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[Intro]

Mark: I’m Mark.
Andrea: I’m Andrea.

Mark: Today we’re talking about The Ring Bear: A Rascally Wedding Adventure by David Michael Slater and illustrated by S. G. Brooks.
This is an incredibly fun and endearing little story about a family. The mother is obviously a single mother…

Andrea: So it’s a family of two…

Mark: And it’s about to grow.

Andrea: It’s about to become a family of three.

Mark: Yes, exactly. The mother’s about to remarry, and it’s all about connecting in all these relationships together. So the little boy, Westley…
Andrea: Feels like he got the boot.

So the thing Lucy and Baila love about this book: the illustrations are really good.

Mark: They’re active and fun.

Andrea: They’re cartoony, but they’re beautiful, too, because the shading… and most of the story takes place in the boy’s imagination, and you need to see his really good imagination and the images that he creates are really beautiful.

Mark: We should also clarify that the book is a play on words, because he’s been invited – it’s part of the book – to be the ring bearer at the wedding, and he hears “the ring bear.” And so as part of his imagination, he imagines that he needs to be a bear.
Andrea: Yeah. But he’s so unimpressed.
Mark: Yeah, he is.

Andrea: I find this book so sad. I find it really, really sad. But it’s good and we need to read books like this to see no matter what you may be thinking of what’s going on in your family, what’s going on with your child, what matters to your child and ultimately, to you, too, is how they’re perceiving the situation.
Mark: Perception is everything.

Andrea: When I read the story for the first time, I thought: Holy… this is on the verge of child abuse! Seriously. I just thought: This book is terrible because… what are they doing to this kid? No one would ever do that. Basically, the mother is so gung-ho, so into playing Pirate all the time with the kid, and they’re always in character of the pirates, and her boyfriend is kind of aloof and on the outside. And when the mother is with the boyfriend, she’s in her complete own world, a different world, and Westley has no part of that whatsoever. And they’re laughing and having fun and watching TV while the kid crawls around in complete agony because he’s left out. And it’s just hard to read.
So while Lucy and Baila find it extremely entertaining to watch how Westley perceives things… and what happens is that… Westley and his mother have this wonderful, wonderful, super-wonderful relationship.
Mark: Oh, yeah, a cool relationship…

Andrea: Better than anybody else would ever have…
Mark: It’s like we all strive to have that cool relationship with our kids.
Andrea: But you know, this is also in his imagination. He’s perceived that he’s really, really close to his mother and then he perceives himself as being completely outside the mother’s relationship with the boyfriend.
Mark: That’s true. I never thought of it that way. It’s really a perception thing.
Andrea: I wouldn’t imagine… I think you have to take this book as strictly the boy’s perception and not that this is actually happening, because if it were, I just couldn’t read the book.
Mark: That’s a really good point, because it really is told… everything is from the perspective of the boy and his relationships, his interactions with these people. And yeah, that’s bang on. I never thought of it that way.
Andrea: So what happens is out of the blue, while she’s playing Pirate with him one day, and she’s also doing other tasks while she’s playing Pirate with him…
Mark: Cleaning up, things like that…
Andrea: And she just breaks the news to him, just like boom, just like that. Oh, by the way, without your knowledge, I have decided to marry this guy, and we have decided to ask you to be our ring-bearer. And it’s not as though he saw it coming, which he would have, right?
Mark: I suppose, but he’s been so involved in his little pirate world.
Andrea: Sure. That’s what I mean. From his perception, it’s out of the blue. Because he is himself-centric, and so I think this is good for us to see. Although you may think you’ve been preparing your child, whatever, this is the perception that they have. And just the idea that she’s saying: Oh, boom, out of the blue, oh, we’re getting married, out of the blue – and now it’s the two of them inviting Westley to be a ring-bearer at their wedding. I mean, to me, it’s heartbreaking to think that – well, it’s only his perception, like I said, but it’s heartbreaking to think that you would feel that: What, my soul mate is now… I’m on the outside and being like: Oh, we’re going to give you a special position.
So he thinks that she said not “ring bearer,” but “ring bear.” So this is the funny thing that Lucy and Baila find so funny is that: OK, well, if she wants me to be a ring bear, I’m going to be a rascally bear, and basically ruin everything for everyone. And so he starts doing things, and it’s interesting to see because we’ve all seen our kids start to do things to bug us. And we don’t really know what’s going on inside them. So this is a neat little window into them. As he’s doing things like hiding the picture of Stan, the new husband, he grows fur on his arms, and it’s a little bit Maurice Sendakian, that he’s slowly become the ring bear.
Mark: He’s always growling and gritting his teeth and doing nasty things. He brings all the potted plants into his bedroom, too…
Andrea: He changes what was his pirate ship… it now becomes his cave. And you can see – I love these pictures where you see what he sees inside his cave. His little toy moose becomes a real moose, and his little toy rabbit becomes a real rabbit. And you can just see how he pictures… he really is…
Mark: What I love is that’s his mother looking into the cave in this picture, and that’s his perception of the cave with all the hieroglyphics on the wall… and then – that’s his – oh, right, no, you’re right! I thought that was his mother peering into the cave.
Andrea: Well, it’s a parallel picture, but I think it’s supposed to be the moose and the rabbit. And so all these drawings that he’s been doing of how the bear is going to destroy everything at the wedding he sees as himself, as a bear, doing cave drawings on the wall. And I mean it’s super well-done, and Lucy and Baila get a total kick out of that. But their very favorite one is this one when he first becomes a bear in his mind. He tears off all his clothes, his pajamas, so that he’ll be even more ferocious. So he’s just down to his underwear, and you see him viciously growling and coming to attack his mother and her boyfriend. And it’s so heartbreaking that they laugh at him. And that’s just so sad, because although Lucy and Baila think it’s so funny, even Lucy and Baila noticed how – they laughed really hard when they saw it, but it was also a laugh of pity, because how sad for him that he is completely naked but his underwear, for one thing, and he looks ridiculous.
Mark: In the end, of course, he is the ring-bearer at the wedding. They sorted all the confusion.
Andrea: I just want to say one more thing, though. On the day of the wedding, they’ve got him all dressed up in his suit and he still is the bear and he’s still in his cave. And his mother’s all dressed up and Stan’s all dressed up and they come and they say, “Are you finished changing yet?” Mom says, “Are you finished changing yet?” And this is my absolute favorite line in the whole book: “Grrr! You can’t change me,” Westley snarled. And to me this is so sad, but it’s such a good line. His perception is that they’re waiting for him to change, to not be like this, to not be the bear.
Mark: Oh, yeah!
Andrea: You know?

Mark: Oh, now I have to read this book over again.

Andrea: You missed the whole thing! Oh, no, oh, no…

Mark: Whew, right over the head. All these little subtle things I missed!
Andrea: So, you know, it all ties up a little bit too neatly at the end. But I think the things is kids need that, and we all need it. There has to be a happy ending. And from the boy’s perception, probably a small gesture would be a massively big thing. So the whole thing is that in the end, Stan does make a gesture and he does kind of win Westley over just in the nick of time. It makes it an entertaining story for Lucy and Baila. And it all ends up with what Lucy and Baila wait for, especially Baila, every time we read the book, which is: they say, “Ahoy,” cried Mom.
Mark: Back to the pirates.

Andrea: It’s the wedding, and they’re calling each other by their pirate names. And Captain Westley says, “And don’t forget Stan… Stan the… Stan the… sorta scary?” And this is something Lucy and Baila wait for every time we read the book, so it does go out on a laugh.
[Outro]
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