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W. Ungváry, Renáta:  
BASIC lifestyle and domestic issues

Translated by Király, Teodóra

1. Introduction

Whether you continue your studies after graduating from high school or start working, your life will change considerably. Often it is the most everyday issues that prove most problematic. This chapter tries to offer help in identifying and dealing with these everyday issues. In addition, we are going to discuss the most important issue besides work: family.

2. Singles and families – our immediate environment 

Thinking points: 

Do you know anyone in your family or among your friends who lives alone? How much do you know about their reasons for doing so? What do you think about their financial situation? Are these people content with their situation or do they feel lonely?

How big is the average household around you? Are there perhaps people from several different generations living together? Whose income supports the family? How is the family income divided? What is the situation in your family? How do you picture your family? Where will you be living in five to ten years’ time, and under what conditions? How long are you going to live with your parents? What does it mean to you to be a grown-up? Do you really feel like one?

Your desire to make your own decisions about your life and career is growing stronger and stronger; however, you are not able to be financially independent yet. The thing is, you are in a pretty helpless situation. Your family may rightfully demand that you pay part of the household costs, while you surely long to look after yourself, have your own flat, make your own financial decisions, and not to have to conform to already established rules any more. Meanwhile, your parents still regard you a child, and, thinking they know better with their life experience behind them, they would like to know every detail of your life, and to have an influence on it.

If you are in a serious long-term relationship, sooner or later the question will arise – how can the two of you move in together? With your family or with the family of your boyfriend or girlfriend? What will the rest of the family think about it? Could you rent a flat? Move into a dormitory? Every situation and every family is unique, so the following are only a few guidelines to help you handle this situation.

It is reasonable to continue your studies in one way or another because that is how you gain knowledge that you might use later in your different jobs. If you work abroad for a year, for example, you may perfect your language skills and gain experience that might be radically different from what you have been accustomed to so far. Away from your parents, you cannot depend on their constant help, nor on their criticism. It is you who must make the decisions and look after yourself.

If you get permanent or odd jobs while you are still at school, this may force you to use your time more wisely, and you will also be less dependent on your parents. You have to make sure, however, to accept only the job offers that would not take too much time away from your school work, or which are somehow connected to your field of studies. Possibly, your parents will still support you financially, but you could get useful experience by working. It is good to be able to view things through the eyes of someone earning their own income, to see how much the things you are used to having actually cost: your lifestyle, going out, travel. It may look hard and challenging, but it can turn out to be a great help later, when you start your own family.

It is a good idea in this temporary situation to rent a flat or start realizing your plans together with people who are similar to you. Your situation, financial means and opportunities are similar, and what is more, you may learn another important lesson: how to live together with others so that the flat is relatively clean and tidy; how to solve problematic issues, or which conflicts hurt you most deeply.

Look around in the world of NGOs (non-governmental organizations). What NGOs do you know best? It would be a good idea to join one of them as a volunteer. You may gain quite fresh experience this way. Why are certain people willing to work unselfishly for a particular goal? Look around in your immediate environment. What can be done by the local council, and what by an NGO?

3. Keeping clean sensibly 
Thinking points:

In your opinion, why is cleaning or doing the dishes necessary? How important is it to you for your clothes and your home to be spotless? How often do you clean your home? Does it disturb you if things are scattered around your room, or does it make you feel more at home?

Personal hygiene

Yet too much cleaning is not good, either! Selling cleaning and cosmetic products is a thriving business. The aim of marketing is to make you believe that you need to use these products daily if you want to give the impression of being a clean and well-groomed person. Even very young babies are bathed every single day, with special bubble-bath or bath-oil, their scanty hair is washed with baby shampoo, while adverts suggest this makes babies sleep better and generally become happier.

Often quite the opposite is true. What babies need in order to be happy is their parents’ love and bodily contact, not special baby baths. These products cause skin infections and allergies in many babies, and make their skins so dry that they need “after-bath oil”. The same is true for many adults, who become over-sensitive to shower gels and shampoos.

The human skin is a wonderful, extended defence system. There are many useful bacteria living on it, and its pH value is acidic, which discourages the spread of bacteria and so on. Furthermore, our skin is covered with a protective oily film, making it flexible and resistant. It does not get damaged easily, even in the face of irritation. And what do we do? We take showers every day, use a lot of soap and shower gel – in short, we do all we can to get rid of the alleged dirt, together with these very important defences. Keeping to some sane rules instead of going overboard about cleanliness would result in a better skin and a better environment.

It is not necessary to take a shower or a bath every single day; a reasonable amount of washing will do. Try not to stay long in the shower or the bath because chlorinated tap water dries your skin extensively. Using body lotion does not help much, since it usually does not replace the oil and moisture lost by over-frequent washing.

Washing your hands regularly, however, is still essential: it is a sensible way to avoid catching infectious diseases.

Baby soap is more practical than shower gels. There are bath oils which contain unsaturated oils, or bath creams that you can buy at the chemist’s for people with sensitive skins.

Avoid using soaps, cream soaps or shower gels which are advertised as “antibacterial”, since these products are the most harmful and the least useful. In everyday situations there is no need to disinfect your hands, and when it is necessary (for example in hospitals) these “antibacterial” products are not efficient. They only work by destroying the natural defence mechanism of the skin. If we destroy the natural bacterial flora of the skin, there is more room for fungal skin infections.

Deodorants, perfumes

Do not use spray-on deodorants with chemical propellants, as the fluorocarbon gases in them are harmful to the environment, and the container is not very environment-friendly either. Choose roll-on deos that do not contain alcohol, perfume or aluminium compounds. 24-hour anti-perspirants may seem convenient, but they are not too good for your health. (Your body needs to sweat; sweating should not be prevented over too large a surface.) Getting rid of your underarm hair might lessen body odour, which is not caused by the sweat itself but by the harmless bacteria that proliferate in sweaty areas. Rinsing your armpits with clean water and powdering them with talcum several times on hot days could help. Loose cotton garments reduce the amount of perspiration, and bad smells develop less frequently in cotton clothes than in close-fitting polyester ones.

Use perfumes sparingly. Everybody has a unique smell which characterizes him or her (not the bad smell of perspiration), influencing male-female relationships, though we are probably not aware of it. This personal smell probably changes according to our actual condition (sexual activity, the menstrual cycle, illnesses, and pregnancy). The information carried by this smell influences our behaviour, unless we smother it with strong perfumes. Nursing babies for example, even newborn ones, recognizes their mothers’ smell, which becomes an important orientation factor for them. If a nursing mother uses a deodorant, perfume or shower gel with a strong scent, the baby may even refuse to feed altogether. Personal smell can also be strongly affected by the use of birth-control pills, precisely because they alter the menstrual cycle and everything connected to it. This is interesting only because scientists believe that a male and a female who match genetically will find each others’ smell pleasant and attractive. Nowadays we do not pay attention to such things; it may not even occur to us that they might be important. We know from research that this heritage from the animal world may weigh more in our decisions, relationships and tastes than we might think.

Cleaning

As with personal hygiene, when cleaning your home, it is unnecessary to aim for a perfectly sterile environment. This means that there is no point in scrubbing and sterilizing the toilet bowl, bath tub, tiles and floors with heavy-duty chemicals when we or others use them. It is much better to use natural cleaning agents such as the ones which contain vinegar (or simply a 10 percent vinegar solution), which work perfectly well with lime scale (on tiles, toilet bowls, taps etc.). To eliminate greasy spots from the kitchen sink for example, or from the bath tub, degreasers or just washing-up liquid with a abrasive sponge work best.

When cleaning the flat, follow these steps:

· put things away, clean and put away the shoes, empty the garbage container, collect and do the laundry,

· dust with a soft cloth, pick up small objects and dust them, wipe books with a feather duster, and wipe window sills and shelves with a damp dust cloth,

· hoover or use a broom, beat smaller rugs and doormats,

· clean the bathroom, scrub the toilet bowl, the bath tub and the sink,

· wipe the whole flat with a wet cloth to eliminate all remaining dust.

Once or twice a year, depending on how much they are used, one should clean the different fabric surfaces in your home, such as carpets, curtains, rugs and sofa covers. You can also have them cleaned by professionals. How often you should clean the windows also depends on where you live and how high your standards are. In a dust-free, clean environment even once a year may be too often, but if you live by a main road with heavy traffic, once a month may not be enough. Women are particularly prone to regard cleaning as the main activity of their life, and they may feel that they are required to keep their home spotlessly clean all the time. This is a dangerous idea. Obsessive cleaning has embittered the lives of many families. You would be well advised to find a sensible balance and define for yourself how clean and tidy you need your immediate environment to be, as well as how often YOU are willing to work for it, and how long. What others think about it is totally irrelevant; the only people you need to negotiate with are those who share your home. It makes things more difficult if your partner has different views on the matter, in which case you need further patience in negotiating. It would be pretty ridiculous if you spent all your time arguing about who should do the hoovering and how often.

Depending on your financial means, the amount of spare time you have, and the needs of the family, you may decide to employ a professional cleaner. E.g. in Hungary, in 2007, most of them charge between 40 and 60 euros an hour, excluding taxes. It takes about 5 hours to clean an 80-square-meter flat. For more in-depth cleaning you should count in fifty percent more time. You should bear in mind, however, that a cleaner can only do his or her job if you tidy up first.

There will less need to tidy up and put things away, and fewer arguments about it, if you can stick to a few simple rules:

· guests should also put on slippers when they visit your home;
· put whatever you can in closed storage places where it will not get dusty so easily (clothes, books, knick-knacks);
· immediately clean up any real mess as soon as it appears: for example crumbs, smudges from muddy shoes in the hall, bits of paper, or pieces of fabric leftover from sewing;
· people who live together must agree on rules for cleaning and tidying up, and keep to them at all times;
· cleaning should never be the task of one and the same person in the family; it should be a family responsibility. 

Furniture

When moving into a new or empty flat you face the task of getting the necessary furniture. Do not be in a hurry. Draw plans, use interior design software to help you decide how things you are planning would actually look. If you have no money, you may find used furniture in junk shops or you may look around when the time comes for people to put their unwanted belongings on the street for big seasonal clean-ups in the neighbourhood. This second-hand furniture can be enough for a while.  A few changes can work wonders with even the ugliest pieces of furniture. Get a new cover, some colourful blankets and cushions. A plain mattress with a washable cover will do instead of a proper bed initially. You could get several of these so you have room for overnight guests.

You need not get rid of your old furniture either. Old and modern can look surprisingly good next to each other.

Before spending a fortune on brand new furniture, consider these points:

· how long you plan to use this furniture;
· how many people are going to use it and how much;
· whether children will use it. Families with small children need to get furniture that is easy to clean, with washable covers that don’t mind being jumped on, so they do not look worn out in a year or two;
· whether the furniture is easy to transport, or will be easy to set up in your next home in case you should move (like built-in cupboards or shelves);
· whether you have pets.

4. Kitchen, cooking, meals

Thinking points:

What are your favourite meals? Did you like them as a child, too? Are you open to new flavours, exotic dishes? Which foods do you think are healthy? Do you think you have healthy eating habits? Are you familiar with foreign cuisines, the everyday dishes of other nations? How much do you care about the circumstances of a meal? How much time do you spend preparing and eating your food? Who cooks in your home? Who helps? How often do you eat at fast-food restaurants and how often do you eat packaged foods?

The kitchen is one of the most important places in a home – in other words, it is the most frequently visited one. Not surprisingly, the so-called American kitchen is very popular these days. This is a room where the living room, the kitchen and the dining room are all in one space. However small the kitchen may be, it should be comfortable and practical, and it should leave room for alterations in case your needs change or your family grows. It is a good idea for example to leave room for a future dishwasher, which you will not need while there are only the two of you sharing a flat. When your family grows, the cost of getting a dishwasher will be justified. Ideally, your home will have a dark, cool, airy pantry, and often, in the countryside, a cellar for storing vegetables. (If you decide to build your own home later, this will be something to remember. Cellars can be extremely versatile.)

The dining place with the table should be conveniently located in or near the kitchen. If you do have a television set, do not put it in the dining place. Nothing is more heartbreaking than eating while watching a movie. It is also a very good way to put on extra kilos quickly. Not to mention the fact that it leaves no room for conversation, a thing that can make a family meal such an important and memorable occasion. Consider also the fact that cooking and preparing meals does take quite a lot of time. It is best not to be separated from the rest of the family while you are working on a meal, as this time could also be used for talking to them. It is convenient if you can listen to music, the radio, or audio language lessons while in the kitchen. Have a notebook and pencil at hand so you can make a note of it immediately if you notice that you have run out of something. A small shelf for recipe books, notebooks, spices and the most common ingredients can also be a very good idea. Keep a list of the ingredients and spices you use so you can always see what you have at home and what you need to buy next time you go shopping.

Basic things to have at home at all times

Probably the most important items are: iodized salt, sugar, castor sugar, honey, two or three different types of flour, frying oil, olive oil for salads, vinegar, balsamic vinegar, semolina, cornmeal (ground corn), oat flakes, breadcrumbs, rice, potatoes, onions, garlic, pasta, corn starch, lentils, beans, dry yellow split peas, a few cartons of long-life milk, powdered yeast, vanilla sugar, baking powder, margarine, crisp bread (knackebrot), tea, coffee, canned tomatoes, canned tuna, mustard, walnuts, almonds, sunflower and pumpkin seeds for salads, sesame seeds – all according to your taste and needs.

Spices and herbs: paprika, ground cumin, ground black and white pepper, thyme, oregano, rosemary, basil, curry, ginger, bay leaves, tarragon, lovage, etc – as you wish.

What you should never keep or use

Stock cubes, instant soups, taste enhancers, sodium glutamate, preservatives, spice mixes containing artificial flavours.

Things to buy fresh

Lemons, apples and other fruit, carrots and other vegetables like green peppers, tomatoes, cauliflowers, cabbages, zucchini, eggplants, squashes, salad, as well as meat, salami, cheese, dairy products, bread and bakery products, fresh herbs, etc.

What to keep in the freezer

Green peas, green beans, vegetable mixes, peeled and sliced fruit ready to eat in small containers, fruit pulp in small containers (these can be used well in winter for mueslis or cakes), small containers of frozen herbs, meat packed away so it can only be pulled out and used, minced meat, cheese, single portions of prepared meals in case you have no time for cooking, ready-to-use pastry for strudels or pizza.

Basic pots and utensils

· Teflon-coated frying pans for pancakes, meat and vegetables, with  matching lids

· Steel pots and pans in two different sizes, with lids

· A big pan for cooking pasta

· A rolling pin

· A mixer with a whisker

· A mincer

· Kitchen towels, tablecloths

· A set of at least four plates, glasses, cups and cutlery

· A kettle

· Airtight containers for flour, breadcrumbs, sugar and salt

You may also want
A wok, a raqulette (cheese melting dish), a fondue set, a toaster, sandwich maker, and a microwave oven for reheating things.

Recipe books

Whether you can cook or not, it is good to have a recipe book of the most common dishes that deals with all basic kitchen processes, and then another one that is more for those with a curious mind, who are open to new things in the kitchen. Besides, any recipe book may come in handy when you need new ideas, but sometimes the recipes are not quite accurate, in which case you need some routine to avoid a kitchen disaster. It makes sense to buy a recipe book that is well-known and loved by many – you will not be disappointed. The internet is also a great warehouse of recipes. Enter the keyword (the name of the food, for example pita, goulash, baklava or pizza) in the search engine and you will get plenty of hits. Save the recipes in Word format so you can easily pull them out next time you need them, without having to go online again. The sites where readers can evaluate recipes are the best; they help you see if anyone has succeeded in making that dish by following that recipe.

What to cook

Start with your favourites, or at least with foods you like. You will have an idea of them, you will know what to expect in terms of taste and consistency. You can alter a recipe when you are in the middle of cooking if feel like it. With a little practice, you can invent new dishes or change the ones that have caught your interest. Eat salads, raw fruit and vegetables several times a day. Ask other people to help you prepare these.

How to cook

First of all make a list of the ingredients you will need and check whether you have them at home or not. After getting the groceries, put on an apron. Focus on the cooking only, and do not try to do anything else at the same time – novice cooks can easily burn or overcook the food otherwise. While and after you prepare the meal get rid of the waste continuously. Put whatever you can on the compost heap (if you have one nearby): this will significantly reduce the amount of kitchen waste.

How much time you will need

This depends on what you are preparing. There are very simple and quick meals, and others that need half a day to make. The times given for a recipe are usually guidelines for experienced cooks.  A lot depends on the order of the various steps and whether you can do any of them at the same time as others. Decide what will be the quickest thing to do and leave that to the end. Usually you should start with the side dish and while that is getting ready, you can fry the meat.

Healthy and unhealthy ways of cooking

A most important rule is to try and use fresh or frozen ingredients, and avoid using processed foods whenever you can: they contain too much salt and extra grease. Artificial colouring and flavours are to be avoided too, as well as foods containing too much sugar. Try to limit your consumption of such foods.

The other basic rule is to try to avoid using too much grease or oil. This means that you should prepare meat as kebabs, or meat balls in the oven or on the grill, instead of deep-frying them.

The third basic rule is that you should try to eat a balanced diet with a lot of fruit and vegetables, a considerable amount of whole wheat products and protein from animal sources. You don’t have to eat meat if you can get your proteins from other sources like dairy products or eggs.

You should get fish or other sea food once a week.

Choose bakery products that are made at least partially from whole wheat. 

You can use vegetables in oven dishes, or just steamed as a side dish. If you make a vegetable stew, use sour cream or cornstarch if you want to thicken it. Any basic recipe book will tell you how to do this.

When you have guests …
Find out in time whether they are coming for lunch or for dinner. If you are going to cook for them, make something that you can prepare in advance so that you will not spend time in the kitchen instead of with your guests. Find out if they are up for special delicacies and unusual foods. Sitting around and talking, with everyone slowly cooking their own food, as with a fondue or raqulette can create a special atmosphere. These devices should be put in the middle of the table and if you have prepared the ingredients, everyone can fry their own pieces of meat or cheese. When you invite guests you do not necessarily have to offer them food, though it is common practice in a lot of countries. If cooking bothers you, get a package of frozen scones that you only need to put in the oven, and get some prepared salad mix with ready-made dressing and there you have a few nice dishes you can put on the table.

Partying in your home

Dozens of people come to the classic party, even your friends’ friends, so be prepared to find a run-down house and a big mess after everyone leaves. It is better to make a list of the people you are inviting and to tell everyone what to bring. Typically, there is enough alcohol to get an army drunk, with hardly any soft drinks or food. It is worth asking some of the people you invite specifically to bring some kind of food, or non-alcoholic drinks. If you have a lot of guests, a smorgasbord is a good solution: everyone can put whatever they have brought on the table. Things that can go on the smorgasbord include cottage cheese mixes, cream cheese, scones, small home-made rolls, other bakery products, slices of baguette, lots of sliced or diced fruits and vegetables (tomatoes, peppers, onions, carrots, fennel, celery, kohlrabi, apples, pears, sweet and sour cherries, walnuts, almonds and other nuts). You can find plenty of good ideas in cookbooks; some have special sections for party food. If you have a garden, you can cook something simple and tasty in a cauldron. Calculate at least half a litre of food per person. 

Partying in rented premises
This, of course, is an expensive option, but it leaves your home untouched. Make some things clear in advance, such as who will foot the bill and what the upper limit is.

5. Celebrations, holidays, gift giving

Thinking points:

Which were the most memorable presents you have ever received? Do you remember what you got from whom last Christmas and the year before that, and what you gave to others? Which holiday is the most important for you in the calendar? What makes it so important? Are your relatives important to you or do you prefer to keep in touch with your friends? What role can your relatives play in your life these days?

Holidays and family celebrations can frame a year and make some special days or seasons stand out from the others. A lot depends on you, on whether you can fill these times of opportunity with meaningful content, or whether they will be only times for shopping, spending money, getting and accumulating useless stuff. For children, unless their parents are divorced, it is obvious where they spend the more important family celebrations – with their families, naturally. With young adults, it is no longer so obvious. As you become more independent, you might consider celebrating your birthday with friends or with your boyfriend or girlfriend, just the two of you. If, however, you insist on celebrating together with your parents and grandparents, or they insist on it, and the situation is the same with your girlfriend or boyfriend, you may soon find yourself celebrating every occasion twice, in two different places. This may be enjoyable for a short while, but later it becomes rather tedious, especially when you have your own children. Think in advance and do not hesitate to say no if the joint celebrations become a burden, rather than a joy.

Another idea is to have big family reunions in different places from time to time, where everyone can give a gift to anyone else they wish to. The central activity does not necessarily have to be eating; it could be focused around a trip somewhere, or a surprise, a short performance or game in someone’s home or garden. These programmes can replace presents that you would normally buy in a shop. You can also meet in a restaurant with outdoor tables or a separate room, where you can have a smorgasbord for a fixed price. Do not forget who found the first celebration troublesome and why, and who really appreciated it. If you discuss these things, you will avoid making the same mistakes over and over again.

Buying and preparing presents

If you decide to get a traditional present, spend some time thinking about what the person you are getting the gift for would like best. Often small things can make someone happier than unneeded objects, or clothes that the recipient does not like. Presents made with your own hands can be very successful, such as a photo album full of cute remarks and stories, a survival kit consisting of all of somebody’s favourite sweets, a T-shirt or shirt that you have decorated personally, a drawing of the family, some sort of souvenir of good old times together, or a personalized cartoon.

Keeping in touch with relatives

Try to form your own network of relationships. You do not need your parents to get in touch with your relatives; you can visit them on your own at any time. Big family occasions such as weddings, christenings or funerals can usually be opportunities for distant relatives to start conversations with each other. There may be quite interesting things that you can find out about each other.   

When you are trying to get into a school or trying to get a job, people sometimes suggest that you should ask your extended family to help. Though it is a common practice some countries, it can certainly not be called progressive or useful. It is better to try to get on by yourself, and only to ask relatives for help if there is no other way out. However, asking for such favours is never without some negative effect, not to mention the fact that you will never be very popular at work or school if the others know that you only got in because you have an influential relative. It is also best for your own self-esteem to know that you were offered a position on the basis of your own merits.

6. The family business, starting a family

Thinking points:

How do you picture your future home? How much do you expect to earn: will you be able to afford such a home? Do you think there are certain characteristics that are typical of men or women only? Are they true of you? How do you picture the role of the mother and the father in your future family? What do you think are the ten most important things a child needs? What models do you know yourself? Would you personally do things in a way that is radically different from what you have seen?

As you become more independent, your life is becoming more like a business. It may become successful, if you are good at defining your goals, setting up a list of priorities, assessing your resources and whether they will be enough for you to succeed. As soon as there are two of you, the situation becomes a bit more complicated, since you will have to coordinate two independent ‘businesses’.

Start by defining short-term goals and small steps. You may, of course, have your dreams, your long-term vision among your plans; in fact, you should never lose sight of these, however impossible they may seem at times. Decide what small steps will get you closer to your goal, how efficiently, and why.

You might say that your main goal is to make as much money as you can, and the rest will follow from that. This, however, is a mistake. At first it may seem that you can earn more money by doing odd, illegal jobs. It looks worthwhile, even if you would be breaking the law. If you would like a family one day, though, you should not forget that some parts of the welfare payments you get if you have a child are connected to legal employment and your insurance status. In the long run, it is not worth working illegally.

Choose an activity for yourself, paid or unpaid, that you consider important yourself. Tiring, frustrating periods will be easier to get through if you are enthusiastic about what you are doing. Learn to ask questions and to orientate yourself. In short, be curious and open-minded. Asking the right question can help a lot in finding a solution to a problem.

7. Birth control, fertility, giving birth, nursing

Thinking points:

Whose responsibility do you think birth control is: the man’s or the woman’s? How do you think birth control can affect giving birth later? How many different kinds of birth control methods are you familiar with? What is the ideal age for having children, in your opinion? How many children do you think there will be in your family? Are there any small children or babies in the families that you know? Do you find it easy to get on with these children?

Birth control

At present the optimal method is using a condom. This will protect you not only from unwanted pregnancies but from sexually transmitted diseases as well. You might find it awkward or difficult at first, but both parties need practice in using it. You need to know that the first drops of sperm that appear on the penis by simple sexual excitement may already contain viable spermatozoa, which is why the condom must be put on the penis properly before it enters the vagina the first time. Another important thing is to be careful when removing the penis at the end of the sexual act. You should do this while there is still a full erection.

Many people think that the pill is not a good option for women regardless of their age, since its use may lead to fertility problems later. It should also be avoided by young adults, or by nursing mothers. The other great advantage of the condom is that you really only have to use it when there is an actual sexual act taking place, while hormonal pills emit hormones in the female body at regular intervals, regardless of the degree of sexual activity. The so-called ‘morning after’ (post-coital) pill or emergency birth control cannot be considered ideal at all. You should not rely on this method regularly, because the post-coital pill contains a large dose of a hormone that prevents pregnancy.

Fertility

It is useful to know on which days of your cycle you are at your most fertile, but you should bear in mind that there is not one day when you could be one hundred percent sure you cannot conceive. Irregular ovulations might happen at any time, even as a result of great emotional trauma. It is in everybody’ interest that the child should be born when both parents think it is the right time. However, you should not despair if things turn out differently. There is always a solution, even in the most distressing situation, if you decide to keep the unplanned baby. We should be aware of the major emotional damage, which heals slowly, if at all, that may result from an abortion, although the operation itself has become more modern, and the likelihood of post-operational complications has decreased.

The child

The arrival of a baby changes the life of a couple profoundly. You might never have thought about it deeply! The weight of responsibility will never leave you again; from now on you will never be able to make a major decision without considering your child/ren. Nowadays, the age at which people have children is rising steadily. From a biological point of view, women aged between twenty and thirty are physically best suited to conception and child-birth, and they are the ones who experience the fewest pregnancy- or birth-related medical problems; however, many people think it is better to achieve financial security before having babies. Today this means having a flat of your own, a car and a high income. Most people believe that having a child means not being able to travel or go to parties, and up to a point this is true. Nevertheless, the years pass by quickly, and a woman’s fertility decreases after the age of 35. It is no accident that the number of children conceived with the help of some kind of fertility treatment has greatly increased in recent years. 
We hear a lot less about the advantages of having kids in the family. As an outsider, perhaps all you see of other peoples’ families is that they are having trouble with the children, they never have time for anything and they are always tired. If, however, you could see more into their lives, you might realize how wonderful it is to live with children in the family. You could offer to baby-sit while the parents go out once in a while. Get to know the kids gradually: meet and observe them a few times with the parents present – what they do and how, what they drink, what they eat, what they prefer to play with, what they find funny or scary. With younger kids it is best to fit in with their routines and not to try to teach them new ways. Watch them to see what they can do, and what they need at different ages. What do you find easy or tiring about them? For example with children under two years of age communication is quite tiresome, if you are new to the family. Most of these toddlers cannot speak properly, or may use words that they make up for themselves. From the age of four to five there are fewer unforeseeable events, kids listen to adults more, there are more games that you can play with them than with the younger ones. Not only girls, but boys too can learn a lot from regular babysitting and maybe you will find out in the meantime why it is so good to live close to, or together with, children.

Things you must never do when babysitting

· Never feed the child without the consent of the parents. This is especially important with children under three years of age. Never leave the child alone while he or she is eating and do not give them whole pieces of food unless the parents have allowed it. The reason why this is so important is that small children cannot chew properly, and whole pieces of food may choke them. 

· Never leave the children alone for a moment until you know them. Later on you may leave them for a minute or two, if you know they are safe, for example when they are in the cot or the playpen. Never leave a child alone in the bath. 

· Do not go outside with them until you have got to know them and know what to expect. First take only one child to the playground and find out from the parents what the child can usually do alone, and what he or she needs help with.

What to do with small children

0-4 months: take them for a walk outside in a stroller or a baby carrier. If they cry, pick them up and try to soothe them by rocking them. Most babies calm down listening to Mozart, or if you sing to them quietly. It is unnecessary, and may even be harmful, to give them tea or a pacifier; the other methods work better. 

5-7 months: they like to touch various objects and play with them for longer periods. Do not give them anything if paint or small pieces might come off it, or if it has sharp edges. Put a blanket on the floor where they can play and roll around. They put everything in their mouths.

8-12 months: they enjoy playing peek-a-boo. Cover their faces, and then ask where the baby is. A few seconds later, uncover them and, in a surprised voice, tell them that the baby is here. They can crawl around the house. Make sure that the place is safe for someone their size. Look for small objects that could have been left on the floor like buttons, small batteries, or needles. They enjoy nursery rhymes connected to their own bodies, for example counting fingers.

13-18 months: they love going for walks, getting everywhere, touching and putting things in their mouths, examining them. They like to hear the names of things. This is the time for simple picture books with clear pictures of objects and animals. You can build towers out of blocks, or push toys into a paper box through small holes. They like and understand simple songs like Incy-wincy spider or Baa-baa black sheep.

Two-year-olds: they love playing with plasticine or play dough: kneading it, cutting it up with a blunt knife. Time for the first role-plays. They like being told stories you make up about their own everyday lives. The can play with simple building blocks like as Lego or Duplo.

Three-year-olds: they love looking at story-books, talking about the pictures, free stories. They can listen to more complex stories. They love plasticine and simple puzzles. Boys and girls enjoy making buildings and highways.

Four-year-olds: simple board games, puzzles, reading stories, the playground – anything within reasonable limits will work. You can try more complex role plays like playing doctors or families; building or cooking (concoctions of any kind, making food for the dolls).

At any age: going outside is always a good idea: play ball, tag or hide-and-seek, all according to their age.

Feeding babies and small children

This subject is so important that it is never too early to start learning about it. In spite of the ‘current trend’, some people plan to have children early. You had better learn a few facts about this topic now. 

The best food is breast milk. This is food and drink, nourishment, comfort, and a love language all rolled into one. At present it is suggested that babies should be fed only breast milk up to the age of six months, but nursing; that is, feeding the babies breast milk, should be the main method of feeding till the age of one, and can be part of the diet through second year or longer. Breast milk is produced on demand, which means that the more and the more often the child needs it, the more is produced. When the mother is away, a breast-fed baby should preferably be fed from a small glass. After the age of six months you may start offering the child certain pulpy foods after they have breastfed, but only one kind at a time, for a while, so that you can find out if they are allergic to any of them. Continue to give pulpy or mashed food to the baby until they learn to chew properly. Many children can do this with eight teeth only, even though none of these are usually molars. Other children can only chew reasonably well if they have at least four molars. Under one year of age children should not be given milk, dairy products or eggs, as these may produce allergies. 

As a parent, you can find out more about feeding from your local paediatrician; as a babysitter, you should follow the instructions you get from the parents.

When looking after a baby who gets infant formula, be careful if you are the one who feeds him or her. Keep all utensils clean at all times, wash the bottle carefully, and follow the instructions on the label carefully. You will need to boil the water and then let it cool down.

If a baby is given pumped breast-milk, put it into a small pot of hot water for a while, instead of the microwave, to warm it up. Whatever you do, try to avoid boiling it, so as not to destroy the valuable immunizing agents.
You will see a lot of adverts which suggest that formula is just as good as breast-milk. This is nothing short of misleading consumers! Most formulas are made from cow’s milk or some other protein from an animal or plant source, while breast milk contains proteins, enzymes, hormones, infection-fighting antibodies and immune cells typical of humans, and in just the right quantities for human babies. Breast milk is essential for the development of a baby, so if you have problems with breastfeeding, you must immediately look for professional help.

You can find help and resources on the international website of the La Leche League, an organization committed to promoting breast-feeding and giving help to those who need it: http://www.llli.org/

8. Exercise

Thinking points: 

How do you relate to exercise and working out? What does the term “physical exercise” mean to you? Does your family work out? Which forms of exercise are the most popular among your peers? 

It is a commonplace that regular exercise is very important for your health and your overall well-being. The problem is that it is getting more and more difficult to find the time for it, and some sports can also be quite expensive. 

The most important thing to consider is that the form of exercise you choose must be something you enjoy. You should do it because it makes your body and mind relax and switch off, not because you have to do it. Of course, your other goal could be keeping strong and fit, or losing some weight.

It usually works best if you choose fixed dates for exercising. You could play some ball games (soccer, handball, volleyball) with your friends on a particular day of the week, while you go jogging in your neighbourhood on some other days to exercise your heart. Trekking with your friends at the weekends is excellent, especially if you go long distances, starting with at least ten kilometres. 

If you like moving to the sound of music, you could join a dance club, because an hour or two of dancing is as good as a trip to the gym. If you are a loner, swimming might be the thing for you. 

Not all kinds of sport are exercise

Riding a motorbike or a quad and rallying are no forms of exercise: they have more to do with noise and environmental pollution. Do not expect these activities to help you keep in good condition and stay healthy. The opposite is true. These common ‘sports’ vehicles also leave slowly-to-heal wounds on the surface of the natural environment wherever they go.

You should be careful about body building. The different protein supplements may actually be harmful to your health, and without professional guidance, you could strain your joints or overdevelop certain muscle groups while leaving others weak. Good exercise makes your whole body work, fills you with pleasant tiredness, and makes you enjoy its beneficial effects every day.

What can you use your computer for?

Store your current shopping list in Word or Excel and upload it to your Windows Live space (http:\\skydrive.live.com) where you can easily reach it anywhere you go.

Hand-made presents are always priceless. At Office Online (http://office.microsoft.com) you can find patterns for computer-designed calendars, gift cards and so on.

 More and more people know what legal software is and respect it. So when you are thinking about what presents to give, do not forget about software. There is plenty of choice, from learning software (e.g.: http://www.microsoft.com/msstudent/default.mspx) to strategic games (e.g.: http://www.microsoft.com/games/pc/empires.aspx), as well as software designed to help improve certain skills. But don’t forget that PC games do not run on play stations.

Ordering gifts of all kinds online is easy these days, and the gifts are delivered to your door, but you should be careful about internet security. See Chapter 7 for more information about this.

If you are a professional athlete, you might profit from having up-to-date information about your training. Excel worksheets can be a great help in showing you your performance in a graphic way.

You can organize family reunions or parties for your friends with the help of Windows Live Events: http://events.live.com  (http://get.live.com/ ). This service sends out personalized invitation emails, offers space for the pictures, and keeps track of who has accepted your invitation.  
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