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I can’t write columns without using anecdotes from real life, so my friends and family 
know that on any given Thursday, they may open up the paper to see themselves. My 

thanks to everyone for not disowning me yet. 
 

First, to my friends who show up in these columns: To Lisa, Wanda, Susan, Jill, 
Kayla, Derek, Blake, Evan, the other Lisa, Sue, Valerie, and Bruce. Thanks for not 

minding when you became column fodder. 
 

To my relatives: Mom, Danielle, Shawna, Alex, Poppa, Cheryl, and Ron, and Kurt, 
thanks for giving me such great stuff to talk about. 

 
And, of course, to Becca, Katie, and Keith. Thanks for letting me spill my guts! 

I love you all. 
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Sheila Up Close  

For ten years I’ve had the privilege of writing Reality Check, where I’ve been 
given carte blanche to pontificate on whatever subject I choose. I usually tend to stay 
quite close to home, with my thoughts on creating a good, fulfilling, and purposeful life. I 
started in the Belleville Intelligencer, and wrote there until they fired me four years later. 
They never said so explicitly, but I believe it was because I was too controversial (in 
other words, I espoused family values). Then I moved to the EMC and the Penticton 
Southern Exposure, and more recently the Maple Creek News. And for the last few years 
the print version has been accompanied by a subscriber base of several thousand that 
receive it in their inbox every week.  

Every Thursday the emails start. When it’s good feedback, I read it. When it’s bad 
feedback, I have to admit the life expectancy of that email depends on my mood and the 
amount of chocolate I have on hand. If I have a dearth of chocolate, I hit “delete” pretty 
quickly. 

It’s hard to believe that I’ve been writing this column for 10 years! The first 
column I wrote I mentioned that my girls were 4 and 6. They’re now 14 and 17. They’ve 
grown up, and the focus of my columns has changed, from school issues and young kids 
to teens. But I throw in a healthy dose of relationships, too, and my signature “how Sheila 
sees the world” columns, where I’m spitting mad about something and find that pounding 
out 600 words on the subject is the best cure. 

Before you start reading my advice about life, and my take on the way the world 
should be run (because I have opinions galore), I thought I’d let you meander a bit and 
read some of the columns where I reveal a little bit more about myself and my family. 
After all, you don’t tell complete strangers what they should think, or launch into a 
diatribe against the government, until you’ve at least sat down and had a coffee and 
introduced yourself. So consider this chapter of columns your introduction to me, my 
marriage, and my kids. And I’m glad to meet you, too! 

 

The Small Town Smile 
First published July 25, 2006 

When we moved from Toronto to a smaller town, my first culture shock occurred 
in a grocery store. I was standing in the checkout line when the clerk started chatting. I 
stammered and stuttered and made the obligatory remarks about the weather, and then 
retreated quickly out of there, keeping my eye on this strange woman, for fear that she 
was off her meds. 

The next time I went shopping it happened again. Only this time, the woman 
behind me started talking to me, too. I soon realized that this is normal behaviour for 
small towns. People talk to each other. They don’t immediately see you as a threat. What 
a revelation. 

In all my years growing up in Toronto, I never had a clerk talk to me, outside of 
the typical “did you find everything you were looking for” question, mumbled in the tone 
of voice in which one might announce, “my hemorrhoids are killing me.” In large cities, 
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your best defence is to avoid all contact with strangers, because you never know who the 
psychos are. It’s an interesting exercise to stand in a packed subway and try hard to avoid 
absolutely all eye contact. Glance around, and everybody’s looking at the ceiling, reading 
the ads as if the cure for cancer is hidden in them in code, or studying a newspaper, even 
though you cannot change the page because you’re packed in there like sardines. 

A while back, I was shopping with a friend when a frantic woman came up behind 
us, asked us to watch her half-filled cart, and proceeded to shop for another five minutes, 
throwing in detergent and toilet paper and frozen pizzas as if a hurricane were around the 
corner and we had to stock up. She was employing the “I have to protect my place in line 
at all costs” defensive manoeuvre, which I had witnessed many times, and even perfected 
in my early twenties. My friend was livid, not being familiar with this particular 
behaviour. It is never seen in small towns. But I smiled, and once this mad shopper 
finally deigned to return to the line, I asked her when she had moved from the big city. 
She looked at me in surprise and said, “last week.” She then proceeded to stare hard at 
the magazine rack in order to avoid all further eye contact. 

I don’t know what it is about smaller towns that makes people so much more 
relaxed, but I think it’s partly because there’s more of a feeling that we’re rooted here 
together. Chances are your cousin knows his second cousin, or your neighbour once 
dated his sister in high-school. There’s a connection in there somewhere if you just stop 
to find it, which is, of course, the primary topic of small town conversations, as if we’re 
all playing our own version of six degrees of separation. All of this leads to a much 
slower pace in life. When your main goal is to get where you’re going without being 
harassed or meeting some weird loser, you go everywhere quickly. On the other hand, 
when you see your neighbours as potential allies, likely long-lost relatives, or at least 
people just like you, there’s not the same compulsion to hurry out of there lest some 
weirdness rub off. 

Of course, some big city hurriedness is genuine, because it does take so darn long 
to get anywhere in large cities. Traffic’s a mess. Public transit is worse. And walking 
means dealing with smog or slush or hail. Going anywhere takes a minimum of twenty 
minutes, with ten of that just waiting for the elevator inside your apartment building. 

Twenty minutes from my house will get me anywhere within a 25 km radius. 
There’s no hassle, there’s no rush, people smile at me, and the stress lifts away. It took a 
few years, but I can now look almost everybody in the eye. I may no longer be street 
smart, but I sure do smile a lot more. I think the move was worth it. 

 

Emergency Blues 
First published April 15, 2010 

Last week I came down with an *ahem* bladder infection. For those of you who 
have never experienced such a thing, imagine consuming four Obesity-R-Us sized pops 
at your favourite fast food joint, and then hitting the road to Niagara Falls, where you 
stop to take a scenic tour, all without bothering to relieve yourself. When you have a 
bladder infection, that’s how you feel. All the time. 
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It hit me late one night, rendering sleep impossible. After tossing and turning for 
several hours, I decided to head to the ER before dawn to beat the rush.  

There I reported in to triage, where they made me—you guessed it—pee in a cup. 
I tried to explain to the nurse that peeing is what hurts, but to no avail. Then I sat in the 
waiting room with a decade’s worth of Golf Digest magazines, for two hours, to get the 
full ER experience. 

When the doctor finally saw me he asked if I had been experiencing any fever. 
That was when I made my major tactical blunder. I told him the truth. I admitted that in 
my night of not sleeping, I had suffered quite bad chills, followed by sweats, which 
unfortunately bears a remarkable resemblance to a fever. 

None of this would have been so bad except that we had returned from a three 
week trip to a Kenyan orphanage. This caused this doctor, and my husband (who is also a 
doctor, and who had by this time joined me), to run around in circles shouting, 
“Malaria!!!!” Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating, but it’s important to make them look silly 
because I’m bitter. 

I valiantly attempted to argue that it was a bit of a coincidence that malaria and a 
bladder infection should hit me at exactly the same hour, and that perhaps this wasn’t 
malaria at all, but they were unmoved. Seems doctors are more committed to “science” 
than to “women’s intuition”.  

Now malaria is not nice. It causes you to have fevers, and chills, and nausea, and 
sometimes death. And then it recurs. Well, not if you suffered the death part, but 
otherwise it tends to pop up every now and then. 

Therefore, it was decided that along with the typical blood work, which consisted 
of taking eighteen vials out of both arms, I should also be tested for malaria. And thus 
began my entry into the “Voodoo Doll Impersonation Contest”, for to find malaria, one 
blood test is not sufficient. Three are needed in the space of twenty-four hours, although I 
was poked far more than that because my veins started collapsing in protest.  

Protest seems to be a natural reaction to almost everything that occurs in a 
hospital. It’s just not a fun place. The ER is covered with signs telling you how coarse 
and abusive language will not be tolerated, but I sometimes wonder if hospital 
administrators realize that normal people probably wouldn’t curse as much if you didn’t 
make them wait for hours, and then keep them in a hall with no privacy, and then tell 
their loved ones they have to stay out in the waiting room. It’s rather inhumane. 

Sleep is downright impossible in a hospital, too, with all the bright lights and the 
constant chatter on the overhead speaker. If you’re sick, a hospital is the last place you 
want to stay. Most of us could recover much better in bed, where you could actually get 
some shut eye. 

So that’s where I headed, after all my treatment was complete. And I realized that, 
as much of a pain as it was, I am infinitely grateful that we have a hospital with 
experienced nurses and good and careful doctors. Even if they do err on the cautious side.  
 

The Good, the Bad, and the Shattered 
First published September 27, 2007 

The other day my husband wrecked the car. I think he did it for me. 
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You see, in our years together I have put a hole in the sliding door of our van, 
wrecked a friend’s bumper while denting our other door, ran into someone’s trailer hitch, 
producing yet another hole, and dented our own bumper so many times I can’t list them 
all. During the last trip to have our bumper repaired, the mechanic helpfully offered to 
install those round white bumper pads boats use to the front of our car. Keith laughed. I 
did not. 

But there is no possible way you can blame our shattered windshield on me, so 
harmony is restored in our home. The tragedy occurred when Keith went to back up in 
the dark after parking beside a friend’s farm. He went into reverse, failing to notice the 
dangling tree branch smack in the middle of our rear window. We heard a bang and then 
a shattering sound.  

After inspecting the damage we drove home, discussing the likely cost of the 
window (conclusion—probably less than my door) and listening to the pretty “tinkle 
tinkle” as more glass fell off at every stop sign. 

Yet somehow it makes me feel lighter just knowing Keith finally did something 
bad, too. It’s no good in a relationship when one person feels like they are always the bad 
one. Of course, bad and good when it comes to cars is not nearly as serious as bad and 
good when it comes to respecting one another’s feelings, or raising the kids, or simply 
being kind. But whatever the cause, lopsided relationships are very dangerous. 

Let’s say you’re the bad one and you actually start to improve. You spend time 
with the kids, or start remembering birthdays, or finally figure out what a mop is for. Too 
often it feels like the good one gives you no credit either because you’ll never be good 
enough, or because he or she is too invested in this “good” identity. We probably all 
know people with this classic martyr complex. It’s like that old joke, “how many mothers 
does it take to screw in a lightbulb?” And the answer from the “good” mother: “None. I’ll 
just sit here in the dark like a dog. You go on with your lives. I wouldn’t want to bother 
you.” It’s not only mothers who can be martyrs, either. Children, spouses, friends, even 
co-workers can adopt this identity that inevitably poisons everything. And when the good 
person fails to see the good in the other, the “bad” is likely to withdraw. He starts 
spending more time at work, or she stops telling him anything at all because there’s just 
no point in trying. They can never be good enough. 

Relationships are like clothing. When they’ve been sitting around in one position 
for too long they get wrinkled, and it’s hard to get those wrinkles out. We grow used to 
the fact that she’s the one who wrecks the car, or he’s the insensitive one, or mom’s the 
one who does all the giving, and we can’t even notice when patterns change. 

And that’s why I think the “good” ones in relationships have a choice to make. Do 
you want your identity tied up in being good, or do you want a good relationship? A 
relationship can’t withstand someone always being the bad one. Some relationships, of 
course, are not worth salvaging. The bad person is just too bad: they’re abusive, they’re 
downright mean, they’re unfaithful. It’s time to end it. But if you do want that 
relationship to get better, then at some point you’re going to have to let the bad one off 
the hook for all the dents they’ve caused to your bumper. 

Most of us could benefit from a little of Anne of Green Gables’ attitude when she 
said, “Oh, Marilla, isn’t it wonderful that tomorrow is a day with no mistakes in yet?” 
Try to deal with the hurt and the anger once and for all and just be kind to one another. 
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After all, a shattered windshield can be fixed. If we shatter someone’s self-worth, it’s a 
lot harder to pick up the pieces.  

 
 

We’ve Got Cooties 
First published February 1, 2007 

Recently, a friend warned me that one of my daughter’s playmates had lice, so 
before Katie went to bed that night, I called her over to take a peek at her scalp. As I 
parted her hair, I was greeted by a bug running for cover. 

I did what any normal mother would do. “Keith,” I shrieked, “get over here!” He 
ambled over, not too worried, and gazed at the offending creature. “Huh,” he said. “Look 
at that.” He’s a pediatrician, and pediatricians have no sympathy unless someone is 
coughing up a lung. 

I insisted that he leave right that instant and get some lice killer shampoo. He 
asked if it could wait until morning. I gave him That Look. Off he went.  

We stayed up until midnight as I picked eggs out of my daughter’s hair. We 
changed everyone’s bedding, even mine, because she likes to crawl into bed and wrestle 
in the morning. We banished all stuffed animals to garbage bags in the garage for two 
weeks. We vacuumed the sofa. Basically, I overreacted. But let me reiterate: my kid had 
something crawling in her hair. I think I was entitled. 

The next day, I ran an internet search for information about lice, and found a very 
comprehensive site put out by Harvard University. But the more I read, the more I felt 
that these people had far too much education to understand the real world. 

First, Harvard went to great pains to declare that having lice is not a big deal. It 
doesn’t cause any illness or infection, and it’s not nearly as transmissible as a cold or flu 
virus. They went on to say that kids with lice should be allowed in school, because we let 
kids in who have colds. And colds, to Harvard, are far worse. 

Obviously no one at Harvard has ever done laundry. 
But here’s the thing, Harvard. I knew Katie wasn’t going to die, or get a 

debilitating illness, or be disabled. I was not worried about her health. But I was worried 
because my kid had bugs in her hair. Bugs. In. Her. Hair. Pardon me if I think that’s a big 
deal, but I think having insects crawling on one’s scalp is enough to cause most mothers 
to go into panic mode. 

Harvard then went on to explain how lice tend to like clean hair, so there should 
be no stigma attached to it. Again, I understand. I know that it was not Katie’s fault that 
she got it.  

But it would be my fault, I think, if she failed to get rid of it. While clean kids get 
it, dirty kids rarely get over it. It’s not easy to fight the little buggers; you have to comb 
those eggs out, and they’re sticky little things. You have to kill all the little babies. You 
have to wash your child’s bedding and toys. But some parents don’t do all this. And then 
a few weeks later the child has a full blown case again.  

It’s almost guaranteed that there will be at least one child per classroom who has 
chronic lice, and I know some parents who make sure their children’s hair is not “clean” 
at school as a precaution. It’s not that they swear off shampoo; it’s that they pile on the 
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gel and hair spray. Apparently the bugs don’t like goop, so it’s like putting a “No 
Trespassing” sign on your children’s heads. We’re going to do that from now on, even 
though Harvard failed to recommend it. 

They did, however, try to put a positive spin on the lice thing in general, proving 
once again that academics are overpaid. “A few lice on the head should not cause alarm; 
rather, they present an opportunity for parents to spend the needed time with their 
children in order to find and remove the offending insects.” What a great bonding 
opportunity! 

If any of you would like such an opportunity, we saved a few eggs in a plastic bag 
to use in a science experiment later. I’d be glad to give them up. Personally, though, I’d 
suggest a game of Monopoly or a walk around the block. But then, I don’t have a Ph.D., 
so you’ll have to make that judgment yourself. 
 

Passport to Confusion 
First published March 15, 2007 

This week I joined the frenzy of Canadians applying for passports. With our 
southern neighbour’s change of rules, multitudes are scurrying to secure the over-priced 
blue booklet, complete with the photo in which one must not smile, but must attempt to 
look like a terrorist. I didn’t think the process would be that difficult, as I am not new to 
such applications. But this time around I found myself rather perplexed by some of the 
questions. 

Name and address: so far so good. But then they started getting really nosy. How 
much do I weigh? they wanted to know. Well, that depends. Am I PMS’ing, or not? And 
do they want to know how much I look like I weigh, or how much I actually weigh, 
because the two are not necessarily synonymous. I can hide stuff pretty well. 

Nevertheless, I filled in my weight, rounded down to account for wishful thinking 
over the next five years, and then moved on to height. I’m 5’5”. How many centimeters is 
that, anyway? 

Having to record my daughters’ heights, though, was an exercise in futility. My 
oldest has grown an inch and a half over the last month. Her height right now will not be 
her height when the passport office finishes with our applications. I really think you 
should be allowed to put down ranges on height and weight. At least it would be closer to 
the truth.  

Nothing, however, prepared me for the next line of questions. They wanted to 
know my hair colour. That is a dangerous thing to ask a woman. This is an Official 
Government Document, so I have to be accurate, but the truth is I have no idea what my 
hair colour is. Do they mean natural hair colour? I think I’ve forgotten. If they want me to 
be precise about my colour right now, some of my highlights are Wella #5RV, and some 
are Wella Bleach Blonde, but I’ve always wanted to try Wella #5RR, and sometime in 
the next five years I’m bound to. But all that won’t fit in their little box. 

They want you to write “Blonde”, “Brown”, “Black”, “Red”, or “Grey”. I think a 
man wrote the passport applications, because men think in black and white terms, so to 
speak, when it comes to colour. For instance, most men will call navy, indigo, 
aquamarine, teal, turquoise, cobalt, and azure all “blue”. But women know that’s far too 
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constricting. It’s the same with hair colour. My one daughter is blonde. My other is not. 
But your guess is as good as mine whether she’s closer to blonde, brown, or red. It really 
depends what light she’s in. Maybe I should just take some leftover Wella Bleach Blonde 
and pour it all over her head and then we could be done with it. 

As mystified as I was by these questions, though, I was really thrown through a 
loop when I came to the “parent” section of the children’s applications. It used to be 
“Father” and “Mother”. Now it’s “Parent” and “Other Parent”. So I am officially “Other 
Parent”. Just doesn’t have the same ring to it as “Mommy”, does it? 

In all government paperwork, the words “wife” and “husband” have been stricken 
in favour of “spouse”, and “mother” and “father” have disappeared in favour of “parent”. 
But I am not my children’s “Other Parent”. I am their mom, and I have the stretch marks 
to prove it. Besides, mom is personal. It means loving, and caring, and hugging, and 
kissing boo boos. Parent does not. I know that family forms are changing, and the 
government wants to accommodate them. But it seems sad to me that my unique 
relationship with my children is now officially erased, and turned into something generic.  

When I arrived at the box where I had to state my relationship to the child for 
whom we are applying, I was supposed to write “parent”. But I didn’t. I wrote down 
“mother”. I may not know my hair colour, and I may be in denial about my weight, but I 
do know who I am. I’m a mom, and I always will be. 

 

The Getaway Plan 
First published July 31, 2009 

These next three columns all have to do with one of our family’s favourite 
activities: camping. You can see the progression of the ten years of columns in some of 
these memories! 

By the time you read this, I’ll be back, but right now my family is preparing to go 
camping. The girls are collecting the towels, bathing suits, and bug repellent, my husband 
is filling the coolers, and me? I’m dusting my bedroom. 

If that doesn’t make sense to you, it’s because you are missing the crucial nesting 
gene. I have one, which may surprise most who know me, because it only manifests itself 
when we are preparing to leave. On a normal day I may be perfectly content living in a 
home with stacks of unopened mail scattered around the dining room, dust bunnies 
plotting a takeover of my house under my bed, and unidentifiable contents in Tupperware 
containers lurking near the back of my fridge. 

But when we are leaving these things are absolutely out of bounds, as anyone 
with any self-respect would agree. Unfortunately, my husband and my children do not 
share the gene, and so they have the gall to become frustrated with me, and to express 
this frustration in unpleasant ways, when they think that I am letting them “do all the 
work” of packing and “holding us up” and “wasting time” instead of actually contributing 
to the camping cause. 

Mysteriously, they fail to see how my actions contribute to a holiday. After all, 
what’s a holiday if you have to come home to a messy house? So as I’m collecting our 
clothes, I notice the dust more than I do on normal days. Or when I’m piling suitcases in 
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the hallway, I notice the floors could really use a mopping. Don’t even get me started on 
what happens when I go through the fridge to figure out what we need in the coolers. 

By the time we actually exit our premises, then, our house is in tip top shape. And 
yet instead of lauding me for this spurt of high energy cleaning action, my family feels 
resentment because they want to “get going”. Honestly. 

My husband even had the gall to inform me that one day he is going to announce 
a magnificent, surprise holiday, just so that I would clean the house. Then, with all the 
suitcases packed and all the floors sparkly, he would tell me that we’re going to stay 
home, because the house is so nice to live in now. I was not impressed. 

Cleaning, though, is not all I do when we’re preparing to depart. I also have that 
compulsion to attend to all the errands I’ve been nonchalantly ignoring. I may have 
decided they’re not urgent for three or four weeks running, but when we’re about to leave 
the house for five days, they become a priority. And since I’m running to the bank, why 
not check out the sales at some of my favourite stores, too? 

Then, of course, there’s the email I must answer, and the thank you notes I must 
write leftover from business engagements a few months ago. In short, whenever we go on 
vacation, my to-do list magically gets to-done. 

Naturally this makes vacation preparedness a very stressful activity, and one 
might wonder if getaways were even worth it. But I know the answer to that one. It’s 
found in sitting around a fire, eating smores and not caring if you get marshmallow on 
your sweatshirt. It’s found in playing cards inside the camper when it rains. It’s found in 
getting up one morning and reading an entire novel just because you can. It’s found in 
having time to walk, hand in hand, with my husband for hours because there’s nothing 
else to do. Vacations are bliss. And I’m just glad that, thanks to me, coming home isn’t so 
bad, either. 

 

Lessons from Camping  
First published August 23, 2005 

I have spent a considerable amount of time in a tent trailer this summer, doing 
basically nothing, and it was bliss. Doing absolutely nothing allows one to reflect on life, 
and so I share with you some of the insights I have gleaned. 

Nobody ever has to go to the bathroom at the beach. It does not matter how long 
one remains on the sandy shores, no one ever ventures to the outhouse, no matter how 
many juice boxes they down. And it isn’t just the kids; it’s the adults, too. Everytime I 
made my way to the outhouse near the beach, I was always the only one there. So here’s 
my conclusion: when you are swimming at a beach, never open your mouth. 

A seven-year-old can start a blazing fire first thing in the morning, while all the 
adults are still asleep, armed only with a piece of paper and the buried remains of last 
night’s blaze. 

Flying over your bike handlebars and scraping your knees and elbows really 
hurts. From now on, I will have more compassion for boo boos. 

It is best to pack regular band-aids along with the children’s band-aids, or you 
will walk around the campground sporting Mr. Incredible in way too many places.   
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My 10-year-old has met her ideal man. He is in his early twenties and conducts 
the nature programs at our nearby provincial park. He knows more about bugs, bats, 
bears and beavers than anyone else she has ever met. And he’s not too shabby about 
rocks, either. If Rebecca continues to feel the most attractive feature about a man is his 
intimate knowledge of bat hunting techniques, I’m going to sail through her teenage 
years.  

Fireflies are really pretty and very peaceful. 
Twenty people drinking around the campsite next to you are not. Especially at 

2:30 in the morning. And yet, how do you tell twenty drunk people to shut up? 
Fortunately, the kids slept right through it, and when they woke up at 7:00 the next 
morning, we told them to go ahead and make all the noise they wanted. 

While we were camping, an air ambulance was rushed in to try to save a 14-year-
old, to no avail. Life is way too fragile. And yet, this summer I swam over to some small 
islands with my girls, in 150 feet of water, equipped only with “boogie boards”. They 
made it fine, of course, but I kept thinking, “what if...” After my little bike mishap I also 
watched how they rode more closely. They are much more daring than I am (and much 
more skilled), but the number of times they could have swerved and hit their heads on 
rocks, or collided with cars, were too innumerable to count. I suppose it is simply grace 
that we are here and healthy. 

Since spending several weeks at different campgrounds, I have concluded that life 
away from my life is the ideal life. I don’t want the phones, and the computer, and the 
television, and all my stuff. When I’m in my trailer, I have everything I need. I have my 
husband and my daughters, I have board games, I have my knitting, I have good food (for 
food tastes so much better when you camp). My best friends are often with me, and 
others, including family, visit. I don’t need anything else. 

And yet my children, after a week and a half, are eager to come home. As I age, I 
turn inward, wanting to contract my social circle, to reduce it to those I cherish. It is not 
that there is no room for new additions; only that I do not seek them out in the same way. 
My children’s circles, though, are ever expanding. They want to meet new people, do 
more things, have more experiences. As we debated when to head home, I saw the next 
ten years unfolding: me trying to hold my children tight, and them trying to run free. But 
at least I have them for now, and I will do my utmost to treasure these precious times. 
 

Summer by the Firelight 
First published August 18, 2011 

It is never a good idea to pack for camping, spend hours hitching up one’s tent 
trailer, and then driving for two hours to the campground, only to find that one has left 
the keys to said trailer at home. It is an especially bad idea to do so when one’s husband, 
who is the only one capable of setting up said trailer, has to work the next day, and 
doesn’t have time to drive home to get the keys and come back to set up. Such things 
often result in the cancelling of the camping trip, and a rather uncomfortable ride home. 

Nevertheless, the summer can still be rescued if one reschedules the camping trip, 
which is what this family did. And we had a glorious week at Charleston Lake doing 
absolutely nothing, except trying to avoid the poison ivy by the edge of the campsite and 
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the huge black rat snake that lived under the bathrooms, of which the campground 
seemed excessively proud. 

Here’s why I like camping: I can sit in the trailer and read all day and not feel 
guilty about it in the least. When I’m reading at home I always feel like I should get up 
and clean something, but camping is like a “get out of jail free” card for me. You can just 
relax. 

Of course, that Protestant work ethic is too deeply engrained to let us completely 
relax, and so occasionally I would drag my reluctant daughters out of their respective 
sleeping bags and away from their novels, and head out for a 5 km hike or a short canoe 
ride. After one such ride, I tried to convince the girls to swim around one of the small 
islands with me. “The water’s so warm!” I cried. “It’ll be fun!” I cajoled. “When else do 
you get to swim around an island?” Older daughter, who tends to bear more guilt about 
letting mother down than younger daughter, eventually waded in, and we started off. 
Twenty feet later my foot hit seaweed and we were back at the shore towelling off. 

We’ve been camping every summer since my youngest was two, and it brings 
such a sense of family camaraderie. I’ve been trying to figure out the root of such 
camping goodwill, and the best I can come up with is smores. One can never 
underestimate the power of a browned marshmallow and Jersey Milk chocolate bars 
between two graham crackers. Family togetherness is borne of such delights. 

Not all of our camping trips have been perfect, of course. Many were marred by 
having a campsite next to rowdy twenty-somethings who had an abundance of beer and a 
deficit of public responsibility. Trying to tell a dozen drunk young men to shut up at two 
in the morning is not fun. 

My girls also do not enjoy camping with no electricity, as we did this year, since 
they cannot charge their iPods. I, however, considered that a bonus. Instead we played 
euchre and Upwords and all kinds of games, actually spending time all together. 

The most surreal camping experience I had, though, occurred when sitting around 
the fire. My oldest daughter would play her guitar, singing along, with my younger 
daughter harmonizing. They sounded heavenly. And as I gazed at them in the firelight, I 
couldn’t figure out how we had gotten to this moment. It seems like just a second ago that 
these same two girls were sitting in those same two camp chairs, singing “Row, row, row 
your boat” in a round, while Keith desperately tried to get them to keep their fire sticks in 
the actual fire, rather than waving them about. How did they grow into such young 
women? 

I am now back, doing loads of laundry, and yearning to read another novel. But 
most of all I am in awe of my girls, even if one of them did forget those keys. 
 

Interviewing Your Daughter’s Date 
First published October 13, 2011 

My daughters are gorgeous. They’re in their teens now, and so dating is a subject 
my husband and I have been thinking about quite a bit lately. We don’t allow dating until 
16, and discourage it even then. We’ve tried to teach the girls to think less about dating 
and more about courtship (getting ready to find their life partner). But nevertheless, my 
oldest is at the age where such a thing could be on the horizon. So I thought I’d write this 
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column, just to warn any prospective suitors. Naturally, I linked to it on Facebook so all 
those teenaged friends could see it! My daughters have almost forgiven me. 

My two most precious possessions didn’t lose value in the latest market crash. In 
fact, they can’t even be converted into cash. They’re the two blonde haired girls who 
were once babies, but who are now starting to inch above me. And you had better believe 
that I am going to make sure that they stay safe. 

Which is why, before they ever go out alone with a boy, that boy is going to have 
a little talk with my husband. 

Perhaps that sounds archaic, but I have never really understood why parents 
would let their daughters venture out with complete strangers. You wouldn’t lend your 
car to just anyone, so why let your daughter go out with just anyone? 

Now Keith and I aren’t mean. We’ve investigated this fully and we think we’ve 
come up with a plan. We’ve sifted through some “applications to date my daughter” off 
the internet, but I have to admit some were just a tad over the top.  For instance, one said: 
“In an essay of at least 700 words, explain what the word “no” means.” I’m sure 400 
words would be sufficient. 

And we’ve fully investigated the country songs advocating this approach, too, and 
while we agree with the sentiment, we’re not entirely comfortable saying, “Y’all go out 
and have some fun. I’ll probably be up all night, still cleaning this gun”, since we don’t 
actually own a gun. A baseball bat will have to do. 

So we’re still trying to perfect our game plan, because it’s important to set the 
right tone before a boy gets too close to one of our daughters. He has to know that we 
care deeply for our girls, and we expect any boy that comes near them to treat them with 
respect, too. She can’t be just a plaything to you, someone to have fun with and then toss 
aside. You need to care for her heart, respect her body, and get her home on time. I don’t 
think that’s too much to ask.  

Am I putting all the responsibility on the guy, and then absolving my daughters? 
Of course not. My girls know what we expect of them. But I want to make sure the boys 
know it, too. 

I know a man who has interviewed all four of his daughters’ dates for over a 
decade now. He just walked the last daughter down the aisle. And he found interviewing 
those boys to be a very positive experience. It was calling out the boys to be men. It 
involved saying, “If I’m going to trust you, you need to be trustworthy. I need to know 
the character behind the long hair.” And many boys seem to transform before his eyes 
from the tough exterior to a real, thinking man. 

Another friend used this strategy when his daughter began seriously dating. The 
young man in question approached him in trepidation, and they sat down and started 
chatting. Dave asked him about his plans for the future, and told him what he thought 
about his daughter, and relationships, and life in general. At the end of the talk, the young 
man, now much more relaxed, asked one last question. “Mr. Black?” he said. “Do you 
think we could talk like this again sometime?” His dad had left when he was eight, and it 
had been a long time since he had talked about stuff that mattered with an adult male. 

Teenagers are silly. They’re often irresponsible. They don’t always think of the 
long-term consequences of their actions. But that doesn’t mean they can’t be called out to 
be greater. By showing them that we expect great things, we’ll make a big impact. Or at 
least, hopefully, we’ll scare off the undesirables. I had better go get that bat out of the 
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attic. 
 

The Sunday after this column came out my friend Doug cornered me in church. 
“You know what I’m going to tell my daughter’s dates?” he said. “If you bring her home 
without a smile on her face, you’re in trouble. If you bring her home with a smile on her 
face, you’re in even more trouble.” Too funny! 
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How Sheila Sees the World 

The columns that generate the most negative letters to the editor would be what I 
loosely call my “how Sheila sees the world” columns. I try to only write one of these a 
month, lest I get too many people angry at me for prolonged periods of time, but I find 
these the most therapeutic to write. They’re the ones I work through in the shower, or in 
the car, when I’m particularly mad. It’s sort of like when you’ve had an argument with 
someone, and it’s only afterwards that you’ve figured out what you wished you had said. 
These are what I wish I could say to those who could actually change things. And since 
you may, indeed, be in that category, I’ll say them to you! 

 

It’s Not Fair! 
First published May 12, 2011 (right after a federal election) 

Before children understand the birds and the bees; before they can make their 
beds or tie their shoes or choose clothes that match; even before they venture forth to 
school, they have already grasped one simple concept: fairness. If Jimmy gets cake, 
everyone should get cake. M&M's should be shared equally, as should jelly beans and 
gummy bears. In fact, it's this attempt at fairness that's usually the impetus for many 
children learning how to count beyond ten. 

Yet as they grow, their definition of fairness often changes. If one child saves his 
allowance for months so that he can buy a new video game, and one child squanders 
money on chocolate, it’s not fair that the first child should have to let the second child 
play said video game. If one child practices piano, and one never does, it's not fair that 
both get to watch equal amounts of television. If you don't follow the rules, you shouldn't 
get the rewards.  

Thus, fairness can be defined in different ways. It certainly can mean that 
everybody gets the same number of gummy bears, but it can also mean that people 
receive rewards commiserate with their effort. When people work and study harder, they 
get more. When they work less, they get less. And interestingly, the two definitions of 
fairness are ultimately diametrically opposite. Tell a child who has just purchased a 
packet of M&M's with her chore money that she must share them with her sister who 
goofed off and didn't get any allowance and she'll cry, "That's not fair!" But tell a union 
leader that seniority should be based on merit rather than just years of service, and he or 
she will cry, "That's not fair!", too. We may use the word "fair", but we mean entirely 
different things by it. 

So which definition of fairness do you agree with?  
That's essentially the debate that our country had last week. The difference 

between left and right usually boils down to concepts of fairness. The left thinks 
everybody should have equality of outcome; we should all have basically the same 
amount, and it's not fair for some to have much more. The right, on the other hand, thinks 
that people should get what they put into something. We should be responsible for our 
own actions. 

Looking at the new map of Canada, surprisingly divided into blue and orange 
with only dots of red, it's interesting to see where the colour lines are. The one province 
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of the country that is always clamoring for the government to do more--Quebec--is 
almost completely orange. The one province of the country that just wants the 
government to leave them alone so they can work hard and grow, all on their own--
Alberta--went pretty blue. 

Perhaps I'm being too simplistic in drawing the political lines like this, but I think 
the difference between left and right isn't just about spending; it's about philosophy. What 
is the role of the government? And what is the role of citizens? Personally, I think the 
more government does, the less citizens do. We start relying on the government too 
much, and it distorts family relationships, economic decisions, and even, in my view, the 
moral health of the community. 

The problem the Liberals had was that nobody was quite sure what they stood for. 
In the next few years, the Liberals are going to have to pick a side: which vision of 
fairness do they stand for? Do they want everyone to have the same, so they stand for 
higher taxes, more regulation, and more government, or do they want people to be 
responsible for their own outcomes? And the rest of us should ask the same question, too. 
It's only fair. 

 

Misguided Society 
First published November 9, 2006 

I find it very strange how, in the last few years, morality issues for teenagers have 
been turned on their heads. Things which used to be thought of as either good or bad are 
now thought of simply in terms of health and safety, while things initially thought of as 
health and safety issues are the new moral causes. 

Take smoking, for instance. At one point, the anti-smoking campaign was focused 
only on its health aspects. Today, we give smokers pariah status. We have zero tolerance 
for smoking, and we prosecute any who sell cigarettes to kids (something which, by the 
way, I favour). The same can be said about obesity. No longer is weight simply a health 
issue. The term “food police” is being thrown around, as legislators, teachers, principals, 
and other authority figures preach to kids about proper eating habits. Becoming fat is now 
a sign of poor moral character. 

And yet, how do we treat teenage sexual activity? As long as you practice “safe 
sex”, you’re okay. There’s no zero tolerance. Health officials don’t parade around the 
schools handing out “Sex is worth the wait” buttons. On the contrary, many schools hand 
out condoms. Something that was once seen as morally wrong is now expected, even 
encouraged, as long as one tries to avoid disease. 

There is no such thing as safe sex, as I have written about before. Sexually 
transmitted diseases are the leading cause of infertility later in life, and if you think kids 
are always going to use condoms, just ask yourself how many of our teens can even 
remember to floss their teeth regularly. These are kids, after all. Besides, condoms don’t 
prevent the spread of all disease, and that’s a steep price to pay for something you did 
with little thought when you were 16. 

A new study out of Ohio State University tried to map teen sexual behaviour, to 
chart the adage “you don’t just have sex with one person, you have sex with everyone 
that person has ever had sex with” in the real world. They found a chain of 286 one-to-
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one relationships at a single high school in the United States. In other words, if a teen had 
sex with only one person, the total number of people involved indirectly totalled 286. 
This was true despite the fact that most teens had only had two or three partners over a 
number of years.  

But even here I am making the same mistake. I am focusing solely on the health 
risks. Taken to its extreme, though, do we really believe that it is good for 14-year-olds to 
engage in sexual activity with as many people as they wish, as long as they use 
protection? If we don’t, then we’re acknowledging there are other variables to consider.  

Adults know that sex is not only about the body; it’s about the heart as well. It has 
social and emotional repercussions that should not be glossed over. The National 
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health found in the 90s that 25% of teens who were 
sexually active reported feeling depressed, versus 8% of teens who were not sexually 
active. And girls who were sexually active were three times as likely to attempt suicide as 
those who were not, with sexually active boys being five times as likely to attempt it. Sex 
during the teen years is far from being a neutral activity. 

So why are we so reticent to tell kids “for now, just say no” when it comes to sex? 
I think part of it is that we don’t want to make sexual value judgments ourselves. The 
result, though, is a society that is seriously misguided when it comes to how we guide our 
teens. No, you shouldn’t smoke, and all of us need to eat better and exercise more. But to 
protect your heart, prevent depression, keep yourself from situations you’re not mature 
enough to handle, and prevent physical harm, we have to encourage our kids to just say 
no to sex, too. Until we can say that as forcefully as we warn kids about the risks of 
tobacco, we’re proving ourselves to be pretty poor guides in life indeed. 

 

The Exception to the Rule 
First published January 28, 2010 

Human beings, in general, hate statistics. It’s not just because we fear that 69.4% 
of stats are made up on the spot; it’s because whenever we hear that cigarette smoke 
causes lung cancer, we think of Uncle Jim Bob who smoked two packs every day of his 
life until he keeled over at 102 from a bad case of indigestion. Those researchers 
obviously don’t know what they’re talking about! 

Well, yes. And no. Statistics are very good at telling us about the general. They 
tell us nothing at all about the specific. Whenever we hear that marriage, for instance, 
tends to make one happier, we think of our best friend who has become a mouse since her 
wedding because her husband berates her constantly. But just because you can think of an 
exception doesn’t invalidate the study.  

Statistics are only supposed to point to trends, and those trends are real, so it’s 
worth listening to their warnings. Waiting until you’re 37 or 38 to start having children, 
for instance, can lead to a lot of heartbreak. It’s just harder to get pregnant in your late 
thirties than it is in your late twenties. But that doesn’t mean it won’t work for you; just 
that you should be aware of the risk, and decide accordingly. Similarly, studies tell us that 
staying married for the kids, even if you aren’t happy, is still better for the kids than if 
you split up. Nevertheless, that doesn’t mean that your particular kids will do better, or 
that you should stay with a serial adulterer. But ignoring the stats just because you don’t 
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like them can be awfully stupid. I remember talking to someone close to me who was 
about to ditch her husband to move in with her lover. “What about your kids?” I asked. 
She laughed it off. “They’ll be fine. They’re good kids.” I would have none of it. “I was a 
good kid, too, and I wasn’t fine.” I wish in retrospect she had listened to me. Society 
would be much better off if more people heeded those warnings. 

While studies should warn us, though, they don’t need to limit us. After all, if I 
lived my life solely according to statistics, I shouldn’t be happily married with two great 
kids and a good education. I should have married someone distant, if I married at all, and 
ended up with a lot more chaos in my life. Children who grow up without fathers tend to 
end up in worse shape than those who grow up with fathers, and girls who grow up with 
abusive or absent fathers tend to marry abusive or distant men. Learning these facts early 
helped me to make much better choices about whom I dated, knowing that I’d probably 
initially be drawn to the wrong people! 

Statistics can warn us, then, but anybody can buck a trend. You can decide not to 
be a statistic. You can decide to be that high school dropout single mom who works hard 
to complete her education and succeed. You can be that child who grew up in an abusive 
home who chooses your spouse well and then works hard at making your family stay 
together. You can be the child of a teen mother who decides not to repeat the pattern. 

So next time you hear a statistic that rubs you the wrong way, take a deep breath 
and ask yourself, “Is there a warning in there for me? Should I change course?” And if 
you decide to plow ahead anyway, then at least you know the danger spots.  

 

The Hormones Made Me Do It 
First published July 5, 2007 

A few weeks ago I wrote about the Prince Albert baby who had been abandoned 
by his mother after being born head first in a toilet. To put it mildly, I was not 
sympathetic to this woman. A few readers took me to task for this, pointing out that she 
may have had post-partum depression. 

I find this a little hard to swallow, because the “post” in “post-partum” means 
after, not during. One doesn’t suddenly acquire post-partum depression the minute the 
baby is pushed out; it takes a while for the hormones to kick in. Perhaps she was 
suffering from depression from another source, of course, but even so, I find the urge to 
exonerate her a bit strange.  

To reiterate, this woman left her newborn baby head first in a toilet. It was a 
miracle that he survived at all. And yet many are trying to excuse her. If she was mentally 
ill, then by all means argue that in a court of law, but only after she has been charged 
with attempted murder.  

For some reason, though, our society doesn’t like to blame women when they hurt 
their children. Two years ago in Toronto, Clara Dasilva was sentenced to three years for 
leaving her two-year-old daughter Adrianna alone for thirty-three hours in a sweltering 
apartment while Clara danced the night away and then went to work. The prosecution 
wanted ten to twelve years, but the judge felt that Clara posed no threat to society. 
Adrianna’s father, Mark Yetman, was outraged. “You go out and beat up a guy on the 
street corner, you get five or 10 years. You kill my kid, it's totally fine,” he told reporters. 
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He has a point. Men who kill their children get harsher sentences than women 
who do the same thing. We figure a mom would never mean to deliberately kill her child, 
so she should be partially excused. And let’s not forget that her hormones may have been 
totally out of whack. 

Does that latter line of argument sound familiar? It should. It’s what men used to 
say to deny women the vote for so long. It’s why the government attempted to keep 
women from being air traffic controllers or from joining the military. Women, you see, 
just didn’t have the right emotional make-up, and too often they weren’t stable. We 
women fought against that stereotype, and we won. We said “we can do anything a man 
can do!”, and people believed us. But now, when a woman does something bad, we pull 
out those same tired arguments and try to say it wasn’t her fault. You can’t have it both 
ways. 

Either women are capable, competent people and we deserve to be taken seriously 
and treated equally; or there really is something about us that makes us perpetual victims 
and too often unstable. I am not trying to argue that men and women are the same. I think 
gender differences are very real, and I’m acutely uncomfortable with this idea that to 
succeed women need to act like men. But I’m equally uncomfortable with the idea that 
we are somehow not as morally culpable for our actions are men are. If anything, I would 
think we women should argue that we should be more morally culpable. 

An almost universal phenomenon among mammals and birds is that mothers will 
die to protect their children. We humans have somehow grown past that, so that we can 
think only of ourselves, leading to horrendous cases like little Adrianna’s death. Again, if 
there are genuine issues of mental illness, then let those be mitigating factors at the trial. 
But at least charge her. Let’s start holding women responsible when their children are put 
in danger.  

And it’s those children that we mustn’t forget. When a stranger kills a child, the 
grieving parents are there to demand justice. But when a mother kills her own child, too 
often there is no one left to remind us of the little baby that has been lost, and so our 
sympathy flows more to the mom. Those silent children deserve better, and I hope that 
we will stop excusing evil, and will instead expect all parents to act responsibly. Is that 
really too much to ask? 

 

The Hard Truth 
First published May 2, 2006 

A while ago I read a story about a man who was convicted of molesting a seven-
year-old girl. At the sentencing, the judge, who was suitably outraged, accused the 
defendant of “ruining this girl’s life”. I appreciate the emotion. I’m not sure I agree with 
the stance. 

This little girl is starting her life with huge strikes against her. She is going to 
have to fight hard to have healthy relationships, to form good attachments, even to feel 
good about herself. Her life will not be easy. But that is not the same thing as saying that 
it is ruined. Too often, I think, we look at people and see only the strikes against them, 
rather than the potential inside them. 
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Some people are going to have much easier lives than others do. Some people 
start off with a supportive family, enough money, good brains and a healthy body. Some 
don’t. There are two possible approaches to this disparity. We can sympathize, find 
someone else to blame, and demand that others fix this problem, or we can encourage and 
teach people to help themselves. 

Perhaps these two approaches don’t have to be mutually exclusive, but I’ve found 
that those who favour the sympathy approach often find the latter approach—trying to 
help people help themselves—somehow offensive, as if asking people to help themselves 
is judgmental. It seems that what they object to is the idea that life should be unfair at all. 
If someone is badly off, then it’s up to everybody else to fix it. 

That may sound noble, but I don’t think it actually is, because nobody can 
determine the outcome of someone’s life for them. I am not saying that society should not 
play a part in helping people succeed; only that ultimately success is something you have 
to grab for yourself. Success is an internal, not an external, quality, bred from a sense of 
accomplishment. It is making the right moral choices, making responsible and mature 
decisions, and attaining a sense of purpose in our lives. Even if others help us, we have to 
do some of this work ourselves. 

That may not be pleasant to hear, but that doesn’t make it any less true. And if 
effort is necessary to success, then the most compassionate thing you can do for someone 
is to encourage them to make that effort, not steer them clear of their own responsibility 
because we don’t want them to feel badly. When we do, we’re thinking of ourselves, not 
them. We don’t want life to be unfair, so we try to get everybody else to fix the injustice 
we see people facing. This kind of intervention may even boost our own spirits. But let’s 
remember that if their lives remain awful, we’re not the ones who suffer. They are. 
Intentions count for much less, it seems to me, than results.  

Of course life isn’t fair. Some people will have to work four times as hard to 
accomplish anything in life than others will. I know single moms who have gone back to 
school at night to get that education they wished they had pursued when they were 
younger so that they can build a stable and better life for their children. Was it easy? No. 
Was it fair? No. Often the fathers of these children were living in relative luxury. But it 
still had to be done, and nobody could do it for these moms except themselves. 

That’s why I believe teaching and mentoring and giving people the tools they 
need to improve their own lives is the mark of true charity. We won’t all be rich and life 
will not always be fair or easy or smooth. But I think knowing that all of us—regardless 
of our backgrounds, the hurt done to us, or the betrayal or abuse we have suffered—hold 
the keys to our future is hopeful, not judgmental. I would rather be told that my future is 
limitless and up to me, than to be told over and over again that my life is ruined and this 
isn’t fair. Wouldn’t you?  

 

Forgotten How to Blush 
First published July 18, 2006 

I think guilt has received a bum rap. We seem to believe that it’s the worst of all 
emotions and must be avoided at all costs. Personally, though, I’d sleep better knowing 
that my neighbour would be plagued by remorse if he looked at child porn, or did 
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something inappropriate to one of the kids on the block, or even cheated on his wife. I 
like the fact that people feel badly if they do bad things. After all, if we don’t, then what 
is to prevent those bad things from happening? All that’s left when guilt is gone is 
punishment, and let’s face it: most people will never get the punishment they deserve in 
this life for the things they do wrong. If your spouse cheats on you, they’re not likely to 
be sentenced to a future of nothing but impotence and working as a telemarketer, much as 
you may think that’s appropriate. The world just doesn’t work that way. 

In spite of this obvious necessity for some degree of guilt, though, our society 
seems to be moving towards less shame, rather than more shame. No one is supposed to 
feel badly about anything. Everything we do is simply a step towards self-knowledge or 
self-actualization, so don’t shun the bad things. Embrace them as part of who you are. 

What a load of you-know-what. I once read that we as a society have forgotten 
how to blush, and I think that’s about right. I know I sound like an old codger, but I do 
envy my great-grandparents, who at least lived in a time when if someone had an affair, 
or abandoned their kids, they would be sanctioned by the community and their own 
family. They wouldn’t be clucked over and told “well at least you’re happy” when 
they’ve broken countless hearts that they were responsible for. Shame and guilt prevented 
far more heartache than it ever caused. 

Indeed, a recent study by a professor at George Mason University found that guilt 
feelings are actually associated with better, safer, and more positive behaviour. Those 
teenagers who are more prone to feeling guilty are also less prone to use alcohol or drugs 
or to break the law. They are also less likely to kill themselves and more likely to practice 
safe sex. If that’s true, I’m all for guilt! 

A certain amount of shame, then, has to be healthy. It urges us on to better, more 
moral behaviour. Of course, our kids shouldn’t feel shame because we shame them by 
telling them that they’re worthless, or disgusting, or a big disappointment. They should 
feel shame only out of an inner conviction that they have somehow failed their own 
moral code. It’s our job to help our kids find that moral code, by identifying one and 
urging them to work towards it. It’s their own job to feel the guilt, not ours to impose it 
(though it may be ours to punish). But let’s not forget that guilt can be a useful thing. 

When guilt and shame go out the window, honour often follows. Honour means 
taking responsibility for your actions, and standing up for what’s right. Today, feelings 
matter more than actions, and the greatest good no longer is doing what’s right, but 
defending what one does, whatever it is, passionately. That’s our new barometer for 
whether or not something is appropriate—whether we can justify it earnestly enough. 
Someone can be completely hypocritical in their actions, but as long as they’re earnest in 
what they say, it no longer matters.  

I think all of us need some sort of personal ethic to live our lives by, and it needs 
to include something far deeper than “whatever makes me feel good at the time”. If our 
society were composed only of people who were trying to maximize their own happiness, 
regardless of the effect on others, imagine the chaos and heartbreak that would ensue. 
Moral values seem to have gone out of style, but we forget that we cannot exist in a 
vacuum. Without those values, immaturity and selfishness will take over, as is already 
evident when one looks at the state of the modern family. As a society, let’s remember 
how to blush.  
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Disappearance of Childhood 
First published May 15, 2008 

 
In the Middle Ages, if you stopped overnight at an inn, chances are you’d be 

welcomed with ale and stew, and presented with a comfortable bed, which you’d only 
have to share with bedbugs and a few strangers. Whole families may even have been your 
bunkmates. Yet you would have proceeded to plop down where you were told anyway. 
Privacy just didn’t exist in the way it does today. 

And because of that, childhood didn’t exist. Centuries ago, children were 
apprenticed out at seven, did the same work as adults, and often married young, 
especially the girls. The distinction between children and adults really only emerged later. 
Children slept in the same bed with their parents (and the chickens), saw what their 
parents did in that bed, and understood all of Shakespeare’s bawdy jokes. 

Then came the industrial revolution when people started to make more money. 
Children slept away from their parents. Education began to prepare children for more 
skilled labour. And childhood, as its own entity, was born. Children weren’t just 
miniature adults; they were a different breed altogether. And what distinguished them 
was their knowledge. Children didn’t know everything adults knew, and adults tried to 
keep it that way. The ideal of an innocent was born. 

It was great while it lasted. 
Neil Postman wrote childhood’s obituary twenty-five years ago in his tome The 

Disappearance of Childhood. Postman blamed the television, which opened a window 
into adult lives so that nothing was separate and secret anymore. Video games, the 
internet, and music have only accelerated this trend.  

But it is not just that children are growing up faster today; it is also that adults  
have become more infantile, as anyone who has ever noticed all the fart jokes in recent 
movies and TV shows can attest. It once was that only 8-year-old boys liked flatulent or 
fecal jokes. Now their fathers and mothers find such jokes hilarious enough that a seagull 
emptying his rectum can be used in advertisements to sell cars. The line between what 
children enjoy and what adults enjoy is blurring once again.  

One major development, though, that Postman now admits he failed to foresee 
when he first wrote back in 1982 was the sexualization of children. In the 1990s he was 
horrified by the pictures of little murder victim Jonbenet Ramsay, made up to look sultry 
at only six years of age. Last month we witnessed Miley Cyrus, better known as Hannah 
Montana, the “good girl” of entertainment, making headlines by appearing “tastefully” 
nude in a Vanity Fair photo shoot. The girl who was supposed to be the antithesis of 
Britney and Jamie Lynn showed herself to be not so very different after all. The idea of 
sex being something entirely inappropriate with childhood and adolescence has been lost. 

We live in an age when sex education is moved younger and younger to try to 
stop teenage pregnancies before it’s too late, so that now many 9-year-olds know more 
than their grandparents did on their wedding night. And with children watching television 
and movies filled with sexual references and innuendo, little is kept hidden.  

It’s not just sex, either. I believe most parents yearn to keep their children from 
learning about the brutality of life at too young an age. We don’t want our kids to witness 
violence, or crudeness, or malevolence, but too often they do in routine television talk 
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shows, sitcoms, or even the news. Even if we try to shield our kids from such things, 
chances are their friends see it, so they’ll hear about it anyway. And when children’s eyes 
are opened to adulthood at too young an age; when they learn of sex, or betrayal, or 
violence, before they have the capacity to process it, something precious is lost. 

Many argue that introducing kids to the facts of life early is progress, because it 
empowers children. I beg to differ. I think it just steals childhood.   

Perhaps you still think that’s a good idea. Maybe innocence is over-rated, archaic, 
dangerous and even oppressive. But I still think innocence is a gift, something our society 
only won after much hardship. And I wish we could get that innocence back.   
 

Mourning Common Sense 
First published January 14, 2010 

If I were to pick one hundred random passers-by and asked them what they 
thought about spanking a 4-year-old who was swearing at his mother and refusing to 
obey, I’m pretty sure a healthy majority would say it’s a-okay. On the other hand, ask 
those same hundred people whether spanking a 12-year-old in the same circumstances 
would be acceptable, and I’m pretty sure the vast majority would say no. That’s because 
people, in general, have common sense.  

Marjorie Gunnoe, a professor of psychology at Calvin College has just published 
a study confirming what the vast majority of us already know: spanking young children 
to discipline them is not harmful, but spanking older children is. Of course hitting can be 
abusive, but most of us also know that spanking is not the same as abuse. And in her 
study, she found that those who were spanked before they were six actually ended up 
happier and more successful as adults than those who were not. 

It’s perfectly logical, really. Those who were spanked likely had parents who 
believed in discipline, consequences, and enforcing boundaries. Thus, they grew up to be 
more obedient and respectful, more responsible, and better adjusted.  

On the other hand, a good parent realizes once a child reaches a certain age that 
there are more appropriate discipline techniques than spanking, because the child can 
now reason better. Those parents who continue to spank, then, even as the children grow, 
likely aren’t as functional as others. Their kids will turn out worse, which is also exactly 
what Gunnoe found. 

Sometimes we need research to remind us of the obvious, because in many 
instances legislators, media figures, and societal leaders have forgotten it. Here’s the hard 
truth: you can’t legislate common sense, and often when we try to pass laws to prevent 
something we know is harmful, we end up interfering too significantly in the lives of 
families who are just going about their business in a perfectly appropriate way. 

Last week France waded into this dangerous territory, too, though this time it’s 
even more of a farce. From now on, in France, if you tell your husband in the middle of 
an argument, “You’re a lazy good-for-nothing!” you could be arrested. Psychological 
violence in marriage has been outlawed. 

Research, you see, has shown that name-calling is just as psychologically harmful 
to people as physical abuse. I agree wholeheartedly. But here’s the rub: just because it’s 
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harmful doesn’t mean that we should make a law about it. How do you identify what is 
“psychological violence” and what is just a couple getting into too heated an argument?  

Nevertheless, make repeated rude remarks about a spouse’s expanding waistline, 
and you could be hauled before a judge. Accuse them unfairly of having an affair, and 
you could be prosecuted, too.  

Unfortunately, modern society believes that things like bad behaviour, inequality, 
unfairness, and poverty can actually be defeated if only we enact the right laws. 
Legislators have forgotten that many problems, as bad as they are, just don’t have easy 
solutions because human beings are awfully messy creatures. And I would rather trust a 
society run by common sense—where people say, “I’ll know abuse when I see it”—than 
one run by people who think they can force us all to act properly. You can’t.  

Laws aren’t the answer; reaching out to our neighbours, and forming a closer 
community so we can help those in trouble, probably does infinitely more good than any 
number of pieces of paper outlawing criticisms of one’s spouse’s housekeeping skills. 
Life will never be easy, and will never be fair. The sooner we realize that, the better. 
 

Are Children Worth It? 
First published March 7, 2006 

CBC Radio called me after this column was published and did a half hour 
interview with me on it. Then I was asked on Crossroads TV to be interviewed by 
Christine Williams by it. I didn’t think it was that big a deal, but I guess it struck a nerve. 
If you go to my YouTube channel (http://youtube.com/sheilagregoire), you can see part of 
my interview on the subject with Ms. Williams. 

I’m really not sure why I had children, except that I was supposed to. I wanted 
someone to love me, and I wanted to love in return, but I didn’t think about it much 
beyond that. 

Fifty years ago, that would have been true for just about everybody. Today it’s 
not. More and more people are choosing to remain childless (and more are childless not 
by choice, but that’s another story). Our birth rate now hovers around 1.6, far below the 
replacement level needed of 2.1. And it’s not because families are getting smaller; it’s 
because more people, even those in committed relationships, are choosing not to have 
families at all. 

While for an individual couple this may be the best choice, for a society it 
certainly isn’t. If we want Canada as a nation and a culture to survive, we need a higher 
birth rate. So why is it plummeting? 

I read recently on Steve Janke’s blog the proposition that it’s because children no 
longer have value. Before you jump all over me, let me elaborate. At one point, Janke 
explained, children were your retirement savings plan and your health insurance. They 
took care of you if you were old or sick. Once the government stepped in into these roles, 
we didn’t “need” children in the same practical way we did before. 

I would even go one step further and say that in those glorious “olden days” when 
people walked to school uphill both ways, children would have added economically to 
your household. They were expected to help on the farm or the business. Having children 
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enabled you to have a larger house, a larger farm, and generally prosper more than you 
would have otherwise. Today it’s the opposite. Children don’t add; they subtract. We live 
in a child-centred world where it is us who are expected to work: we must drive our kids 
to lessons; sacrifice time to help them with homework; save a fortune for their education. 
When we have kids, we have more work, not less work. 

And so I think there’s something else going on. If you’re a young adult surveying 
the parental scene, you see harried parents chronically short on cash because hockey costs 
so much this year. You see them tying themselves in knots because their toddler won’t 
sleep through the  night, their seven-year-old can’t read, or their teenager has gotten into 
the wrong crowd. It looks like a recipe for an ulcer. 

The one thing you can’t see is what’s going on inside those parents. You don’t see 
what happens in the heart the first time you hold your baby. You can’t see what being a 
parent does to you; how it makes you love life so much more, care about the world so 
much more, or brings a richness to your life you never believed possible. I am not saying 
that non-parents can’t experience love; only that being a parent is a joy like no other, and 
cannot truly be comprehended until one experiences it. 

In the old days there were enough societal and economic pressures to have 
children that people tended to make that choice, and so they did experience that joy. 
Today, with those pressures gone, how many will decide not to procreate, and in so doing 
lose the joy that we only realize once we’ve already taken the plunge? 

At one point parenthood was one of the experiences that we all had in common. 
We had all gone through labour in some form or another, or stayed up all night with a 
child with croup, or kissed a boo-boo. Even if language or religion or culture or class 
separated us, we were all parents. When we lose these shared experiences we lose a 
shared culture. Parenting is hard work, and it requires more sacrifice today, perhaps, than 
it did a century ago. But it is still worth it. I know some will always choose to remain 
childless, and that’s okay. But I hope our country as a whole does not turn its back on 
parenthood. Babies are our future, and they really are irreplaceable. 

 

The Right Kind of Suffering 
First published February 7, 2006 

My youngest daughter likes to dress up. Though I often grow a little tired of all 
the accessories strewn all over my floor, I know she loves it, so when I bought a new 
wallet recently to hold my daytimer, I tossed my old leather one her way. She filled it 
with Monopoly money, her library card, a tiny little figurine she carries everywhere, and 
$1.50 she had saved to go to the candy store. 

On the way to the store, we stopped at a park to feed the ducks. In the meantime, 
a guy walked by our van, saw what looked like an adult wallet on the seat, and broke our 
side window to swipe it. He did this in full view of about half a dozen people, including a 
cop, proving that brains were not one of his strong points, and was quickly apprehended. 

Nevertheless, we are now out $436 for that window, plus my daughter has lost her 
toy and her chocolate bar money. And what happened to that guy? We have absolutely no 
idea. He probably didn’t even serve jail time. Yet why isn’t he required to pay us back? 
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And by the way, where on earth is my daughter’s wallet? Why didn’t we get it back? The 
thief did wrong, and we suffered. That’s what’s wrong with our “justice” system. 

I thought about this yesterday when I took my girls skating. After bruising my 
backside quite thoroughly and reminding myself why those few extra pounds of fat I’ve 
been noticing may actually be a good thing, I was sitting talking to some other moms 
while a mom beside us was trying to get her four-year-old into his pants. This child had 
determined that these pants were never going to touch his legs, and to prove his point he 
was screaming and thrashing and kicking. The noise was almost unbearable. He was 
doing wrong, and the rest of us were suffering. 

I think we sometimes forget that suffering can have its advantages. It’s a very 
useful tool in preventing undesirable behaviour. When you take suffering away, you lose 
your weapons to fight the behaviour that makes us miserable. And this mom did have 
some weapons, whether she realized it or not. She was bigger than he was. She was the 
one who drove the car to bring him to skating. She controlled his time schedule, his TV, 
his ice cream intake. Yet she had allowed him to control her by not cracking down hard. I 
once heard that if you put in hard time before the child is three, the next fifteen years are 
easy. But if you don’t put in the hard work in the early years, the next fifteen years are 
going to be a nightmare. As a parent, you’re going to have to work at some point. Do it 
early, and everyone will suffer less. 

I wanted to tell this mom that perhaps she could just pick him up, pull on his 
pants, and take him out to the car where he could remain strapped in his car seat until he 
stopped crying. Or perhaps his TV privileges could be removed. I didn’t, because at heart 
I guess I’m a wimpy Canadian. But trying to reason with a four-year-old isn’t helping, 
it’s hurting. It’s showing that you’re not serious. And everyone knows it, including the 
boy. 

I left that rink with a headache, as did everyone else there, I’m sure. That boy, 
though, was sitting on the floor, smiling, as he played with his cars minus his pants. I 
think this world could use a little more suffering, if only we could arrange for the right 
people to feel it. 
 

Government Isn’t Your Mommy 
First published January 27, 2011 

In San Francisco, many formerly happy children are now very sad. A few months 
ago, the Board of Supervisors decided to ban Happy Meals, because they offer toys to 
entice children to eat something unhealthy (never mind the fact that McDonald’s offers 
milk and fruit as an option).  All restaurants that offer toys as incentives for unhealthy 
meals must now cease and desist. 

Personally, I don’t think Happy Meals are great nutritional choices for children, 
either, though the occasional one will do no harm. Nevertheless, what concerns me more 
is this propensity of government to step into what is essentially a parent’s job.  

Society works best when the family is the main social unit. Even dictators across 
the ages have known this, since one of the first things they do to increase their control is 
to weaken the family. In Mao Zedong’s Great March across China, female soldiers who 
gave birth on the 6000 mile trek were encouraged to leave their babies with peasants, for 
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the good of the revolution. Today China forces women to abort second and third children, 
for the good of the country. In the Southern United States, during slavery, children were 
sold away from their parents to sever bonds. Dictators hate the family, because families 
form allegiances tighter than the ones we have to the state. And then we’re less likely to 
listen to what the state tells us to do. 

For a society to be strong and free, then, the family has to be strong. But the more 
society starts doing parents’ jobs, the less parents will feel the need to do them.  

To use another example, Michelle Obama, in her quest to slim the waistlines of 
America’s children, has expanded the feeding program for poor children, so that now up 
to 2,000,000 children will be eligible not just for school breakfasts or lunches, but for 
three meals a day, 365 days a year. The government will feed your kids! 

Isn’t feeding children a rather basic responsibility of parenting? Besides, you can 
feed a family of four on $150 a week, if you cook from scratch, don’t buy cereal and ice 
cream, and plan carefully. And food banks are available to make up the difference. 

Yet Ms. Obama thinks the government would do a better job. Has she considered 
the cost? It’s not just the people preparing the food, buying the food, and serving the 
food. It’s the army of nutritionists who plan the menus. The consultants hired to figure 
out what green vegetables kids will eat. The commodity experts hired to give their 
opinion on what prices will be in a few months. The state bureaucrats hired to lobby the 
federal government for a greater share of the pie. The federal bureaucrats hired to oversee 
the budget and decide what states get it. 

Or we could just ask parents to feed their kids. 
Lest you think this is just an American phenomenon, our own premiere is 

expanding kindergarten so that parents don’t have to care for their children barely out of 
toddlerhood, either. 

Some parents are really and truly awful. But the more the government steps in, the 
more we tell those parents, “You don’t even need to try.” More and more, governments 
are doing what parents should do. They are teaching kids about sex. They are teaching 
them values. They are baby-sitting them. And yes, they are feeding them. And then we 
wonder why parents don’t step up to the plate. 

We can’t afford a society where parents aren’t responsible. We can’t afford it 
fiscally, and we can’t afford it morally or socially. So I think it’s time we say to parents, 
“You’re the parent. Act like it.” I wish some politician would say that. That would be a 
politician I could get behind. 

 

Owning Our Problems 
First published November 5, 2009 

The British press was all agog a while back with the story of the Chawner family, 
whom the Daily Mail deemed “The Real Teletubbies”. The parents, together with their 
two daughters, 19 and 21, live off of welfare because, they claim, they are “too fat to 
work”. They have obesity related health issues, and assert that there is no way out of their 
terrible situation. By their own admission, they spend their days watching television and 
eating junk food, since everything else is too expensive. 
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Sometimes I feel like I’m living in an alternate universe. If we’re too fat, it’s 
because we have bad genes, not because we don’t eat well. If we can’t make our 
payments, it’s the greedy banks’ fault for giving us credit cards in the first place. If we’re 
finding it hard to get by on government assistance with our three kids by different fathers, 
it’s the government’s fault for not giving us more, rather than our fault for not waiting 
until we were in a stable marriage to have children. 

I think it’s time for a cold dose of owning up to our problems. All of us have 
made mistakes. The wiser admit it, learn from those mistakes, and try to act responsibly 
so that we can be happier, healthier, and more productive. The more foolish insist on 
always blaming others for their position in life. And if it’s always someone else’s fault, 
then there’s really nothing you can do to better your life, is there? You’re stuck, and 
things will never get better. 

If we’ve made mistakes, life is going to be harder. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t 
worth the work. It’s hard to lose weight, but I know a woman who has recently shed 150 
pounds, and she glows. It’s hard to rebuild your life when you began having children at 
16, and you have no education, but what’s the alternative? Do you want to be stuck 
forever in a welfare cycle, with a revolving door of unsavoury men coming in and out of 
your life?  

It’s hard to quit alcohol. It’s hard to break a drug addiction. And often we turn to 
those things because we were severely hurt as children. Instead of receiving love from 
our parents, we received insults, smacks, and even worse, complete neglect. Some 
definitely have a harder road to walk. Just because something is harder, though, does not 
mean it’s impossible. And the more we keep excusing bad behaviour, the harder we make 
it for people to actually change direction and start taking responsibility for their own 
lives. 

The government can’t make you into a responsible citizen. It can’t rescue you 
from bad personal decisions. Others can encourage you to get an education, offer to help 
you learn to parent, teach you to save, teach you to be pickier when choosing a mate, 
teach you how to lose weight. But you have to be the one to act on it. No one else can do 
that for you. If you’re always waiting for someone else to fix your life, you’re going to be 
waiting a long time.  

There shouldn’t be shame in having problems or in having made mistakes in the 
past. We all do that. The shame should come when we blame others for those mistakes 
and we don’t do what we can to help ourselves now. Let’s own our problems, stop being 
victims, and build our lives again. If we don’t, we’re just creating a culture where 
everything is somebody else’s fault. And that would be a shame, indeed. 
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Reality Check for the Genders 

Some of the columns that are the most passed around and quoted to me are the 
ones where I talk about the differences between men and women. My husband and I 
speak at marriage conferences, and so we have lots of material to work with. If ever I 
face writer’s block on a Monday morning when a deadline looms, I often turn to my 
marriage conference notes and try to write a column out of some of our anecdotes. That’s 
where this chapter of columns comes in! 

 

Women Have it Good 
First published June 16, 2011 

Father’s Day is upon us, so it’s time to thank Dad by emptying stores of ugly ties 
and the occasional fishing lure. 

Now I have to admit that sometimes the females of our species are guilty of 
approaching this day with a little bit of derision. Just look at how easy he’s got it! 
Women are the ones who really do everything; men may work at their jobs, but they 
spend the rest of their lives trying to get out of labour. They’re the lucky sex. 

Not so fast. If we women were honest, I think we’d admit that we’re the more 
fortunate gender. After all, in countless things in life women are allowed to have it both 
ways. We can decide we want a high powered career. If we put our kids in day care, men 
can’t complain, because that would be sexist. But we can also choose to stay home with 
the kids, telling the guys, “it’s your job to support me.” If a man were to say, “I think I’ll 
quit my job and stay at home and you can support me,” he wouldn’t get patted on the 
back. He’d get suspicious looks from strangers and potentially divorce papers from his 
wife. 

We tell men they’re not allowed to treat us as sex objects, because that’s sexist, 
but we’re also allowed to wear whatever we want, and they’re not supposed to look—
unless we want them to. 

At school, we girls can bicker and insult each other, but if we shy away from 
actually throwing a punch, people don’t question our bravery. If a guy were to refuse to 
stand up to a bully, though, he’d be labelled “a girl”. 

Women can cry at movies, at good byes, at births, at deaths, and even at slivers 
being removed, and everyone just passes the Kleenex. If a man cries, people giggle and 
back away slowly. 

If we want to make friends with kids on the block, people think that we’re saintly. 
If men want to, people assume they’re perverts. 

If a guy has difficulty putting a roast beef dinner together or dressing the kids in 
clothes that match, women are allowed to laugh at him. But no guy is allowed to laugh at 
a woman who doesn’t know how to change the oil in her car. 

When a crisis hits, like a basement flood or a dispute with contractors, she can 
always pass the buck to him to deal with it. But he can’t pass the buck to anyone. 
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If a man is grumpy, we lambaste him for it. If a woman is grumpy, she has a “get 
out of moodiness” free card she can play, no matter what the time of the month. And if a 
guy challenges her on it, then she can whip out the “I went through labour because of 
you” trump card. Then he’s toast. 

Do women have it bad? Of course we do. We’ve got PMS and pain and 
superwoman syndrome and pressure to be a size 4 and soccer practice and hot flashes. 
But let’s not pretend that we’re alone in our suffering. We can be moody, we can be 
demanding, and far too often we can even be condescending. So on this day, let’s 
acknowledge that men do indeed have it rough. And as much as we may complain about 
men, our lives would be awfully empty without them. This Father’s Day, let’s celebrate 
him for being a guy, whether he’s a brother, a son, a father, or a husband. After all, guys 
really do deserve our gratitude. 
 

Asking for Directions 
First published May 24, 2007 

I bought my husband a new toy for his birthday. My daughters named her Sylvia. 
Sylvia is a no-nonsense gal who tells you where to go in the most exact terms. 

She is a GPS unit for your car where you can enter in your desired address, and she tells 
you how to get there. Or, if you’re in a strange city and you have a hankering for 
Chinese, she’ll tell you where the closest buffet is. She’s really very smart. 

Nevertheless, I sometimes question her gender. Sure Sylvia sounds like a woman, 
but she thinks like a man. Sylvia, when she is giving directions, says something like this: 
“Go straight for 12.8 km, then turn right. Destination is on the left.” That’s how a man 
would give directions.  

A woman, on the other hand, would say, “Head past the Foxboro IGA, and then 
just keep going. The road will wind a little bit, but don’t worry. You’ll pass the cutest 
little horse farm on your right hand side, and not too long after that a really pretty old 
church that’s been converted into an antique shop. Take the next left. You’ll pass three 
mailboxes—the last one is green with a little rooster on top—and then we’re the next 
house on the left.” Women, you see, give directions based on social landmarks. Men give 
it based on silly things like magnetic north. But Sylvia doesn’t know anything about 
roosters and mailboxes. She just knows directions.  

That, of course, is something my husband believes I know nothing of. Early in our 
marriage, Keith swears that one time, when looking at a map, I said, “go straight on this 
red road until you come to the purple road,” but I don’t remember that. What I do 
remember is saying something like, “I think you take the next left,” and having Keith spit 
out, “do you think, or do you know?” Spluttering, I replied, “I think I know.” It wasn’t a 
good scene. 

I decided nonetheless that my marriage was worth saving, so Sylvia was a wise 
purchase. I think, however, that Sylvia could use some caffeine. She’s far too staid. You 
can set her for either North American English or British English, or any number of other 
languages. We’ve learned, for instance, that “Hojre pa Haig Road” means “turn onto 
Haig Road” in Norwegian, and you never know when that might come in handy. But I 
still think they need a redneck setting with a smoker’s cough. “Yer ginna hang a left after 
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the beer store,” for example. At least that has some personality. Sylvia really doesn’t. If 
she tells you turn right, and you go straight, within a few seconds she says, 
“Recalculating”, and finds you an alternate route.  

It would be ever so much more interesting if she were to say, “Okay, fine, don’t 
listen to me,” and then wait a minute before giving new directions so that you would have 
to sweat a little.  That’s more like real life.  

My husband likes to play a game called “outwitting Sylvia”, because half the time 
he’s sure he knows a shortcut that she doesn’t. When we’re driving around our 
hometown, he hardly ever listens to her. He just tunes her out, and when he does listen, 
he laughs. “Sylvia, you’re out of your gourd! Highway 2 is much faster.” I have always 
believed him, and I have adopted his shortcuts as my own. But I’m starting to have my 
doubts. If Sylvia thinks that’s the wrong way to go, and Sylvia knows everything, who’s 
to say that Sylvia is wrong? Next time I’m heading out of town, I just might listen to her 
instead. She’s really become part of the family. 

Keith likes to say that he now has four women telling him what to do, instead of 
just three, but he’s adjusting well. And that’s why they must have made the voice a 
woman’s. No man is going to take directions from another guy. So Sylvia stays, fights are 
fewer, and we actually get where we’re going. Sometimes technology really is a 
wonderful thing. 

 

Guilt Makes the Woman Go Round 
First published August 7, 2009 

They say that love makes the world go round, but I think they’re wrong. I think 
the majority of the things women do are motivated by guilt. 

We women feel guilty about everything. In fact, they say that the most common 
emotion women feel is guilt, and if you’re a woman, and you’re not feeling particularly 
guilty right now, just think about it. I’m sure you could talk yourself into plenty of guilt 
in two minutes flat. 

Do you have laundry waiting to be folded? Laundry still in the washing machine, 
after three days? (Note to self: I’ll get to it, but I’ve got a column deadline, okay?).  And 
don’t even mention the ironing. Then there are those thank you notes that we forgot to 
send after our wedding twenty-six and a half years ago, which guarantee that at every 
family reunion since we have avoided Aunt Peggy, because we know she remembers our 
transgression. 

And what about parenting? Motherhood, of course, is the guilt that keeps on 
giving. We feel guilty for locking ourselves in the bathroom, just to get some breathing 
space. We feel guilty for not serving vegetables for dinner. We feel guilty when we yell 
at our kids.  

We feel guilty for relaxing, for reading a novel and leaving the housework behind, 
for spending money on a manicure instead of on paying down debt, and for feeding 
everyone cereal for dinner. 

Those of us who are older feel guilty for all the missed opportunities we had when 
we were younger. We feel guilty for not saving more, not loving more, not giving more. 
We feel guilty for letting our parents down. We feel guilty for letting ourselves down, our 
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kids down, or our friends down. We feel guilty for our health deteriorating, and not being 
able to do all that we used to. 

We feel guilty for folding our towels in half and then half again, instead of in 
thirds like our mothers taught us. We feel guilty for rolling the fitted sheets up into a ball 
and then throwing them in the linen closet instead of folding them properly.  

And most of all, the number one thing that women feel guilty about is our weight. 
We feel guilty that we like food, that we eat food, and that we want food.  

What does all this guilt do to us? We have three possible responses: the first is 
that we examine the guilt, take the legitimate to heart, and then change our lives for the 
better. That one’s pretty rare. 

The second is that we feel so guilty that we deflect that guilt by getting mad at 
everyone else to ensure that the grumpiness is spread around evenly. That one’s pretty 
common. 

And then there’s the most common of all: we run around like a chicken with its 
head cut off, trying to do the impossible, with the hope that if we just keep it up, the guilt 
will stop. But it won’t, because what we’re demanding of ourselves is superhuman. And 
there really isn’t such a thing as SuperWoman. There is only Exhausted Woman, and I 
don’t particularly like her. 

Men find it easier to shrug guilt off, go out on the porch, and have a beer. They 
don’t tend to bother themselves with silly things like housework standards, menu 
standards, or etiquette. And they don’t even have to go through labour! They’ve got it 
easy. So maybe, while we’re still in summer mode, we should try, just for one day, to be 
a man and not to feel guilt about stupid things. I doubt it will work, but it’s worth the 
effort. If only I liked beer. 
 

The Control Charade 
First published September 30, 2010 

As I’m writing this, my family is preparing to depart for two weeks on vacation. I 
am desperately tending to my email, ridding the fridge of any stray produce, washing all 
the laundry, heading to the bank, and somewhere in there I’m packing. And I’m 
managing to pull it all off while still barking orders at my kids. I am the very model of a 
modern wifely drill sergeant. 

Few can issue orders as effectively as women when we are in control freak mode. 
We want the house cleaned because company is coming, and even though we’ve ignored 
the mess for two weeks it is now absolutely imperative that everybody drop what they’re 
doing and polish something. We want to get to work early, so everyone must hurry up 
and grab breakfast and by the way has anyone seen my purse? We have our agenda, and 
everybody had better get into line. 

What men may not realize, though, is that when women get into control freak 
mode, it’s not because we particularly want to control people. 

Let me get psychological for just a moment. A woman’s biggest fear is that she’s 
going to lose those things that she loves most. She wants to feel like her family is close-
knit, her kids are safe, and everyone is secure. When something threatens that—because 
the kids are pulling away, or everyone’s too busy, or you’re distant—we feel out of 
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control, and start issuing orders to compensate. Or, even worse, if we feel that we’re not 
doing a stellar job at caring for the family, then we really lose it, because we’re afraid 
that if the family falls apart, it will be our fault. We may imply again and again that it’s 
yours, but it’s only to deflect the blame we feel. We’re afraid we’re not good enough. 

We’re not control freaks; we’re just scaredy cats! Perhaps that doesn’t sound like 
a big improvement, but it is, because once you understand that, you can help us bridge 
that sanity gap and end up in relational bliss once more. For you men in a relationship, 
here’s the key to helping your beloved relax and calm down: realize that when she gets 
stressed, it’s not because her primary goal in life is to stifle you. It’s because she’s scared 
things are falling apart. And the more scared she feels, the more she tries to clamp down. 

That creates this strange situation in many homes where the wife starts running 
everything—the kids’ schedules, the doctors’ appointments, the educational plans, the 
finances, the housework—while the husband pulls away because she so obviously 
doesn’t need or want him involved. Don’t look at the situation logically, though. Look at 
it lovingly. Sure she’s doing everything. Sure she’s got a to-do list for you a mile long. 
But this doesn’t mean she wants to run everything; more than likely it means that she 
wants you to start taking more of the reins. 

Don’t react to what we do; react to what’s going on inside. And then step up and 
be a man. Start talking to us about decisions. Get involved in the family. Listen to our 
concerns. And then develop your own opinions about what you think is best. Show us 
you care. Show us you’ve thought about it, too. Relieve us of the burden of messing stuff 
up, all on our own. That’s what we really want you to do, regardless of what it may look 
like.    

 

One Hot Mama 
First published January 6, 2011 

Last year a friend of mine, who travels for business, bought a Bluetooth device so 
he could use his cell phone without touching the screen. You just stick it in your ear and 
tell it what you want it to do.  

His wife, fixing to be a little naughty, reprogrammed his phone so that instead of 
being listed under “Lisa”, she was now listed under “Hot Mama”. Sounds like a good 
idea, except now, when my friend is in public with the Bluetooth in his ear and he wants 
to call home, he can’t say, “Call Lisa.” He has to say, “Call Hot Mama.” “Did you say, 
‘Call Hot Mama?’”, the Bluetooth then queries. “Yes,” he replies. And then the phone 
begins to ring.  

Once we women have been married for long past a decade and we’ve shoved out 
a few children, we need all the reminders we can get that we are, indeed, “hot mamas”. 
Nevertheless, from what I observed watching several office Christmas parties at various 
restaurants this year, I wonder if people misunderstand the term “hot mama”. Consider 
this, then, my primer for what is considered “hot”. 

First, less is not more. Less is actually less. Unless you are a 23-year-old 
supermodel, a little mystery is a very good idea. I saw far too many 40-something women 
attempting to wear dresses that revealed too much cleavage and too much thigh. That is 
not “hot”. That is vulgar. And it’s not even attractive. After all, the reason that they are 
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called “foundational garments” is because they are, well, foundational. Once gravity 
kicks in, it doesn’t kick back out just because one is wearing a skimpy dress; it works 
overtime. Thus, think dresses that allow foundational garments to do their duty, not 
dresses that just show skin. Many larger women think that if they can squeeze into 
something small, they will appear small. Only in your dreams, honey. If you’re large, 
wear something that flatters, not something that squeezes. 

Second, consider the weather. I do not understand why women feel that the proper 
attire for parties at the dawn of a new year consists of barely enough fabric to cover the 
vital areas. It’s Canada, people! Let’s not deny it. The most glamorous woman I saw this 
Christmas was definitely post-50, but she donned a lovely long velvet gown which, while 
showing cleavage, also provided enough shoulder coverage to allow for that foundational 
garment, which let that cleavage actually look attractive. She outclassed the shivering 
women all around her by miles. 

Third, think about how you want others to perceive you. If you’ve spent the last 
two years trying to get the four young men you supervise to treat you with respect, and 
then you show up at a Christmas party wearing something that is blaring “stare at my 
bazongas”, do you really think you’re giving the right message? Just because you’re at a 
party does not mean that you should break down all social barriers. Why not instead 
adopt a little class? Wear a dress that allows you to show your figure to best advantage, 
while still leaving enough mystery to keep the co-workers looking up to you as royalty, 
rather than looking down on you as trash. 

Being “hot” does not require one to dress like a tramp or to catch hypothermia in 
the middle of winter. If you’re single and searching, you’ll attract class better by looking 
like class. And if you already have a beloved, he’s the one who needs to know what’s 
under those office clothes, not everyone you work with. Now that this lesson is over, I 
think I’ll put on a good foundational garment and go reprogram my husband’s phone. 

 

Barbecue Man 
First published September 2, 2010 

Last week, as thunder rolled and gray clouds threatened, I performed the female 
mad dash better entitled “frantically bringing in the laundry from the line before the 
storm hits.” I assumed my husband felt the same reticence about the weather. “Can you 
still barbecue in this?” I asked him, quickly running through the alternate dinners we 
could make if burgers were off the menu. He sneered in reply. “Of course I can,” he said. 
“I’m a Canadian man.” 

Canadian men barbecue. I suspect this attachment to the gas-powered device is 
largely because it comes with big tools. These aren’t wimpy tongs, the kind you use to 
mix up spinach and mandarin salad. Barbecuing is primitive, masculine stuff, even if his 
top of the line appliance cost $800 at Canadian Tire. 

With barbecues, too, you get to stab meat. My husband loves cooking roasts, 
spearing them onto the metal spit. What’s more manly than roasting meat on a spit? 
When I cook a roast in the oven or the crockpot, I surround it with terrible things like 
carrots, or even worse, turnips or parsnips. Vegetables aren’t manly. And barbecuing on 
spits avoids them all together. It’s the perfect masculine endeavour. 
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And yet men, when barbecues are near, will condescend to wear clothing that they 
would never wear anywhere else. They are so proud of their ability to turn meat on a grill 
that they will don an apron, and, in the case of large parties, even a big, fluffy hat adorned 
with a message admonishing all present to “Kiss the Chef”. When one is near a barbecue, 
one’s manliness is guaranteed, so that wearing what would normally be considered 
feminine attire is perfectly acceptable, sort of like the way football players pat each other 
on the behind. 

I also find it curious how barbecuing males will claim credit for the meal, even if 
it’s the woman who bought all the food, mixed the Caesar salad and the potato salad, 
sliced the pickles and the tomatoes, made up the lemonade, set the table, and prepared the 
dessert. He flipped a few burgers and everyone thanks him, rather than addressing their 
gratitude towards the woman and the kids who were scurrying around getting everything 
else ready. 

But I don’t begrudge my husband the accolades, because if truth be known, I have 
never actually even turned our barbecue on. It is so much his domain that I’m lost if he’s 
on call and doesn’t come home when I’ve planned to have steaks. A few weeks ago my 
oldest daughter and one of her friends decided they would try to cook the chicken 
burgers, despite their lack of testosterone, since Keith decided not to grace us with his 
presence. But they didn’t know how to turn the barbecue on, either. So they called him, 
and he told them how to turn the knobs. And turn them they did. 

A few minutes later Rebecca asked me, “isn’t there supposed to be a flame? I hear 
a hissing, but no flame.” Even without testosterone I know that’s a bad thing, so I quickly 
turned off the dials and forbade anyone from going near for at least fifteen minutes. My 
mother-in-law, who had received frantic phone calls from the girls asking what to do, 
continued to call our house at frequent intervals that night to ensure no one had actually 
been blown up. 

And so we leave the cooking meat over a fire to my husband, who does prepare a 
very juicy roast. I may complement his offering with a bowl of vegetables anyway, and 
serve it with some salad, but it’s still his meal. He’s a Canadian man, and he’s proud. I 
think I’ll go kiss him. 

 

Boys’ Search for Glory 
First published February 23, 2012 

I always thought that the reason that young men were so addicted to video games 
was because they were fundamentally lazy. But this week I had an epiphany. It’s more 
like it’s the only place where they can be men. It’s actually a perfectly rational response 
to our changing culture. 

Think about it this way. Two generations ago higher education was still 
predominantly a male domain. Women had other concerns. Most married within a few 
years of graduating high school, and then rapidly had babies. In 1970, 84% of 25-year-
old women were married, and most were already mothers. Today less than half have tied 
the knot. 
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Education, then, is no longer just a male domain. And as more women entered the 
higher echelons of education, more men fled, so that now 60% of university 
undergraduate degrees are granted to women. 

Personally, I’m glad that women have the opportunity to pursue dreams. But it 
has left a fundamental problem at the core of male identity which can’t be fixed by 
feminists saying, “just get over yourself.”  

Males and females are fundamentally different, and one of the biggest differences 
involves risk taking. Boys take more risks and crave more risks. They thrive on 
competition far more than girls do. As we have changed schools to make them more girl-
friendly, we’ve simultaneously made them less guy-friendly. Succeeding in school was 
once a badge of winning at a competition among your peers. Now success in school is so 
much a female thing that many males check out early in their school years. 

Is it any wonder that today’s male heroes tend to be those who have given up on 
education? Steve Jobs and Bill Gates were college drop outs, but they succeeded through 
risks. Not every guy, though, can be a Steve Jobs. 

Where, then, do boys go to get that same feeling of risk, of success, of 
competition? Some can turn to sports, which is likely why so many parents are pouring 
their life savings into rep hockey. But not every boy is a natural athlete. It used to be that 
taking care of a family was a badge of honour, but women are doing that pretty well 
themselves. So what do guys aim for? 

That’s where video games come in. Have you ever noticed how many of them are 
military scenarios? Guys can win glory for themselves, sort of like those old men who 
would sit in pubs and compare battle scars. Our boys don’t have battle scars, but they 
know that something is missing. And so they turn to the virtual world. 

I still think this is a cop out. In Europe you can chart the amount of debt per 
country against the percentage of males aged 25-34 who still live with their parents, and 
it lines up pretty accurately. In Greece the figure for Momma’s Boys is 60%. In Italy it’s 
not far behind. In Germany and Finland it’s less than 10%. When men check out, the 
country suffers. 

But what if they are checking out for rational reasons? Marriage used to be used 
to civilize men, but if guys can get all the benefits they want from marriage without 
getting married, why would they accept the responsibility? 

We have created a culture where girls can do anything. What makes me sad, 
though, is that in so doing we have erased the things that men need to feel like men. Is it 
any wonder that our young men are retreating into fake worlds where they wage battle 
and win victory? The feminists succeeded. Perhaps it’s time for them to step back and let 
boys figure out how to be men again. 
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Reality Check on Marriage 

The thing I am most passionate about in life is marriage. It’s the foundational 
institution for society, the first human relationship, and the most important. Perhaps it’s 
because I came from a broken family that I am so fervent in my support of marriage. I 
know what it is to grow up as a child without married parents. I have also made my own 
marriage my main priority in my life. And so frequently I will write columns that 
encourage people to think differently about this institution that is in danger of withering, 
for without marriage, we would lose the most precious things in life. 

 

Ending Marriage’s Bad Rap 
First published April 23, 2010 

If an alien were to peruse the magazines at the checkout counter, he or she would 
likely conclude that humans are all masochists: we’re inexplicably drawn to the 
institution of marriage even though we know our partners will cheat on us, denigrate us, 
and complain about our lack of bedroom prowess. Our kids, reading those same 
headlines, are likely to become disenchanted with the institution, too. Marriage is a pipe 
dream. The most we can hope for is a few years of happiness before it all falls apart. 

After all, even beauty, that most prized possession, can’t keep a spouse in line. 
Tiger’s wife is beautiful. Sandra Bullock is beautiful. Jennifer Aniston is beautiful. But 
their husbands all ran around on them. And women aren’t that much better. Angelina 
Jolie, by some accounts, seems to be copying Brad Pitt’s infidelity in spades.  

Disastrous relationships and celebrity seem to go hand in hand, of course, from as 
far back as Cleopatra. But today it’s not just celebrities whose marriages are failing. 
Many kids have witnessed family breakdown firsthand. Those they know and love 
couldn’t make it work, so why should they expect to find lifelong companionship 
themselves? 

Let me attempt to answer that question. Yes, marriage is hard. Yes, people can 
have affairs. But despite the epidemic of non-commitment in Hollywood, more than 50% 
of marriages do survive in the here and now—and the rate is higher for first-time 
marriages. Sure many marriages fail, but it’s not as if the institution is dead. 

Thinking marriage is going to fail, though, can become a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
If we figure marriage is doomed, we’re far less likely to look for someone that we can see 
ourselves growing old with, and far more likely to seek someone to be with right now. 
That can cause immense heartbreak, but also more seriously it can lead to pregnancies 
that hand us the hardest job in the world—parenthood—without a partner to shoulder the 
burdens and the joys with. When we don’t believe in long-term relationships, we often 
get too involved in short-term ones, even if these short-term ones have long-term 
consequences. 

The problems with forsaking life-time commitment don’t just fall on those who 
have yet to say “I do”, though; they chase those who have already promised it. When 
people think that they can run if things aren’t going their way, they’re far less likely to 
work on problems. And if you feel like your commitment isn’t solid, you’re less likely to 
bring up problems, too. Your marriage can’t grow. 
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Yet problems don’t have to signal the end of a relationship. In their book, A Case 
for Marriage, Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher reported on a five-year study of 
couples who rated their marriages as terrible. Those who divorced in that five-year span 
were less likely to be personally happy than those who stuck it out. But even more 
striking, 78% of couples who stayed in their marriages, even during the tough times, five 
years later rated those marriages as very good. In other words, if your marriage is in the 
toilet, it’s not necessarily time to flush it.   

You have to believe in marriage to see it work: it’s just too hard to keep a 
relationship together when one person has left the escape hatch open. Yes, people can 
cheat on you. Yes, they can betray you. Maybe you’ve already been married and you’ve 
experienced this firsthand. But it doesn’t mean that all potential spouses will forsake you. 
Most marriages still work. And marriage is worth fighting for, because life is just too 
lonely without someone to walk through it with us. 

 

Between Two Worlds 
First published March 22, 2007 

I have just finished reading what could be my biography. Elizabeth Marquardt’s 
Between Two Worlds: The Inner Lives of Children of Divorce had me highlighting and 
underlining and starring sentences on almost every page. 

Here’s just a mundane example of something that made me laugh because I 
identified so much. When children from intact families are asked about birthdays from 
their childhood, they typically mention their own: their parties, their gifts, their cakes. 
Children of divorce recall their parents’ birthdays. As a child, I made my mother gifts, I 
bought her hideous earrings, I wrote her poems and stories. In intact families, the other 
parent usually helps the child remember a birthday, so the episode doesn’t register much. 
But for children of divorce, it is a big deal because we have to train ourselves to 
remember. We played the adult role. 

Even today, I think more about my mother’s presents than I do about my 
husband’s. Keith barely remembers his own mother’s, and I scold him about this every 
year, even while I feel guilty for forgetting it myself (sorry, Cheryl). But I remember my 
mom’s.  

Right now a couple close to me is contemplating divorce. The one instigating the 
break said to me, “you did fine, and my kids will, too.” And it is true. Most kids of 
divorce grow into well-functioning adults. But just because we have overcome hardship 
and heartache doesn’t mean that the heartache didn’t matter. 

Since the early 1970s, when divorce became widespread, there has been this 
mistaken idea that children do best when their parents are happy. Marquardt, Judith 
Wallerstein, and others completing long-term studies of kids of divorce, though, show 
that contrary to popular belief, a child from an intact but unhappy family with only low-
level conflict tends to grow up happier and more secure than a child from a divorced 
family, even if that divorce was a “good” one. Children, you see, don’t worry so much 
about their parents’ happiness as they do about their own security. And divorce ends that 
abruptly, no matter how “amicable” that divorce is supposed to be. 
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When parents divorce, a child’s world comes crashing down. It doesn’t matter if 
both parents still love you; the simple fact is that, to a child, at least one did not love you 
enough. They thought of their own needs before they thought of yours. Emotional 
security has disappeared. As a consequence, Marquardt found the biggest difference 
between children of divorce and children of intact families is that kids of divorce felt old 
even when they were very young. 

And there’s a reason for that. When parents divorce, kids spend long amounts of 
time away from each parent, so nobody actually shares the child’s whole life anymore. 
The only person who knows the child fully is the child him or herself. And so the child 
walks through life alone. 

It’s interesting that in almost every other avenue of parenthood we try to spare our 
children pain. But when it comes to divorce, we ask three-year-old kids to be separated 
from their mothers for weekends, and from their dads for weeks at a time, or vice versa. 
We ask small children to sleep in strange bedrooms, to move much more than usual, to 
change schools, to get used to intruders in the house you’re supposed to call step-siblings 
or step-parents, and to undergo all these changes without complaint.  

Today one third of divorces are inevitable, because one parent is abusive, 
addicted, or unfaithful. Marquardt is not addressing parents who flee these types of 
relationships. But two thirds of divorces are simply because one or both spouses would 
prefer to leave. In these cases, as Marquardt shows, there are no good divorces. Of 
course, many parents, like my mother, had little choice about the disintegration of the 
marriage. Their spouses left, and they tried to build a solid home for the children also left 
behind. Those parents deserve our praise and admiration. But other adults think their 
personal happiness is worth their children’s agony. If those parents could listen to the 
voices in this book, maybe they’d realize the children do not agree.  

 

Made for Each Other 
First published December 27, 2007 

In my marriage, I tend to be the one who wrecks the cars. Keith wrecks the 
laundry, but that doesn’t cost nearly as much. For a while there I seemed to have a string 
of issues needing little bumper touch ups, and the mechanic helpfully suggested that he 
could install those little floaty-things that boats use to the outside of our car. Keith 
thought this was hilarious.  I did not.  

Of course, Keith recently backed into a tree and shattered our van’s windshield, 
but since this was his one and only infraction in our whole marriage, we viewed it as an 
aberration rather than a pattern. So when he went to buy a new car this fall, he bought a 
standard. I can’t drive a standard. So I can’t drive his car. I’m still trying to figure out if 
there’s some hidden meaning there. 

Keith and I have other differences, too. Keith has the “all the lights in the house 
must be turned off if not needed” gene. I’m missing that one. His idea of a relaxing 
afternoon is to actually relax. I like taking energetic bike rides. He likes war movies. I 
like Jane Austen. We’re a strange pair. 



Another Reality Check  45 

And yet, as celebrated our sixteenth anniversary just before Christmas, what most 
often occurs to me is how alike we’ve become. Who we are, I believe, is partly a function 
of who we grow to be as we walk, day to day, with those we love. 

People who know me may be surprised by this, but I tend to be on the shy side. I 
didn’t speak outside of the house until I was seven. Today I make my living speaking at 
women’s events and retreats, often in front of large groups, which doesn’t bother me in 
the least. But parties, where I have to talk to one on one, are stressful. How do I keep the 
conversation going? I don’t find it natural at all. 

It’s not natural for Keith, on the other hand, to shut up. And as we’ve been 
married, he’s taken me to so many parties that I’ve begun to open up. But he’s also 
started to quiet down. Had we not married, he might have been even more gregarious, 
and I may have become more introspective. 

Or take food. I crave sweets, but not fat or salt. Keith, on the other hand, once 
drank a cup of bacon grease because someone dared him. I often have a craving for 
vegetables. Keith had to force himself to start eating them regularly. If Keith hadn’t 
married me, he’d likely be a lot heavier than he is right now. And I’d probably still never 
know wonderful real butter makes everything taste. 

I’ve always loved to travel, and even before we were married I had seen a lot of 
the world, saving up my money from my jobs as a teen to tour around overseas. But my 
trips were confined to museums and tourist attractions. Keith, on the other hand, likes to 
get to know people. Over our years together we’ve ventured further abroad, most recently 
to Kenya. Within five minutes he knew our driver’s life story. The porter in our final 
hotel told him all about his education. Keith finds a way to draw out people I would never 
have normally talked to, and I’m gradually learning, too. If I had my initial instincts, we 
would have seen the world, but only from a distance. And if Keith had his, we never 
would have seen it at all.  

Over the last sixteen years we have changed. I am not the same person who 
walked down that aisle, and he isn’t the same one who was waiting for me. I loved him 
dearly then, but I love him much more deeply now. I think we make a mistake when we 
search for that soul mate, the one person who completes us. The more I think about it, the 
more I think that we become each other’s soul mate. Just by being with each other, we 
change each other. It isn’t a matter of finding the perfect person as much as it is 
becoming the perfect couple. Compromise. Spend time together. Stretch yourself. You 
just may find that you’re becoming made for each other, after all. 

 

Four Things That Make Someone Marriage Material 
First published November 24, 2011 

Ask teenagers what they’re looking for in a future spouse, and you’ll likely get 
these typical answers: she has to be good-looking. He has to be tall. They need a sense of 
humour. All very fine and dandy, but being tall and being good looking isn’t going to 
help much when the baby is colicky, though the sense of humour may prove useful.  

So often when we think of marriage we picture that idealistic fairytale that never 
involves any work. That’s why we tend to focus on the shallow criteria for a marriage 
partner, like good looks or sexual prowess, rather than character issues. However, 
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research shows that choosing a marriage partner based on whether or not they’re good in 
bed is actually pretty stupid, because those who have the best sex when they’re married 
are those who had sex the least before they were married. Practising with a ton of people, 
then, doesn’t increase your chances of wedded bliss. 

But four traits, I think, do lead you in the right direction. First, your beloved must 
believe marriage is a commitment. If he or she thinks marriage is a feeling—I marry you 
because you love me and you make me happy—then when the feeling goes away, the 
marriage is too easily dumped. For marriages to thrive, we have to commit. If you don’t 
commit, then your relationship is always under scrutiny. You’re always asking: is he 
making me happy? Is she meeting my needs? You’re focusing on the other person’s 
failures, instead of your own failures. And since we tend to judge ourselves by our 
intentions, and our spouses by their actions, spouses will never measure up. 

Second, marry someone who brings out the best in you. Lots of people marry 
someone because they are in awe of them. It’s almost a case of idol worship. Marriage 
should not be about one person completely serving the other at the expense of him or 
herself; it should be about you both becoming who you were meant to be. Don’t fall into 
this trap of putting your beloved up on a pedestal and marrying because “I’m just so 
amazed that someone so wonderful could be interested in little ‘ole me!” That’s not a 
recipe for a good marriage. That’s a recipe for a lonely marriage.  

Third, marry someone who has initiative. A good job and a secure career are 
actually far less important than motivation. If he is motivated, he will always find a way 
to provide. Someone who is lazy, though, won’t get the promotions at work. He won’t fix 
up the house. He won’t get involved with the kids. And if she’s the one who’s lazy, she 
won’t contribute, either. She’ll expect to be waited on. She won’t discipline the kids. And 
that gets irksome quickly. 

Finally, marry your best friend. Marry someone you can talk to, laugh with, and 
just enjoy being around. A marriage cannot survive on infatuation, or sex, or even love. It 
needs laughter and goodwill, and that comes from simple friendship. If you have that 
foundation, everything else will likely fall into place. But if you expect those exhilarating 
butterfly feelings to take you through decades of baby stress, teen stress, parents’ failing 
health, and job issues, then you’re in for a cruel surprise. 

Many reading this, of course, will think this is a pretty tall order. Maybe marriage 
just isn’t worth it. Don’t believe that. To walk through life with someone who knows you 
intimately and still chooses to be with you is a blessing indeed. If you find that blessing, 
take it. But make sure it’s rooted in something real, and not something fleeting. When we 
marry thinking it’s all a big fairytale, then rarely will we find that happy ending. 
 

The Greener Grass Syndrome 
First published August 19, 2010 

In West Knoxville, Tennessee, Lee Miller has the best lawn in the neighbourhood. 
The uniformly green grass is always 1 ¾ inch high. People stop their cars to touch it. 
Dandelions don’t invade it. Grubs don’t munch the roots. And Lee never, ever has to turn 
on the sprinkler. But though the grass may be greener on Lee’s side of the fence, the 
grass also isn’t real.   
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I have killed so much grass myself that I have dreamt of a fake lawn. But I’d miss 
the robins digging for worms, and the bunnies that gorge on the greens that grow under 
our bird feeder. A fake lawn may look nice, but there’s no life there.  

That doesn’t stop the envy, though. When we’re in the midst of a season where all 
we see is the grubs, it’s easy to turn and look at Lee’s lawn and think it’s superior. It’s 
beautiful. It’s easy. And so we’re tempted to abandon our own lawn for another. 

Big mistake. I have known so many who have walked out on marriages and 
families to take on all the problems of another family. I’ve known men who have 
abandoned families they have cherished and cared for for twenty years, only to start all 
over again with another woman with toddlers. They often realize, after they have 
wrecked their relationships with their older children, that just because you start fresh 
doesn’t mean it’s easier. That first family doesn’t go away; you still have to work out 
custody issues and vacations and university plans and even eventually weddings. But 
you’ve burned bridges and caused ill will in the meantime. 

Why are we so easily enticed to stray over that fence? I think we’re naturally lazy. 
When we’re in the midst of a difficult period in our relationships, and we feel like the 
other person doesn’t value or understand us, to work through that seems exhausting. And 
then we meet someone we can talk to, who’s new and therefore exciting, and we 
convince ourselves that life would be easier if we could jump that fence.  

That’s a very short-term view. We forget the value of the history that we have 
built up. I don’t think I could ever leave my husband because nobody else has walked my 
life with me. He has been a witness to every major event in my adult life. If we were to 
split, I couldn’t talk about them in the same way anymore, because others wouldn’t 
understand. They weren’t there when Rebecca was born. They weren’t there when we 
laid my son to rest in the cemetery. They weren’t there when my grandfather died, or 
when my first book was published, or when I learned to drive. Those shared memories 
are worth something. 

Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher, in their study A Case for Marriage, found 
that couples from unhappy marriages who split up were far less likely to be happy five 
years later than couples who stayed together. Even those who found new partners were 
less likely to be happy than those who worked on their own marriages. That’s probably 
why second and third marriages fail at rates far greater than first marriages.  

Life is messy, but that’s only because it’s real. If someone else’s grass is greener, 
it’s either because it’s fake, or because you’ve never been up close and personal with it. 
Get up close, and you’ll see that it has just as many flaws as yours does. Remember, the 
difference between a beautiful garden and a wilderness is the time that we spend caring 
for it. So if your lawn is straggly, maybe instead of leaving it, you just need to care for it 
a little bit more. And while you’re at it, fix the fence. 
 

A Little Higher than the Squirrels 
First published October 15, 2009 

Squirrels are nature’s little speedbumps, as my daughter likes to say. This time of 
year it’s a pretty apt description, with all the plump squirrels scampering to and fro 
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fervently collecting food for the winter. They’re bulking up, so they’re a tad slower when 
cars rush by.  

A few farmers have told me recently that we should be paying closer attention to 
these hyperactive rodents. They seem to be gathering more than usual, signalling that 
we’re in for a bad winter. Animals, you see, operate on instinct. They know when it’s 
time to gather, and when it’s time to sleep, or mate, or fight. It’s all hardwired. 

That’s why animals are mostly concerned with the here and now. Their goal in 
life—in as much as they’re able to make goals—is to get all their physical needs met. 
And by and large, they instinctually know how to do that. People, on the other hand, have 
to be taught. Then, even when we are taught, we have the capacity to refuse. We can act 
in ways diametrically opposed to our well-being. We can be stupid. We can be selfish. 
We can even be noble, something most animals, with the exception of a few dogs, aren’t 
able to do. That’s what makes us essentially human: we have a choice. And because of 
that, we have the capacity to actually be good and to choose to do what’s right. 

So let’s do a thought experiment. When you sit with your mother who has 
Alzheimer’s, even when she can’t recognize you, are you closer to a human or a reptile? 
On the other hand, when you leave your baby with a baby-sitter you hardly know so you 
can party at the bar, are you closer to a chimp or to Mother Teresa? When you stick with 
your marriage vows, even during the rocky times, I think you’re being human. When you 
have an affair because you feel like it, and betray your kids and your spouse in the 
process, you’re being a lizard, a rhino, or a baboon.  

When we decide that our lives are all about our appetites—eating more and better 
food, getting more and better sex, having more and more fun—are we not becoming mere 
animals? There’s nothing wrong with the fun things in life, of course, but if we 
deliberately ignore our responsibilities, or betray our commitments, in order to get those 
appetites filled, then humanity isn’t advancing. We’re regressing. 

A few centuries ago people had to work hard in order to survive. The rock fences 
that dot the countryside here in eastern Ontario are standing monuments to the effort that 
farmers of old had to put in to clear their fields just to be able to plant. You worked, or 
you did not eat. 

Today we have the freedom to be far lazier and far more self-centred than people 
did when work was a necessity to life. Our basic needs today are much more easily met. 
And yet that also means that we have the opportunity to be even more human. When we 
choose to do what is right, to work with integrity, or to honour our commitments, even 
when we don’t have to, then we grow as people. 

Unfortunately, I’m not sure those kinds of decisions are really honoured. Our 
society celebrates lavish lifestyles and the baser instincts rather than integrity, 
responsibility, and generosity. Too often we’re just living for the moment and doing what 
makes us feel good, rather than thinking about our character. In so doing, I think we’re 
losing what makes us human. We are, after all, a little higher than the squirrels. It’s time 
we remembered that, before life runs us over. 
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Don’t Follow Your Heart 
First published June 24, 2010 

When news of Al and Tipper Gore’s split hit a while back, many newspaper 
pundits chose to put a happy spin on it. Deirdre Baer, writing in the New York Times, 
urged us “not to feel sad” about the end of the forty-year union. Instead, we should 
“rejoice” that they have decided to take the plunge and find themselves! 

Self-actualization is the new god. 
This line of thinking goes like this: if everybody pursues their own dreams and 

values and goals, then the world will be better off. We must be true to ourselves. To fail 
to do so is to betray our deepest convictions; it is to betray who we are. 

This philosophy reminds me of a comedy routine on drug use that Bill Cosby did 
years ago. He asked a druggie why he got high, and the druggie replied, “It intensifies 
your personality!” Cosby looked confused. “But what if you’re a jerk?”, he queried, 
though he used much more colourful language. 

Good point. What’s so great about doing what is true to you if you’re also a jerk? 
Won’t that just increase the misery in the world? Following one’s heart is only a good 
idea if one’s heart is first going in a positive direction. The heart is not a very reliable 
compass, because it is too often governed by feelings rather than real conviction. 

Living by one’s feelings makes one into a liar. If you are going to live based on 
feelings alone, ensuring that you are always true to yourself, then you won’t be true to 
anyone else. Al and Tipper vowed at their wedding to love each other til death do us part, 
forsaking all others. At least one of them has violated that pledge. They vowed it once, 
but it doesn’t matter now. 

Similarly, when you become a parent there is an unspoken pledge that you shall 
now put your child first, caring for that child and loving that child and nurturing that 
child until adulthood. If you one day feel that you would be better off pursuing your 
dreams away from your child, you’re true to yourself. But you’re not true to that child. 

Feelings are not the best guide to right and wrong. Hitler probably felt very 
fervently that he was pursuing his dreams. Most criminals who now languish behind bars 
were letting their feelings get the better of them, too. The world is full of scars from 
people doing what feels right. 

Our culture may celebrate feelings, but it needs conviction. Without people 
willing to work a double shift at the hospital, even though they shouldn’t have to, our 
health care would collapse. Without accountants willing to be honest, even though they 
could really use some extra money, our businesses would fail. No workplace would long 
function if workers only decided to do what they wanted to do, and not what they 
promised to do when they signed on. And no family can provide a shelter from the 
outside world if people aren’t really committed to loving each other no matter what. 

I’d rather that people decided to follow something outside of their own hearts. I’d 
rather that people find a set of values that didn’t change—that we judged ourselves not 
based on whether we feel fulfilled, but on whether or not we are doing the right thing. I’d 
rather that people cared far more about honour and legacy than they did about fun and 
self.  

To live in a world where everyone strives for their own fulfillment is to live in a 
world where nobody really cares about anybody else. And despite what the New York 
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Times may think, that doesn’t really sound like anything to celebrate. That sounds like 
something to mourn.   
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Reality Check on Growing Up 

As my children have grown up, many of my columns have focused more on teens, 
and getting ready for the real world. I’m afraid that we’re not really equipping kids with 
what they’re going to need for the future; we’re concentrating too much on the stuff that 
doesn’t really matter, and we’re not steering them in productive directions. These 
columns are my attempt to start a push in another direction. 

 

Declaring War on Work 
First published May 19, 2011 

The school year will be winding up soon, so high school seniors are planning their 
futures. And the default for many students is university.  

Now university is worth it if you’re aiming for a specific job. And learning is 
certainly a worthy endeavour on its own. Nevertheless, I worry that we’re pushing so 
many kids into the university stream without giving them other options. 

It seems that every parent yearns for that university degree for their child, but I 
know many credentialed twenty-somethings currently working in Chapters or fast food 
joints. Not too many jobs exist for History majors or Sociology majors or English 
literature majors. And meanwhile the kids have spent close to $100,000, and foregone the 
income they could have earned some other way. 

It’s that other way that Mike Rowe, the Dirty Jobs guy from the TV series, wants 
people to start thinking seriously about. Dirty jobs can be incredibly rewarding, 
physically fun, and get us back in touch with the world around us. We live our lives with 
iPhones and Blackberries, trying to keep connected to each other. But in the meantime 
we’ve lost touch with the physical side of life; we don’t use our brawn, thinking the brain 
is all that matters. 

And we forget that the brain is actually involved in many dirty jobs. In one video 
I recently watched of Mike Rowe, he was working on a sheep farm when it came time to 
castrate the male lambs. The farmer showed him how to do it: you stick the testicles 
between your teeth and let ‘er rip. 

Rowe was appalled. He knew the correct and humane way to do it (based on 
research he did on his Blackberry) was to put an elastic band around said body part until 
it swelled up and fell off on its own. 

The farmer invited him to do so, and so he banded the lamb. The lamb soon 
became immobilized with pain and fell down, panting. On the other hand, the lamb who 
had undergone the bite and rip procedure was already trotting off with his companions, as 
if nothing had happened. 

And Rowe realized that much of what he knew about the world was wrong. He 
called that moment a turning point. What we have done, he says, is to assume that the 
people who work in front of computers are smart, while the people who do the real work 
out in the world are dumb. And in reality, it’s the people who do the real work who 
actually often understand the world better.  

What we need, Rowe says, is a PR campaign for manual labour. We need a PR 
campaign that says hard work is actually beneficial, and fun, and rewarding. To climb 
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into bed at the end of a day feeling as if you have done a good day’s work isn’t 
something to be ashamed of; it’s something to be proud of. 

Our society seems to believe that hard work is something that one must avoid at 
all costs. We must have cushy jobs that are inside, in front of a computer screen, 
accompanied by tons of meetings. For most university students, that is what their futures 
will be. For many that will be a good life. But not for all.  

Our high school students need to know that a life of manual, skilled labour is 
something that can be very rewarding psychologically, physically, and financially. It isn’t 
something to steer clear of. And maybe if we began to praise those dirty jobs more, we’d 
get back to our roots of what’s really important, and we’d stop being such pretentious 
snobs. It’s worth a try. 

 

The Upper Hand 
First published March 10, 2011 

The image of the twenty-something man living out of his parents’ basement while 
practising to be a Guitar Hero champion is quintessential to our society. Young men are 
lazier than they ever have been. And we tend to blame this on the schools, the parents, or 
even the men themselves. 

What if, instead, it’s a perfectly logical reaction to the way our society is 
changing? 

Rather than asking why today’s generation is so lazy, maybe we should be asking 
why prior generations were not. Certainly The Great Depression, when people were 
desperate to work to eat, had an impact. Two World Wars forced millions of young men 
to grow up all too fast. But it isn’t only in this century that young men have become 
responsible earlier. It’s throughout our cultural history. 

What made them mature? I think it was the fact that they could not get what they 
most wanted—a secure future with a wife and children—unless they were financially 
stable. Marriage was pretty much everyone’s goal, since it was the only way to 
experience any kind of romantic relationship, and so most people strove for it. 

Today marriage is superfluous. Marriage is only to be desired after people have 
had time to find themselves and spend years partying. Even after that point many don’t 
want to marry. There’s often no real incentive. Romantic relationships are certainly not 
confined to marriage anymore. It’s relatively easy to find a partner even if you’re not 
offering a lifetime commitment. And lifetime commitments can be risky—she might have 
an affair and take half your money! With so many women running around today, it’s 
often rational for men not to want to commit. And if you don’t have to offer a lifetime 
commitment, then you also don’t have to grow up. You don’t have to get your own place. 
You don’t have to get a real job. There’s no downside to staying a kid. 

Of course, laziness is not limited to the male gender. Plenty of females don’t want 
to grow up, either. We all know women who ditch marriages frivolously, or refuse to 
commit to willing young men. But eschewing marriage altogether is still largely a male 
phenomenon, for the simple reason that women have biological clocks. If they want 
babies, they have to get to it before they’re 35. Men don’t have a time limit.  
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And in any transaction, the one who wants it the most has the least bargaining 
power. If the woman wants a lifetime commitment, but the man doesn’t, he ends up 
calling the shots because she needs him more than he needs her. And on a population 
wide basis, when women want marriage more than men do, men on the whole decide 
how relationships should go. 

At one point women had the upper hand, because if men wanted access to sex 
they had to commit. Now we’ve lost that upper hand. And interestingly, it’s largely been 
done in the name of feminism. Women don’t need men, the feminists cried. Marriage is 
an oppressive institution. Women’s sexuality needs to be freed!  

Well, we’ve won freedom, girls. This is what it looks like. We can get any job we 
want, any role we want, any salary we want. We can do whatever we want in bed with 
whomever we want. We just can’t always get the marriage we want.  

Is this what life was supposed to look like? 
 

Summer Lovin’ 
First published June 6, 2006 

When I was seven years old I was heartbroken because my mother wouldn’t let 
me see the movie Grease. My friends were all seeing it, but Mom said it wasn’t 
appropriate. In retrospect, I’m not sure if it’s the movie itself that was inappropriate. I 
wonder if the behaviour that it extolled was also counterproductive, even for those much 
older. 

We may like to romanticize those days of “summer lovin’”, as Travolta and 
Newton-John crooned, but is teenage dating really all it’s cracked up to be? Most of us 
have episodes in our past we would much rather forget. A recent study out of the 
University of Minnesota found that prolific dating isn’t even related to future successful 
social skills. It turns out that 15-17 year-olds who date a lot are less likely to have stable, 
healthy relationships in their 20s than those who date only one or two people, or not at 
all. 

If we think about the motivations for dating, perhaps this makes sense. Most 
people date, I think, because it’s supposed to be fun. If that’s the case, though, then why 
are teenage lovers often so miserable? And how many of us have gotten over our first 
loves? It’s not that we would necessarily trade in the person we wake up beside every 
morning for the pimply-faced guy who kissed us goodnight at 15, but somehow getting 
one’s heart broken at 14 or 15 bears a pain that is quite unique. It’s not always easy to 
turn off feelings, and when the feelings jump ahead of reality, as they often do during the 
teen years, hurt is bound to come. That’s probably why teens who date a lot are more 
likely to suffer from depression and even to commit suicide than their wallflower friends. 

Another reason to date is to find a mate. “Playing the field” helps us hone in on 
the type of person we would want to marry, doesn’t it? Yet how one acts when one is 15 
and dating bears almost no resemblance to how one will act at 25 and married. Besides, 
dating a bunch of people in a row doesn’t teach you how to commit to someone. It 
teaches you how to bond and then break that bond. And it breaks your heart—or theirs—
in the process.  



Another Reality Check  54 

And let’s not forget the other significant reason teens date: in order to have sex. I 
won’t even bother to comment much on why that’s a bad idea, but let’s just say that 
pregnancy, STD’s, possible future infertility, and the heartbreak that goes with it aren’t 
worth it. There are no condoms for the heart. A recent American study by the National 
Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy found that 72% of 15-17 year-old-girls and 55% of 
boys who had been sexually active wish they had waited longer. 

Many parents, especially those of us haunted by regrets from our early years, 
want our kids to avoid these problems, but we feel like there’s little we can do.  Well, 
let’s have a bit of a pep talk. We parents have far more power than we give ourselves 
credit for. On survey after survey, when kids are asked who they want sex education and 
advice from, parents top the list every time. But they’re not getting it from us, because 
we’re afraid to broach the topic. My daughter’s entering her teenage years soon, and I’m 
practicing my speech. It goes something like this: 

These teenage years are precious. You can figure out what you’re good at, what 
the world is all about, and what’s important to you. Use these years to concentrate on 
yourself. Figure out who you are, and then you’ll be able to share that person with 
someone special when you’re in your twenties. That time’s not now, even if it may feel 
like it. Don’t throw your heart away on boys when you’re too young for a relationship to 
go anywhere. You’re worth more than that. Besides, if he’s the right man, he’ll still be 
there when you’re 20. Until then, learn how to be the right woman. That’s far more 
important in the long run. 
 

The Now Generation 
First published August 8, 2005 

I recently came across an old 1950s knitting pattern book telling women how to 
copy the latest fashions. In those days, many women just didn’t have the money to buy 
ready-made clothes, so when they saw something they liked, they knit it or they sewed it. 
Today, we think all that work means we’re failures. So instead we charge it. 

This was brought home to me when I came across an article bemoaning the fact 
that a new professional graduate, making $35,000 a year, can’t survive, what with $1,500 
for rent, $800 for food, and all the other expenses. When I read that chart it seemed to me 
that the problem was not with the salary; it was with the expenditures. Thrift used to be a 
virtue, but now we expect to have everything at once. If a single person is spending $800 
on food a month, then they’re eating out far too much. It may not be easy, but most of us 
can live within our means. It’s not our means that are the problem. Too often it’s the 
expectations we have for what our lives should be like. 

I’m not sure where these expectations came from. We can blame the media and 
advertising, but they had the media and advertising back in the 1950s, too, and it seems 
like people were far more willing to live with garage sale items and hand-me-downs a 
few decades ago than we are now. Perhaps it’s the explosion in credit which makes things 
possible today that weren’t possible before. Or perhaps it’s always been like this and I’m 
just a fuddy-duddy. Increasingly I think the latter is probably true on most issues, but let 
me explore this one a little bit more anyway. 

I have lived with a lot, and I have lived with very little, and there are pros and 
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cons to both. When we lived in a small rental apartment when the kids were young I had 
no pressure to make things coordinate. I didn’t need matching furniture, or pretty drapes, 
or dishes to entertain. As long as it was functional and could withstand two toddlers, I 
was happy.  

I think that’s a great period every person should go through. It’s a lot less stress 
on a marriage when you don’t actually own very much, and you can concentrate on just 
yourselves. Besides, when you’re not aiming to do things big, little things can make you 
happy. Remember the joy you once felt at finding some old milk crates at the flea 
market? Hey, they’re amazing things! They can hold cleaning products under a sink, or 
they can be used as dressers, or they can hold up some boards and be an improptu 
bookshelf! And that amazing garage sale kitchen table and chairs we found for $25 
served us well for seven years. 

Now that we have a house I have become much more conscious about what it 
looks like because I own it. I have to buy matching furniture, I have to paint, and I have 
to decorate in ways I didn’t before. In many ways this is satisfying, but in others it adds 
more pressure. There’s always more I could be doing. Besides, now, when stuff breaks, 
it’s my problem. I can’t just call the superintendent. I still like owning my own home, but 
that doesn’t mean I wasn’t happy before I had all of these outside trappings in my life.  

We make a mistake when we believe we need stuff to make us happy. Stuff 
breaks. Stuff can be stolen. Stuff needs to be cleaned. And stuff costs money, especially 
if you have to buy it on credit. Then, if anything bad happens, you could lose all that stuff 
you came to treasure. 

Besides, on surveys of happiness, stuff plays a very small role. Satisfaction with 
one’s relationships, one’s jobs, even oneself is much more important. So living within 
one’s means when everyone else is charging it may not seem fair and it may not seem 
fun, but ultimately our lives will be a lot easier. Besides, we’re not saying no forever. 
We’re just saying not now. And there’s nothing at all wrong with that.  
 

How to Avoid Poverty 
First published April 4, 2006 

With the new government now in place, the demands are sure to start coming 
soon that Harper tackle the persistent problem of poverty. And there’s no dearth of 
suggestions of how to “make poverty history”: increase the minimum wage, increase 
welfare payments, create more make work projects, and let’s get more rent control.  

When we talk about poverty like this, though, we’re talking about it as if it’s a 
virus, lurking around a corner, ready to randomly infect whomever happens to saunter by. 
But poverty is not random. I know it’s not socially acceptable to say it, but poverty tends 
to stalk those people who have behaved in ways that make earning a good living more 
difficult. 

Obviously there will always be factors beyond our control, and I hope that Harper 
implements good economic policies that will relieve the kind of poverty that stalks 
communities when industry dries up. Too often, though, we’re scared to talk about the 
personal factors in poverty because it sounds like we’re blaming people. But we have to 
talk about it if we want to help young people steer clear of poverty’s pitfalls. Those of us 
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who are parents can and should focus on poverty prevention among our kids, since we 
may hold the keys that the government can’t reach.  

William Galston, a University of Maryland Professor of Public Policy, found that 
following these steps gives you almost a 90% chance of avoiding long-term poverty. 
First, graduate from high school. Then, if you don’t want to go on to higher education, 
take a job right away. Any job. Don’t wait for your dream job, but get the experience that 
Wal-Mart or McDonald’s offers. Minimum wage jobs may not be fun, but they’re usually 
short-term and can lead to better jobs in the future. Those who are willing to work, even 
for less money than they would like, find themselves more employable down the road. 

While you’re busy looking for those jobs, there’s something you shouldn’t be 
doing:  having a baby. Wait until you are married. Single parenthood is the biggest ticket 
to poverty there is. Marriage, on the other hand, often acts as a “get out of poverty free” 
card. Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher, in a large-scale study of marriage, found that 
marriage itself tends to boost one’s income potential. So if you can, steer clear of losers 
and abusers, find someone stable and kind to marry (I know that’s the hard part), stay 
married, and wait until you’re married to become a parent. 

Finally, stay out of trouble. If you’re in jail, it’s hard to feed your family, and it’s 
hard to get a job afterwards.  

Do these things work? Galston says they do. Only 8% of families who have 
followed these rules are poor, compared to 80% of families who have not. This doesn’t 
mean you won’t face occasional lean years, as my mother did after my father left, or as 
most of us face as we try to get on our feet. But these will tend to be the exception, rather 
than the rule. 

These steps aren’t rocket science, and on the surface they aren’t that difficult. But 
they’re not that fun, and that’s probably why this advice is often spurned. Many young 
people suffer from what Galston calls a “magical outlook”: ask them what they’ll be 
doing ten years from now, and they talk about having a nice house, a great entertainment 
system, a fancy car, trips to the Caribbean, and more, but they don’t do anything in the 
here and now to give this a chance of happening. Our kids are taught to dream, but not to 
do. 

Let’s teach them to do. It’s not hard, so let’s say it together: finish high school. 
Take a job. Don’t have a baby without getting married. Marry wisely. Stay out of trouble. 
And that’s it. Of course, you probably will still experience rough times, and there are no 
guarantees. People you love can leave you. You still have to be careful with credit cards, 
with savings, with spending. But these steps offer you as close to a clear future as 
anything else we’ve come up with. So don’t ridicule it. Just do it, and make poverty 
history. 
 

Is University Worth It? 
First published September 4, 2008 

With keen university students across the nation participating in gruesome Frosh 
Week activities this week, I decided a thought experiment on the value of higher 
education might be timely. Picture a bright 18-year-old who has been accepted into a 
high ranking liberal arts program. Instead of attending, though, she hits the job market. In 
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twenty years, do you think there would be a difference in her earning potential from that 
of the typical high school grad? 

I do. Sure she doesn’t have the degree, but her acceptance letter already proved 
her intelligence and motivation. Perhaps, then, liberal arts university graduates earn more 
than high school graduates simply due to self-selection. Those who are already inclined 
to earn more are also the ones who continue to higher education. 

Certainly most high paying jobs—and especially those that are attractive to 
women—do require a degree. But I don’t think it’s because the job intrinsically needs the 
knowledge one derives from studying “Gendered Alternatives: Science Fiction and 
Fantasy”, or “Intimacy, Sexuality and Deviance in Early Modern Europe” (two recent 
courses offered at Queen’s), but because employers require a degree as an elaborate way 
to uncover good employees. And they assume that university grads are smarter and more 
motivated than high school grads. 

So let’s ask a slightly different question: assuming she is hired in a corporate 
setting, despite her lack of degree, could she do the job as well as a university graduate?   

That’s exactly the scenario educational researcher George Leef posed to several 
high priced lawyers: take ten students who have been accepted to Harvard Law, but 
imagine instead that they immediately apprenticed at a prestigious law firm. Would there 
be any difference in their job performance a decade later versus those who had actually 
graduated?  

All the lawyers said no. But they went even further than that. They said those who 
had worked with the firm from the start would probably make better lawyers, because 
they had been trained specifically for the job. It’s not the education from Harvard that 
makes you a good employee; it’s the fact that you were accepted by Harvard in the first 
place.   

In the 1950s a high school education was sufficient to land most white collar jobs. 
As more and more people attended university, though, more and more jobs began to 
require one, even though the skills required by jobs have not changed substantially. 
We’re just using the university system to vet the best employees. 

I’m not sure, however, that this is even the most efficient way to sift through job 
applicants. Employers need employees with communication skills, problem-solving 
skills, and good work habits. Do university liberal arts programs even provide these? 
Hopefully they teach people to write well, but there’s no guarantee that a person who 
took four years of “Medieval Bodies: Traversing Sex and Gender in the Middle Ages” (at 
the prestigious Columbia University) will graduate knowing how to write memos and 
analyze strategic reports.  

Recently I was chatting with the affable man who was installing hardwood in our 
dining room. Turns out he has a university degree in computers, which left him with no 
job prospects and major debt. So he began to install floors. There’s no training course; 
you just have to be good at what you do. Now he has his own business, he’s easily 
supporting his young family, and he’s making far more than he would have made 
otherwise. 

This is a route that’s easily available to men. It’s harder for women for whom the 
trades aren’t as attractive, and I think that’s one reason the ratio of female to male in 
universities is now running at around three to two. 



Another Reality Check  58 

But at some point, all of us may start to realize that university is an awfully 
expensive and inefficient way to identify people who think on their own, write well, and 
work independently. Higher education still has value for its own sake. But if students’ 
goals are just to land a better job, perhaps there’s a better way. If we could find another 
route to credential people, or even just to test those essential skills, without requiring four 
years of a degree which costs tens of thousands of dollars, we might make life a lot easier 
for everyone. 
 

Letter to Me 
First published July 10, 2008 

I am a complete sap for tear jerker country music songs. One of my current 
favourites is Brad Paisley’s “Letter to Me”, where he writes a letter to himself at 
seventeen, with all the things he wishes he could have known back then. Thinking back 
on my 17-year-old days, I’ve come up with several things that could have helped me 
along the way, too. Here they are: 

I know your biggest fear right now is being alone. You've been without a 
boyfriend for two years now and I know you feel desperate. You’re not going to believe 
what I’m about to say, but it’s actually better to be alone at this stage of your life, because 
you can concentrate on who you want to be without a guy getting in the middle of it. So 
take this time to read, to work, to make friendships, talk to interesting people, and figure 
out what you like. You don’t need a guy to do that. Looking back, that hiatus was one of 
the best times of growth for you. So don’t cry. Your day will come.  

But I don’t mean to be so callous. I know you feel lonely right now, and worry 
that your friends don't understand you. Most of them don't! But one day you'll be in a 
position to find friends that are more like you. You'll be able to choose your university, 
choose your workplace, choose your church. You'll find great people there, I promise. 
Right now you're stuck in a school you can't get out of. That's okay. It won't last forever. 
Just try to be a blessing to those with you now and make the best of it. 

And when you do get to university and you do make great friends, keep in touch. 
Don’t let distance and busyness come between you. You’re going to miss them later on, 
and wish you’d written more letters. 

You’ve got seasons tickets to the ballet right now, and you love all the restaurants 
in Toronto. Careful that you don’t become a snob. In about a decade you’re going to 
realize how awful the city really is, and you’re going to run as fast as you can to a small 
town. So get ready now! Learn to play cards. Learn to like barbecue. And learn to drive! 
Not every place has a subway, you know. 

You’ve already been overseas once on a mission trip, but more are coming. Make 
the most of them. Take tons of pictures of kids’ faces. And don’t turn away because the 
poverty makes you uncomfortable. Look at it. Breathe it. Remember that most of the 
world lives like that, and you’re getting the chance to see it. Sear it into your memory, so 
that you never let your life become about money. 

Sometimes family relationships get awkward and we don’t know what to say, so 
we don’t say anything. Open your mouth, especially to your uncle. You’ll find out why 
later. And your mother understands you more than you think she does. Give her a break. 
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She’s done a great job raising you, so try to look at things from her point of view. One 
day you’re going to be great friends! 

You know those kids with Down Syndrome at the camp you counsel at? Don't 
ignore them. I know they make you feel awkward, but you're looking in the face of your 
future son. Love them and have fun with them, and it will be easier for you when you 
hear the news in a few years. 

You're going to cry more tears over the next ten years then you will imagine. But 
one day, you will see how those tears were used to build you into a strong person. So at 
your lowest points, believe that God isn’t going to leave you.  

You're going to fall in love in a few years with a man you will think is perfect. 
Take a step back. Does he let you be yourself? Does he ask you about you? Relationships 
can't be based on hero worship. Run away fast. You'll save yourself a lot of heartache. 

And by the way, while you're running away from your boyfriend, take another 
look at your best friend. Sometimes best friends really do make the best husbands! 
 

Following the Plan 
First published December 2, 2011 

Did you follow The Plan? You know the one; our parents drilled it into us. Get an 
education, get a job, get married, have a baby. And do it in that order! No marriage 
before a diploma, no babies before a job, but most of all, no babies before marriage. 

According to a new Time/Pew study, 39% of us are giving up on the Plan because 
we think marriage is superfluous. Yet statisticians will tell us that The Plan makes sense. 
Those who follow it are far more likely to escape poverty, be personally happy, and raise 
kids who are well-adjusted. But here’s the even bigger kicker: they’re far less likely to 
get divorced. 

Why does this happen? Kay Hymowitz, author of The Marriage Gap, has found 
that while divorce rates may be high today, they tend to be high for a certain subset of the 
population: those who didn’t follow The Plan. Those who wait until they’re married to 
have children, and those who get their education first, tend to make it a priority to stay 
married.  

At face value, this seems counterintuitive. It’s the educated women, after all, who 
don’t need a husband to support a child; they can afford to raise one on their own. Yet 
these women are waiting for marriage to have children, while other women don’t tend to 
in the same numbers. And when the latter group does marry, those marriages tend to be 
more fragile.  

Essentially, Hymowitz argues, we are dealing with two different cultures: those 
that still believe in The Plan our grandmothers would have recognized, and those who 
think it’s archaic. Those who accept The Plan tend to be careful sexually, because the 
thing that would most upset their goals would be to get pregnant without being married.  

On the other hand, if marriage really is considered superfluous, then the order in 
which you do things suddenly doesn’t matter. If you’re not waiting for the right spouse, 
but instead you’re more interested in finding a guy now, then you may enter into 
relationships which aren’t stable or healthy, and you’re more likely to end up pregnant. 
And this can easily derail many educational plans—and even romantic plans. 
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Sociologist Charles Murray crunched the numbers, and found that among 
American university educated women in families making more than $100,000 a year, the 
rate of illegitimacy was only about 2%. They’re still living in Leave it to Beaver days. Go 
down to the working class, who have a high school education but earn less than $60,000 a 
year in family income, and the illegitimacy rate is up to 10%. But among the underclass, 
who never graduated high school? It’s 45%. And that’s not because those girls got 
dropped out because they were pregnant; most of those pregnancies happened long after 
they left school. And since single parenthood is one of the highest indicators for 
childhood poverty and abuse, that’s a problem. 

Not only this, but if choices around marriage and parenting really are primarily 
cultural ones, then these mini-cultures are likely to be replicated. People who believe in 
The Plan—even if they themselves made mistakes in the past—will raise kids who follow 
it. People who don’t believe in it will raise kids who likely won’t follow it. And it will be 
increasingly difficult to cross over into these two groups. Rising out of poverty, then, is 
not just an educational issue; it’s also a cultural one.  

Our schools preach that students should get an education, but maybe they need to 
start talking about marriage, too. Wait until you’re married to have kids, and you are 
dramatically less likely to end up poor, more likely to be in stable marriages, and more 
likely to be happy in the long run. We need to get back to The Plan. Marriage is good for 
you. It’s good for your kids. Let’s stop pretending it doesn’t matter, and maybe we’d be 
the land of opportunity once again. 
 

Life in Limbo 
First published March 1, 2007 

An interesting thing happened about a century ago when nutrition started 
improving. The average age at puberty started declining, and it hasn’t stopped. In Laura 
Ingalls Wilder’s days (remember Little House on the Prairie?), most girls didn’t start 
menstruation until fourteen or fifteen. Today it’s twelve. And nutrition probably isn’t the 
only culprit. It turns out that girls whose parents divorce are twice as likely to hit puberty 
before twelve versus girls whose parents are together, so stress probably plays a part. 
Italian researchers also found that watching television increased levels of certain 
hormones, and they theorize that our addiction to screens may be causing puberty ages to 
plummet. Perhaps it’s hormones or additives in our foods, too. But whatever the cause—
or causes—children are maturing much faster than they used to. 

This wouldn’t necessarily be a problem, except that today’s society just isn’t 
equipped to handle adult bodies with teenage minds. Laura Ingalls probably hit puberty 
around fourteen. She married at eighteen. That’s four years between puberty and adult 
responsibilities. But instead of the average age at marriage declining to match our puberty 
age, it’s increasing. Today, a girl likely won’t settle down until she’s 26 or 27. That’s a 
lot of years to be in an adult’s body without adult roles. For a lot of our kids, that’s a lot 
of years of limbo. 

We tend to react with horror at the thought that kids might marry at 21 or 22. 
Instead, we encourage this extended adolescence, telling kids to have fun, explore, but 
above all, don’t make any major decisions. 
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Yet Laura Ingalls Wilder did perfectly fine marrying at eighteen. Sixty years ago 
the world was saved by young men primarily aged 18-24, acting bravely and responsibly 
on the battle field. It’s strange that we believe today’s youth can’t live up to that.  

Perhaps it’s because as our society has become wealthier, we have simultaneously 
expected less of our kids in some areas, and stressed money matters over everything else. 
We want to see our kids settled in a career before they find a spouse or have kids. So we 
give them the message, “don’t marry until you can buy a house, become a partner at the 
firm, get a great job.” And while we’re saying that, we’re also inadvertently saying that 
money is more important that relationships. And then we wonder why too many kids 
never settle down at all.  

Our children are maturing faster, but in the wrong ways. They’re maturing 
physically and sexually, but we’re not asking them to mature by taking on responsibility. 
And extended adolescence is not a good thing. When kids form sexual attachments long 
before marriage is on the radar screen, they’re opening themselves up to way too many 
opportunities for major mistakes with the opposite sex, including unwanted pregnancy 
and diseases, but also lots of heartache and grief. The whole culture of extended 
adolescence, too, is dominated by spending money with little regard to budgets or bills or 
savings. It’s tons of freedom with no responsibility. 

Last summer, two of my friends had children who got married. These kids were 
still only in their third year of university, but they figured if they were going to be poor, 
they may as well be poor together.  Fifteen years ago I did the same thing. Keith and I 
lived with garage sale furniture and hand me downs and struggled to learn how to cook 
together, but we did fine. Of course, nobody should just jump into a marriage; they need 
to be emotionally mature enough to handle it. But that’s not the same thing as saying they 
need to have absolutely everything together.  

Instead of insisting that kids achieve everything before they settle down, maybe 
we should remember little Laura Ingalls Wilder, who had nothing and did fine. She was 
raised to be emotionally resilient and responsible, and her family has been an inspiration 
to millions since. Maybe, instead of focusing on encouraging kids to put off 
responsibility, we should be preparing them for it from a young age. That is the model of 
history, and it seems to me that in many ways, they were far more successful than we are. 
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Reality Check on Schools  

I have a confession to make. We homeschool our kids. Rebecca, our oldest, 
attended junior and senior kindergarten, but they’ve been home ever since. So whenever I 
write on education topics, I have parents emailing saying that I don’t know what I’m 
talking about, since my kids aren’t in school. 

No, they’re not, but I do have nieces and nephews. I do have friends with children 
in school. And most of all, I read constantly about education topics. So here are my 
insights into the education system. Please forgive me for writing them, even if I have 
chosen to opt out! 

 

How Times Change 
First published January 2, 2009 

For a thought experiment in this first column of 2009, let’s take a trip down 
memory lane and see how things have changed in the last fifty years. 

Fifty years ago, kids were given names like Robert, David, Emily, and Susan. 
Today they’re named Moxie, Suede, Apple, or Ocean. But it’s not the names that get me 
going as much as the spelling. I’ve seen Brian spelled Bryahnn, or Kayla spelled K-La. 
That’s not trend-setting; it’s dumb. 

Fifty years ago, if you had a headache, you took an Aspirin. In this brave new 
millennium, sophomore Amanda Stiles in Louisiana was expelled for a year for carrying 
Advil in her purse.  

Fifty years ago, seventeen-year-old Susan becomes pregnant. Susan has the baby 
and puts it up for adoption. For the rest of her life she grieves over the son she never 
knew. Nevertheless, she marries at 22, has four more children, and lives a happy life, 
though that hole in her heart is always there. Her child is adopted by a kind older couple, 
where he is loved and nurtured. He grows up to become a stable business owner and 
philanthropist.  

Today, Susan is given welfare and told she should keep the baby. She smokes all 
through her pregnancy, and gives birth to a boy named David. When he is six months old 
she is pregnant again, though she can’t name the father. Over the next few years she goes 
through a succession of boyfriends. One of them sexually abuses David. The CAS 
temporarily apprehends the boys, but gives them back. Susan never gets a steady job, and 
never marries. 

In 1959, if David were disruptive in class, he’d be sent to the Principal’s office, 
where the Principal would likely give him the strap. David would return to class and 
shape up. If he didn’t, he could eventually be expelled.  

Today he’s left in that classroom to disrupt everyone else. Other students in his 
class develop stomachaches caused by stress. Occasionally David wins Student of the 
Week to help his self-esteem. It doesn’t work, because David’s self-esteem is fine. So the 
school starts a Character Building curriculum, taking time away from multiplication and 
reading, so that all the children, even the good ones, can learn how to be nice to each 
other. David is the only one who doesn’t listen. 
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David’s younger brother Bryahnn is also disruptive. The school demands Bryahnn 
be put on Ritalin. Bryahnn becomes a zombie. His personality changes, he rarely eats, 
and he stops growing. He never learns to deal with the chaos in his life; he just tunes out. 

Fifty years ago, Emily’s sister Mary is killed in a car accident. Emily is 
distraught. Emily’s grandfatherly math teacher, Mr. Claus, notices Emily crying during 
class. Afterwards he comforts her with a hug and dries her tears. Emily feels a little bit 
better and smiles everytime she sees Mr. Claus from then on. 

Fast forward to today. Emily’s friend Kandi witnesses Mr. Claus hugging Emily. 
Kandi reports it to her mother, who calls the police. The police investigate Mr. Claus, 
who is two years from retirement. Mr. Claus is charged with sexual harassment. The 
scandal is on the front page of the local paper. He resigns rather than putting his family 
through a protracted legal lynching. He loses much of his pension. He lands a job as a 
clerk in an insurance agency, and never smiles at another woman who is not his wife 
again. 

To be fair, fifty years ago, if Mr. Claus had abused Emily, nothing would likely 
have been said. Emily would have been devastated and humiliated, and would have had 
to live with that shame alone. But while we’ve minimized the chance of that, we’ve 
simultaneously precluded kindness and decency.  

The last fifty years have brought us much progress in safety, and technology, and 
comfort, and leisure. What they’ve taken from us is common sense. I wish we could all 
experience life in 1959, if only temporarily, to find our moral compasses once again. 

 
I had some blowback on this column from some American friends. 1959, they 

said, was hardly a good year, especially if you were African American. How white of me 
to want to turn back the clock! 

Perhaps so. But I was writing it from the Canadian point of view, where we did 
not have that history of racial tension in the same way. And it made be proud to be 
Canadian once again. For you Americans, though, I do understand that there was plenty 
wrong with society back in the 1950s. No time is ever perfect, and in many ways we have 
made great strides. But there’s no doubt that with those strides we have also experienced 
major steps backward, and it is that which I mourn. 

Splitting Up is Hard to Do 
First published September 20, 2007 

At one time, a grade one teacher welcoming twenty-three smiling, fresh faces on 
the first day of school would be considered akin to a Norman Rockwell painting. Today, 
it is eschewed, because in Ontario you’re only allowed to have twenty-two students in a 
classroom. If there are twenty-three, then the school has some serious rearranging to do. 
In some cases, it means busing kids to far away schools that still have room. More often, 
it means split grades. A handful of kids gets moved into the grade two class, leading to 
some grade twos going up to grade three, and so on, just like a domino game, except this 
time the children are the game pieces. 

Of course, if your child ends up in the lower end of the split, this can be welcome 
news. Your child can be challenged because he or she can hear the lessons from the upper 
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grade. But what if your child is on the upper end of the split? You feel as if your child 
hasn’t really progressed. And you may be right. 

Take a boy I’ll call Tom. Extremely intelligent, last year he was in the bottom of a 
7/8 split. For the first few months he found himself actually having to think, and enjoyed 
doing the grade eight work. Unfortunately, this year he’s also in a 7/8 split. But he’s 
already covered the curriculum. He’s preparing to concentrate on Xbox this year, and it’s 
hard to blame him. 

Split grades can be difficult for slower students, too. The classrooms tend to be 
noisier since everybody is doing something different, and “busy work”, like worksheets, 
takes up a greater proportion of time than they do in straight grade classrooms. Studies 
also show that the teachers spend the majority of their time focused on the younger 
students, leaving the older ones, who often struggle to begin with, even further behind. 
And teachers themselves rate such classes as far more stressful to teach than straight 
grades. The amount of curriculum they’re required to cover is almost doubled, but they 
don’t have any extra time to do it. Besides, how can the teacher cater to anyone’s learning 
style in that hectic an environment? 

Obviously the school system is not set up to cater to individual needs, which is 
one of the reasons I’ve never been in favour of traditional schooling in the first place. In 
fact, I’m probably not one to talk about schools at all, since we homeschool. But all my 
friends are constantly griping about the issues at their kids’ schools, and I find myself 
rather mesmerized by the complexity of the problem, almost like watching a car wreck 
from the sidelines. You have no emotional involvement of your own, but it’s hard to keep 
your eyes away. 

In the split grade classroom of two over which I preside, my youngest child’s 
math is three grade levels ahead of her language arts, while my oldest daughter is taking 
language arts two grades ahead of her math level. And none of it matters, because we can 
work at their pace. You just can’t get that in the school system, and often parents latch on 
to split grades thinking at least their children will be challenged. Ultimately, though, I’m 
not sure it’s good for the system as a whole, or even ultimately for those children 
themselves. They just delay the even worse boredom that awaits them when they, like 
Tom, end up redoing a whole year through no fault of their own.   

I don’t see an easy to answer out of this split-classroom dilemma, except to say 
that the government should stop micro-managing schools. Politicians may win brownie 
points by promising reduced classroom sizes, but few realize what that means once it’s 
implemented: split grades, kids having to be bused to a far away school, and even 
siblings being separated, all so we don’t end up with two or three too many kids in one 
classroom. Campaign promises are great, but real results are better. I don’t think there’s 
ever going to be a solution to what ails the school system except for giving parents and 
individual schools more power to figure out what they need. I hope the government will 
one day agree.  

The Homework Crunch 
First published March 28, 2006 
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For eight years, this was the reigning column—the one that received the most 
comments and feedback, only to be surpassed by the column following. I didn’t think this 
column was anything special when I wrote it, but I obviously hit a nerve. 

I’ve been conducting an informal poll with all the thirtysomethings I run into 
lately, asking, “when you were in elementary school, did your parents help you with 
homework?” I have yet to hear anyone answer in the affirmative. I don’t remember even 
having homework before high school, except for special projects. We were expected to 
get our work done in class. 

And yet, every person I talk to today says that homework takes up a ton of 
everyone’s time. Now, I’m not the best one to weigh in on this because we homeschool. 
But I do know what my friends and family tell me. My sister-in-law’s biggest complaint 
is that the kids aren’t taught the material before it arrives home. Recently her second 
grade daughter was given a project on buoyancy, but the teacher hadn’t spent time going 
over what makes things float, nor had she given the kids any clue how they were 
supposed to do this experiment. That was for the parents to figure out. In other words, the 
expectation is that children will not do their homework alone. That’s a far cry from what 
happened when I was eight. 

Another friend had a horrible time last year when her daughter was in grade 6 and 
struggling through her math homework. My friend sat down with her, and taught her the 
best she could how to do it, and the child did eventually arrive at the right answers. The 
next time my friend visited the school, though, the teacher took her aside and 
reprimanded her. “You’re teaching her wrong,” she was told. “You have to let me teach 
her.” My friend let fly a few well-chosen words about how if the teacher had been 
teaching her in the first place such a thing wouldn’t have happened, but I don’t think her 
experience is unique. Many kids simply aren’t learning in school. 

Part of this certainly must be because family life has become more chaotic so that 
kids aren’t as well behaved. It’s very hard to teach even a small class of 21 if you have 
two or three behaviour problem kids in it. Another reason is that they’re cramming stuff 
in the school day that was never there when I was a kid. We weren’t taught conflict 
resolution or health and safety or touchy-feely things. We were just taught math and 
spelling. And we learned it, too. Maybe today there’s just not enough time. 

Or is it computers? When we were in high school we handed in everything hand-
written. Now that computers are commonplace, there’s pressure on even third and fourth-
graders to hand in reports typed, with a pretty cover page. That means Mom does the 
typing, and so the homework falls on her. 

Yet what effect does this homework push have on children? Studies seem to show 
that homework doesn’t have an appreciable effect on their grades in the elementary years, 
and excessive homework may even poison the school experience for many kids. But 
other studies show that kids have less homework today than they did a decade ago. So I 
truly can’t figure out what’s going on, except to look at the families around me and 
realize that for them, this surely is getting out of control. 

I truly don’t understand all the factors, but I am curious, because the whole thing 
seems to me like a big waste of time. Why should kids have to go to school for seven 
hours a day, and then do homework for an hour a night while they’re still so young? 
When are you supposed to have family time? When do kids just play? And what good is 
it doing society if all over the country tonight, hundreds of thousands of fourth grade 
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parents are honing up on ancient Egyptian funeral rites, or learning that a Kleenex box 
will float but a ball of silly putty won’t? Don’t we have better things to do, like playing 
Monopoly together or taking a spring hike? After all, if our kids aren’t learning in school, 
then what is school for? 

 

Brat is Not a Learning Disability 
First published April 21, 2011 

Here it is—the column that beat out the homework column for the most emails. 
This one, I have to admit, I did really like. 

Back a few centuries ago, shame meant something. If you transgressed the 
community’s values, you were an outcast, a scarlet letter, a source of derision. 

We’ve tossed shame aside because we don’t want to be cruel, but I have a brilliant 
idea of where shame could make a welcome comeback: I think we should make it a 
source of great shame to raise kids who are brats. 

Think about how many of today’s problems are caused by the fact that so many 
kids are holy terrors. Teachers have difficulty teaching, no matter how small the class 
size, if there are even one or two kids who won’t sit still, who swear a blue streak and 
who terrorize other children. In response, we’ve created anti-bullying programs, and 
values education, and “Student of the Week”, all to try to give these bratty children an 
incentive to not be so bratty. It doesn’t work. 

So to all parents of brats, let me be frank: you are making life very difficult for the 
rest of us. And, as one blogger recently wrote, brat is not a learning disability. 

A child may have ADD, but that doesn’t mean he or she is mean, or violent, or 
cruel. It simply means he or she has trouble paying attention. If your child likes punching 
kids, or talking back to the teacher, or swearing loudly, he or she is likely not suffering 
from a psychological disorder. He or she is more than likely suffering from a parental 
disorder. 

Schools cannot make up for lack of parenting. They can institute lunch and 
breakfast programs, write new curriculum, and hire teachers’ aides to watch the out-of-
control students, but in general, if a child doesn’t behave at school, it’s because he or she 
has never been taught to behave at home. 

A century and a half ago, 18-year-old school marms managed one-room 
schoolhouses with way more children than your typical grade one class today, but they 
were able to do so partly because the kids behaved. And it wasn’t just because the school 
marm had the ability to rap one’s knuckles with a ruler. It was because if word of a 
child’s misdeeds made it back to the parents, that child would be in a whole other 
whackload of trouble. Parents refused to tolerate brattiness. 

I’m not saying schools don’t contribute to the problem. I know one boy with 
ADD who acts out at school but doesn’t act out at church or at home, because he simply 
needs structure. His open, multi-grade classroom doesn’t give enough structure, and he 
can’t handle it. 

But not paying attention is completely different from being mean. And when 
teachers have children in their classrooms who talk back, who won’t stay in their seats, 
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and who hit and yell, then how do we expect other children to learn? It’s not fair to the 
kids who do want to practice their multiplication tables and read in peace. 

We must have compassion for badly-behaved children who are in the care of the 
Children’s Aid Society, or who have grown up with truly horrific home situations. Their 
behaviour is a natural reaction to the horrors they have been dealt, and I hope that our 
schools and our children’s welfare system can at least make a stab at getting these 
children on healthy footing. But many of the mean, badly behaved children I know have 
parents who should know better. You are not supposed to be your child’s friend. You are 
not doing your child favours if you never discipline, never set limits, and give children 
everything they want. You’re creating monsters the rest of us have to deal with it. And 
that is truly a shame. 

 

A Voice from the Past 
First published September 6, 2007 

As the first week of school is upon us, I thought it might be helpful to have an 
educational “reality check”, and ask an expert from long ago what they think of our 
educational system. So I called up my grandmother, even those she’s been gone for over 
14 years. Here’s what she said. 

Well golly! These schools sure are pretty, aren’t they? They’re so big, with so 
many windows, and all that play equipment, that’s just lovely! 

But it seems to me, Sheila, that schools must be for something very different than 
in my day. We had to sit straight and behave or else we would regret it! I guess today 
people have decided that the teachers don’t have to be in charge anymore, eh? I didn’t see 
any teacher punish a child, though I saw many children who needed it, I can tell you! I’m 
not sure how all those other children were supposed to learn with kids yelling and being 
rambunctious around them. Maybe I’m missing something. 

And just look at how they teach them to read! When I was young we learned 
phonics. They drilled those rules into our heads and pretty near everyone could read, even 
those whose parents couldn’t. Unfortunately, by the time my own girls went to school 
just after the war, schools had switched to that whole language “look-say” approach with 
those awful Dick and Jane books. I thought the school system would have realized by 
now that straight phonics works, but it seems they haven’t. All the tutoring services have, 
though. And they’re making a ton of money off of it, too! 

Another thing I wonder about: are today’s schools afraid of males? I hardly saw 
any male teachers at the elementary schools, and very few fathers, especially at some of 
the schools in poorer areas. Even most of the stories and pictures in the books were of 
girls! Why, I hear they’re changing that great classic, Winnie The Pooh, which was 
named after my hometown of Winnipeg, so that Christopher Robin is a girl in the updated 
edition! And I heard of several schools that have banned playing tag because it’s too 
competitive. Have boys changed that much since I went to school, or do schools just not 
understand them anymore? 

I also found it strange that there was hardly anything patriotic. I remember sitting 
in school the day World War I ended, and the party we had! But you don’t celebrate your 
soldiers, except for one ceremony on November 11. And there’s very little explanation of 
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what is great about Canada and worth defending. My school was filled with immigrants 
speaking all different languages, but we learned what it meant to be Canadian and we 
were proud of it. Your textbooks talk more about the good in other cultures than they do 
about the good in yours. 

But then, we also had prayers and faith. You have lessons about character. I hate 
to seem narrow-minded, dear, but our generation learned character just by reading the 
classics and having good moral teaching. I’m not sure how you can have “character” 
classes and expect children to be nice to each other if at the same time you’re teaching 
kids that there’s no such thing as absolute right and wrong. Seems a little fishy to me. 

It also seems to me—and I don’t know how to say this nicely, dear—that children 
have become, well, stupid. I’m not sure if those funny computer things have anything to 
do with it, but little attention is being paid to actually learning the English language. Let 
me give you two vocabulary lists. List 1: aggression, divergent, prestigious, bizarre, 
cogent, propagate, ambiguous, exonerated. List 2: illimitable, coquetry, impudent, 
undulation, stalwart, monolith, dissipation, variegated. The first list is for high school 
seniors today preparing for their SATs in the United States. The second list is from an old 
textbook of my own father’s for 11-year-olds. 

Something else occurs to me. My school was cramped, with plain books with no 
colour pictures. We had large classrooms with young teachers. But the children I went to 
school with ended up living through the Great Depression, and many fought heroically in 
World War II. I wonder, dear, what are you preparing your students for?  

And she waved good-bye, and wandered off. 
 

Training to Distraction 
First published September 8, 2006 

I have to admit to some skepticism when it comes to new medical disorders. Take 
ADD, for instance. There is no way that such a disorder could magically pop up about 
fifteen to twenty years ago, and affect over 10% of our boys, when decades ago it wasn’t 
a problem. Boys like that were simply called “busy”, or even “troublemakers”, but they 
were dealt with. And they did not constitute 10% of the male population. 

Now I know that ADD is a real medical condition; friends of mine have struggled 
with their kids through it, and for them Ritalin has been a godsend. But that doesn’t mean 
that every busy child is wired wrong. True ADD, I think, is the exception, not the rule. 
Many kids are easily distracted and hyperactive without a biological cause, and you don’t 
have to look very hard to find an environmental one. Society has changed in fundamental 
ways over the last decade or two, and I think that is affecting our children’s—and 
especially our boys’—abilities to concentrate. In short, we are training for distraction. 

If you want kids to behave and pay attention, you need to give them structure. 
From a very young age, kids need to be taught what is expected of them, when it is 
expected of them, and the consequences for not complying. In fact, structure, far from 
being constricting and cruel, gives kids the freedom to grow because they feel safe. To 
kids, the world is hugeand scary. If they at least understand their own small corner of it, 
they feel more relaxed and can thrive. If they don’t, they act out. It’s that simple. 
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At one time, most families ate dinner together at 5:30. Kids knew whose turn it 
was to clear the table. Bedtimes were set, and kids would lobby to get these extended. I 
remember the year I was eleven arguing with my mother that I should be allowed to stay 
up until 8:30 so that I could watch Happy Days. Evenings were for adults, not kids, and 
we knew that.  

We don’t give kids that kind of structure anymore. Today, mealtimes are often 
haphazard, stressful, or conducted through the drive-thru while running back and forth to 
lessons. And bedtimes seem to have disappeared along with eight track tapes. Children 
may be sent to their rooms, but in those rooms are likely televisions and computers, so 
kids may not drift off right away. The American National Sleep Foundation reports that 
the average school aged child gets 1.5 hours less sleep a night than is recommended, and 
only 20% of teenagers get sufficient sleep at night. And boys get far less sleep than girls 
do, though they need just as much. Since lack of sleep has been linked to hyperactivity, 
it’s little wonder kids are acting out.  

In defence of parents, though, I do think providing structure is harder today than it 
once was. Life is simply busier. More people work strange hours, so family dinnertime is 
harder to achieve. I know the days that both my girls are enrolled in something, eating is 
often done on the run, even though I swear that family dinners are important! And when 
both parents work, people often keep their kids up later because evening is the only time 
they get to spend with them. Just because it’s hard, though, doesn’t mean we shouldn’t 
try. 

But there’s one other major change in our children’s structure that probably does 
even more harm. Families are falling apart. A study published in the Journal of Vital 
Health Statistics found that four-year-olds living with both married parents were three 
times less likely to have ADD than four-year-olds living in any other kind of household. 
With all the shuttling back and forth between baby-sitters and parents and grandparents, 
and getting used to Mom’s new boyfriend or new strep-siblings, kids lose something 
vital.  

Is ADD a real problem? For many, it definitely is. But for far more, I think we 
have just simply lost sight that children need structure and discipline far more than they 
need toys and gadgets. And until they get that structure back, we’re going to have more 
and more kids who can’t pay attention. 

 

The Prom Is a Privilege 
First published June 30, 2011 

Thirteen graduating students from Quinte Secondary School have given us a 
whole new reason to despair for our country’s future. Their parents pooled resources to 
rent a bus to take them to their prom and then to take them to the after-prom party at a 
private residence where alcohol would be served. The school, however, warned all 
students that group transportation (which tends to be associated with alcohol) and any 
kind of intoxication would not be tolerated. Nevertheless, they showed up in a bus, with 
some of the students already drinking, and they were denied admittance. Several parents 
are now calling for monetary reimbursement and the firing of some school 
administrators. 
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The Belleville daily covered this story in rich detail, accompanied by a photo of 
the kids, girls holding up their prom dresses. The paper evidently chose to slant this story 
towards those poor students who missed out on the biggest moment of their high school 
life. 

Why?  
Those students were told that they were not to arrive in group transportation, and 

they did. They were told no alcohol would be tolerated, and several of them admitted to a 
reporter that they ignored that warning. Sounds like an open and shut case to me. After 
all, going to the prom is not a right; it’s a privilege. And by the way, why do you need to 
rent transportation to take you to and from the prom to make sure you’re not drinking and 
driving if you’re not going to drink until you get to the after-prom party? Besides, 
parents, providing alcohol to minors is still, last time I checked, illegal. 

The consequences for breaking the rules were spelled out, and the students chose 
to disregard them. It is not the school’s fault if girls chose to spend $700 on a dress, and 
then broke the rules so they couldn’t get in. No one forced these girls to drop that kind of 
money on a prom dress (I spent less than half of that on my wedding dress, for pity’s 
sake). No one forced them to disobey the rules. No one forced them to drink.  

And what about the other QSS students who were at the prom? Do they not 
matter? Why should kids who have not had any alcohol have to put up with potentially 
intoxicated peers at their prom? Besides, if any drunk kids had caused an accident or 
injury, the school would have been sued. The school had to stand its ground. That’s why 
I’d have written a much different headline than “Students Lost their Prom and are 
Angry”. I’d do: “Courageous Principal Stands Her Ground On No-Alcohol Prom”, or 
“Principal Sticks to Her Guns despite Parents’ Threats”.  

Yet while I find the kids’ actions deplorable, we cannot entirely blame them, for 
they were raised by parents who evidently felt it was more important to be their 
children’s friends than it was to encourage them to respect authority. That “blame your 
parents” thing, though, can only last so long once you’re an adult. These kids have now 
graduated from high school, and so they have entered adulthood. It’s time they owned up. 

They made a mistake. And by posing for a picture in the newspaper and 
complaining about their treatment, they compounded that mistake by broadcasting that 
error in judgment far and wide. What employer in this community is ever going to hire 
them? They have shown that they do not respect authority, don’t listen to instructions, 
think rules are for everyone else, and if anyone challenges them, they raise a huge stink. 

So here’s my advice: go to the principal and apologize. Accept responsibility. Be 
an adult. At least you might get your self-respect back. And then, perhaps you’ll earn the 
respect of the rest of us in this community, too. 
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Reality Check at Home 

Women want perfect homes. And so we strive to get that home, only to feel guilty 
when we fall short. No matter what else is on our plate, we still have a huge to-do list of 
what we SHOULD be doing, which tends to revolve around hearth & home. This 
collection of columns all have to do with making that house a real home, and all the 
issues we deal with cooking, and cleaning, and trying to keep everything liveable. Or at 
least free from communicable diseases. 

My Rather Imperfect Home 
First published April 14, 2011 

I have 173 framed photographs of our family on display in my house. Interior 
decorators would likely have a heart attack, because not all my frames match. When you 
have 173, you’ve got to rely on some thrift store frames. I don’t do the matching art 
thing, or the minimalism thing. I blow up pictures—any pictures—and stick them 
somewhere. On my latest picture-hanging frenzy, I realized we were in danger of running 
out of wall space on the stairs. What would I do when the girls get married and have 
more photos? Thankfully, I discovered that my bathroom is still picture-free, so all is 
well. 

My kids’ friends think we’re rather endearing—or at least I hope that’s the word 
they’d use, rather than “bizarre”. The most frequently asked question upon entering my 
door is, “Do you have any more pictures up, Mrs. Gregoire?” But that’s not the only 
idiosyncrasy these teens tease us about. One particular friend who sleeps over frequently 
has confessed to my girls that she always enters our kitchen with trepidation, in case she 
finds my husband and me “making out” in there. So she’s always careful when she turns 
any corners. My kids just think our displays of too much affection are normal, though 
that doesn’t stop my 13-year-old from grumbling about it. But I figure love is what makes 
us a home. 

And it’s that feeling that I’m aiming for when people visit. My house may look 
like it lacked an interior decorator, but it still makes me feel comfy, even if I do have too 
much stuff—and not just pictures, either. We have well over two thousand books in our 
bookshelves. I have hand-dyed yarn in containers scattered everywhere, waiting for my 
next project. I have various colourful blankets the girls and I have knitted on every couch. 
And I have lots of people to hug. That’s what I want people to see, because that’s who we 
are as a family. 

I don’t actually want my house to be perfect, because I think that’s rather boring. 
Besides, when you try too hard to have a perfect house you’ll never have anybody over, 
because they may see how you actually live. With all the decorating magazines and home 
and garden shows, it’s easy to feel inferior when you look around at your own house, 
with its cat hair, or its endless stream of laundry and dishes and clutter. But too often that 
feeling that we’re not doing things right causes us to hibernate. Apparently fewer than 
half of Canadians had anyone in for dinner last year. Most of us are too busy watching 
TV, cocooning because we feel inadequate. 

I think our society would be a whole lot happier if we stopped trying to have 
designer houses and just realized that we all lived in actual homes—and those homes 
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should reflect us. If I visit your house, I’m not going to notice the crumbs on the counter 
nearly as much as I’ll stare at that 30-year-old wedding photo, or the baby portrait. I’ll 
glance at the titles of your books far more than I will judge the level of dust. Why don’t 
we stop judging each other based on what we own, and instead just celebrate getting to 
know who people are? Isn’t that what real community is? 

So if you ever come into my house, feel free to laugh at the pictures, leaf through 
a book, or even pick up some knitting needles. Just be careful when you go around a 
corner. 

Using Our Stuff 
First published April 12, 2007 

For Christmas this year I bought myself an ice cream maker. It’s loads of fun, but 
I only use it once every two weeks. The rest of the time it sits on my counter, because it 
has no room of its own. My bread machine is in the same sad state. It lies there, 
neglected, its constant presence a sign of how crowded my kitchen has become. 

Put simply, my house is too full of stuff. I have nowhere to put my new stuff 
because my old stuff is clogging up the cupboards, and the freezer, and the space under 
the bathroom sinks that you never dare to look at. We’ve lived in our house for eight 
years now, and it shows it. 

So I made a decision recently. We are going to use our stuff. I know this may 
sound revolutionary, but I decided that I would actually eat what we have before I bought 
a lot of groceries. I would even use all those moisturizers and gels that were clogging up 
my bathroom before I purchased more beauty products. And to show how much I have 
changed, I even made a new rule. Before I buy another bottle of hydrocortisone cream, I 
would see if we already had one. We do. In fact, we have four. Now I’m desperately 
trying to find any patch of skin that could remotely be aided by some .5% solution, 
because I am going to use this stuff up if it kills me. 

When I think of how much money I have just sitting forgotten in cupboards I feel 
very silly. Judging from the tone of many “mom blogs” that I read on the internet, I am 
not alone. “No buy month” is becoming increasingly popular, when families endeavour to 
buy nothing except perishables, like milk or vegetables, and then use what they’ve 
already got. It’s a great way to save money! Most of us have at least $450 in uneaten food 
in our cupboards at any one time, and if you add up all those half-used bottles of 
conditioner and shampoo and hair spray, we have an awful lot in our bathrooms as well. 
But more than that, it makes us think differently about how we use our money. When we 
throw it away carelessly, buying stuff we don’t really need, then we’re not being 
responsible or grateful for what we have.  

I have tried to interest the rest of the family in this game of Using What We  
Have, and to a certain extent they have embraced it. My girls now put stuff in their hair (I 
never really liked some of that hair gel anyway, but it’s good enough for a 9-year-old), 
and they feel very grown up. It’s the eating through the cupboards that they’re quite not 
so enthusiastic about. 

It seems I have a lot of lentils. What do you do with lentils, anyway? And I have 
beans galore. One night I made chili with various miscellaneous dried beans and all kinds 
of hamburger and turkey patties left over from the summer that we never got around to 
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barbecuing, but which probably wouldn’t taste that good if I left them until the next 
barbecuing season. When you mash them all up, they’re pretty indistinguishable from 
ground beef. And my freezer looks a lot better without all those boxes. 

It was the liver, though, that just about killed them. When we purchased half a 
cow from a farmer last year, he threw in three packages of it. I ate liver as a child, and it 
wasn’t that bad. And I’m always bordering on anemic, so I figured this would be a good 
thing to do. I warned the girls. They complained. Keith gave them the father look, and 
they calmed down. They were prepared. They were psyched. And then it came time to 
actually cook the stuff. 

The recipe I had called for the liver to be cut into smaller pieces, so I picked up a 
knife and stared down that slimy mess. Then I made the first incision. And I promptly 
threw the liver in the garbage.  Liver makes a really squeaky noise when you cut it. It’s 
just not right. So out came the chicken, and there was much rejoicing.  

 

Why Aren’t We Dead? 
First published January 5, 2004 

As I look at my daughters and contemplate the arrival of the New Year, I can’t 
help but thinking, I’m glad we’re not dead! 

It’s actually quite surprising. Think of all those things that you did as a child that 
you would never, in a million years, allow your child to do. Our own parents and 
grandparents, for instance, weren’t aware of the need to bleach countertops to prevent 
infection, and so spent blissful lives thinking about such mundane things as “I hope that 
fireplace doesn’t burn our all-wood house down.” They had petty concerns compared to 
the lists of things we must be constantly vigilant about.  

The holidays have just passed, which reminds me of a “new” danger. We use 
stuffing to actually stuff a turkey. Think of all those potential germs! According to the 
powers that be in Health Canada, we are supposed to cook the stuffing in a separate 
container, and hope that just by being in the same oven as the bird, the stuffing will 
acquire taste through osmosis. By the time our kids are adults, they will consider us 
cavepeople for trying to make our food tasty. 

Until that time, though, we can sit in judgement over our own stone-age parents. 
Our mothers, for instance, when doing up our coats, used to tie up our hoods, despite the 
obvious risk of strangulation. Our parents painted our houses with lead paint. They 
installed inefficient furnaces but didn’t bother to invent carbon monoxide monitors. They 
took us swimming at local beaches, thinking they were “building memories”, but 
ignoring that “building bacteria count” from the raw waste companies dumped in the 
water. And they didn’t always supervise us. 

When my father-in-law was younger, his mother would pack him a lunch, pour 
him a thermos full of hot chocolate and watch him head out to a nearby lake to play 
hockey all day with the neighbourhood boys. Even the youngest would be gone for 
upwards of eight hours, without adults to prevent body checking, investigate the 
thickness of the ice, or watch for suspicious strangers. Of course, any pervert who 
propositioned a stick-wielding boy who could play hockey all day in sub-zero 
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temperatures probably would have had a death wish, but we modern-day parents would 
still never dream of leaving our youngsters alone.  

But forget about protecting our innocence; what about our heads? Those boys on 
the ice had no helmets. Come to think of it, my generation didn’t even wear bicycle 
helmets. We did wear seat belts, though our own parents didn’t. People drove after they 
were drinking—even while they were drinking! And when you came home from the 
hospital, chances are you sat in the car on your mother’s lap. No car seat for you! It’s a 
miracle that we lived long enough to even become parents. 

When we were children we weren’t afraid to eat peanut butter (now there’s one 
safety hazard that is demonstrably getting worse). We slept on our stomachs when we 
were babies, because our mothers hadn’t hurt of SIDS. We had no antibacterial soap. Yet 
all the energy that goes in to all the new safety measures, let alone the emotional energy 
that is spent every time we hear a new health warning, is disproportionate to the risks. 
Today’s children are safer than any other generation in history, but you wouldn’t 
necessarily know that by reading all the “news bulletins” in the parenting magazines. 
This isn’t to say bad things can’t happen; only that it’s far less likely that they will. 

As parents it’s easy to become obsessed with all the possible things that can hurt 
our kids. These concerns, though, are largely luxuries. We can only worry about 
preservatives once we have surplus food to preserve. We can only worry about strings 
around hoods, which have caused 17 deaths in the United States since 1985, when 
vaccines have virtually eliminated measles, a disease that until relatively recently killed 
over 500 children a year. That’s not to say we shouldn’t try to keep our kids safe. But 
let’s relax a little. If current trends continue, chances are we’ll live to see many, many 
more new years. Even if I do keep stuffing my turkey. 
 

Fake Food Society 
First published November 8, 2007 

When I was in grade four I felt immensely sorry for Edmund and Lisa, the two fat 
kids in our class. I remember them as being simply enormous. Recently, though, I had a 
chance to challenge my recollections. As I was rearranging my photo albums, my old 
class picture fluttered onto the floor. It was probably the first time I had gazed at it since 
1979. And there were Edmund and Lisa, looking exactly the same as most kids do today. 
They wouldn’t even count as chubby by our current standards. And that’s only in one 
generation. 

Now I know we’re a sedentary society, and we don’t use as much energy as we 
did in the past. That’s certainly a large—if you’ll pardon the pun—factor in this growing 
epidemic of obesity. I think an even larger factor, though, is that we have completely 
changed the way we eat. 

When my mother’s generation married, being a good cook meant knowing seven 
simple recipes that tasted good. No magazine cover gourmet meals, either, just basic food 
that everybody liked. You would serve spaghetti on Mondays, chicken casserole on 
Tuesdays, and roast on Sundays. That was it. Menu planning and grocery shopping were 
remarkably easy. And all meals were cooked from scratch, because that was the cheapest 
way.  
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When women started working in large numbers, though, the time to cook these 
meals became scarce, and food companies responded. I remember when Swanson TV 
dinners became popular in the 1970s. It was such a treat to have Mom bring two home 
and let us eat in front of the TV, something we didn’t do very often. 

But it wasn’t just working moms who discovered TV dinners. Other families 
found that frozen food was a lot easier when toddlers were squabbling and babies were 
crying. And when one child has to be dropped off at gymnastics five minutes before 
another is due to be picked up at karate, that dinner hour becomes awfully rushed. So the 
frozen food section is now one of the largest in the supermarket. You don’t have to cook 
anything anymore. And the less frequently people cook, the more the next generation 
grows up not knowing how to. 

That’s our real crisis. My mother-in-law’s family did not eat what we would 
consider “low-fat” by any stretch of the imagination, but they weren’t big, either. Part of 
it was because they actually did physical labour, but I think the other part was that the 
food was real because it was home-cooked. Sure they drank whole milk and put tons of 
butter on everything, but at least these were real dairy products. And they went along 
with all the vegetables they consumed. What they ate, in general, had not been processed. 
Kids weren’t addicted to pop; they drank milk. They didn’t get carried away with Fruit 
Roll-Ups (which don’t really contain any nutrients); they ate apples. No chicken nuggets, 
either, whose chicken content is really very suspect.  

For that matter, what is actually in margarine? Or Kraft dinner powder? Or even 
ice cream? It’s not cream. It’s not even milk. It’s “milk solids”, whatever those are. If our 
grandparents were alive today, I doubt they’d consider much of what we consume as real 
food in the first place.  

Let’s get back to their idea of meal planning. Find seven meals that use fresh 
ingredients and that are easy to prepare, and then learn to make them really well. That 
way you never have to wonder what’s for dinner. Your shopping list is always up to date. 
Give your kids, if they’re old enough, one night of the week to get them cooking, too. 
Most ten-year-olds can make spaghetti, even from real tomatoes. If you’re frequently 
rushed, make large batches so you can reheat them. At least you’ll know what you’re 
eating, and there’s a better chance there will actually be some nutritional value in it. 

I know we’re a fast-paced society, but when it comes to food, we need to settle 
down. Go out and cook something real. Your tastebuds, and your waistline, will thank 
you. 
 

Practice Makes Perfect 
First published January 13, 2011 

Last night I was cleaning up my kitchen while my 15-year-old practised piano. At 
one point I paused from my scrubbing, and just listened as her fingers danced across the 
keyboard playing a deliciously difficult piece. 

I love moments like that. 
Nine years ago, when she started piano, she did not sound very lovely. She would 

sit on the bench, her feet dangling over, as she tried to pick out the notes to This Old 
Man. It was cute, but it wasn't beautiful. 
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Over the years she has spent countless hours perfecting her skill. And now she 
can sit down whenever she wants and play a song she heard on the radio. She's had 
experience. 

We instinctively understand that when it comes to instruments. We get it when it 
comes to most hobbies. We know it’s true of driving, too: you get better with time and 
effort. I don't think, however, that we give enough credence to the idea that this 
phenomenon could also apply to other parts of life. 

When my children were very small, Keith and I were invited over to dinner to the 
home of a couple who was then in their late forties. They served a wonderful meal with a 
beautiful centrepiece and a delicious dessert. Music was drifting in the background. The 
house was immaculately decorated. Our hostess made the meal look effortless. 

The next day, when I looked around my living room to see the mismatched 
couches, and the toys scattered over the floor, and the distinct lack of dining room table 
(we ate in the kitchen and had allowed the children to take over the dining room for their 
craft projects), I felt like a failure. I couldn't have hosted a dinner party even if I had 
wanted to. I wouldn't know what to make. I wouldn't know where to seat people. And my 
furniture was terrible. 

Fast forward twelve years, and life is very different. I can host a dinner party now, 
because I have a dining room table again. My 13-year-old makes great centrepieces. I can 
cook much better (though last year's Christmas dinner was a disaster, but that's another 
story). My house isn't a mess. 

And the reason is because I've had practice. 
When I think back to that woman in her late forties who entertained us, I think 

she, too, had simply learned how to be a good hostess. When she was in her late twenties, 
she had three boys under four. I'm sure her dining room table wasn't huge and spotless. 
I'm sure her furniture didn't all match, and toys likely littered every surface. But over the 
years they could slowly afford to buy better furniture. She had practice cooking. The toys 
were packed away. And life got easier. 

We have a tendency, I think, to compare our abilities to keep a nice home, cook a 
good dinner, balance a chequebook, or manage investments to those of other, older 
people, like our parents. Perhaps it's time to stop. Your mother's home may have been 
quite a mess when her children were the age of your children, even if her home is spotless 
now. Your boss who is so careful with investments may only have learned to be that way 
because of mistakes and lost opportunities in his twenties. Your father’s ability to grow 
grass probably is not instinctual; he learned it over decades. 

If you're not there yet, relax. Practice makes perfect. We don't learn basic lifes 
kills overnight. It takes a while to get used to it. So let’s enjoy the journey, rather than 
always beating ourselves up for not having arrived yet. 

 

Don’t Buy Stuff You Can’t Afford 
First published February 26, 2009 

When my oldest daughter turned thirteen I gave her a clothing allowance. We sat 
down and calculated what new items she’d have to buy that year, and how much they 
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were likely to cost, and I handed her a cheque. That money had to last her for an entire 
year. If she bought too much and ran out of money, tough luck.  

She did very well, mostly because she developed an amazing affection for thrift 
stores. She realized she could buy stuff cheaply and then keep the leftover money! 

Actually living within one’s budget, though, seems rather quaint. A few years ago 
Steve Martin starred in a hilarious skit on Saturday Night Live called “Don’t Buy Stuff 
You Can’t Afford”. In the skit, a couple sits at a table, leafing through bills, when 
someone bursts in with a revolutionary new book on saving money. The book, though, is 
only one page long, and it’s called—you guessed it—Don’t Buy Stuff You Can’t Afford. 
The couple grapples with the concept. “So if I want it, but I don’t have the money, I can 
just buy it, right?” “No!” comes the answer. And on and on it goes as they struggle to 
wrap their heads around this once common sense idea. 

As badly as we’ve blown it, though, governments are far worse. Imagine if the 
government had to live the way we should: stay within a budget, save 10% for a rainy 
day, and then give away a few percentage points to charity. Sounds like a fairytale, 
doesn’t it? 

Canada will run a deficit this year, but that’s after a few years of surpluses and 
paying down debt. The Americans, on the other hand, have been overspending for quite a 
while, and now it’s getting worse. Up until now, “billion” was the biggest number in our 
common lexicon. Now we’re all trying to figure out “trillion”, as Obama throws a bunch 
of good money after what looks like worthless investments. Instead of rewarding people 
for budgeting, or providing a stimulus that helps everyone, the U.S. government in all its 
wisdom has decided to reward businesses, industries, and individuals who have wasted, 
pilfered, and gambled their wealth away. To make matters worse, those who actually do 
make an income, and do contribute to the economy, and do try to live within their means, 
are the ones who will have to cough up the cash.  

And they’re not alone. Their children and grandchildren will be on the hook, too. 
Instead of using their own money to save for their own homes, these future taxpayers will 
still be paying this debt left from bailing out irresponsible home buyers. It’s crazy.  

For most of my life I have assumed that one day one of my children might move 
to the United States, with its better employment opportunities. In the past few months, 
though, I have developed a new affinity for our True North Strong and Free. I believe 
we’ll grow and thrive over the next few years, while Americans will find their huge debt 
catching up with them. They bought too much stuff they couldn’t afford. 

Canada’s debt is 20% of our GDP, whereas America’s is now over 50%. And debt 
means that eventually someone’s taxes are going to have to pay for all the money the 
government has already spent. All those interest payments are going to make it harder 
and harder for future Americans to pay for Social Security, or Medicare, or even schools. 

I have no idea what’s going to happen to the economy for the next few years, but 
since Canada is so tied to the United States, I’m not overly optimistic. Rewarding 
irresponsibility and poor business decisions causes more irresponsibility! But I think the 
tried and true rules are still tried and true, even if government is making a mockery of 
them. We shouldn’t need Saturday Night Live to remind us; this should all be pretty 
obvious. Save for something before you buy. Don’t wrack up credit card debt. Don’t 
invest unless you’re prepared to lose the money, and most of all, don’t buy stuff you can’t 
afford. Now, is the government listening?  
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Making the World More Beautiful 
First published September 19, 2006 

Miss Rumphius was one of my favourite picture books. In it, our heroine is told as 
a child that her job is to make the world more beautiful. When she is older, she doesn’t 
believe she can accomplish this, until birds start spreading her lupine seeds. She joins 
them, and soon the countryside is turned into a vista of pinks and purples and blues for 
everyone to enjoy.  

I think that’s a nice philosophy for life, don’t you? It came back to me because 
I’m reading Anne of Green Gables out loud again, this time to my younger daughter. That 
classic makes you feel happier, bigger, invigorated and touched all at the same time. 
What a treasure. 

I worry that we have forgotten the value of beauty in our pursuit of success and 
fame. In our world of Paris Hiltons and Tom Cruises and Donald Trumps, we have often 
replaced goodness with name-recognition. We go for shock value to get people to notice 
us, so that rebelling is seen as a virtue, even if you hurt people in the process.  

The artist Paul Cezanne once said, “when I judge art, I take my painting and put it 
next to a God made object like a tree or a flower. If it clashes, it is not art.” In days gone 
by, most people agreed. Art and music from previous centuries was meant to inspire awe 
and enjoyment, not screams of horror, like those you hear around you when Michael 
Jackson appears on the screen. I remember a trip my kids and I took to the National 
Gallery in Ottawa a few years ago. They were blown away by the Cezannes and Monets, 
but then we arrived at the modern art section to be greeted by the Horrifying Hairy Naked 
Bum photograph. This wasn’t an artistic bum; this was a bum that made kids run in 
terror. It would have made the world far more beautiful to have covered up that bum. 
Come to think of it, that’s a good rule of thumb for many modern clothing choices today, 
but the image—much to my chagrin—has remained with me.  

That naked bum had no purpose except to shock. In a more sinister way, Kimveer 
Gill, who shot up Dawson College, and his Vampire Freaks web community, did the 
same thing. Even those of us who are not homicidal, though, may err on the wrong side 
when we care mostly about being right, amassing wealth, or getting ahead at whatever 
cost. Too often today we forget about the simple value of making life beautiful.   

In the 1990 movie Crazy People, advertising executive Dudley Moore has a crisis 
of conscience because his whole life is about lying to people. He decides to make 
advertisements that tell the truth (Volvo: “They’re boxy, but good.” A now-forgotten 
airline: “Most of our passengers arrive alive”). His coworkers lock him up in an asylum, 
but meanwhile his “truth” ads are runaway hits, because people yearn for honesty. 

I think that’s what making the world more beautiful looks like. It doesn’t mean 
we all have to be artists; it means that we have to act with integrity and generosity in 
whatever situation we find ourselves.  

We can make the world more beautiful by raising kids to be selfless and kind. We 
can make the world more beautiful by baking amazing cookies, by tending flowers, by 
listening to a moody teenager who needs to talk. We can make the world more beautiful 
by sponsoring a child from overseas, by talking to an elderly neighbour, by bringing a 
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meal to a sick friend. We can make the world more beautiful by standing up against a 
tyrannical boss, a harassing co-worker, or a corrupt politician. Our soldiers in 
Afghanistan are making the world more beautiful by fighting evil and terror. We can all 
make the world more beautiful simply by getting our eyes off of ourselves and on to 
others. 

In the end, it will not matter how much money we have made, or whether people 
knew our names. What will matter are the footprints we leave behind. And so, as I study 
my own life, I have to ask, what am I doing to make the world more beautiful? Maybe 
that’s a good thing for all of us to consider.  

 
I wrote this column before Michael Jackson died of a drug overdose. I’m sorry to 

have treated him so cavalierly, but in retrospect, it makes him all the more pathetic. He 
had a real gift; I still mourn that those who are truly gifted do not work more for beauty 
instead of for shock. But perhaps that’s because so many of us, like Mr. Jackson, are 
truly broken individuals. And perhaps that’s why true beauty only comes from God, the 
only One who is perfect. 

The Curse of Busy-ness 
First published March 13, 2008 

The answer to that age-old question, “How are you?” has traditionally been “I’m 
fine.” Over the last few years, though, I’ve noticed a new answer supplanting the old one. 
It’s now in vogue to say, “I’m just so busy!”, before rattling off all the things on our plate 
and lamenting about how exhausted we are. 

I sometimes wonder if we’re really that busy. After all, we still seem to find time 
to spend thirty hours a week in front of a television, and that doesn’t even include other 
screens we glue ourselves to. But perhaps this is in reaction to how busy we are at other 
times: we rush and rush and rush, and then when we get home we collapse. Hardly a 
fulfilling life, is it? 

Mark Buchanan, one of my favourite authors, wrote recently that “busyness 
causes people to care less about the things they care about.” In other words, when you’re 
busy, your priorities get really messed up. What happens when you’re busy and your 
daughter wants you to read to her? You get annoyed. What happens when your spouse 
wants to talk about her mother’s cancer diagnosis? You figure out how to placate her so 
that you can move on to something more important. What happens when your son wants 
you to coach Little League, or your daughter wants you to come and see the play she’s 
in? You get angry, because people are adding to your already full schedule and assuming 
they can count on you. They don’t understand all the demands you face! 

Every winter our family takes a “time out” from our busyness. We head up to a 
cabin in the woods with another family with kids of similar ages, and we toboggan, ski, 
play board games, and chat, all without the benefit of electricity or running water. It’s 
loads of fun. Trust me. 

The only downside for Katie, my 10-year-old, is the outhouse. She’s not into 
outhouses, and not only because of the smell. There may be spiders there, you see, even if 
it is twenty below. So I have to accompany her everytime she feels the urge.  
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One particular night this year we entered said building, and as she prepared to do 
her business we attempted the flashlight handoff. And failed. The flashlight plummetted 
into the hole. 

It so happens that just a few months’ prior to our visit the cabin had been used by 
many large men who consumed much food. So the hole was, shall we say, full.  

And as the flashlight descended, the rest of the outhouse was plunged into total 
darkness. All we could see was the illuminated pile of you-know-what. 

In retrospect, I wonder if this incident is really a metaphor for the purpose of our 
yearly visits. It’s to illuminate the huge pile of crap that is filling our lives, so that we can 
deal with it and move on.  

In that cabin with no electricity and no pagers and no computers, we spend time 
with each other. We talk. We wrestle and tickle. We listen. And we remember why we 
actually enjoy being a family. It’s bliss. 

When I think about my children’s years growing up thus far, one of the enduring 
memories I have is reading to them. We have devoured the Narnia series, the Little 
House series, Anne of Green Gables, and Little Women out loud, twice, once for each 
girl. Huddling under the covers and sharing Anne’s adventures bonded us in a very 
unique way. And yet how often today, when Katie wants to launch into Jane Austen, do I 
sigh and wish she would just leave me alone so I could get something important done? 

Busyness causes us to care less about the things we care about. If I start to see 
those I love as intruding on my life, there’s something really wrong. Something in my life 
is truly stinking, and I better deal with it before I lose what is most precious. 

 
That’s one of my favourite lines ever: busyness causes us to care less about the 

things we care about. So true. 
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Reality Check with Kids  

I am a Mommy. It is my most important responsibility (though my marriage 
always comes first!). I know some of you readers aren’t parents yet, or never will have 
that experience, but I hope these columns will still speak to you, because they get to the 
heart of one of the most important human relationships. And I throw some pretty good 
zingers in there, too! 

 

Have We Forgotten How to Parent? 
First published February 24, 2011 

Ohio State University recently conducted a study on childhood obesity, and found 
three things that were most correlated to preventing it: eating dinner together as a family; 
reducing the amount of time children spend watching TV; and making sure they get 
regular and adequate sleep. It was the last one that was mildly surprising to me; I would 
have thought family exercise was more important than sleep. But no; sleep won out. 

Then I began to think, what if there were some other factor at play, behind the 
scenes, that was actually the more important one?  It seems to me that a family that eats 
together, that limits TV, and that enforces bedtime is one that puts emphasis on order, on 
family life, and on parenting. And few families do that today. Families that do will also 
be the ones that make sure children do not develop unhealthy habits. 

Once I started thinking in this direction, though, I grew rather melancholy. After 
all, eating dinner together, limiting TV time, and enforcing bedtime may be rare today, 
but when I was a child, they were considered normal parenting behaviour. They were 
normal even for families one wouldn't consider that good. 

I grew up in a lower middle class neighbourhood to a single mother. All around 
me were kids in similar situations whose parents were struggling to make ends meet. And 
yet I remember one of the big topics of conversation in third grade was who had the latest 
bedtime.  

When I turned eleven, I took that opportunity to debate with my mother about 
moving my bedtime back half an hour. It had been 8:30, but Little House on the Prairie 
had new episodes on Monday nights at 8, and I wanted to see the whole thing. I talked 
strategy with my friends, who were all trying to extend their bedtimes, too, because 
everybody had a bedtime.  

We seem to believe that only the "rich" have time to parent well, but it was not 
always that way. I am not saying that life was perfect in the 1970s; just think Saturday 
Night Fever and bellbottoms. But I do think there was this cultural pull to parent 
appropriately, and everyone seemed to share an idea of what appropriate looked like. It 
was really only the incredibly dysfunctional families who did not do bedtimes or 
mealtimes. 

Today that dysfunction has become the norm. Few of my children's childhood 
friends had bedtimes, even those in families one would have considered ideal. Few today 
have chores. All the semblances of what would have been considered normal are gone. 
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Perhaps we don't parent well now as a society because the purpose of life has 
changed. While it once was to be responsible and support yourself, it is now to have fun 
and be entertained. We turn to technology instead of to each other. 

Chaos is also much more of a factor in too many children's lives. When so many 
children don't grow up with two parents, it's hard to carry on "normal" family life. And 
with so many families struggling to deal with conflicting schedules with both parents 
working opposite shifts, eating together, or performing family rituals, takes a back burner 
to just getting through another day. Those old basic family rituals become rare. 

Parenting isn’t rocket science. Our parents, even those with little education, knew 
how to do it. We have more education and we’ve forgotten. Provide structure. Provide 
love. Provide stability by loving your spouse. Care for your children’s bodies by feeding 
them and putting them to bed. Not only will that help prevent obesity; it may also help us 
remember that real purpose and joy in life comes from investing in relationships and 
responsibilities, not in stressing our own happiness above all. I’m glad my mother 
understood that.  
 

Parental Endurance 
First published November 3, 2006 

Babies aren’t hard to love. Almost anybody can rock a baby, or giggle over a 
baby, or play with a baby. But there’s one thing only a parent can do. Only a parent can 
kiss a baby’s bare bum. I think it’s a defense mechanism. 

Totally gross things are no longer gross once you’re a mom. It had to be that way 
or nobody would ever let a child who looked green into bed with them. Moms can wax 
eloquent on whether someone’s diarrhea is caused by too much juice, or not enough 
juice, or the wrong kind of milk. They can talk about every manner of bodily fluid in 
great detail, though they would never mention the quality of their own mucous or bowel 
movements. With kids, everything that you once shunned is interesting again. 

It’s not just gross things, though, that we embrace. It’s also kids who think they 
can fly. Some children, like three-year-old Blake, just don’t seem have the natural Stop 
sign in their brain. Mommy was starting up the stairs, a laundry basket under her arm, 
when Blake, at the top of said stairs, yelled, “look Mommy, I’m Superman”, and leapt 
into the air. Susan lunged, leaving once folded laundry in her wake, and limited his fall to 
only about ten steps. His nose was purple. The doctor declared it broken, but not to worry 
about it. Just let it mend itself. 

Then, one day, as they were playing on the floor giving her a vantage point up the 
boy’s nostril, she glimpsed something shiny. She blew using a quite unpleasant mouth-to-
nose technique, and a large screw popped out. He had stuck it up his nose and the fall 
lodged it in there. What kind of a boy sticks a screw up his nose? 

Sticking things where the sun don’t shine, though, is actually quite common for 
children. Once when friends were visiting with their four-year-old son, my daughters 
came running to announce that he had a bead up his nose. “Why did you put it there, 
Evan?” the perplexed parents asked. “Well, I had to put it somewhere,” he replied. Of 
course he did. 
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At least Evan stopped with one, though. Blake didn’t. Prior to the screw incident, 
he had shoved four up there before someone caught him. It was during that episode that 
Susan learned the proper procedure for extracting foreign bodies, a procedure which in 
this case is just about as gross as kissing someone’s bum. 

The problems don’t stop when kids get older, either. They just change. For the 
last two years I’ve been bombarded by questions about the facts of life. I’ve answered 
them fairly nonchalantly because I’ve been told that’s what you’re supposed to do so as 
not to scar your children for life. The kids, with their follow-up questions, have provided 
quite a bit of comic relief. One daughter, after hearing all the facts, replied, “I see. But 
you’re asleep when he does it, right?” Obviously I missed some important details. 

When kids aren’t stretching our gross meters or causing us to worry or squirm, 
they’re stealing our sleep. When Katie was tiny and I really thought I was losing my 
mind.  But though those days are over, my sleep still isn’t ideal. The kids are starting to 
stay up later.  

How do you get romantic time when the kids start to go to bed after you do? I 
remember one couple told me about an evening when they were enjoying a rather 
intimate time in their bedroom, and afterwards noticed that their daughter’s music was 
turned up far too loudly. The father leaned his head out the door and demanded that she 
turn it down. She replied, “Dad, it’s this loud FOR A REASON!” I am not looking 
forward to those days. 

With all these troubles, it is amazing, really, that we have children at all. Yet we 
do, because there’s a reason we can kiss those bare bums, and endure sleepless nights, 
hospital visits, and endless worry. There’s no love like that of a child, and nothing can 
compare to a hug and kiss from someone you love more than anyone else in the world. At 
that moment, all the trials of parenting fly out the window. And that’s how it should be.  

 

To Be or Not to Be 
First published January 25, 2007 

When I was a kid I hated swimming lessons, and I made sure everyone knew it, 
including my two little cousins. Whenever their parents tentatively brought up the topic, 
they fled in horror, certain that there was nothing so vile as the local pool. Yet though I 
hated the lessons, I took them and became quite a good swimmer. My cousins, however, 
never did. 

For Danielle, the youngest, this caused some difficulties. She is a marathon 
runner, a wilderness hiker, a canoer and a kayaker. Her life is outdoors. But her front 
crawl stinks. So now, at the age of 28, she is taking swimming lessons at the Y to make 
up for her childhood neglect. I gave her a rotten picture of what learning to swim would 
be like. It just wasn’t worth it. And for a long time she believed me. 

Scanning women’s magazines and books, I can’t help but feel that we’re being 
given the same story about parenting. Almost every article I read has to do with all the 
difficulties women face. I have to admit I’ve been the author of several such articles, 
columns, and even books myself. It is difficult to be a mom. But lately I’ve noticed a 
subtle shift. Instead of the theme, “sometimes it’s hard to be a mom, but you can do it! 
And boy is it worth it!”, we’re now stopping the sentence after “it’s hard.” End of story. 
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Newsweek had a major article a few weeks ago about how impossible it was to be 
a mom today (though I’m not sure our great-grandmothers, who lived without the benefit 
of convenience stores, take-out, or even washing machines, would feel sorry for us). And 
now debuting is the book “Perfect Madness: Motherhood in an Age of Anxiety”, which 
portrays mothers as stressed out, depressed, and close to the breaking point, as if we’re all 
potential Andrea Yates waiting to kill our children. 

When these writers talk about the desperation of motherhood, they lament about 
how difficult it is to fulfill all the mothering duties: to pull off a birthday party for 
toddlers where no one throws up; to give kids the proper “neurological stimulation”, 
including Mozart CDs, flashcards, and foreign language tapes; to make perfectly well-
balanced meals that include vegetables that children eat gratefully and politely. 
Parenthood has become a giant to-do list.  

But though parenthood is a lot of work, I wonder if we are concentrating on the 
wrong kind of work. Parenthood isn’t just do this and do that in a giant contest to see who 
can produce the best baby. It is also just BE. Be real. Be loving. And, at its most basic, be 
there. All of these be’s are probably more important than the do’s anyway.  

Over the last week I spent time with a dear friend as her husband died of cancer. 
He chose to spend his last days at home, away from the impersonal hospital and 
surrounded by his wife and children. Human touch, and human connection, is what 
matters. We understand that when it comes to the end. But at the beginning of life we 
sometimes forget it, as we judge the quality of our motherhood by how much we can get 
done, rather than by the quality of our relationships. Sometimes just sitting there, doing 
nothing but cuddling, is worth more than anything else on your list, even if the 
vacuuming doesn’t get done, or you have to eat cereal and apples for dinner again. 

When we use accomplishments as our yardstick, I fear that we turn more and 
more people off of parenthood. Today’s moms don’t feel adequate unless they can 
construct a model 747 out of toilet paper tubes and felt. No wonder people are going mad. 
We just need to be with each other; we don’t necessarily need to accomplish great things. 
After all, being a loving mom is great enough in and of itself. Danielle eventually got 
smart enough to ignore me and learn to swim. I hope that today’s media negativism will 
likewise be ignored, so that we will again discover that “Mommy” really is the nicest 
word in the English language.  
 

Go to Your Room 
First published December 9, 2010 

Disciplining children is a minefield for parents today. You’re not supposed to 
spank. You’re not supposed to yell. So when a 13-year-old child is tormenting his 9-year-
old brother, parents utter the greatest threat that’s still acceptable: “Go to your room!” 

Yeah, that’ll teach him. Here’s a kid who obviously does not want to be with the 
family, and, in punishment, you send him to a place where, according to the Canadian 
Teachers’ Federation, 50% have their own television, and another 25% have a computer. 
“Go to your room!” is no longer sentencing a child to hours of boredom; it’s sending a 
child to a place where they have access to the outside world, with no parental 
interference, and often no parental guidance.  
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Traditionally, the living room was for living; the bedroom was for sleeping. Being 
banished to the bedroom was harsh indeed. Today, many children prefer to cocoon in 
their rooms, which they’re trying to turn into entertainment central. It’s not unusual for 
most kids’ Christmas lists to have “electronics” highlighted right at the top. The Santa in 
you may be tempted to oblige. The Scrooge in me is asking you to reconsider. 

After all, what happens when kids have a television in their bedroom? According 
to a University of Haifa study, middle schoolers with TVs in their room sleep thirty 
minutes less a night, on average, than children without a television. The Canadian 
Pediatric Society calls televisions in bedrooms one of the biggest factors in childhood 
obesity. These children also score lower on reading and math tests. And perhaps most 
importantly, they're twice as likely to start smoking and get involved in other delinquent 
activities, even controlling for all other factors. 

While the health and educational detriments of television are important, it's that 
last one that concerns me most. When kids have televisions and computers in their room, 
they are more likely to make lifestyle and moral choices that parents don’t approve of 
because their lives have now become more and more independent. Kids with TVs in their 
rooms live in their rooms, not in the kitchen or the family room, where they can hang out 
with their parents. And perhaps just as importantly, they tend to live solitary lives, not 
lives with their siblings. If you've ever wondered why kids squabble so much, perhaps it's 
because they aren't forced to play together or cure boredom together. Instead, they just 
retreat to their rooms to be entertained on their own. 

I really can't think of anything much more destructive in a family than 
encouraging your child to cocoon. Kids need input from parents. They need conversation. 
They need meal times. They need to have fun! But we're letting them grow up by 
themselves, in their wonderfully decorated rooms with every little gadget. It's wrong. 

If your lives consist mostly of gathering the children for the practical functions of 
life, like putting food on their plates or collecting homework or ascertaining everybody's 
schedules, and then you separate during your leisure times, I doubt real conversation or 
sharing will happen. If your children hang out in their own rooms, rather than in the 
family room with siblings, I doubt great friendships will develop. 

Before you shop this Christmas, then, ask yourself: what values do you want your 
children to have? Do electronics in their bedrooms contribute to your vision? Probably 
not. So maybe the Santa in you should invest in board games for the whole family or 
comfortable furniture for the living room, rather than for bedrooms. Your kids may think 
you’ve turned into Scrooge, but they’ll be better people for it.  

 

Arrested Moral Development 
First published in January 24, 2005 

I almost hate to admit it, but I enjoy country music. The songs talk about 
everything that matters—my momma, my young ‘uns, my hometown, my friends, and of 
course, my hubby. After all the comments lately about how I should write a religion 
column instead of a parenting one, one reader who shares my taste in music suggested 
that I become the Intelligencer’s Shania Twain—the first crossover writer, penning under 
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both categories, a “whose pew have your boots been under” kind of gal. I told him to get 
back on his meds and left it at that. 

But as much as I love country music, every now and then I hear a completely 
bizarre song that makes me wonder about my choice of listening material. The latest one 
is a love ballad by Gretchen Wilson, which I initially thought was a joke. The message is, 
“when I think about cheating, I think about you leaving.” 

Right. I can just imagine how well that would go over with my husband. Just 
picture it: he’s sitting comfortably in a chair, and I start rubbing his shoulders, 
whispering, “oh, honey, sometimes I’m checking out other guys, and they look really 
good, I mean really good, and I think about what it would be like to be with them, and 
I’m tempted to go, but then I think, you’d leave.” Is that the picture of domestic bliss, or 
what? 

Psychologists actually have a term for this. It’s called arrested moral 
development. We humans are supposed to pass through several moral stages in childhood. 
First, we don’t do things out of fear of getting punished. Next, we want to do what’s 
right, so we try to ascertain community standards and live by them. The third stage is 
rarely reached. It’s when people try to live according to universal principles of moral 
behaviour, regardless of what the community believes, because these principles produce a 
better community in the end.  

Gretchen Wilson, then, appears to be morally four years old. Instead of not 
cheating because it’s the wrong thing to do, she simply doesn’t cheat because he might 
leave. She doesn’t want the punishment. 

Some love song. Yet I wonder how many of our children are stuck at that first 
stage, too. After all, we don’t only want to teach our kids the rules (don’t cheat), we want 
them to internalize them (I don’t want to be the kind of person who cheats). If all they do 
is try to avoid punishment, then when the threat of punishment is gone, they’ll do all sorts 
of horrible things.  

To get our kids to stage two, we have to teach them the importance of doing 
what’s right. Ironically, this initially requires focusing on those first stage punishments, 
because that’s what teaches kids right and wrong. If our punishments are well thought-
out, explained, and consistent, our kids are more likely to understand these distinctions. If 
we randomly mete out punishments, kids won’t know what’s right and wrong. They’ll 
feel that it’s arbitrary, and they’ll spend their lives not trying to find moral rules, but 
trying to gauge how likely you are to blow up at them. So if cleaning one’s room is 
important to you, for instance, then set a rule that the room has to be cleaned before they 
do something fun, and stick to it. If you let the rule slide for a couple of months, and then 
yell loud enough to lift the roof when your patience is gone, kids learn not that they have 
to clean their room, but that they have to avoid your tantrums. 

Next, make sure punishments are fair. Kids know when they’ve done something 
wrong, but punishing them exorbitantly for minor offences doesn’t teach them good 
lessons as much as it breeds resentment. So don’t ground a kid for a month for calling his 
little brother names, but don’t let it go, either. 

It’s not easy to think up creative punishments, and it’s even more difficult to be 
consistent, especially when there are other things you’d rather be doing. But you have to 
teach them the rules, so that one day those rules will become their own. It’s a lot of work, 
but hey, maybe then they’ll grow up understanding what a real love song is.    
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Obey, Okay? 
First published March 21, 2006 

When my oldest was a toddler, we were given a cute little video of cute children 
singing very cute songs, which made me want to pull my hair out. Naturally, she loved it. 
In fact, she loved best a song that made me cringe. The chorus went “O-B-E-Y, obey 
your Mom and Dad!” Feet were tapping; kids were dancing; it was very catchy. My 
brain, fresh from its sociology degree, rebelled. Tell my child to obey? Wasn’t that 
squashing her will? 

Shortly after these episodes, my darling angel hit two and discovered temper 
tantrums, biting, and stealing other children’s toys. Once it was no longer purely 
academic, I quickly learned to embrace the word “obey”. 

Our society, however, still largely cringes. We treat our families as if they are 
democracies where everyone should have a vote. What should we eat for dinner? Nobody 
wants veggies? Then chicken fingers it is! We allow our children a voice, because we 
forget that they are, indeed, children. They do not have the life experience or the 
emotional maturity to know what is best for them. We do. 

It’s not just the concept of obedience that we’ve lost, though. We’ve lost the 
language. I remember listening in on a conversation once that a mom was having with her 
6-year-old son. “Honey, it’s getting to be time to brush your teeth.” The boy kept playing 
with Lego. “Honey, you’ll need to brush your teeth before you go to bed.” More Lego. 
“Don’t you think you really should be brushing your teeth?”, this time through clenched 
teeth. Finally she lost it. “Why haven’t you brushed your teeth!?!” He finally looked up, 
confused, and stared at her as if she were an alien, which, given the colour of her face, 
seemed to be a distinct possibility.  

As you analyze their “conversation”, you can see his point. She never actually 
told him to do anything. She expressed her opinion about the relative time of day and the 
necessity of teeth brushing, but she never told him to march his little self down that hall 
and do something about it. He listened to her, evaluated her comments, and decided to 
ignore them.  

Think about the difference between these two statements: “Billy, go brush your 
teeth”, and “Billy, go brush your teeth, okay?” The first is telling him to do something. 
The second is asking him if he agrees. As soon as we’ve added “okay”, we’ve changed it 
from a command to a question. I think we do this so frequently because, at heart, we’re 
just not sure we deserve to be obeyed. 

We’re scared of issuing real commands to our kids because it sounds like we’re 
saying we’re better than they are. That’s making a judgment, and we’re just not 
comfortable with that. But we are wiser than our kids are. I don’t pick my nose anymore, 
bite people I disagree with, or lie down in a grocery store and scream. (I do, however, 
sneak chocolate before breakfast, but that’s another story.) Our job is to train our kids to 
become responsible, independent adults. To do that, we have to teach them to curb 
destructive behaviour. That means we need to be the boss, because kids rarely learn 
proper behaviour without an incentive. We are the ones teaching them how the world 
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works. If we allow them to always do what they want, they won’t be able to handle adult 
relationships, hold down a job, or act appropriately in social settings. 

Being the boss, of course, will look different as the child ages. As kids grow 
older, they need to be given more leeway. Telling a child what to do is appropriate at 4; at 
14, it’s probably better to set a limit and then talk about why you have that limit. Tell a 
teenager what to do and they’ll rebel; raise a teenager to respect you, and they’ll be more 
willing to listen to your limits. But let’s not forget that without any kind of parental 
authority, society will fall apart. Kids certainly need our approval and our love, but they 
need our direction and discipline, too. Okay? 
 

Inquiring Mothers Want to Know 
First published June 19, 2008 

I love children. At least, I love my own. But as much as I love kids, I really don’t 
understand them. 

For example, why is it so important to know who farted? As soon as the odor 
becomes evident, kids immediately start asking the “who did it” question. I’ve witnessed 
four-year-olds crawling around on their hands and knees smelling each others’ bottoms 
just to uncover the offending creature. I still fail to comprehend why this is worthy of 
such detective work. Wouldn’t people’s energies be better spent by opening a window? 

I also don’t understand kids’ coordination issues. Why is it that children who can 
balance on a gymnastics beam or skate on one leg can’t remain in a chair for an entire 
meal without falling out? I don’t fall out of chairs. Do you? And my kids have better 
balance than I do. Yet children are forever toppling off of furniture, especially when they 
are overcome by fits of laughter after somebody farted. Perhaps the two are interrelated, 
and the balance part of the brain is linked to the olfactory senses. Whatever the case, it 
would be lovely to enjoy a meal where everyone sat still occasionally.  

Relating to the balancing issues, I’m also at a loss as to why preteens fall up 
stairs. I can understand falling down the stairs, but my daughter is forever landing on her 
behind as she moves along an upward trajectory in our home. Maybe this is common to 
this age group; my nephew, who is also thirteen, falls up the stairs quite frequently, too.  

Perhaps it’s because children’s nerve endings don’t develop until the age of 
eighteen. If children did have nerves, wouldn’t they feel cold occasionally? Yet as soon 
as the snow melts little ones demand to turn on the sprinkler. I'll be shivering and my 10-
year-old will want to wear shorts. On any given winter day, look outside a high school 
and you’ll see kids who are woefully unprepared for whatever the weather has to dish 
out. The oddest, to me, are the Catholic schoolgirls wearing their skirts hiked up way 
higher than regulation in the middle of January. Who wants bare legs when it’s -15 out? 
Yet fashion takes precedence. 

And now that swimming pool weather is upon us, children also reveal their lack 
of nerve endings by assuring us that 68 degrees is plenty warm enough to frolic 
underwater. To add further indignity to this aberration of nature, they then insist that we 
should join them, as if the fun cannot be complete unless Mother’s lips are turning blue 
as well. I suppose I should be flattered by the attention, but I’d really rather read a book. 
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Not only do children not mind the cold; they also make the heat worse. Any time 
I’m feeling miserably hot and sweaty, it’s almost guaranteed there’s a child nearby who 
has decided that the best way to deal with the heat is to lean up against me. Don’t they 
realize this just makes them more hot and sweaty?  

Perhaps this is also a male failing. When I’m hot and sweaty, I don’t want my 
husband touching me, either. But heat doesn’t deter him. Come to think of it, very little 
deters the male gender. My husband is also the one who will gladly jump in a pool when 
it’s 68 degrees. Actually, he also laughs at the kids when they fall out of chairs, and 
participates in the conversations about who farted.  

Now that I think about it, that explains a lot. It is not that I don’t understand 
children. It’s that I don’t understand men, either. At some point a switch must go off in 
little girls’ brains to turn them into women who aren’t amused by farts, tumbles, or 
extreme fluctuations in temperature. Yet nobody else seems in possession of such a 
switch. So we mothers will forever be the party poopers in our families, while our 
husbands egg the children on. Maybe that’s just the way it was meant to be. 
 

A Microwave and a Mother’s Heart  
First published May 8, 2009 

Forget that Mars and Venus thing. I have found the definitive difference between 
the genders. 

Or rather, my nephew found it. 
It is a YouTube series appropriately called, "Is it a good idea to microwave this?" 
Now if you have to ask the question, you already know the answer. But these 

enterprising young males have built a microwave room, plastered with tin foil and a 
video camera, where they set things like Snow Globes, Twinkies, LED batteries, Xboxes, 
and more on high for a few minutes and then watch through a window to see what 
happens.  

I would hazard a guess that 90% of their YouTube viewers are male. I admit to 
finding it rather mesmerizing watching the plasma sparks burst out of the batteries, and a 
snicker did escape my lips as the Snow Globe exploded, but I wouldn't have searched for 
them in the first place. But my nephew, all on his own, discovered these university-aged 
pyromaniacs. And when he showed my husband, Keith said, "Cool!" (Warning: some of 
their videos do have offensive language).  

Males, I believe, are pre-programmed to like blowing stuff up. Women, on the 
other hand, like to talk about males who like to blow stuff up. My daughter said that if 
two university aged females were launching a YouTube channel, they'd probably turn it 
into a talk show rather than a combustible experience. And I think she's right. 

But that doesn’t mean that women are inherently more peaceful than men. I’ve 
never bought that whole philosophy that “if women ruled the world, there would be no 
more wars.” Anyone who has ever hung around junior high school girls for any amount 
of time knows that girls can be every bit as mean as boys—and in fact can be far pettier.  

While junior high girls may be intimidating, a mother protecting her brood is 
downright dangerous. When outsiders attack, we don’t offer to negotiate and sing Kum-
ba-yah. We drag out the heavy artillery. 
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I think it’s because motherhood brings out new, overpowering emotions. When 
you become a mother, you make a decision to forever have your heart walk around 
outside your body, as author Elizabeth Stone said. You have very little direct influence 
over the most important part of your life.  

Sure we can control our children when they’re young, but as they get older that 
control slowly fades. We can’t keep them from disappointments. We can’t save them 
when friends turn their backs, or when they fail at something they pursued fiercely, or 
when they get cut from the team. We can’t protect them when others gossip or badmouth 
or betray.  

And that kind of hurt is worse, in many ways, than if it happened to you. We 
moms want our children to be happy, and when they’re not, we hurt, too. 

In the midst of that hurt we have to be the ones to rise above it; we have to be the 
ones to teach our kids resilience; to help them out of the funk; to help them not to give 
up, but to try again. We have to put aside our own pain to help them out of theirs. And 
it’s not easy. 

As my own children have grown I have found parenting far less physically 
demanding but far more emotionally exhausting. We dream so much for our kids, and yet 
we need to let our children be free to pursue their own dreams on their own. That’s an 
awful lot to ask of a mother, and that’s why I think this Sunday all of us moms deserve a 
day where we are lauded, applauded, and hugged galore.  

And some chocolate wouldn’t hurt, either. And no, it’s not a good idea to 
microwave that. 

 

Spoiled Rotten Robin 
First published June 12, 2009 

All week we’ve been watching an extremely obese baby robin who lives outside 
our dining room window. He’s out of the nest, but he doesn’t fly much. He just hops 
around, tweeting as loudly as could be, calling for his parents to bring him something 
juicy. 

For the first day or two the dad complied, but then he grew tired of all the digging 
and abandoned the mom and their child to the far side of the lawn. But the mom 
persisted, digging up worms by the dozens and bringing them to her hungry child. That 
little baby, though, was never satiated. And before our eyes, he became the most 
enormous robin I had ever seen, while his mother wasted away. 

My family has been on a bit of an Abba kick lately, so my children named the 
robin Fernando. And now they’re singing to him: “Can you hear your mom, Fernando? 
She is telling you to shut your trap, cause she is coming soon….” Here’s another: “Can’t 
you get your own worm, Fernando? Or do you think someone else should always do the 
work for you….” 

This robin may have been kicked out of the nest, but the mom refused to leave 
him to fend for himself. And this bird grew so enormous, we started wondering if the 
laws of gravity would kick in and he wouldn’t be able to fly. Once he managed to hop to 
the top of the fence, and then promptly fell off into our neighbour’s backyard. The next 
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day we caught him attempting to fly again, except this time he aimed straight into our 
windows. Again and again. Fernando is definitely missing a bit in the brain department. 

Robins need to do two things: they need to fly, and they need to dig for worms. 
Fernando can’t do either, but he doesn’t need to, because Mama is always there to bail 
him out. 

Perhaps humans and robins have more in common than we think. Many of us 
want to make our children happy, and so when they tweet, we get to our feet. But what 
kind of life is that, for either of us? If we’re always giving to our children, we’re going to 
exhaust ourselves, spend all our resources, and raise children who still expect us to do 
their laundry when they’re 27. 

Parenting has changed so much in the last fifty years that I don’t even know if we 
realize what it is to spoil a child anymore. Today, good parents don’t punish; instead, 
they encourage children to share their feelings and find their own identity. And this child-
centred parenting model has meant that we may know more than our great-grandparents 
did about how to keep a baby safe and healthy, but we know far less than they did about 
how to prepare that child for independence. We may know how to stimulate a baby, but 
do we know how to say “no”? Do we know how to teach a four-year-old to put her toys 
away? Do we even know we should? Chores are so old-fashioned; X-boxes are so today. 

Summer’s just around the corner, and it’s tempting to want to make the season as 
fun for kids as possible. They’ve worked hard all winter, and now you want them to 
celebrate. But before you spend your life chauffeuring them to the beach, buying 
hundreds of popsicles, and filling up your credit card bill with the latest backyard pool 
toys, ask yourself, “has my little robin learned to care for himself at all this summer? Has 
he learned to listen, put his toys away, and clean a toilet?” And if he hasn’t, then maybe 
you need a new summer plan.  

 

Do I See What You See? 
First published March 11, 2010 

I have incredible vision. I can see things that nobody else in my family can. If 
clean, folded laundry is sitting on the stairs, waiting to be transported into the owners’ 
rooms, I am the only person residing in our home who can detect that laundry. If there are 
dishes in the upstairs hall, waiting to be transported into the kitchen and then placed into 
our very convenient dishwasher, I am also the only person whose eyes pick up on the 
presence of these glasses and plates. My children missed that genetic trait, as my husband 
apparently also lacks it. 

I find it easy to see the things that my kids miss, and if you’re a parent, you 
probably can name a ton of things your kids do that bug you, too. And because we’re the 
parents, it’s easy to order our kids around to fix these flaws. We’re louder, we’re bigger, 
and we control the chocolate. What’s harder is allowing our kids the freedom, with 
respect, to call us on things that we do wrong.  

In our house, everybody knows my biggest fault. When I’m stressed, I believe it’s 
my God-given right to make sure that everybody is stressed right along with me. I take 
that “if Mama ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy” saying to ridiculous extremes, 
interpreting every smile as an affront to me if my blood pressure happens to be elevated. 
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In my more lucid moments, I allow everyone to laugh with me about this. And that makes 
my dysfunctional behaviour, when it occurs, a little easier to take. 

I don’t think perfect families exist, but I think healthy families do. And that’s one 
of the key criteria of a healthy family: being able to speak the truth. The real test of a 
healthy family doesn’t lie in parents’ 20/20 vision, but in whether parents help their 
children develop good vision, too. Sure we notice the things they do wrong, but do we let 
them acknowledge that we, their parents, aren’t perfect, either? Unfortunately, many 
families like to maintain the illusion of perfection, even if that means denying the truth. 

In families where children aren’t allowed to notice flaws, it’s not as if the kids 
suddenly grow blind to them. They’re just not allowed to do anything about it, or parents 
subject them to the silent treatment, yell at them or belittle them. Most kids, when 
experiencing this kind of rejection, run in the other direction, deciding to never question 
their parents again. They want to be loved, and if being loved means not noticing when 
others are wrong, then that’s what they’ll do. 

Children in families like these grow up learning not to trust their own instincts. To 
make it even worse, they often have very conflicting feelings about their parents which 
can never really be resolved, because until you can admit that your parents did wrong, 
you can’t forgive them for that wrong.  

That’s why we need to let our kids work on their vision. They need to be allowed 
not just to see our imperfections, but also to name them. Of course kids still need to 
respect us and defer to our authority, which is legitimate. You are the parent, not the best 
friend. But to imagine that kids will idolize us and never notice anything wrong is doing 
them a grave disservice. It’s asking them to pretend the world is different from the way it 
actually is. It’s raising our kids to be liars. And as the old saying goes, it is the truth that 
sets us free. Even if the truth hurts.  

 
I really like this column. Jesus said, “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life. No 

one comes to the Father but through Me.” He is the Truth. So do you practice truth in 
your home? Too often we don’t let our kids speak the truth, and that means keeping God 
out. Sorry for the sermon, but it’s not appropriate to throw “God-stuff” into my columns. 
So I thought I’d add it into the book! 

Allowing Kids to Fail 
First published October 14, 2010 

Every now and then, an idea explodes through our collective consciences, 
challenging our notions about how life works. It happened in the fifteenth century when 
Galileo argued that the earth was round. It happened in the eighteenth century when 
upstarts in North America decided they wanted to govern themselves. And I hope, for 
some of you parents, it may happen as you ponder this thought: What if parenting is not 
about helping your kids accomplish certain tasks, but instead about raising them to want 
to accomplish those things by themselves? 

Take the frantic morning routine that sends many parents careening for the Tim’s 
drive-through in desperation before it’s done. You yell and plead for the kids to get up, to 
no avail. So you yank off covers, rifle through drawers to find clothes, and hunt for the 
glasses Sally can’t locate, all while stuffing lunches into backpacks. 
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No one else seems to be able to hear that bus countdown that is ticking loudly in 
your own mind. Just when you’ve finally finished ensuring all your offspring are properly 
attired, one announces that he forgot to do his math homework. So you hunt for a piece of 
paper and a pencil and start multiplying, while you shove a cereal bowl towards him. By 
the time the children mount the bus stairs you’re exhausted, and it’s not even nine o’clock 
yet.  

Unfortunately, most parents focus on helping their children complete tasks, 
instead of helping their children own those tasks. What kids really need is not a mom or a 
dad who runs around afterwards picking up all the pieces. Kids need to learn to be 
responsible for themselves, or they’ll wind up moving back in when they’re 23, hoping 
you’re still around to get them off to their dead-end job. We are accepting too much 
responsibility.  

I read of one mother who was so frustrated by her typical morning that she 
warned the children that if they missed the bus, and made her drive them to school, then 
they would have to clean up the kitchen that night in exchange. She explained the new 
arrangement, and then she shut her trap. She didn’t nag them about homework, or 
backpacks, or lunches, or breakfasts. She let them figure it out. They soon learned that 
they didn’t really enjoy cleaning out dirty pots and pans. And lo and behold, she got her 
mornings back. 

Our society seems to believe that children’s behaviour reflects completely upon 
parents, and so parents tend to do too much to cover up for kids’ failures. All we’re 
doing, though, is encouraging irresponsibility. Why not make children responsible for the 
things that are rightly theirs? If they don’t get their homework done, they fail the test. If 
they fail the test, they lose TV and video game privileges. No more griping over 
homework. If teens want a car, they have to pay for the insurance, which means they 
have to get a job. And if they’re late for that job, they lose it. Their problem, not yours. 

If your three-year-old can’t behave on a playdate, you leave. You don’t coax them 
or bribe them or flatter them. If your eight-year-old can’t find his hockey equipment, he 
misses the game. End of story.  

Allowing children to fail teaches children what real life is all about. Turning 
ourselves into pretzels to help them get through that playdate, finish that homework, 
make that bus, or afford that cell phone doesn’t teach them anything except that 
irresponsibility doesn’t matter. 

If you’re running ragged trying to fix your children’s lives, quit it. The world isn’t 
going to stop spinning if they miss that bus. Galileo figured that out six hundred years 
ago. Maybe it’s time we caught up. 

 
What I don’t understand about parents who fail to make their kids take 

responsibility is how do they stand their kids? I’ve been around some of these children, 
and they’re downright annoying. I want to live with kids I actually like, which means I 
have to discipline them.  
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Having It All? 
First published June 20, 2006 

We women have been told for years that we could have it all. We tell it to our 
little girls, too: want to be an astronaut? A Supreme Court judge? A plumber? No 
problem! And if you want to be a mom, don’t worry. That can always be squeezed in. 

There’s a difference, though, between how men are able to squeeze in parenting 
and how women are able to squeeze it in. I’m not only talking about the negotiating over 
who arranges the doctor’s checkups, who shows up for parent-teacher interviews, or who 
stays home when Johnny has the flu. Both parents can perform these sorts of functions. 

But there are some things that, much as feminists might like to forget, only 
women can do. Men cannot get pregnant, give birth, or breastfeed. And these tasks can’t 
necessarily just be “squeezed in” when it’s convenient. 

Though I had my children young, I didn’t have an easy time of it. I have two 
lovely daughters here, one son in heaven, and another whom I never knew because I 
miscarried so early. One of the blessings I had, though, was that even though I lost two 
children, my husband would just look at me and I’d be pregnant again. Were we to try 
today, chances are it wouldn’t be as easy. 

It seems almost unfair, but women’s highest rate of fertility is between ages 20 
and 24. It stays pretty high until age 30, when it slowly starts to decline, with the rates 
after age 35 falling pretty quickly, just as the rates of miscarriage and birth defects start to 
climb. I’m 36 right now. I feel as healthy as I did at 25. I exercise just as much, I’m in 
good shape, I eat well, I sleep better. Many women feel at their peak in their mid-30s. 
Why shouldn’t this be a great time to start a family?  

Unfortunately, one’s reproductive system may not cooperate. At age 24, 86% of 
those who want to be pregnant will get pregnant in a year. By age 35, it’s only 52%. And 
this doesn’t mean couples are infertile—they may still get pregnant. It’s just going to take 
a lot longer. And when one is 35, that extra time is very hard to bear. 

Too many women are told to put off marrying and having children until they are 
established. You wouldn’t want to rely on a man, after all. And you wouldn’t want to 
sacrifice your identity—meaning your career—so get that first. Feminism has told 
women that not only can we have it all, but we should have it all. But maybe trying to 
have it all exacts too high a price. Instead of trying to have it all, maybe we should 
concentrate on going after what we want most right now. It’s okay to live your life in 
chapters. After all, in our ageing society it’s more and more likely that today’s young 
adults are still going to be working in some capacity at 70 or even 75, so it’s not as if 
one’s career years will magically end at 55. If we take a decade off at the beginning to 
have children, then we still have many decades to meet our career aspirations. 

Some women would dearly love to start a family, but they’re lacking the rather 
important ingredient called the man. That’s a very difficult place to be. But as Beverly 
Hanck, the Executive Director of the Infertility Association of Canada, recently told 
Reader’s Digest, if you’re 28, and in a happy, healthy relationship, now may not be the 
time to start your Ph.D. It may not be politically correct to say it, but we need to be 
honest if we’re going to avoid heartbreak in the long run. 

We can have it all, just not necessarily at the same time. And that’s not a bad 
thing. There is a time for everything, but that doesn’t mean that time will always be on 
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our side. Let’s use the time we have now wisely, and we’ll likely find that our priorities 
will still fall into place.  
 

Too Young to Be Hot 
First published June 3, 2010 

Nothing makes a teenager seem younger than one trying to act like an adult. They 
may get the lingo right, but watch them for a few minutes and you realize they’re totally 
clueless about what they’re doing.  

When a 13-year-old girl asks on Facebook, “Do I look sexy in this picture?”, for 
instance, I think she honestly means, “Do I look pretty and sophisticated?” I don’t think 
she’s asking, “Does this picture make me look attractive enough to the opposite sex that 
they would want to jump in bed with me?” But that’s what the phrase means. It invites 
other people to look specifically at the girl’s figure, not at her eyes. Young girls just don’t 
quite understand that, because they really don’t understand the male sex drive yet. They 
don’t even understand their own. 

I’ve been rudely awakened to the Facebook lives of young teens lately as I have 
“friended” a ton of my children’s friends. My first impression was one of sadness. Too 
many kids feel such a rush to grow up. But it’s even sadder that their idea of growing up 
is something so shallow and rather destructive. 

So here’s some honest advice to today’s teens: talking about whether or not you 
are sexy makes you seem naïve, stupid, and on the prowl. You may think that you’re 
simply portraying a “sophisticated” persona, so that boys will want to go with you to the 
movies, but sexy means far more than that. So does “hot”. When you say a guy is “hot”, 
you mean that the sight of him makes you want to have sex with him. It doesn’t mean 
you might want a nice good-night kiss. It doesn’t mean that you want someone to hold 
your hand. It means something far more than that. Is that really the message you want to 
give out? 

Both girls and guys play this game, and while it’s dumb and degrading, it may not 
be overly dangerous on the schoolyard. But it’s not staying on the schoolyard. When a 
13-year-old girl dresses provocatively because she wants other 13-year-old boys to ask 
her out, and then she goes and hangs out at the mall, she may not realize that she’s getting 
stared at by more than just 13-year-old boys.  

I know lots of young girls who easily look five or six years older than they 
actually are, simply by virtue of the clothes they wear. Do they really want to be getting 
that kind of attention from guys who are that much older? After all, girls, those guys are 
looking not because they want to take you on a nice moonlit walk, or put their arm 
around you while they watch the next Twilight movie. They’re looking because they 
want far more.  

I was recently talking to a couple of 17-year-old boys about this sexualized trend 
in young girls, and the thing that bothered them most was short shorts. “They’re already 
short,” explained one boy. “But then these girls go and cut them even shorter, so that you 
can actually see the bottom of the pocket hanging below the hem! Please, girls, no 
pockets!” 
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All of us want connection, and our society has taught kids that connection is 
mostly found in some sort of a sexual relationship. We shouldn’t be surprised when girls 
internalize this and start dressing and acting the part. But when you share everything with 
everybody, you’re not really being intimate with anyone. If you want real intimacy, you 
have to save something that can only be shared with one person. So please, girls, stop 
talking about boys being hot. Stop asking if you’re “sexy or not”. And above all, no 
pockets. Treat yourself with some respect, and then maybe others will respect you, too. 
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 Reality Check for the Holidays 

Holidays pose an interesting challenge for a columnist. It doesn’t matter what you 
actually want to write about, you must talk about whichever holiday is upon you, because 
that is what everyone else is thinking about. 

This may seem like a benefit, because you don’t have to think of something to 
write about, but after ten years of columns, Christmas is really tough. Every December 
column tends to be about Christmas, and I’m running out of things to say! Here are some 
of my favourite ones, followed by columns of other holidays. After penning 32 Christmas 
columns already, I’m really praying for inspiration for this year! 

 

No More Naughty and Nice 
First published December 24, 2009 

Have you been making a list? Checking it twice? Do you know who’s naughty 
and nice?  

Of course you do! Most of us can easily identify the two or three people in our 
families who are complete screw-ups (though of course we’d never put ourselves in that 
category). We can recite their faults at the drop of a hat. In fact, it’s one of our favourite 
hobbies when sitting around the family table. “Hey, kids, do you know why Billy Bob’s 
nose is crooked? It’s cause twenty-four years ago he tried to rob the Kwik-E-Mart with 
Nana’s Queen Size nylons over his face, but he tripped on the curb since he couldn’t see 
and spent the night in the ER instead!” We can never get enough of stories like that. 

My theory is that we do this because human beings are essentially lazy. And one 
way that we avoid work is we like to categorize things, and people, so we don’t have to 
think anymore. My little brother is the black sheep. My mother is the martyr. Uncle Jim 
is the drunk. We’ve got it all sorted out.  

Once that category is created, though, we don’t like to change it. It requires too 
big a shift in our thought patterns. So what if Uncle Jim has been sober for nineteen 
years? Let’s still laugh over the time he passed out and landed right in the Christmas 
cranberry sauce.  

Family may love you, but quite often they pigeonhole you, too. People tend to 
have an easier time reinventing themselves outside of the bosom of their families, 
because families remember your infractions. My brother-in-law, for instance, failed his 
driver’s test on his first attempt because, though he is an infinitely superior parallel 
parker than yours truly, he failed to get out of the way of a wailing ambulance. That 
Christmas, his father helpfully wrapped up one of those Tonka toy ambulances, just so he 
wouldn’t forget his stupidity. He may be a successful businessman now, but the family 
still likes to laugh about it. I, of course, am the exception, since I would never try to rub 
that one in by announcing it to the world or anything. 

Another friend of mine has had a rough adult life. Things have just not gone his 
way. Recently, he pulled up stakes and moved to the other side of the country, where he’s 
thriving. People don’t think of him in terms of his past mistakes, because they don’t 
know them. They look at who he is now and at what he’s capable of doing. And they love 
him for it. 
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Perhaps this Christmas might be a good time to start treating our family members 
as strangers. Don’t think of them in terms of all the mistakes they’ve made, or the ways 
they’ve hurt you in the past. Don’t replay those cruel words they said ten years ago. 
Instead, while you’re sitting down to turkey, look at everyone in your family and ask, 
“who are they today?” And if they’re kind, if they’re successful, if they’re trying, then 
celebrate that.  

After all, isn’t that what Christmas is all about? The Christmas story is one of new 
starts: in the religious tradition, God sent His Son so that we could be forgiven. We’d 
have a clean slate. Wouldn’t it be refreshing if we could extend that kind of grace to 
others in our families this year? 

Everyone deserves a new start. Even you. So Merry Christmas to all of you, and 
to all of your families, too. May this be a season of grace, forgiveness, and new 
beginnings. 

 

My Three Gifts of Christmas 
First published November 27, 2009 

With gratitude to my friend Wanda, who first gave me this idea! 

Apparently I buy really lousy Christmas presents. I had always mildly suspected 
my shortcomings, but recently economist Joel Waldfogel confirmed them. In his book 
Scroogenomics, he showed rather indisputably that if you ask Christmas gift recipients to 
assign a value to the gifts they receive, they inevitably quote a number less than the 
actual cost, leading to a waste of $963 million a year in Canada. And the gifts that are 
valued the least? Those from aunts, uncles, and grandparents, who apparently only get 75 
cents of perceived value for every dollar spent.  

I do have trouble buying for the nieces and nephews and various other younger 
people in my life. I don’t always share the same interests, and being the incorrigible aunt 
that I am, I refuse to pander to hobbies that don’t suit me. Instead, like many millions of 
aunts and grandparents and in-laws all over this nation, I buy something lousy instead. 
My preference is always books. Unfortunately, most younger Canadians don’t share my 
passion, and thus they consider these types of gifts with about the same amount of 
affection that I consider most X-box games. And thus we reach the gift-giving impasse. 

One of my nephews announced rather brazenly that this year he’d rather just have 
cash. Doling out money, though, seems so crass. If gift giving is going to degenerate into 
passing along cash and gift cards, then Christmas becomes a season of greed, rather than 
a time to express our love. 

Nevertheless, Waldfogel’s news isn’t all bad. We actually do quite well on certain 
gifts. The closer we are to people, the better the gift giving becomes. Siblings value gifts 
at about 99% of their value, and spouses do even better, at about $1.02. I’m pretty sure 
my children tend to like their gifts from me, as well. 

Even if I buy my girls good gifts, though, is that really the point of the season? 
According to most of the seasonal flyers that pass through our mail slots it certainly is. 
Shoppers’ Drug Mart, for instance, in their 36 page “Gifts Made Easy” flyer managed to 
talk about the “Top 10 Gifts They’ll Love” (though I’m sure my nieces and nephews 
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wouldn’t like those either), and lots of things to “Rock your Holiday”, or go “Twinkle 
Twinkle”, while only mentioning the Christmas word three times.  

If Christmas is only about gifts, then we are in trouble. It has become a big waste, 
whether we’re successful gift givers or not, because all we’re doing is breeding greed. I 
know it’s difficult when children are young and they desperately want the latest toy, but 
parenting is about identifying teaching opportunities, and I think this is one of them. Life 
is not about accumulating stuff with as little work as possible; life needs to be about 
giving, about making a difference, about family, and values, and faith, and love, or life 
becomes very empty indeed. 

That’s why several years ago we started a new gift giving tradition with my 
children. We call it the “Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh” ritual, where they each get three 
gifts, and nothing more. The gold gift is something they want. The frankincense gift is 
something they need, like socks. And the myrrh gift is something to nurture their souls. It 
could be a journal, or a book, or a CD, or a movie. It’s something that reminds them of 
their purpose here on earth, or encourages them to think, to write, and to pray about 
what’s important. It’s always the biggest challenge to find such a thing, but it’s a 
challenge I’m up for, since it reminds us of the reason for the season. And I’m pretty 
sure, despite what the flyers might say, that reason should not be greed. Pass it on. 

Seeking a Wise Man 
First published December 21, 2006 

I entered this column in the Canadian Christian Writer’s Awards, and earned an 
honourable mention. I still think it’s my favourite Christmas column!  

Right now, many men are obsessed with that age old question: “how can I earn 
major brownie points this Christmas?” Well, if you want to find the road to Christmas 
success, it’s always advisable to follow those who have blazed the trail before you. And 
who better than those we now call “The Three Wise Men”, all because they mightily 
impressed an important woman that long ago Christmas.  

What did they do that was so wise? First, they brought gifts. No matter what your 
wife says, a package under the tree is non-negotiable. But not just any package. I heard 
the woeful tale of one husband who bought his wife a scale. As my husband said, that 
level of stupidity doesn’t come naturally. You have to practice.  

The gift, then, must be good. The Wise Men came bearing gold, frankincense, and 
myrrh. I’m sure Mary greatly appreciated those things. I’m equally sure she and Joseph 
promptly sold them to pay for their flight to Egypt, thus ushering in that other sacred 
Christmas tradition of returning gifts for the cash.  

The Wise Men’s gifts, though, did show great forethought. They brought gifts to 
honour a king, just as you must buy gifts to honour your queen. But the wise men 
remembered that first rule of Christmas gift-giving: under no circumstances should you 
buy her something you think she needs. First, you’re probably wrong; and second, even if 
she needs it you’re bound to buy the wrong one. If she needs it, make a date to go buy it 
together on Boxing Day. Don’t make it a gift. The Wise Men, after all, didn’t bring 
diapers and Vaseline, though those would have been useful. They brought something 



Another Reality Check  100 

symbolic of who Jesus was to them. So think romance, not necessity. Think meaningful, 
not useful in the laundry room. It’s the wise way. 

The Wise Men, however, were not merely gift toters. They also were wise 
because they were on the look out for danger, avoiding the homicidal King Herod and 
protecting Mary and Jesus in the process. This may not be a very women’s lib type thing 
to say, but I think “protecting your brood” comes right after “it’s the man’s job to kill the 
bugs” in the official marriage rule book.  

Now, men must understand that many dangers in a woman’s life are of her own 
making. Women naturally expand to fill the void—and no, I’m not referring to the lady 
who required that scale. If there is work to be done, and no one to do it, women naturally 
step in. That is why we are chronically exhausted and grumpy. Men can protect women 
by helping us do some of that work, and by gently helping us see when we’re getting out 
of control, preferably while handing us chocolate truffles in the process. 

Finally, the wise men took their eyes off of the camel races and other ancient 
entertainment to search for signs of something important. They saw that star only because 
they were looking up. This Christmas, we all need to get our eyes off of the screen and 
onto the faces of those we love. How are they doing? How are you doing? Don’t be afraid 
to ask. 

When the wise men saw that sign, though, they didn’t back away. They knew that 
sometimes you have to take a journey to find something truly important. I don’t mean 
heading down to Home Depot to get the latest power tool; I mean going places you 
wouldn’t normally venture. Maybe you need to take a journey this Christmas season; a 
journey back to that place in your heart where you first fell in love. Maybe you need to 
journey to church, to a marriage counselor, to more of your children’s pageants. Maybe 
you need to journey to a place of forgiveness. Maybe you need to reach out to an 
estranged brother, father, or son. Maybe you need to take a journey to a place where you 
can be free to say “I love you”, “I cherish you”, “I need you”, or to find an answer to the 
question, “what am I here for?” Seek out that which is important this season. It is there to 
be found, and it is a wise man indeed who does not pass it by. 
 

Christmas Greetings 
First published December 6, 2007 

I am decorating my Christmas tree. I am trying to persuade my husband to hang 
our Christmas lights. I am going shopping for Christmas presents. And I am doing my 
Christmas baking. 

I am not doing holiday baking. I am not erecting a Seasonal Tree. I am not buying 
Winter Presents, or Holiday gifts, or putting up Seasonal lights. They are Christmas 
lights, and I’m proud of it. 

It drives me around the bend how the word “Christmas” has become something to 
be embarrassed about. Companies don’t throw Christmas parties; they hold Holiday Get-
Togethers. We receive “Best Wishes for the Holidays” cards from politicians and 
mechanics and charities we’ve supported this year. And worst of all, stores advertise their 
“Holiday Specials”, or attempt to share the “Joy”, as if we’re all magically joyful about 
this time of year when slush and freezing rain abound. 
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I understand that nobody wants to offend people who don’t celebrate Christmas, 
and that desire is very admirable. I think, though, that this is taking things a little too far. 
The vast majority of Canadians celebrate Christmas in some way, even those who aren’t 
religious or don’t go in for eggnog. So why can’t we acknowledge that? 

Besides, “Season’s Greetings” makes no sense. Did you send people cards on 
June 21 wishing them “Season’s Greetings” now that summer was here? I’m pretty sure 
most people are far happier at the cusp of summer than they are at the cusp of winter, but 
we don’t celebrate that. So it’s not the “season” that’s special. 

Or what about “holidays”? When’s the last time you sent someone a card wishing 
them “happy holidays” because they were taking a four day weekend? We just don’t do 
it. And that’s the problem with a lot of political correctness. It really makes no sense. 

I recently saw a poster advertising the “Year of the Older Person”. I suppose they 
didn’t want to say “Year of the Elderly” or “Year of the Senior Citizen”, but their choice 
of politically correct words just made the whole thing laughable. After all, my daughter 
Rebecca is older than her sister Katie. Katie is older than her cousin Jessica. In fact, since 
there are approximately five babies born every second in their world, we all only have a 
micro-second of our lives in which we are not an older person. But someone decided to 
bestow that name upon the celebration so as not to offend. In the process, they stripped it 
of all meaning. I think we’re doing the same thing when we refuse to acknowledge the 
existence of Christmas. 

In fact, what if not saying Christmas is actually offensive to more people than 
saying it is? If Christmas is people’s most significant celebration, then to pretend it isn’t 
happening is denying something that’s vitally important to them. One study out of the 
United States found that 67% of American adults preferred stores to use “Merry 
Christmas” in their seasonal advertising rather than the innocuous and meaningless 
“Season’s Greetings”. No matter how you cut the demographics—whether it was men, 
women, unmarried, married, investors, or not—in all categories a majority liked Merry 
Christmas better. 

This year Sears has their “Wish Book” title written in a huge font, but at least the 
word Christmas is there, on the cover, though you may need your reading glasses to make 
it out. Wal-Mart in 2005 was holiday neutral; in 2006 they switched back to Merry 
Christmas, in the hope of luring more customers back to their stores. And the Toronto 
City Council had eggnog on their faces after their “holiday tree” fiasco last year, which 
they had to switch back to “Christmas Tree”, since that is, of course, what it is. 

Our family isn’t spending very much this year. We’re taking a vacation instead, 
and I’m hoping to head back to Africa in a month. But when we do shop, I’ll stay away 
from the stores who want me to “share the joy of the season”. I’ll be heading to those 
who aren’t afraid to mention why I’m shopping. When people start to acknowledge that it 
is, indeed, Christmas, then the merriment begins. So Merry Christmas, to all of you. I 
hope you all have a blessed celebration. 
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The End of the Story 
First published April 11, 2006 

These next two columns I wrote for Easter. I find Easter and Christmas are the 
two times of year where it’s okay to talk about faith a bit, and so I try to incorporate it 
when I can. I always write from a Christian standpoint, no matter what the column is, but 
the only time I get really is explicit is around the holidays. This column meant a lot to me 
at the time that I wrote it. 

As parents, we try to impress on our children important lessons about life. If 
you’re nice, people will tend to be nice to you. Eat well and you’ll be healthy. Listen to 
your teacher and you’ll learn. But there’s one lesson we learn all by ourselves. 
Sometimes life just isn’t fair. 

I was reminded of this anew last week by a long-dreaded email. It was the 
invitation to a funeral for a woman I had known years ago. We were never close, though I 
do know her family. But her story makes me cry nonetheless. When a 31-year-old woman 
dies, leaving a husband and two children who are too young to even remember her, what 
is there to do but cry? 

I know what it is to bury someone you love. I am still haunted by the memory of 
my husband picking up my son’s tiny casket, and carrying it to his grave. Such things are 
the very blackest parts of life. 

When we are in mourning like this we face a crossroads. The most inviting route 
is often the grimmest, for in our darkness, despair is almost welcome. I believe, though, 
that there is another choice. As difficult as it is, we must not let death steal our life. 

I will never be the same since my son died. I only had him for 29 days, but they 
were the most precious of my life, and I will cherish them forever. My friend Kerry only 
had two years to smile upon her children, but her mark is still there, for it is the mark of 
an undying love. And that’s what love is—undying. Death does not end a relationship. It 
only changes it. 

My grandfather was married three times to three wonderful women. He had each 
wife for almost the same number of years before cancer stole all of them, until, at the age 
of 88, he decided maybe it was time to remain single until he was called home. In these 
later years his house was adorned by pictures of all the women he had loved—the 
grandmother I never knew, the one I had called “Nana”, and the one who had stood so 
proudly at my wedding. He had such sorrow in his life, but his life was also bigger for 
allowing room both for love and for grief. We cannot, and should not, block out our tears. 
They are just as much a part of love as the hugs and kisses were. But let us not shut out 
the smiles, too. Smiles and tears can coexist. And that is the challenge that, I think, faces 
all of us at that bleak crossroads. 

Perhaps it is appropriate to be thinking such thoughts as Easter is upon us. After 
all, on Good Friday life seemed extremely unfair. The Teacher was dead. And yet, the 
story did not end on Good Friday. For Sunday was just around the corner, and on that day 
we were shown, once and for all, that the bad is not the end of the story.  

I do not know if you believe the Good Friday story; I do, and it’s one reason I can 
smile through the tears. Yet all of us, at some point, will need to decide how to deal with 
the grave. Dylan Thomas once wrote, “Do not go gently into that good night; rage, rage 
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against the dying of the light.” It’s poetic, it’s passionate, and I think it’s wrong. Death is 
not the dying of the light.  

Changes come, even those that aren’t welcome. But with those changes often 
comes a greater ability to love and cherish both those we can hug, and those who are now 
beyond our reach. The bad is not the end of the story; the sorrow is not all that is being 
told. Life may not be fair, but it is still good, and there is so much more to be written. 
That’s a lesson no one can teach us. We must learn it ourselves as we stand at the 
crossroads, reject despair, and choose the road of love and tears. 
 

The Old is New Again 
First published March 20, 2008 

Of course the Easter bunny is cute. No one disputes that. I only have a problem 
with the fact that he’s both a male and a mammal. Maybe the Easter bunny is supposed to 
be a girl, but I always hear him referred to as “he”. And he brings eggs. Mammals don’t 
lay eggs. 

I’m not sure why we’re supposed to reinforce this biological impossibility to our 
children, but it’s the culturally appropriate thing to do. The boy bunny brings the eggs, 
which is probably why he hides them, because the only way for him to get them in the 
first place is to steal them. So I guess the whole bunny-bringing-eggs thing is really 
symbolism of hiding one’s sins. 

But I digress. The point is that if we really cared about kids’ education we 
wouldn’t have an Easter bunny at all. We would have an Easter Chicken or an Easter 
Penguin. They both have cute babies. Of course, reptiles and fish lay eggs, too, but no 
one could quite buy the Easter Gecko or the Easter Guppy. But the Easter bunny is rather 
ridiculous. 

Because of this our little family has never really embraced the Holiday Figure 
fever that is best evidenced by the displays near the cash at Wal-Mart every few months 
or so. We’re not into Santa, either, because quite frankly a jolly elf delivering presents 
down chimneys makes no sense. So we’re spoilsports, I suppose, much to the 
consternation of Grandma and Grandpa. Even the tooth fairy is rather odd. What is she 
supposed to do with all those teeth she buys, anyway? The girls have always known it is 
the Tooth Daddy, and that half the time Daddy forgets to put the money under the pillow, 
so now they just raid our wallets. The romance is gone, but the end result is the same. 

Perhaps another reason I’ve never embraced the Holiday Figure theme is that the 
holidays themselves have deep significance, and I have always felt like the figures 
cheapened that a little bit. I know not everyone agrees with me, but when I think of 
Easter I don’t think of bunnies, though I’ll gladly accept any chocolate anyone wants to 
send my way. I think of new life. That’s the original, sacred message. We don’t have to 
carry our burdens anymore. God’s paid the price, and He wants to offer us a new 
beginning. 

Maybe you’re not into the religious aspect of the season, but I hope the meaning 
itself, of new beginnings, still resonates with you. That, of course, is why we have the 
eggs. There is new hope and new life, which is the resurrection theme. And so my 
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thoughts turn, as they do every year around this time, to what in my life needs a new 
breath of life. 

What needs a new beginning in your life? Maybe you need to be freed of pain 
from your childhood, which has haunted you and is hurting your relationships today. 
Perhaps this could be the season when you go to that church on Easter Sunday, when you 
find a good counselor, when you join a support group, or even when you reach out and 
tell a loved one your real story. Maybe you need to forgive someone something big. It 
doesn’t seem fair to forgive (it really never is), but to hold on to the bitterness and anger 
is only hurting you, and is making any hope of restored relationships impossible. 

Maybe, as I wrote a few weeks ago, you need to reach out to a daughter-in-law, a 
mother-in-law, a son-in-law. Maybe you need to reach out to the spouse who sleeps next 
to you every night, but whom you rarely speak to on any deep level. Maybe it’s time to 
really share what is in your heart. 

One of my favourite lines in fiction is found in Anne of Green Gables, when Anne 
turns to Marilla and says, “Isn’t it wonderful that tomorrow is a day with no mistakes in it 
yet?” That’s the spirit of Easter—forgiveness, second chances, a breath of fresh air, a 
communion with the spiritual. We all need that. So when you’re eating your chocolate 
eggs, pause and remember their real significance. Everything old can be new again. Even 
you.  

 

What Men Want for Valentine’s Day 
First published February 8, 2007 

I mentioned to a friend that for a change I was considering writing about 
Valentine’s Day from a man’s point of view. Instead of focusing on what we women 
want, I would write a column about what men want. She snickered and asked, “how 
many words do you have to write again?” “Seven hundred,” I answered. “What are you 
going to say for the other 699?” 

We females tend to believe men are a little bit like dogs; they’re just not that 
complicated. Give them some affection and they’ll be perfectly content. In fact, that’s 
why they spend their lives following us around with their tongues hanging out. They’re 
begging us to give them what they most want, and no matter how many times we rebuff 
them, they never give up trying. 

And that’s why women can get grumpy when we think about what our husbands 
expect on Valentine’s Day. Their demands seem kind of, well, pathetic. Our demands, on 
the other hand, are lofty, noble, and certainly justified. We want romance, and mystery, 
and a gift that doesn’t go in the laundry room. After all, we spend every other day of the 
year looking after everybody else. Today should be our day. 

That kind of superior attitude must be really annoying to men. We’re so sure we 
deserve all the adulation, because we think we’re the ones who do all the real work for 
the house, the family, even the relationship. I think, though, that that’s mostly because we 
value what we do, and not what they do. We forget that we married these men because 
they were different from us. And while those differences were once attractive, they now 
irk us when we are always the ones to change the toilet paper rolls.  
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While men’s locker room conversations supposedly are dominated by tales of 
imaginary conquests, women’s conversations are quite different. We don’t brag. We 
complain. He doesn’t know what a mop is for. He can’t dress the kids in clothes that 
match if his life depended on it. He ate all the granola bars I bought for the kids’ lunches, 
so they had no snacks today. He throws his dirty underwear everywhere except in the 
laundry hamper. 

Much of this complaining stems from honest frustration. Women still do the bulk 
of the work around the house, although that is slowly changing, and many feel very taken 
for granted. That’s a lonely place to be in a marriage. But sometimes we make ourselves 
even lonelier by failing to recognize what men do contribute. We notice what we do 
around the house, but not what they do in the yard, with the car, or even with the 
insurance agents. 

This Valentine’s Day, I think what my husband would most like is that I start 
thinking like a man. Certainly valuing affection would be a big part of that, but not the 
whole thing. It would also involve valuing what he uniquely does. So thanking him—
creatively, of course—for his contribution to our family would be a good start.  

And what am I grateful for? He’s there to listen when I’ve had a hard day. He can 
get the kids in line far faster than I can because his voice is a lot firmer than mine ever 
could be. He’s big enough to wrap his arms around me. He warms up my feet. He’s 
someone I can count on to stand up for me when a technician on the phone asks me for 
the fourth time if I have tried unplugging my computer, or when the store won’t take 
back the defective ice cream maker, or when the repair shop asks for too much money. 
He always tells me I’m beautiful, and he doesn’t notice that extra ten pounds I’ve gained 
in the last two years. He works really hard, and keeps our bank account in the black. 

Valentine’s Day is not all about me, and this year, I think my husband would like 
to know not just that I love him, but why I love him. That’s not too much to ask, is it? 

 

Losers Who Don’t Know It 
First published November 22, 2007 

One of the holidays that is becoming increasingly overlooked, I think, is 
Remembrance Day. My family is not a military one, but our church is filled with military 
families whom I have gotten to know quite well, and I am so grateful for their sacrifices. I 
hope that we will always remain grateful for those who serve today, and for those who 
gave so much in the past. 

Some people make you smile just by being around you. Other people make you 
want to kick your dog.  

That real winner of a guy who made national headlines by spitting on a war 
memorial right before the Remembrance Day ceremonies strikes me as belonging to the 
latter category. 

I thought of him when I read another news story recently. This particular one 
dwelt on the popularity—or lack thereof—of various political leaders. Harper came out 
on top, with Dion eating dust. But 20% of respondents replied, “none of the above.” 
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I found this odd, because the question was, “which of these candidates would 
make the best Prime Minister?”, not, “which of these candidates do you like?” It simply 
asked who would be best, given the batch we have. In other words, you should have been 
able to answer the question even if the possibilities were a mushroom, a possum, a little 
yappy dog that likes to bite your ankles, and a weasel. (And I’m not trying to make any 
political allusions by those choices.)  

The columnist commenting on this poll, though, didn’t see my line of reasoning. 
Instead, he issued a warning call to the candidates, saying, “You had better figure out 
how to appeal to that 20%.” I think he’s got it totally backwards. Those 20% are never 
going to like anybody. They are simply negative people, just like that idiot who spit on 
the memory of the very soldiers who gave their lives so he could act like a jerk. A 
significant portion of our population makes it a point of principle to hate everything.  

You probably all know people like this: those who spout off loudly about 
everything, despite the fact that they don’t appear to know what they’re talking about. It 
seems they feel important when they put others down. 

The establishment—the talk show hosts, the schools, the media—tends to view  
these social pariahs as individuals suffering from low self-esteem. Their remedy is to help 
them to feel good about themselves so they won’t find it necessary to make everyone else 
feel lousy. But again, I don’t think this line of reasoning follows. 

An older gentleman recently recounted to me an experience he had walking 
outside of a high school. A number of teenagers were hogging the sidewalk, and instead 
of parting to let the man pass, they snickered as they called out “move along, old man.” 
Were they suffering from low self-esteem? Or, as I believe is more to the point, are they 
suffering from too high self-esteem? 

From the time children are born we tell them they’re special. And just in case we 
don’t do a good enough job, the schools tell them that, too. Because if we feel good, we’ll 
be good, right?  

It turns out these intellectuals may have it all backwards. Studies of death row 
inmates reveal that they have among the highest levels of self-esteem in the population—
and that may be part of the problem! They feel good about themselves without any 
reference to how they actually act. And when people start to feel that they are smart, 
insightful, and good, regardless of their actual behaviour, then it becomes increasingly 
easy to ignore the needs of others. 

 If society’s going to function well, then, we all need a good dose of reality. This 
morning I treated my husband just terribly, and I’m suffering from acute guilt pangs that 
chocolate does not ease. I should feel badly. That doesn’t mean I’m bad; but it does mean 
I need to apologize. And recognizing that one is fallible is an important step in social 
cohesion.  

I don’t think our society is suffering from low self-esteem as much as we are 
suffering from high self-esteem. Too many of us think we’re better than others, and thus 
we have no reason to treat others with respect. It’s time to start telling people the truth: 
being obnoxiously negative does not make you look smart or insightful. It makes you 
look like a jerk. So do yourself a favour; go down to a war memorial and start reading the 
names. Those people died so that we could live in freedom. Now go and make yourselves 
worthy of their sacrifice. 
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Reality Check for Relationships 

This last chapter is filled with the columns that I am most known for: the advice 
on how to make relationships run more smoothly. These columns combine the 
philosophy that I’ve shared about how the world works, how our homes should run, the 
differences between the genders, and how I view marriage, and ties it up with my 
thoughts on how to build healthy relationships. These really are my favourite. 

 

Accidentally on Purpose 
First published April 17, 2009 

Most of the really important moments in our lives happen by accident. 
Some of these accidents have a negative connotation: she winds up pregnant; his 

car slams into a tree; he says something biting in the midst of a fight, and she never 
forgives him for it. 

But accidents go the other way, too. A few years ago we were driving home from 
Ottawa when the sky suddenly darkened and the air began to vibrate. We pulled over, 
stepped out of the car, and looked up at thousands upon thousands of geese in V’s, 
honking as they headed south. We watched, in silence, in awe of nature. I’ll never forget 
it. 

I still remember, too, the last time one of my children fell asleep in my arms, or 
when, as toddlers, they hugged me and said, “I’m so glad you’re my mommy.” I also 
recall the first conversation I ever had with Rebecca. Only four months of age, she was 
lying on a playmat, peering at me intensely and cooing. I would reply, pause, and then 
she would begin again, kicking her little legs as she “talked”. She kept up her end for 
quite some time. She told me she loved me, and I reciprocated. 

I even fell in love by accident. Keith was my best friend for a year first, and one 
day, as we were walking, I realized we were more than that. I told him, and he eventually 
realized it, too, even if he took longer to admit it to himself. But it all started by accident.  

We don’t tend to like accidents. We like goals, mission statements, and schedules. 
We like to know what’s going to happen, when, so we can be sure to pack for it. But what 
if some things can’t be scheduled? What if the beauty of life really is in the random 
moments that we share?  

Yet are these moments completely random? After all, I couldn’t have fallen in 
love with my husband if I hadn’t been spending hours and hours with him, just talking. I 
couldn’t have had that conversation with my baby daughter if I hadn’t been playing on 
the floor with her. And my daughter couldn’t have fallen asleep in my arms if we hadn’t 
spent time cuddling, for no reason. Accidents, in other words, take time. Lots and lots of 
it. 

We may think quality time is better than quantity time, but that’s a crock. Let’s 
say that you decide that Tuesday afternoon you are going to dedicate to quality time with 
your children after school to connect with your monosyllabic-speaking teenager and your 
hyper preteen. If those children, however, have not shared with you in a while, they may 
not want to open up right then. They need time to process things before they talk. They 
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need to trust you, and that only happens when you spend time with no agenda in mind 
except being with them. 

Besides, often the funniest moments in our lives happen just because we’re 
together, hanging out in the same room when someone farts outrageously loudly by 
accident, or makes a really pithy retort to a telemarketer, or falls out of a chair. It’s these 
silly things that become family legend, but only because you were together to notice 
them.  

Most good accidents occur on purpose.  They happen because we stop spending 
so much time in front of the screen and start hanging out with those we love. They 
happen when we stop being so busy. They happen when we laugh together. So I want to 
leave room for accidents, because true memories are priceless. And that kind of beauty is 
better than anything I could have planned anyway.  

 

Taking Back Control 
First published August 15, 2006 

A few weeks ago I wrote about how many of our relationship problems could be 
solved, or at least lessened, if we learned how to have a good fight. When we listen to 
each other instead of blowing up, we actually make some headway. 

Sometimes, though, the problem is not that our anger may blow up too much; it’s 
that the anger itself may be misdirected. Too many of us are waiting for someone else to 
make us happy. We women say things like, “I’d be happy if only my husband would give 
me more time to myself, figure out what a mop is for, or learn where the hamper is.” Men 
grumble back, saying, “I’d be happy if only she’d just show me just a little appreciation, 
stop getting headaches at exactly 10:15 p.m, or stop nagging so much.” When we think 
like this, though, we place our happiness in someone else’s hands. When they don’t 
perform, we’re insulted. We’re aggravated. We’re angry. 

But no one else can make you happy. I don’t mean that you should put up with 
people treating you with disrespect; but if we stop blaming others for our misery, we’re 
more inclined to find solutions. After all, if the problems in your life are your spouse’s 
fault, or your mother’s, or your son’s, then there’s nothing you can do about them. 
You’re stuck. But if you own your feelings, then you do have some control.  

 We often inadvertently blame people for our own feelings. Think about how 
many times you say things like “you make me so mad when…”, or “you’re making me 
miserable.” Saying “I feel mad when you…” is really closer to the truth. When we’re 
angry, it’s because we’re choosing to react in anger. Often, of course, that anger is 
justified. Sometimes not feeling anger is more a sign of pathology than seeing red is. Yet, 
you know the phrase “stuck on stupid”? I think many of us are “stuck on angry”. We 
can’t budge, because we think it’s all somebody else’s fault.  

However, our emotions aren’t only governed by what others do; they’re also 
governed by how we choose to react. Viktor Frankl, when he was imprisoned in the 
concentration camps, said that what kept him going was the knowledge that the Nazis 
could not take away his choice of how to respond. That is something that only we can 
control. And if we can control our response, then we are also more able to find a solution.   
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I know a woman who married a man who didn’t believe romance should extend 
pass the wedding ceremony. He felt affection was simply a means to an end, and that 
dinners out were much more fun if you ditched your wife and went with the boys. When 
he was at home, he retreated to the computer. She was miserable. But she didn’t do 
anything about it, except to berate him for being a loser of a husband, thus pushing him 
further away. 

I often wondered why she didn’t try to find some modicum of happiness herself. 
It may sound trite, but there are lots of things in life that can bring us happiness, and if 
one person isn’t providing it, that doesn’t mean it’s out of reach. And a relationship is not 
a fixed system. When one person changes, chances are the other one will change in 
return. If she had stopped nagging and blaming him and started inviting people over for 
dinner so they could socialize together, or if she simply took up more hobbies so that she 
wasn’t relying solely on him for her fulfilment, I wonder what his reaction would have 
been. 

I don’t think we’re nearly as helpless as we often believe ourselves to be. That’s 
not the same as saying that relationships are easy, that your problems are all in your head, 
or that solutions are just around the corner. Other people’s actions definitely can affect 
our emotions. But blaming someone else for all your problems is never going to help. 
Taking control of what you can, though, certainly can’t hurt. It’s like the serenity prayer 
all over again: help me to change the things I can, accept the things I cannot, and wisdom 
to always know the difference. Change what you can. You just may be surprised at what 
changes in return. 

 

It’s the Little Things 
First published August 28, 2008 

One of my favourite movies is Gwyneth Paltrow’s Sliding Doors. It’s at least a 
decade old now, but every time I see it I end up pondering its message. The movie 
follows a woman's life in two possible scenarios, based on whether or not she missed a 
subway or whether she caught it at just the right time.  

We often think that the pivotal moments in our lives are the big ones: when we 
propose; when we recite our vows; when we accept a job; have a child; purchase a house. 
But I'm starting to think the really pivotal moments are far smaller—so small we may not 
recognize they are pivotal. 

Like Sliding Doors, one little decision that we make can launch a chain reaction 
in our own lives. Take a marriage, for instance. People don't just divorce because one 
Sunday afternoon it occurs to them that this person they married is a stranger. It happens 
gradually, by the little decisions that we make together. 

He decides to start working harder to get that promotion, and it becomes easier to 
just grab dinner on the run rather than making an effort to come home. She becomes 
wrapped up in the kids’ lives, and when he does make it home, she’s busy reading to 
them. He forges some great friendships at work, where he spends most of his time, and 
shares with them about his career goals. She makes some friends in chat rooms, and starts 
sharing with them about her insecurities. He’s asked to work through a weekend, and he 
says yes without checking with her first. When he comes home late, she gives him the 
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cold shoulder. And soon the only thing they talk about are the kids. The relationship has 
faded. And yet it wasn’t due to any one thing; it was a series of small decisions. 

As depressing as that scenario may be, though, the opposite is also true. When she 
decides to kiss him when he comes in the door (or when she comes in the door), even if 
she’s grumpy from the day, she builds goodwill. When he wants to watch a game, but he 
puts that aside because she obviously needs to talk, he builds goodwill. When she makes 
a point of ensuring the kids make Father’s Day cards, or when he helps the kids make 
breakfast in bed for her, they build goodwill. 

When she thanks him for the work he does around the house, even when she 
wishes he would do more, she builds goodwill. When he talks to the kids about what a 
great mom they have, while she’s in earshot, even if the family has eaten take out for the 
last two nights because life’s been too chaotic to cook, he builds goodwill. 

It works in other important relationships, too. When parents don’t erupt in anger 
when a teen’s hair resembles a sheepdog, but take him out for ice cream even if he won’t 
talk, we build goodwill. When we don’t insult a child’s friends, but instead invite them 
over to hang out and start talking to them, we build goodwill. When we don’t react 
sarcastically to a teen’s monosyllabic conversation, but give her a hug regardless, we 
show her love. 

Doing this alone, though, seems almost impossible. Quite often, when two people 
grow apart, the blame does lie more heavily with one than the other. But sometimes all it 
takes for reconciliation is for one person to decide to get the relationship back on track. 

Naturally it doesn’t seem fair to be kind if they’re not. And yet it’s often when we 
do that which is especially hard that we make the most headway. That doesn’t mean 
anyone should endure abuse or disrespect; yet if we wait for the other person to make the 
first move, we could be waiting all the way to the end of the relationship.  

Two people do not became strangers overnight. Likewise, true oneness isn't built 
overnight. Through the little choices that we make, we can gradually choose to be on the 
wrong road, and the gulf can get wider and wider, or we can choose to be on the road that 
builds relationship. So in the little things, what road will you choose? 
 

Let it Go  
First published November 15, 2004 

Recently we received a ticket in the mail from the Toronto Parking Authority. It 
seems we parked one evening at midnight in a no-parking zone, and we owed them $40. 
There was just one minor detail they overlooked. It wasn’t us. Sure, that was our license 
plate on the ticket, but we were nowhere near Toronto that night. My husband was 
working in the Emergency Room, and I was home with the kids two hundred kilometres 
away. No problem, I thought. I’ll just clear this all up. 

That was easier said than done. There was no email address on the ticket, just a 
regular phone number (not even toll free) to phone during business hours. The only other 
way to deal with it was to go in person. So I phoned. It was busy. I tried for three days. 
And then, miraculously, I got an answer. “You are number 24 in line. Your wait will 
likely be 38 minutes.” So I waited. And waited. Number 17. Number 8. Number 3. And 
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finally, number 1. And as I was being transferred, I heard—a busy signal. I had been 
disconnected.  

In desperation, I called some traffic ticket specialists, figuring they could help me. 
They told me that if I didn’t pay the ticket on time, the authorities would double the fine, 
and it would cost me more than $40 to fight it. I could take them to small claims court, 
they explained, but again, it would cost me more than the price of the ticket. I may as 
well just pay it. “But it wasn’t me!” I told her. “It’s the principle of the thing!” She told 
me she understood, but there was nothing I could do. 

How could the government just do this to me? I was really steamed. I told 
everyone my story, and actually found other people who had received similar tickets. 
“What did you do?” I asked. “We paid.” they said. “We could never get through on that 
phone number.” 

So after a week of worrying about this, I finally realized there was no point. 
Sometimes you just have to let it go. 

A lot of life is like that. We choose to hold on to our grudges, because it’s the 
principle of the thing. Bitterness, though, doesn’t pay very good dividends. Someone 
once said that anger is like a poison that you take yourself. It doesn’t do anything to the 
person you’re angry at, but it hurts you. You go through life always testing, always 
suspicious, and never at peace. 

Letting go isn’t easy, but it’s a lot better than driving yourself nuts. I could have 
fought that ticket on principle, but it would have cost me more. Bitterness often costs us 
more than forgiving would, even if forgiving doesn’t seem fair. Forgiveness, of course, 
doesn’t mean that we ignore problems or subject ourselves or our kids to harm. It just 
means that we choose not to let those problems consume so much of our emotional 
energy. We let the anger go so we can enjoy the rest of life. Dwelling on such problems 
and seeking revenge, even if only in your head, only hurts you. You spend your life with 
such negativity that you don’t even notice to see the good around you. 

I know someone whose wife left him for someone else. It wasn’t a pretty 
situation. It certainly wasn’t fair. This man, though, now uses his kids to get back at her. 
He won’t buy them clothes, school supplies, or toys. He tries to minimize his child 
support payments as much as possible so she has very little money to live on so that she 
can’t spend on herself. He’s punishing her, he thinks, but really he’s hurting his kids and 
himself in the process. He’s losing out on his relationship with his children because he’s 
still so hurt over her. 

She did betray him. She did hurt him. But sometimes you have to let it go. It isn’t 
always easy, and it isn’t always pretty. Chances are, though, that life will be much easier 
on the other side. The principle of the thing isn’t always worth it. People are. Sometimes 
that’s hard to swallow, but it’s the best medicine there is. 

 
After finishing this column, I gave that phone number one last try. To my 

amazement I got through, and they cancelled the ticket immediately. It felt great, but not 
nearly as wonderful as giving up that anger in the first place. 
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Can I Have This Dance? 
First published February 11, 2010 

A few years ago I had a brilliant idea to increase the romance quotient in our 
marriage. 

“Darling,” I said, “let’s take ballroom dancing lessons!” 
Keith must have felt like he owed me something that week, because he kept the 

smile pasted on his face as he replied, “Yes, let’s!” 
I knew he would have rather done just about anything, including going clothes 

shopping with a bunch of women, than grace the dance floor with his presence, but I took 
him at his word, and off to waltz we went. 

He spent most of that first lesson staring at his feet as he attempted to count 1-2-3, 
1-2-3. When he got the courage and the rhythm to look up, he found that all the other 
men in the room sported the hugest smiles on their faces. He felt like a lout. He was the 
worst husband in the world. Here these men were, enjoying themselves for their wives’ 
benefit, and he had such a bad attitude. 

When we arrived home that night, he figured out why all the other men were 
smiling. 

The next week, Keith rushed home from work and said, “Honey, it’s Thursday 
night! Let’s go dancing!” 

So this Valentine’s Day, I would like to tell you men why ballroom dancing 
should be in your future. It’s not only for the obvious benefits that my husband 
discovered early on. It’s also because it really does change your relationship. It makes 
you work together. It makes you smile. But most of all, it makes you feel like a man. 

In most areas of our lives today, the sexes are interchangeable. A woman can do 
whatever a man can do, and vice versa. Dancing is one of the few areas of life where you 
have to either be a man or be a woman. You each have very defined roles, and it reminds 
you that you are two very different halves of one whole.  

And the only way to get good at it is for the woman to figure out that she has to 
let the man lead. Last Thursday I actually said to my husband, “You’ve got to start 
pushing me around more!” In no other area of our relationship will those words ever 
cross my lips. But if you’ve ever longed to hear her say, “just show me what you want me 
to do,” or “You decide and I’ll follow,” you’ve got to hit the dance floor. 

Dancing doesn’t work if she tries to take control. You really do get to decide 
pretty much everything. And once she realizes that it works better that way, she can be 
putty in your hands. Plus, it is awfully romantic. 

While you get to feel like a man, she gets to feel like a princess as you twirl her 
around. Ballroom dancing isn’t the jumping up and down most of us are used to doing on 
the dance floor. It’s about treating her like she’s precious, and showing her off to the 
world. What woman doesn’t want to be treated like that? 

Perhaps rhythm isn’t your strong suit, but if you’ve ever tapped your knees in 
time with a song, dreaming of being a drummer in a rock band, then you can hear the 
beat. And if you can count to 3, you can waltz. Count to 4, you can rumba. Count to 8, 
and you can merengue. And you’ve never really seen your wife move unless you’ve seen 
her do the merengue. 
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So what do you say? Is it time to push her around? Then get out on the dance 
floor. And don’t be afraid to look up. 

 

What Pulls Us Apart 
First published February 5, 2009 

My family has a ritual we perform whenever the phone rings. First, we freeze. 
Then all of us, from various parts of the house, yell simultaneously, “Where’s the 
phone!?!?” Everybody then runs randomly, wildly, in all directions, trying to trace down 
the source of the ring. After dashing madly upstairs and downstairs, rummaging under 
cushions and papers, and looking through the laundry, someone finally locates one of our 
three portable phones. By this time it is too late. So we check messages instead. 

And then the girls and I experience The Lecture from my frustrated husband. It 
goes something like this: “There are three phones in this house and three floors. One 
phone per floor. If everybody just put the phone back on its cradle when they used it, we 
wouldn’t have to panic!” And we all hang our heads in appropriate shame. 

But I think the problem isn’t only that I leave things lying around the house; it’s 
that Keith doesn’t understand women. When he talks on the phone, he talks on the phone. 
That’s all he’s doing. It’s easy for him to put it back! When I talk on the phone, I’m 
chatting with a friend. And making dinner. And folding laundry, checking my email, 
making my bed, and occasionally even trying to get dressed. When I’m finished the 
phone call, I’m never anywhere near the phone’s cradle. If Keith multi-tasked like me, 
he’d understand. 

Nevertheless, I have some sympathy for him, because I’m starting to realize that 
some of the things that I get upset at him about are really my issues. Imagine that it’s a 
Saturday morning, and we’re planning to go cross-country skiing with the kids. As soon 
as I wake, I start to list in my head all the things that need to be prepared: the kids have to 
find their snow pants, and I know Rebecca’s been missing a snow glove since last month; 
we need to pack a bag with water and some snacks, and we’d better bring some extra 
scarves and hats in case we get too wet. A few band-aids wouldn’t hurt, either. Obviously 
we’ll have to do the dinner dishes from last night, since we all know I can’t leave dishes 
in the sink if I’m leaving the house. And since we’re going out anyway, we may as well 
go by the library, because the books are due on Monday! 

I go in search of my family, who are downstairs playing the Wii, having a grand 
old time. My blood pressure starts to rise. Do they expect me to do everything? Then I 
discover they haven’t even had breakfast yet. Why was Keith just playing with the kids 
instead of giving them their marching orders? 

Yet no matter how much I may wish it, they are never going to have all the stuff 
that goes into keeping a family together in their heads the way it is in mine. And maybe 
that’s okay. We all have different roles to play. When it comes to the kids, I’m more like 
the General. I’m scanning for threats, planning future battles, and mapping out supply 
routes. Keith, on the other hand, is the crusty sergeant. Usually he’s just goofing around 
with the troops, but when there’s a specific task to do, he can bark orders with the best of 
them. 
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What I’ve learned is that when we have a big day ahead of us, I just need to 
communicate to my husband all the things I think need to get done. He crosses off what’s 
unnecessary, talks me down, and then organizes the rest. Instead of fuming at him for not 
thinking about it in the first place, I’ve started sharing the load. It works so much better. 

Valentine’s Day is coming up, and as much as we may yearn for a romantic 
fairytale, the truth is that regular life often conspires to tear us apart. Yet we have two 
choices: we can keep blaming the other person for not acting more like we do, or we can 
accept that we’re different, and love despite it all. I think the latter works so much better. 
After all, if it weren’t for my husband, I never would find the phone.  
 

Date Night 
First published August 26, 2010 

If you tried to rent the movie Date Night recently, chances are you were 
disappointed. It flies off the shelves because it resonates. A couple’s in a rut. Is packing 
lunches, loading laundry, heading to work, and cooking dinner enough to make a life 
great? Or do we have to prove our love by hiring a baby-sitter and heading out on our 
“date night” once a week? 

Many couples choose date night. Hence my oldest daughter was recruited to 
baby-sit for my friend—let’s call him Sebastien—and his wife, as they left their three 
little ones to embark on a fun-filled evening. I know it got off to a good start because 
Sebastien obeyed date night rule number one. He announced on Facebook, an hour into 
his date night, that he was now turning off his Blackberry so he could spend time with 
just his wife. There’s dedication for you. 

Date night rule number two is that you must eat dinner out, because eating at a 
restaurant proves love or something. However, restaurant encounters can be tricky. When 
you’re busy your entire life, it’s hard to just sit there. You have time without the kids. 
Why not hurry so we can get some stuff actually done? But you don’t, because that’s not 
romantic. You must sit at Swiss Chalet and look deeply into each others’ eyes and talk 
about something other than children’s bowel habits. It’s tough. 

Nevertheless, Sebastien and his wife apparently lived through the prolonged 
dinner and headed to the movie theatre, only to discover that Inception, their movie of 
choice, didn’t start until 10:00. But date night rule number three is that you must always 
seem delighted about everything, even if you have two hours to kill in a theatre lobby 
filled with 14-year-olds playing arcade games. Whatever you do, don’t think how much 
better it would be if you were home, with the kids all tucked in bed, watching a video. 

Time crawled by and finally the movie began for our intrepid heroes. But after a 
week of work and kids and mowing the lawn Sebastien was tired. And thus he broke rule 
number four: he fell asleep. When he awoke and tried to watch the movie, he couldn’t 
follow it at all. But did he ask his wife? Did he pay closer attention? No. He decided if he 
was this far gone, he may as well break rules 5-17 all at once. He whipped out his 
Blackberry, and updated his status on Facebook to announce to the world that he had 
fallen asleep. In a movie. On his date night. And then over the next hour he replied to all 
of his comments. 
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After it was all over, Sebastien paid my daughter enough to feed a Third World 
village for a week and drove her home. I have no idea what happened after that, but given 
that it was already 1:00 in the morning and they were rather tired, I’ll bet they turned in. 

Here’s my question: is that really so bad? After all, in Inception, our hero 
desperately tries to escape a dream world to come back to his real one—a world lacking 
adventure, but full of family. Since Sebastian never understood what was going on, allow 
me to enlighten him. At the end of the movie, when our hero is home with his kids, he 
spins a top. If the top falls over, it’s the real world. If it doesn’t, it’s a dream. But the 
movie ends without telling us what happened, just so that couples on date nights would 
have something to debate on the way home.  

Personally, I wanted it to be his real life. Adventure can be awfully overrated. 
Love, even if it’s everyday, predictable, and routine, is priceless. Even if sometimes we 
sleep through it. 

 
Everyone in Sebastien’s work knew who Sebastien was. He got quite kidded about 

this. But what did he expect? He announced it on Facebook. And so I announced it to the 
world. Sorry, Bruce. 

How Nothing Can Ruin One’s Relationship Health 
First published August 14, 2009 

In leading marriage seminars across the country for the last few years, it has come 
to my attention that one of the scariest questions for a man to hear from the one he loves 
is this: “What are you thinking about?” 

As I wrote in this column earlier this summer, men are like waffles. Their brains 
are filled with little boxes, where they keep things like work, and children, and wives, 
and fishing, all neatly separated, and ne’er any two shall meet. Women, on the other 
hand, have all the boxes jumbled up and knocked over, so everything is intertwined. 

What many women don’t realize, however, is that for most men, the biggest box 
in their brain actually holds nothing at all. That’s right: it’s completely empty. Men are 
capable of thinking about nothing. 

And in the middle of this lack of thought, many men, new at relationships, may 
make a big mistake when they hear that dreaded question. They may tell the truth. 

“Nothing,” they admit. 
It is not very long until they realize why this was such a fatal error. Women, you 

see, are incapable of thinking about nothing. We’re always thinking about something. So 
if men say they’re thinking about nothing, we immediately assume they’re lying. They 
must either be thinking about you-know-what, or they’re thinking about something we 
think is stupid. 

So we start to drill them on it. And as Bill Farrel, the author of that brilliant book 
Men are Like Waffles, Women are Like Spaghetti, explains, men then frantically hop to 
any adjacent box they can find in order to latch on to an acceptable answer. 

“You’re right! I was thinking about something. I was thinking about hunting.” 
“Oh,” she replies, placated. “Are you going to pay for a deer license this year?” 
“No,” he admits, scrambling to explain why he was thinking about hunting if he’s 

not planning on hunting. And so it goes, for about a decade or two before women realize 
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that perhaps he is, indeed, thinking about nothing. He’s not criticizing us, or holding 
something back, or refusing to admit feelings. He just may honestly not have any feelings 
at this particular moment. 

We women may lambaste men for being so uncaring and shallow, but if you look 
carefully at women’s behaviour, you’ll see that secretly we’re envious. What, after all, do 
women spend their lives doing at the gym? We’re trying desperately to think about 
nothing, too! 

We meditate. We take yoga. You don’t see very many men taking yoga, do you? 
It’s not just because they don’t like stretching those groin muscles, either. It’s because 
they’ve already achieved nothingness. Women can only dream. 

When yoga doesn’t work, we exercise to endeavour to reach some sort of mental 
discipline. But as our heart rate rises, so do our brain patterns. “My heart’s pumping fast. 
I wonder what my cholesterol is? I wonder what my husband’s is? We really should eat 
more fish, but it’s expensive. I found a spare twenty in my jeans after they went through 
the dryer today. I found one of Johnny’s toys, too. He really needs to clean up his room.” 
And so on, and so on.  

We can’t turn it off, which is why we’re always feeling guilty. It’s like we live 
with a TV inside our brains, constantly playing scenes of what we should be doing. Each 
scene leads to the next one. If only our brains were nicely compartmentalized, we’d 
probably enjoy greater peace, as would the men in our lives. But then we women 
wouldn’t be nearly as complicated, and where’s the challenge in that? I’ll never achieve 
nothingness, and my husband will just have to live with it—if he gets around to thinking 
about it, of course. 

 

Countering the Drift 
First published July 15, 2010 

Messages in bottles have been the stuff of folklore for centuries. Dying, desperate 
sailors have hurled them. Curious children have launched them. Nicholas Sparks wrote a 
novel based on them, but don’t read it—or watch the movie—unless you already have a 
prescription for antidepressants.  

The story I find most interesting about such bottles, though, comes from an 
experiment when two bottles were dropped off the Brazilian coast simultaneously. One 
drifted east, washing up one hundred and thirty days later off the coast of Africa. The 
other drifted northwest, landing in Nicaragua one hundred and ninety days later. They 
started in exactly the same place. They ended up half a world away from each other. 

Something similar is at play with human relationships. We can never drift 
together; we can only ever drift apart. When you’re not paying attention to your 
relationship, you won’t end up closer. You’ll only end up separate. If you want to go 
through life in tandem with someone, you have to be intentional about it. 

Have you ever been misty-eyed at a wedding, knowing that this couple was 
perfectly compatible and would last forever, only to be blown away fifteen years later by 
the divorce announcement? How did that happen? How can two people who were so 
close end up so far apart? 
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It happens little by little, wave by wave, as different currents catch you. One night 
he staggers home from work, exhausted, and instead of eating at the table with her, he 
grabs dinner, puts his feet up, and watches TV. She’s tired, too, so after the kids go to bed 
she retreats into the study to surf internet blogs. A few more times that week they recreate 
the scene, and soon it’s become the evening routine. Once couples stop communicating, 
laughing, and sharing, then the only thing that binds them together is the children. And 
eventually children aren’t enough. 

Too many of us drift through life. We figure our spouses are always going to be 
there, our kids are always going to love us, and our jobs are always going to be secure. So 
we don’t put in the hard work of keeping lines of communication open, or building up 
goodwill, because we’d rather concentrate on ourselves, and what we want. We are, after 
all, selfish beings, and most of us, if we can get by with laziness, will try. We’re naturally 
drawn to drifting. 

Young adults are today’s quintessential drifters. About 30% of twenty-somethings 
still live at home, hanging out in their parents’ basement, not pursuing career plans 
because they’re enjoying the carefree life of computers and video games. Eventually real 
life will sort itself out, right? Wrong. In those drifting years, they’re missing out on 
valuable time when they could be saving for a downpayment, increasing their marketable 
skills, or building meaningful relationships. Drifting is preventing real life—adult life—
from arriving. 

Drifting is destructive, and I don’t think it’s even that fun. We’ve become so 
accustomed in our society to think that the absence of work is the pinnacle of happiness 
that we’ve forgotten that it’s sometimes in that work—whether it’s work on relationships, 
work on stretching ourselves to achieve a goal, or working at our jobs—that we derive 
the deepest satisfaction.  

Summer is a time to relax, and most of us desperately need it. But in your 
relaxation, don’t drift. Instead, take the time to plan. Go for walks in the beautiful 
sunshine and figure out what’s important to you. What is your purpose here? What are 
you aiming for? How are you going to get there? Since we can’t drift towards happiness, 
we had better start being more deliberate about it.  

 

25 Tips For Marriage 
First published May 27, 2010 

This is my most talked-about column on the internet. It’s been published in a 
variety of places, and gets almost 1000 hits a day. In the grocery store I hear from people 
who tell me they tore this out and put it on their fridge. And so I thought it was an 
appropriate ending to the book. Hope you like it! 

With June, the wedding month, peeking around the corner, I thought it was time 
to present you with twenty-five tips for a successful marriage. And so, in no particular 
order, here is my accumulated wisdom, little as it may be: 

1. Talk to your spouse more kindly than you talk to anyone else in the world. Too 
often we speak the most harshly to those closest to us.   
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2. Remember that marriage is less about marrying the right person and more about 
becoming the right person. 

3. Don’t forget to laugh. Most couples spend the majority of their time talking 
logistics: who’s doing the grocery shopping, who’s calling the repairman, who’s picking 
up the kids. A relationship can’t survive on logistics. Have a water fight instead. 

4. She needs you to be her best friend. Everyday, talk to her and tell her what 
you’re thinking. Even if you don’t think you’re thinking about anything. She needs to 
hear your heart. 

5. He needs you to be his cheerleader. Let him know you believe he can take on 
the world.  

6. Find ways to say “I love you” that don’t involve sex. 
7. When you dress up, make sure the main person you’re dressing up for is him. 

And put on lipstick. 
8. Leave the toilet seat down. 
9. Forgiving means not bringing that old infraction up every time you have a new 

fight. Let it go. 
10. If it’s not solved at 2:30 a.m., it’s not going to be solved at 3:00 a.m. either. 

Go to sleep. You can deal with it tomorrow, assuming you even remember what the fight 
was about. 

11. When you’re having an argument, listen to understand, don’t listen to find 
loopholes so you can win. Marriage is either a win/win or a lose/lose. You can’t win by 
beating someone else down. 

12. Your kids come second, not first. Your marriage needs to be number one. 
Your spouse was there before the kids and will be there after the kids move out. Work on 
that relationship first. 

13. If you haven’t fully committed to your marriage, it won’t succeed. If you’re 
always testing your spouse, your spouse will always come up short. No one is perfect. 

14. You will never drift together. People only ever drift apart. If you want to grow 
closer, you have to be intentional about it. 

15. Let her cry. She needs to every now and then. 
16. Don’t bug him if he doesn’t cry. Some men just don’t show their feelings. 

That’s why they’re men. 
17. Don’t say everything that’s on your mind. More marriages would survive if 

more things went unsaid. 
18. Let her be your every fantasy. Keep your eyeballs off everyone else. 
19. Let him be your every fantasy. Keep your eyeballs off romance novels. 
20. Don’t think he’s gross if he farts. Don’t think she’s pathetic if she obsesses 

over paint colours. You married someone of the opposite gender. That’s what life is 
about. 

21. Don’t run to your mom if your spouse does something you don’t like. You’re 
a unit now. Act like it. 

22. Make one of your favourite topics of conversation how much you admire your 
spouse. Tell your kids. Tell your friends. And let your spouse hear.  

23. Men would be ecstatic if women showed up naked and brought food. Most 
women need more than that. Men, make it your goal in life to figure her out. Woo her. 
She’s worth it. 
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24. Say yes far more frequently than you say no. 
And finally, for you women: 
25. Every now and then, jump him.  
And may you all live happily ever after. 
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