who need 20 minutes just to decide which game to play makes it hard to imagine this acceleration. These new versions suggest that I’d concede defeat to any one of my three sons in about the same amount of time it takes to microwave a meatloaf dinner. Up until now, the only game we played that fast was Perfection and that’s because there’s a 60-second timer built in.
The Refrigerator Door

Most people think that the primary purpose of my refrigerator door is to keep the food inside cold – the lettuce crisp, the milk fresh.  They are wrong.  My fridge door isn’t just protecting ice cream from melting. It’s really an appliance-sized art gallery, showcasing my family’s personality. 

(Mom’s Pool Hall: Friends Welcome. Cars Prohibited.

I’m in awe of my neighbors. They park their cars inside their garages. I realize that this isn’t a minor miracle and I shouldn’t indulge in covered-parking envy. My neighbors aren’t doing anything worth marveling at. But every day they accomplish a feat that continues to elude me.

(The Nearness of Neighbors

I’m watching a parade of wiffle balls cascade over my backyard fence. My neighbors, Carol and Ernie, toss them back about once a week. They’ve been doing this for a lot of years and it’s one of the reasons why I live on this quiet cul-de-sac. Twelve houses make up the horseshoe-shaped street we’ve nicknamed The Court. Really wonderful people live here. People I can call on to borrow a cup of sugar, two eggs or last week’s coupon section of the Times. Because of the busyness of the workweek, it’s rare to see each other unless it’s a quick wave while driving by. Still I know that any time I’m in need, I have my choice of good Samaritans willing to loan a cooler, move a couch or house sit. Of course, my husband, Nick and I are happy to return the favor, whether that’s with a stick of margarine, loaning lawn clippers or finding a spot in our garage to hide a bike until Christmas. 

A Girl, Four Guys & Football

Around my house I’m outnumbered. I’m pink in a world of blue. Three sons, one husband. Even the two dogs, Max and Baylor, are male. When everyone else stands up, I’m sitting down. I’m the only girl in a house full of guys, and it’s lonely. No one to show new shoes to. No one to care about a bra sale at Kohl’s. No one to share clothes with.

So how does a lone girl even the playing field when she lives with four guys? By picking up her game. Her football game, that is.

A Wedding, A Parade, A Family Affair

Nick and I didn’t disappoint anyone. That’s why our wedding spawned a cast of thousands – well, maybe dozens – actually, 18. We tried to include as many members of his Irish-Catholic family and my Maronite Catholic one that we could. Yes, that’s a panoramic photo of our bridal party.

Music to My Ears

One random weeknight, Seth and I were alone for dinner. The rest of the family had other plans for their evening meal, and rather than cook for just two, I suggested eating out. My 14-year-old easily agreed. The hard part was deciding on where. Seth likes burgers. Me, I’m a salad eater. We compromised and went to Fuddrucker’s where we both could have what we wanted. Salad eater also likes chocolate milk shakes. So does hamburger teen. Luckily they have those too. 

MOTHERHOOD MOMENTS

Bumping Into the Message

My college-age son, Jake, home for spring break, took his truck in for routine maintenance, leaving him without wheels for the afternoon. So I offered him the use of my car for the day. I was surprised when he opted to walk to his destination instead of grabbing the keys and hopping into my 1997 Mercury Villager.

Sure, it’s not a chick magnet, but it would get him safely from point A to point B. I’ll admit to its tattered history as a part-time meal wagon. The smudges, spots and grease stains imbedded in the fabric seats and carpet are remnants of Taco Tuesdays, sugar donuts and bags of burgers and fries. It doesn’t rack up the style points. There’s no sunroof. The dashboard houses a cassette, not a CD player, the rear air conditioning doesn’t work and sometimes the auto door lock gets confused and unlocks itself. This minivan isn’t sleek, shiny or fast, but for the past 14 years, it’s been reliable, faithful and functional -- just like me.
(Lines of Communication

It’s Seth’s turn to take out the trash. Being 16, he often needs reminding. I thought about waiting until he notices that the can is overflowing and hope he’ll take it out on his own. But I’m a realist. The price of gas will dip below $3 before that happens. I could write a note and tape it on the refrigerator door. He’ll get hungry, eventually. Or I could walk up stairs to his room where he’s on his computer and ask him face-to-face, but that’s so 1970s. 

I’m sure I’d get a quicker response if I used one of the electronic innovations he’s familiar with. But I’m slow to change. Not that I’m against progress or anything. I cheered when the NBC peacock appeared in living color instead of black-and-white. I switched to music recorded on CDs instead of cassettes. I happily turned in my rotary dial phone for one with a keypad. Still, I’m leery when it comes to using cyberspace gizmos to communicate with my Generation Y children. If it weren’t for Shawn, Jake and Seth, I could pretty much avoid these instantaneous transmitters of information altogether.

(Mom, Put Your Oxygen Mask On First

The flight attendant stood at the front of the cabin pointing to features on the aircraft as we readied for take off. She added a visual element to the humdrum voice coming from the speakers reminding passengers to fasten their seatbelts, turn off any electronics and where to locate the nearest emergency exit. 

This was my first solo flight as a mom. My 8-month-old son and I were on our way to visit Sadye, my sister. Shawn, still young enough not to require his own seat, was perched on my lap for the 80-minute journey from San Diego to Sacramento. 

(Caution: Mom At Work

I had stepped on Thomas and Percy -- tank engines from my 4-year-old son’s toy train set -- for the fifth time. Seth had been playing with his miniatures most of the afternoon, while nearby, I worked on my article about children at risk. We shared the cozy familyroom workspace that now was littered with diesel engines named Mavis and Derek, railroad tracks, Harold the helicopter and several other character trains from his favorite TV show. My deadline was in two days and I still needed to interview a child welfare judge from the U.S. District Court. While waiting for him to return my early morning call, I’d spent my day researching facts, checking sources, folding the laundry and refereeing disagreements.


It was 6:30 now -- well past normal business hours. I needed to change from part-time investigative reporter to my more familiar role of cook-organizer-teacher-disciplinarian. It was time to start dinner, pack lunches and help my 13-year-old son, Shawn, with his science project. Nick, my husband, would be home soon to take some of the pressure off. 
Look Mom, Nine Cavities!

What started out as a routine dental check-up with my then 4-year-old son, Seth, ended up as a parenting wake-up call. In a matter of mere minutes, my preschooler with a heart-melting smile had transformed into a kid with nine cavities. Nine – that’s one for every player position on a baseball field. I felt my supermom smile turn into a frown as our dentist broke the bad news to me. 

"This little boy isn’t taking care of his teeth," Dr. H said. His glare translated to: "Mom, you’re not doing your job." This is the same Dr. H. I’ve entrusted my own pearly whites to since I was 17. The same dentist who pulled out my wisdom teeth, welcomed my husband, Nick, as a new patient and then each of my boys as they reached the age when their teeth required the care of a professional.

MOM = Made of Money

It happened in a flash at a mall not far from my home. The realization that I had become one of those mothers – a woman who indulges her young with too much, wanting to make sure they have everything. Unwittingly, I was becoming the kind of mother whose kids aren’t prepared for adulthood.

The truth hit me like two weeks’ worth of dirty clothes, tumbling down my laundry chute. Somewhere along the line, while I was performing day-to-day mothering duties, my three sons, Shawn, Jake and Seth, grew up thinking that MOM stood for Made of Money. I’m not sure when this happened, but I knew how. It wasn’t such a stretch for my kids to equate MOM with money. Nowadays, everything is labeled with an acronym. Kids watch DVDs, teams play OT and we use the ATM. It was a natural progression for MOM to mean Made of Money. 

Have Kids. Gotta Travel.

I wave at the navy blue Honda Civic from the driver’s seat of my green Mercury Villager. I’m not sure if it’s Teresa, Connie or Melanie, but I know that the car is familiar. So I wave after dropping my son, Seth, off at school. It’s quite possible that I don’t know the driver of the car, but she waves back anyway.  It’s early in the day. I’m still shaking off sleep when I realize that I haven’t even brushed my teeth yet. It’s a good thing that my morning socializing takes place from behind a steering wheel.

Memo From a Team Mom

It’s the start of another season. Baseball, soccer, football, basketball, it doesn’t matter. I’m the mother of three sons, so some sport is always being played. I dust off my boys’ cleats, find their gloves and locate the air pump. A new season, a fresh start. And with the beginning of every sport comes new opportunity – even for parents. A chance to volunteer to be the team mom.

(For the Love of Leftovers

“All we ever eat is leftovers!”   —the Fadden brothers, in search of food

My sons insist that leftovers are the only food served in our house. Over the years, this rally cry for action from Shawn, Jake and Seth usually amounts to a request for fast food. This day, I unwisely challenge their assertion.

“You have to have a home-cooked meal in order for the leftovers to exist,” I insist.  “That’s why they call them left-overs. They’re Left Over!” 

( “Mother U R the GR8ST” 

I will probably never be named Mother of the Year and that’s OK with me. I’m happiest when I am praised, even for a moment, by one of my three sons. Kudos from my trio of boys don’t emerge from solving society’s problems. I haven’t unearthed a software solution to block spam, a plan to lower the price of gas or even an easy way to remove Orange Blast Gatorade stains from the front of baseball uniforms. You won’t see my name listed alongside great women like Clara Barton, Mother Teresa or Marie Curie. But I am remembered by my boys for less notable, but infinitely more important reasons. For example, over the years, I’ve heard: “Mom, you’re awesome.” (Shawn, when I found his missing soccer cleats.)  “Claire, you’re clutch (Jake, after having his sweatshirt mended.) or “Mom, you rock!” (any of them upon discovering a full bag of peanut butter M&Ms in the pantry).  The highlight, though, was the day my 12-year-old, Seth, declared me the greatest! 

(Motherhood’s Lesson Plan (or Learn-As-You-Go Parenting)
Nick and I had been married about a year and a half. We were still getting used to the idea of being Mr. and Mrs., sharing decisions like picking out a couch and learning to stay on a budget. He worked as a restaurant manager and I was finishing up my BS in Journalism at San Diego State.  Courses like “Libel Law & the Media” and “Writing for Publication” filled my mind and my time.  That’s when it first hit.  A thick sensation in the bottom of my stomach. At first I thought it was the flu. The symptoms started slowly, just nipped at me the first couple mornings, but by the end of the week, I was in bed, cradling a bucket under my head. Not even dry toast was my friend.

A Mother’s Malady

I’m sick. Unless you’re a teen-ager I’ve given birth to though, you might not notice. There’s no cough, I don’t have a rash and I’m not the one in pain. There’s no remedy to treat the symptoms and my doctor can’t give me a prescription. Only time will cure my malady. 

Since I’ve been a mom, I’ve been afflicted with this condition twice before — once when Shawn was about 13 and then some four years later, coincidentally when Jake was 13. The onset of this disorder, which I’ve termed High School Parentitis (HSP), only strikes adults while their children are teens. It’s more commonly seen in women, but men are also affected. Fortunately this temporary parental disorder seems to diminish greatly once your child reaches adulthood. It disappears all together when they become parents. 

Bloopers, Blunders and Other Memorable Moments from the Motherhood Hall of Shame
No woman truly appreciates her mom until she’s a mother herself. I didn’t realize how wise and patient my mother was until I was a grown woman, facing my own set of pint-sized critics. From my trio of boys, I’ve been the target of so many judgmental eye rolls that you’d think Shawn, Jake and Seth’s eyes would be sore. 

(Momisms: A Mother’s Words of Advice 

My sons, Shawn, Jake and Seth, will never be mothers. They’ll never know firsthand the joys of morning sickness, labor and delivery. Hopefully, one day they will become parents, but the closest they’ll get is to be a dad. And in my world, fatherhood is light years away from motherhood. 

Sure, dads teach their children neat stuff like how to hit a ball off a tee, draw to an inside straight or burp out the National Anthem. But it’s mom who imparts the meaningful wisdom, the stuff that changes lives. Moms do more than teach you how to sew on a button or make a hard-boiled egg. Our advice is a mixture of the practical (check for TP before you sit down), the emotional (laugh some everyday) and the spiritual (what goes around, comes around). 

WOMAN WISE

(Friendless on Facebook

With the jubilance of Queen’s We Are the Champions playing in my mind, I dipped my hosted onion ring into a tasty pool of ranch dressing. This was a moment to savor – collecting on a lunch bet from my long-time friend Tony. During our nine-year history of pitting our baseball or football teams against one another, this was one of my few victories. My triumphant mood, though, was quickly erased like yesterday’s box scores. Replacing it was the awkward feelings of a skinny fifth grade girl standing on the volleyball court anxiously waiting to be picked.

The waitress had just refilled our ice teas when Tony said, “I looked you up on Facebook.” In between bites of his cheeseburger he added, “You have one friend.”

What’s Your Rush?

It happened again today. I was late meeting a friend for coffee. As I drove around the parking lot searching for a spot, I caught a glimpse of her sitting at the sidewalk café. Not wasting time waiting for me to show up, she was cleaning out her purse. I apologized for my tardiness as she gave me a hug. “It’s no big deal,” Margaret said letting me off the hook. “I’ve been wanting to clean my purse for a while anyway, but I never could find the time.”

The frustrating thing is, I shouldn’t have been late in the first place. I was ready to walk out the door 15 minutes early. But since I had extra time, I tossed a load in the washing machine and wrote an overdue thank-you note. Presto, now I was running behind. 

I start out on time, but for some reason, being early often makes me late. It’s like my day is 10 minutes shorter than everyone else’s. The truth is, being a chronic multi-tasker (aka woman/mother) has impaired my time-management skills. Even though I’ve adopted “Be in the moment” as my personal mantra, more often than not, my actions are focused on reaching the destination instead of enjoying the journey.

( Friendships Across the Ages 

A plaque hanging above my desk reads: A good friend forgives your faults. A loving friend doesn’t see any. Carole, my best friend since ninth grade, gave it to me after we graduated from college. Even though we were both high school freshmen, Carole was a year and seven months older. (Mom snuck this mid-December birthday baby into kindergarten a tad early.) We shared a first-floor locker, worried about who’d ask us to the prom and found our first job at the same self-serve shoe store. Years later, we were in each other’s weddings. 

To kids and teenagers, age differences of months up to a couple years seem huge. Being friends with Carole was the first time I stepped out of the traditional friendship age range. When I was 8, my classmates were 8 years old, too. We third graders wouldn’t dream of hanging out with the six graders. They were three whole years older. Every girl in my troop standing in front of the grocery store selling Thin Mints was pretty close to my age too, give or take a month or so. 

( Stuck on Sticky Notes

People often ask: Where do you get ideas for your columns? Well, this one came to me during the cool down after my step class. In between calling out commands to stretch our calf muscles, our young instructor, Sabra, lamented that she’s starting to forget things. “I’m now dependent on sticky notes to keep my life in order,” she groaned as we relaxed the biceps in our upper arms. She feared her gray matter was having too many gray moments.  

Nervous laughter swept through the class of 20, all over the age of 30-something. In between exhales, I smiled and gave her a knowing nod. I’ve survived for years thanks to sticky notes, to-do lists and e-mail reminders. My motto: The shortest pencil is better than the longest memory.
Make Mine Diamonds

We were out to dinner with friends the other night when the topic of wedding anniversaries came up. Actually, in between appetizers and the main course, I brought it up. I knew Paul and Sue’s 40th was next month and wondered how these two would mark the milestone occasion. They traded knowing glances. “We haven’t decided yet,” Paul volunteered. 


Always the helpful soul, I piped up with my trademark suggestion: “You know that’s a diamond anniversary!” My husband Nick rolled his eyes, frowned and then added: “She says that about every anniversary.”
( That’s a Twist!

Standing on my yoga mat, I step my legs about three feet apart and point my right foot forward. My arms form a T and I rotate from my waist sending my left hand in the air and my right hand sliding down my left leg toward my foot. Patricia, our yoga teacher, encourages us to “Breathe deeply.”

Some 20 minutes earlier, I’d unrolled my mat in line next to Virginia, Marisol and Beatriz, my yoga pals. There’s a bunch of us who weave this bit of “me-time” into our routine. About 30 men and women relying on these bends, twists and stretches to help unite mind, body and spirit.   

As I take a slow inhalation and hold this twisted triangle pose, my thoughts page back to eighth grade. My classmate Maggie’s 13th birthday party. If I had been practicing yoga then, I would have won that game of Twister, instead of toppling over after her mom called out: “Right hand on blue. Left foot on green.”
It’s Got to be a Guy Thing

My husband, Nick and I have lots in common. We share the same religion. Voted for the same man for president. Cheer on the same NFL team. We even parent three sons together. For sure, he’s the one I want bringing me a bouquet of roses and a box of chocolates on February 14. 

But over the years, I’ve noticed that our personalities collide, a lot. Nick likes westerns. I prefer comedies. My car radio is set to R&B, his to classic rock. I like cake. He’ll take pie. 

Nick was born in Newark and I’m from a little town near Pittsburgh. I used to wonder if that was the root of our differences. Then I thought, maybe it’s because I’m the youngest of four and Nick is the seventh of nine. Or perhaps it’s because I have brown eyes and his are blue. But the realization of a simpler answer trumped my earlier theories -- men and women are different. When I was playing with Barbies, Nick was setting up his Hot Wheels track. When he was being introduced to Barbasol, I was learning about mascara. 

More Payne, More Gain

I used to be a couch potato, hoping that fitness was just a fad. Convinced that I looked good in double-digit jeans, I became expert at finding clothes labeled relaxed fit, tummy control and instantly slimming. By the end of each day, my energy was so low that I nodded off during Jeopardy!
Things started turning around, though, after my doctor made it clear that maintaining my current out-of-shape shape wasn’t a viable health strategy. During my annual check-up, I listened as he lectured about the importance of a regular fitness plan. And, he said, it had to include weight-bearing exercises to strengthen my bones. My gelatinous thighs and giggly-under arms moved in agreement. I got the message: this PE delinquent needed to get serious about exercise. 

What I’ll Do On My Summer Vacation

Summer is the best time for family vacations. Labor Day is a couple months away, daylight lingers and no one has a book report due by Friday. My family sticks to this timetable, although it’s not every 12 months we can afford to pack up the fivesome and caravan to a distant place. Big vacations are sprinkled in whenever we can swing them. 

Even though we budget, often our travel plans put us in the red for a month or more. My husband, Nick and I don’t mind. We know that our days are numbered until our three sons, Shawn, Jake and Seth, start thinking they’re too cool to hang out with us. We happily trade a healthy bank account for time together. 

Past summers have been spent horseback riding in Kauai, boating on Lake Tahoe or rafting down the American River in Sacramento. My sons have picnicked near the Golden Gate Bridge, took a cruise to the Bahamas and trekked to Pittsburgh for a family reunion. We have photos of us in front of the Liberty Bell, the St. Louis Arch and the Statue of Liberty. 

( The Lingo of Love

Husbands talk in a dialect of their own and wives spend years translating this jargon. So earlier this month when my husband, Nick asked: “What do you want to do for Valentine’s Day?” I knew he was really saying: “Do you actually want me to pay $100 for roses that will die in a week? You don’t want to go out for dinner and fight the crowded restaurants, do you?”


To the untrained listener, his simple question was a plea for guidance. An innocent bystander would swear that Nick was just asking how I wanted to celebrate February 14, a date devoted to sweethearts. 

But I know better.

( Walk It Off

It started with nibbling on leftover Halloween candy -- my two months of over-indulgence. Almond-cranberry stuffing, artichoke dip and a two-pound box of See’s candy (nuts and chews) combined forces to put me where I am today -- toting those infamous seven pounds that many of us are supposed to gain during the holiday season. 

I can’t say I didn’t enjoy myself during the eight weeks of tasting the fruits of the holidays – or at least the fruit-flavors of the holidays. Even though I wasn’t curling up with a bowl of strawberries or a plate of celery, I did learn a few things. For example, did you know that there are 1,050 fat-free calories in a 9.5-oz box of Hot Tamales? Me neither. I found out the hard way when my usually forgiving relax-fit jeans refused to zip up and the numbers on my digital scale boldly climbed to where they’ve never gone before.
Hey, What’s Your Name?

It happened again this week. I was in the cereal aisle, lost in a mental debate about the nutritional merits of Fruity Pebbles vs. Trix. That’s why I didn’t see it -- or rather him -- coming. It wouldn’t have mattered. I wasn’t prepared.
"Hey Claire. How’s Nick?" a deep voice spoke. 
Peering up from the box panels, I see a smile from a man pushing his half-full cart toward me. He looks familiar, I think. I know him, but from where? He clearly recognizes me. 
New & Improved! My World of Simple Pleasures

I was born 42 years after my mother, during a time of innovation, progress and the Beatles. And although the most important ingredients necessary to get along in the world – love, discipline, patience, faith and a sense of humor – remain the same, there are many reasons I’m glad that I got to be a woman in this day and age instead of in the 1960s. There are inventions, newfangled ideas and discoveries that streamline my life in ways my mother would have never envisioned.

Sure, she lived in astonishing times. Advances like cars, television, Teflon pans and supermarkets made parenting easier for her than for her own mother. I’m certain my mom marveled at her laundry chute, coal delivery, the five-string clothesline in our backyard and Tupperware. 

BIWM: Before I was Mom

I have a name and I like it – Claire. From the French for bright and clear. My mother chose it. She searched through baby naming books. She fought off pressure to use traditional family names to pick this unique one. For all of her hard work, I’ll bet she’s not happy with the variations it’s undergone. 

Chick Flicks

My husband, Nick, loves macho movies. Anything with John Wayne, Clint Eastwood, Chuck Norris, tanks, horses or car chases will do. While I prefer to watch “An Affair to Remember” for the 20th time, Nick would rather wheel around the TV dial to find a channel showing “The Godfather” or “Rocky.” The odds are in his favor, considering both films have numerous sequels. Which makes me wonder why there’s no When Harry Meets Sally Again or Pretty Woman II?

( Shamrocks of Success

I’m not much of a gardener.  Trowels, soil and seeds don’t show any special love for me. The successes I’ve found are few and many seasons between.  I do have one small accomplishment that I joyfully point my green thumb to – my planter box of shamrocks.  For three years, these green, tri-leafed plants have managed to survive my care. The same can’t be said for other plants, flowers and living things I’ve over-watered, under-fertilized or didn’t sow in moderate sun.

My Done List

I woke up every morning last year with a mental to-do-list taking form in my mind. Before I’d brushed my teeth or smelled the coffee brewing, I already had at least six things rolling around in my thoughts ​— ​ stuff I needed to get done that day. 

Like many women (moms in particular), I usually have several projects going at the same time – watching TV while wrapping presents; making spaghetti and chatting on the phone, filing my nails while waiting at a red light. I’m notorious for working on one thing while contemplating the next. I guess it would be OK to do two or three things at once if I’d gain some time at the end of the day to relax and enjoy.  Surprisingly, that extra time never surfaces and I’ve figured why. My To-Do List never ends. On the contrary. It’s a growing, changing, swelling catalog of work-in-progress. 

It’s A Date

When I was in high school, dating was straightforward and spontaneous. All I needed was a good-looking guy to ask me out. Things didn’t get much more complicated years later when I was dating my future husband, Nick. During our courtship and after we were first married, date night had few parameters and almost no planning. Our dates involved meeting at a predetermined time for dinner (cooked by someone other than me) and tickets to an event (movies, football game, a play).

Balancing the Scales

My Deluxe Diet Scale sits on my home office desk.  I bought it a dozen or so years ago. It’s one of many tools I’ve collected all promising to help me reach my perfect weight. This ideal number isn’t the same weight I enjoyed in my single days or even the weight I carried on my wedding. No, I’m not that foolish. I know the difference between real and fantasy. My days of weighing less than my bowling score have long passed. I aim toward a sensible weight for my diminutive stature. 

SCHOOL DAYS

( 1000 Things to Teach before They Graduate

Seth, the youngest of my trio of sons, graduates from high school this month. Mixed in with the pride of his accomplishments comes the reality that I’m being demoted. The title that I’ve coveted for so many years – through measles and bowl haircuts, Little League and Halloween carnivals -- will change.

For the third time in my mommyhood career, I’ll graciously accept the reclassification from Mom the Manager to Mom the Consultant. Yes, I’ve been through this before. First with Shawn, and then four years later with Jake. I know the routine. I’m familiar with the drill, but that doesn’t make accepting the bittersweet reassignment any easier.
(  Project Help

We watched as Seth attached the last piece of a strawberry splash fruit chew to his shoestring licorice and marshmallow replica of a DNA molecule. My husband Nick and I smiled at the finished product. 

Three weeks earlier, Ms. Scott, Seth’s high school biology teacher, challenged her class to be creative with this major homework assignment. “Think of new ways to display the double-helix structure of human DNA,” she suggested. “Have some fun with it.” 

“I want my model to be entirely edible,” Seth declared that night, excited about doing something out-of-the-ordinary. So, some 8 packages of fruit-flavored snacks, a few marshmallows and a bag of red licorice later, I witnessed the multi-night construction come to a close. 

As my youngest child took pride in his efforts, I mentally patted myself on the back. I had come a long way as a recovering help-my-child-with-every-school-project mother. Other than driving him to the store to purchase supplies, Seth had done this assignment on his own. I took more satisfaction in that fact than the A he proudly displayed days later. 

( The Most Wonderful Time of the Year

It’s a little known fact that my favorite TV commercial sells staples and sticky notes. Even my husband, Nick, would be surprised. He thinks that I’m partial to ads using the slogan: “A Diamond Is Forever.” And I don’t’ want to change his opinion. But just between you and me, my vote for best TV commercial goes to a purveyor of printer cartridges, file folders and mailing labels. I’m quite the fan of a certain office supply megastore’s ad campaign and it doesn’t have anything to do with their glamorous wares, although I do like a nice pen. 

Nevertheless, I tip my hat to the marketing mavens and mavericks who cleverly juxtaposed back-to-school shopping to the tune of “It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year.” During 30 quick seconds, this TV mini-movie acknowledges what parents of school-age kids secretly feel -- Christmas doesn’t come in December, it shows up in August or September. I’ve been comforted by this bit of retail genius through several school-shopping seasons and no matter how many times I’ve watched it, the commercial still makes me smile. 

Everything I Needed to Know I Learned from my Sons’ Kindergarten Teacher

Shawn’s first day of kindergarten turned out to be my first day,too. I just didn’t know it yet. On that memory-making morning, I was stationed near the back of the classroom, excited to witness the start of my first child’s formal schooling. I watched as he hung his backpack on a hook, found his nametag and joined the other children. Armed with both photo and video cameras, my husband, Nick and I captured and recorded this milestone moment.

We joined a cluster of other rookie parents, ooohing and aaahing about our young scholars. Looks of hope and wonder coupled with an eagerness to parent outstanding students outweighed our inexperience. Kindergarten teachers recognize this look. Unfazed, they tackle the challenge of teaching five- and six-year-olds much more than how to print their name, recite their address or where to line up for class. As part of the package, these teachers also accept a little acknowledged, but equally important job -- training kindergarten parents. 

The Last Field Trip

Each of my sons has a baby book. Yes, Shawn, my oldest’s book is the thickest, but he’s been around the longest. The pages of Jake’s and Seth’s are full of photos, souvenirs and mementos, too. Even I have one. It’s about ½ inch thick and there’s not a lot in it. Being the fourth of four, Mom didn’t have a ton of time to keep it up-to-date. Nick, my husband and seventh of nine, lost out on the baby book bandwagon altogether.

For eager moms and dads who don’t want to miss a single one, baby books are an great way to keep track all the first times --- the first tooth, the first step, the first haircut, the first success in the potty. 

What’s In Your Lunch Bag?

Of all the duties that come with being a mother of three, the one I dislike the most is packing school lunches. It’s is a no-win proposition. No matter what I put in their brown bag or lunch box, it’s guaranteed that my sons won’t like it. It’s not the right size, flavor, color, brand -- or it can’t be traded.

BIRTHDAYS/CELEBRATIONS  
Birthdays on the Bubble

It was not until I saw my husband Nick, standing ankle deep in a wading pool of homemade bubbles that I realized I’d made a mistake. My son Jake, the birthday boy, and several of his 8-year-old pals wouldn’t have agreed. They were running amuck – bubble wands, hoops and blower guns in hand -- puffing, popping and shooting bubble ammo at each other. They stopped occasionally at this plastic oasis to refuel their bubble-making implements. With garden hose in hand, a barefoot Nick was working hard to keep the supply plentiful. Occasionally he shot a grimace my way. Our backyard, sloshed in homespun bubble sauce, had turned in to a slip-and-slide soapy mess. I surveyed the good, clean fun springing up around me and made a mental note: Do not repeat when younger son Seth, turns 8.

Birthdays From 1 to 92 

Anyone who as ever received a birthday card from me, opens it carefully. They might even hold it over a trash can. Why? They know I’ve stashed confetti inside, and they want to keep the mess to a minimum.  I sneak a rainbow of glittery, metallic chips between the folds of the card; my way of enjoying the party before it’s even started.  I love birthdays and when the confetti cascades out, along with my good wishes, my theory is again affirmed.
HOLIDAYS/SEASONAL STUFF
( Messing with Tradition

I haven’t told my kids yet, but I’m adding a new side dish to our Thanksgiving Day feast. I’m hoping to slip this small change through without any notice. It’s risky, I know. “Leave well enough alone,” my mom would have advised. Don’t fix something that’s not broken.” “Why mess with tradition?” 

 
Tradition! Tradition! The song from Fiddler on the Roof rings in my ears. Tradition! Is that just another word for expectation? Because I know that my sons, Shawn, Jake and Seth, count on certain things to happen on Thanksgiving Day. For them and their dad, the elements are simple and immutable: watch football, throw the ball around during half time, eat roasted turkey, pat their over-filled tummies and doze on the couch. I’m not crazy enough to change any of that.

( Cookies for Conversation

A cozy circle of about 20 friends crowds into my living room, each selecting a small wrapped gift from a nearby pile before finding a seat. We’ve spent most of the last hour in my kitchen chatting and sampling the potluck offerings. The taste of orange chicken, artichoke-spinach dip and grape leaves, still a recent memory. Cups of sherbet punch and a few glasses of something a bit stronger dot the end tables. The coffee is brewing.

The reason for this gathering is the annual recitation of How the Grinch Stole Christmas. This holiday ritual, the highlight of my cookie & ornament exchange, requires each woman to read a page from the Dr. Seuss classic, then pass the book to her left. The rest of us listen attentively, waiting for the word Grinch to be said aloud. That’s our signal to send the present balanced on our lap to the gal seated to the right.
( Believing in Make-believe
Every December 24, when Shawn, Jake and Seth were little, they carefully selected the best-decorated sugar cookies from our day spent baking. Before they went to bed, they placed a plateful of these homemade snacks, along with a glass of milk, near the fireplace for the man in the red suit. Nearby, a bowl of water and a pile of carrots awaited Rudolph and his pals. 
Why? Because my sons believed in Santa Claus. They knew that once a year, sometime after they were fast asleep, the jolly old elf would squeeze down our chimney with his sack of elf-made toys to place under our decorated tree. Flying direct from the North Pole, via a reindeer-pulled sleigh, St. Nick also filled their stockings with small goodies and an occasional lump of (bubble gum) coal. 

A Pillowcase of Costumes

“What are you going to be for Halloween?” 

It’s the most asked question during October. At recess, in between soccer drills or on the drive to piano lessons, you hear preschoolers and preteens, alike, eagerly pondering the possibilities.

At my house there was always a lot of discussion before the Halloween dress-up decision was made. Like every other 3- to 13-year-old, my sons, Shawn, Jake and Seth, took their time making this important selection. Woe to the kid who chooses too quickly and settles for something simple like a pirate, a cowboy or a vampire. 

The chatter started weeks before October 31. Numerous ideas would be kicked around, debated and considered. Like most busy mothers, I did my best to sway the conversation in the direction of accessories we had on hand (cowboy hat, black cape, baseball mitt). I cheered when one of the younger siblings wanted to be what their big brother was last Halloween. 

Whose Home for the Holidays?

Ah love. It starts out innocently enough. You say yes to dinner and a movie. He brings flowers and chocolates. There are romantic walks on the beach. And before you know it, you’re married. The days of staring lovingly into each other’s eyes are replaced with scanning the food section for bargains and listening for the sound of the shower turning off, so you can take your turn. 
You’re occupied with many challenges as the two of you begin a life together. So many decisions to make: Cable or satellite? Pepperoni or sausage? Over-easy or scrambled? Foreign or domestic? 
Days, weeks, months pass. Miscellaneous facts are gingerly revealed: He likes Brussels sprouts. She thinks birthday cake is a breakfast food. Both of you have trouble staying awake for the 11 o’clock news. Deals are reluctantly made: He agrees to read the sports section until she’s finished with the front page. She’ll watch Entourage if he’ll sit through reruns of The Office. Then, your newly formed family of two becomes three, four and maybe even five. 
A Boy, A Box and Packing Peanuts

The brown box arrived on our front stoop a few days before Christmas. It was from our friends Greg and Jane who live in St. Louis. The cardboard carton was so big, that it took two of us to drag it into the living room. The whole family gathered, anticipating what bounty it held inside. Because of its size, it wasn’t a present I could slide near the tree and tell my sons, Shawn, Jake and Seth, to wait for Christmas morning. This first gift of the season was ready to be enjoyed.

Smiling faces circled Nick, my husband, as he cut the strapping tape. He reached down through the kernels of packaging to pull out a lavishly filled wicker gift basket. As Nick wiped off a few noodle-shaped foam pieces that clung to the cellophane wrapping, we could see that the basket had treats for every member of the Fadden household. Hot cocoa and biscotti. Smokehouse almonds and sausage. Chocolate covered pretzels and caramel popcorn balls. Toffee and sugar cookies. And a personalized ornament for our tree.

Writing on Eggshells

I’ve managed to dye my fingers a new shade of purple, a color not found in any box of crayons. It falls somewhere between eggplant and magenta.  As I stare at my hands, I wonder if the stain will fade before next weekend when I’m going to my cousin’s wedding. I guess I can always wear gloves. 

What A Bargain? 

It’s January 2. My husband, Nick, is standing in our driveway, taking down the last string of lights woven through our bushes. He’s carefully wrapping them around a cardboard holder one strand at a time. His goal is to prevent the lights from being tangled when he gets them out next winter. Fat chance. 

 A Turkey of a Thanksgiving

Everyone in my family loves something different about Thanksgiving. Nick, my husband, loves the smell of turkey baking and the sound of the NFL on TV. For our teen-age son, Jake, it’s the homemade mashed potatoes. For Seth, the youngest, it’s the toasted marshmallows on the yams. And for our home-from-college student, Shawn, I think it’s the chance to do his laundry for free. Me? I love being with my family and taking time to reflect on the many blessings of the year. Thanksgiving is the quiet before the storm. The flag is up early Friday morning, signaling the start of the hustle and bustle of Christmas. 

( Thinking Thankful

About four years ago I began keeping a gratitude journal. My notebook is nothing fancy. It’s a simple black-and-white speckled composition book. I buy one for less than $2 every year at the back-to-school sales. On those lines, I jot down at least three things each morning that delighted me the day before. It’s a great way to begin each day – spending a few minutes thinking about what I’m grateful for.

( Sitting at the Big Table

As November 27th gets closer, lots of us are spending time in preparation and anticipation. We’re busy comparing prices for frozen turkeys, finding grandma’s recipe for cranberry sauce and ordering chiffon pumpkin pies. We’ve assigned a favorite aunt the task of bringing the green bean casserole and asked our neighbor if he has folding chairs we can borrow. All of this organization is necessary to carry out our vision of the perfect holiday dinner; one that merits a symphony of satisfied after-dinner sighs that continue long after the wishbone has been pulled. But to me, these details are secondary. While many of you are dusting off your crystal and sharpening the carving knife, my energies are spent on how to fit 19 and a highchair at a table that comfortably accommodates 10.

Merry Birthday. Happy Christmas.

This is my salute to Sagittarians and Capricorns — my sisters and brothers all over the country who, like me, have a birthday bordering the holidays. Each of us who has known the disappointment, heartbreak and misfortune that comes with being born too close to Christmas. Through no fault of our own (and because of the poor planning of our parents), we were born on the fringes of the busiest, most expensive holiday of the year. We’re forced to compete against giant evergreens, cookie parties and men in red suits, armed with nothing but a candle, a party popper and a handful of confetti. It’s no wonder December birthdays are often overlooked. 

Tilting the Tree (and other slanted celebrations) 

Christmas traditions. Every family has them. Warm and fuzzy customs that happen year after year of the holidays wouldn’t be the same. My family has traditions too. I don’t know that they’re warm and fuzzy, but they’re the ones my boys treasure. Holiday happenings that are part and parcel of our celebration. Our December days include baking cookies, hanging stockings, singing carols, spending too much on presents and overeating. Every decoration, string of lights and Christmas puzzle has to be dragged out of the garage and displayed before Shawn, Jake and Seth officially declare Christmas underway.

A Simpler, Kinder Christmas

No one confuses me with Martha Stewart.  I don’t get phone calls when a friend wants to create centerpieces using bark, berries and spray-painted six-pack soda can holders. I wish I were. I know some of those people. They turn a sprig of rosemary, three candles and a leftover Cool Whip bowl into a sight to behold. I admire them. Everyone looks good in the family photo on their handmade holiday card, even the dog. 
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