HOW OLD ARE WE NOW?

My daughter Alex turned 1 on March 26, and lately I find myself repeatedly answering the same questions from family and friends: "Can you believe she's a year old already? Do you feel like she's growing too quickly? Are you in disbelief?"

But, truthfully, I CAN believe she's a year old. My husband Ken and I have watched in amazement as Alex has grown and changed so much right before our eyes. We've had the joy of seeing her emerge from a tiny, helpless infant into a walking, talking toddler with places to go, people to see, and lots of ideas to express. It's not hard to believe that Alex is a year old, but what I can't believe is that (aaaaaaaaaah!) this means that I'm a year older too!

From the moment we brought Alex home from the hospital, Ken and I have focused on our daughter's needs and have been keenly aware of each developmental milestone. It's so easy, so tangible, to check charts and read books and mark a baby's growth in a baby book--listing all of the firsts: First time taking a walk outside in the stroller – check. First time smiling – check. First time eating solid foods – check. First time sleeping through the night – very important check! What I hadn't realized, until looking back at the year, is that I've reached my own milestones as well. I understand now how much I've developed in the year since becoming a parent, and the role my daughter has played in that growth. We change quite a bit along the path of becoming a parent, and in certain ways, our kids help us to grow with them. 

Lately, I've been celebrating what I see as my own little milestones and so I pay tribute to Alex (and all kids!) who help us parents to achieve these triumphs both big and small.

CHILL OUT – PARENT MILESTONE #1

One way motherhood has changed me is that I'm better at "keeping it real," focusing on what matters most in a day. This is no easy task! When I think back to what I accomplished during a typical 16 hours before Alex was born, I realize I've always tried to bite off more than I could chew. But now my mouth is the fullest it's ever been! I'm balancing being a mom, a wife, a friend, a daughter. Plus I have my writing, graduate school, and the occasional yoga class or run in the park. I recently found myself feeling like I couldn't quite wrap my mind around everything I have to achieve in one day and then, luckily, it hit me. While it might seem hard to recognize it in every moment of every day, ultimately nothing is ever as important as family. Alex helps me to remember this at the most essential moments.

So – check! My first milestone is learning to chill out and focus on what I believe is truly most meaningful in my new life as a parent. When I get home from a long day of meetings and classes, I leave everything behind me and spend quality time with Alex before she goes to bed. Her entire bedtime routine--dim lights, quiet music (sometimes featuring her Dad on guitar), books, bottle, goodbyes, kisses to many stuffed toys, and then bed--has helped ME to relax in the evening. Even with all I have going on, I fall asleep more easily at night then I did before I was a mom.

New parents spend so much time asking each other whether our babies sleep through the night, and consider it such a breakthrough when they do. Today I'm congratulating myself for reaching the very same milestone. I can chill out AND I can sleep through the night! By celebrating our achievements as people and as parents no matter how small they may seem, we can see how far we've come! Now where is my Parent Book so I can write this down?

EAT THE APPLE SLOWLY – PARENT MILESTONE #2

I once heard someone describe the difference between how kids and adults look at the world in this way: When kids eat an apple they take a bite, put it down for a few minutes, take another bite, leave it to turn that unappetizing shade of brown, come back to take another bite, and go off again. Adults generally take the apple from the bowl, wash it, bore down to the core in seven or eight adult-sized bites, and toss the remains in the trash. The whole process may take less than three minutes. In other words, kids take their time. They allow themselves to think about something, move on, and come back. 

I've caught myself many times feeling the need to move Alex along to a new toy to investigate, a new book to look at, or a new ball to roll. However, I realized a while ago that I don't need to encourage her to move on. She's perfectly content to analyze the same small block for many minutes and then put it down, only to come back to it later with the same intent attitude.

Parent Milestone #2 – check! I've learned (again, with Alex's help!) to allow myself the luxury of processing things slowly. This is true for enjoying small moments with Alex each day and even works when big issues come up in life. We do not need to solve every problem immediately. As I approach conflicts or losses, I find that I benefit from taking my time. I can leave that apple alone and come back to it later. 

EMBRACE THE CHAOS – PARENT MILESTONE #3

When you live in a two-bedroom apartment, space really matters. Clutter and mess rise up quickly to cut your already small space in half. Before Alex was born, I religiously organized and shuffled papers and put everything in its assigned place so that the feeling when I walked into the apt. would be peaceful rather than chaotic. Then I had Alex…

It's taken a while for me to reach Milestone #3, but I can honestly say I have made it. I can now officially "embrace the chaos," which is a phrase I attribute to Ken and our friend Josh (father to a 2 year old and a 9 month old) who both seemed to pass this milestone way before I did!

What a wonderfully liberating feeling it is to walk into a room and see toys and books from wall to wall, puzzles on the couches, bottles overflowing in the sink, jackets, strollers, carriers, bibs, and the entire contents of my pocketbook strewn about the kitchen floor. It's liberating because now I embrace it. I know it won't always look like this. I know we'll eventually clean up, but in that moment--and for a long time afterwards--I am completely relaxed and content to relish the feeling of not caring. It's colorful! All of the bright toys create a sense of joy. How nice it is not to feel that I have to start organizing immediately. It's so much more fun to accept that my beautiful curious daughter, who sits on the floor smiling as she methodically removes each item from my bag, doesn't mind the mess and, shockingly, neither do I.

THANK GOODNESS FOR CHEERIOS! - PARENT MILESTONE #4

Today I found myself on the subway platform at 2:00 in the afternoon starving and wishing I'd eaten lunch. I reached into my jacket pocket and discovered a small bag of Cheerios. I ate every one of them. There were probably about 25 or so (minus the one that I dropped and then stared at for some time contemplating the three-second rule . . yeah, I was pretty hungry!). 

I realized in that moment that I've reached Parent Milestone #4. I have finally learned to carry food with me wherever I go. It may be a half-empty jar of pears, an overripe banana, six grapes, or half a granola bar, but it's still food! I'm taking better care of myself now that I'm thinking about when Alex will be hungry.

Thanks Alex! Thanks for helping Mommy reach her own milestones. Whether it's chilling out, taking my time, embracing the mess around me, or remembering to eat, I couldn't have done it without you. It's only been one year, but we've grown so much!
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