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As a stay-at-home mom in the Arden/Carmichael community I find that I run into a lot of the same mothers and children at various activities and events.  Sometimes I recognize the children first and then look around for the corresponding parent.  Other times I am greeted by one of my children’s names, “Oh look, it’s Logan’s mommy!”


I see familiar faces at the different places moms visit like Tricks gymnastics, the local libraries and parks, even McDonald Playlands.  Now that my kids are preschool age, we see familiar faces from preschool too at places like the grocery store, the mall and events like Disney on Ice or Sesame Street Live.    


I used to smile when eye contact was made or would just stick to polite conversation.  It made me feel vulnerable to open for possible critique and inspection by someone who still fell into the category of stranger.  What if we didn’t hit it off and I kept seeing this mother at the different places we went?  It felt safer to avoid the possible rejection and the awkward first steps of developing a new friendship.


It has been a wonderful experience staying at home with my children and being a part of their day to day development and growth.  But it can be very isolating.  Taking them out with the intention of stimulating their environment has surprisingly done the same for me.  I was always so happy to see my children play well with other children, but I never thought about being the one to set the example.  They were the inspiration for me to step out of my safe zone.  



Suddenly there was a secondary benefit to taking my kids to the park and other places moms visit that I hadn’t anticipated, meeting new friends through my children.  In taking my children somewhere that will possibly enrich their minds and allow them to learn and play I have stumbled upon great places to meet other women that I have a lot in common with.  I’ve found that having something in common is a great ice breaker and lends itself to friendship. 


Obviously we all have children, are staying at home or working part time thus the availability to push a swing for what sometimes seems like a quarter of your lifetime, and we have found ourselves drawn to a place that will create a diversion long enough to formulate the next plan of attack..  


You can’t help but to be drawn to any adult present at these activities.  Adult conversation during the day becomes as precious as gold.  It usually starts with friendly acknowledgment and routine questions about the children playing with each other – How old is yours? Do they go to school yet?  Needed to get out of the house too, huh?


Sometimes there’s bonding over embarrassing behavior -- Sorry my kid bit your kid; Yeah, I’m sorry my kid threw tanbark in your kid’s face.  And it can lead to discussions about what you’ve tried for discipline or other issues your dealing with and finding comradery in struggling with the same issues. That’s how I met my friend Nancy at Windmere Park.


Other times there can be a connection with another mother because of the work we did before we were able to stay home with our children.  It almost becomes like swapping war stories when we’ve reminisced, “Yeah, back when I was teaching fifth grade, you think having two is rough, I had a classroom of 34!” And, “I used to think getting up for work at 6 a.m. was hard, but now my littlest one won’t sleep past 5:30!” That’s how I met my friend Kristin who was also a teacher.


There’s even been times when my child plays so well with another child, like they’ve been best friends forever, that I feel I should learn from my child and get to know the mother of the playmate with similar uninhibited friendliness.  That’s how I met my friend Kim from Tricks Gymnastics.  We were both sticking to polite, quick conversations while our kids tumbled and called out to each other.  I took a cue from my son and made it a point to learn the mother’s name at least.  Not only did I learn her name, but found out our husbands were in the same line of work and our friendship took off from there.


Children are so wonderfully adept in the aspect of making new friends.  They haven’t realized in their innocent world that rejection can lurk around any corner.  They don’t size people up first to make sure they fit certain self-perceived qualifications.  They don’t worry about fumbling for the right thing to say or if a conversation is going smoothly.  They can just walk up to another child and see a friend.  


I’ll never forget the time I thought I was witnessing my two year old daughter’s first form of rejection in seeking a friendship.  I was sitting back watching her in the sandbox with one eye and watching my son across the playground with the other.  Two older children came and sat down at the other end of the sand.  My daughter Whitney in all her unreserved friendliness asked the newcomers, “Do you want to play with me?”


My heart wrenched when I heard the boy reply, “No. We don’t want to play with you.” 


It took everything in me not to jump in and try to shield Whitney from further ugliness from this boy and give him a few ugly words of my own.  I was already searching for the right thing to say to try and salve what must have been painful words toward my little baby’s innocent offer.  I was prepared to open my arms to provide a safe haven away from rejection.


Instead to my amazement and absolute pride, Whitney with hardly a moment’s hesitation announced, “Well I’m going to play with you.” She then got up and walked over to sit right next to the two children who I thought had just crushed my daughter’s heart.


The surprised boy and girl looked at her as she continued digging in the sand next to them.  The girl then started shoveling too.  The boy scooched away a bit, but Whitney didn’t give up.  She just scooched closer and kept filling her bucket.  Giving in, the boy started filling the bucket too.  


Looking back on that day I realized Whitney had provided a good metaphor.  Life is like playing in a sandbox.  If you want to get the most out of it, you just gotta dig in.  So now when I see familiar faces at the various places my children and I visit, instead of being shy and reserved and sticking to easy conversation, I dig right in.  You never know where you’ll find your next best friend.

