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“What is REAL?” asked the Rabbit one day, when they were lying side by side near the nursery fender, before Nana came to tidy the room. “Does it mean having things that buzz inside you and a stick-out handle?”

“Real isn't how you are made,” said the Skin Horse. “It's a thing that happens to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become Real.”

“Does it hurt?” asked the Rabbit.

“Sometimes,” said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful. “When you are Real you don't mind being hurt.”

“Does it happen all at once, like being wound up,” he asked, “or bit by bit?”

“It doesn't happen all at once,” said the Skin Horse. “You become. It takes a long time. That's why it doesn't often happen to people who break easily, or have sharp edges, or who have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you are Real, most of your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you get loose in the joints and very shabby. But these things don't matter at all, because once you are Real you can't be ugly, except to people who don't understand.”

—Excerpt from The Velveteen Rabbit,
by Margery Williams (a brilliant and very real mother of two)







This book is dedicated to mothers everywhere—
for they know best what it feels like to be Real.
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Introduction

[image: ]hanks so much for picking up The Must-Have Mom Manual! We're glad you found this book and hope you will be too. We're Sara Ellington and Stephanie Triplett, two moms just like you—moms who change diapers and drive carpool and get up for 3:00 A.M. feedings (at least when our children were babies—now the only reason we get up at 3:00 A.M. is if someone wet the bed). We may be authors and radio show hosts, but we live and breathe this mom stuff. We're not the moms you see on the magazines at the checkout aisle, with their round-the-clock nannies and fat bank accounts.

We've tried our best to compile the most useful information you need as a mom all in one convenient place. What you'll find on the pages ahead encompasses more than a year of research for our radio show and our book, input from the countless mothers we've met at book signings, conferences, and the bus stop, and, of course, our own experience as parents.

But before you plunge in, we thought it was important to tell you a little bit about the two of us. We're best friends who happened to find ourselves pregnant at the same time. Our first children, both daughters, were born just three weeks apart, which led us to write our first book together, The Mommy Chronicles: Conversations Sharing the Comedy and Drama of Pregnancy and New Motherhood. Although our timelines for becoming moms were the same, virtually everything else about our lives as mothers was completely different.

Because we took such divergent paths down the motherhood road, we're going to give you two completely different perspectives along the way. Well, at least most of the time. Every now and then we do agree. But oddly enough, it's our differences that have brought us closer. We've learned that we don't have to be the same kind of mom to be good ones. We've always respected each other's choices even when they were the complete opposite of our own. Too many friendships have ended due to mothers judging one another. The two of us are proof that a working mom and stay-at-home mom can be best friends. That a breast-feeding mom and bottle-feeding mom can be best friends. What has worked for one of us often just wouldn't have for the other because we're different people. That's the simple message we have always strived to share with other mothers: there's no one right way to be a good mom.

So the last thing we would ever want to do is to tell someone how to be a mom. That's not what this book is. (Besides, we've screwed up way too much stuff ourselves to preach to anyone else!) There is no one-size-fits-all formula for motherhood. This book is about making your life easier as a mom and paring down a lot of the information modern mothers have to weed through. If you're planning a trip to Disney World, we've got the best resources for you so you don't have to slog through a hundred websites at 10:00 P.M. when the kids are finally asleep in bed. Moms have more information thrown at them than ever and less time than ever to process it all. We've tried to combine all the important stuff you need in one handy resource. We figure we might as well keep sharing the knowledge we've gained as radio show hosts and moms. You can learn from our mistakes and our triumphs and, we hope, have more time to enjoy actually being a mom instead of spending it trying to find out where to order party favors. To do that, all you have to do is turn to page 172, for example.

How to Use This Book

So now you're probably wondering, “How the heck do I use this book?” Well, funny you should ask.

The Must-Have Mom Manual is divided into large sections, such as “Life with Your Baby” or “Marriage,” which in turn are divided into chapters. Refer to the table of contents for chapters on the specific topics you're interested in. In some chapters you'll hear from both of us, while in other chapters you may hear from only one of us, depending on the subject matter and our individual experiences. At the end of each chapter, we've provided what we call “Clutter-Busting Resources” for you. These are the most useful resources we've used ourselves or found through research for our radio show and this book. We've done at least some of the legwork for you, which should save you hours searching online and at the bookstore.

Meet Stephanie and Sara

About Stephanie, from Sara

I know that after reading The Must-Have Mom Manual you're going to love Stephanie as much as I do. Okay, almost, because unfortunately we can't put a little sound card inside this book with a recording of her laugh. So you'll just have to take my word for it when I tell you she has the most wonderful, infectious laugh. And even though she's really the funny one of the two of us, she laughs at all my jokes and sounds as if she means it. That alone is enough to make me love her. There's nothing like a friend who laughs at all your jokes.

Stephanie and I met in Virginia Beach working together at an advertising agency. She was the gregarious, outspoken account executive who got things done and I was the introspective copywriter who overanalyzed everything. Stephanie loved the writing aspect of her job, and after she wrote a few things that her clients loved, she naturally shifted to the role of copywriter along with me. We soon learned that our working styles were wonderfully complementary. Stephanie's the big-picture girl who cranks out paragraph after paragraph with a lightning-fast typing speed of 106 words per minute. I'm the one who goes back and checks for grammar and makes sure the period is on the correct side of the parentheses. Yes, I'm a bit anal. I've got more than one book on home organization. I like things in their place. I salivate over photos of neatly stacked towels in a linen closet. I'm going on and on about this because the only thing I really have on Stephanie is that I'm organized and she's messy. One night after a book signing we went to a McDonald's drive-through to get Diet Cokes (our lives as authors are completely glamorous). When the cashier handed me the change, I immediately flipped down the coin holder in my minivan and started placing the coins in all their appropriate slots. Stephanie looked at me, dead serious, and said, “Okay, first of all, that's really annoying, and second of all, that's my damn change.”

I'm also painfully understated. If I have on big earrings, I am probably not going to wear a necklace too. Stephanie, on the other hand, likes bright colors, hair accessories, nail decals, and anything that is sparkly (stuff that I don't have the cojones to wear). I used to tease her that she was like fish attracted to anything shiny. Don't get me wrong— she's a great dresser and her house is beautiful. Although she will occasionally display a tacky piece of holiday décor, and then she'll inevitably call me and say, “You should see what's on my wall right now. You would just vomit.”

I am always envious of her ability to get so much done. I was on the phone with her the other day and she said, “I've gotta go. It's Dr. Seuss's birthday and I'm taking green eggs and ham to school.” I'm lucky if I get to my daughter's school on time to read to the class, much less bring food, for crying out loud.

Stephanie's husband, Tim, is a stage hypnotist (how fun is that to tell people at cocktail parties?) and he has to travel a lot. In fact, he is usually home only one week a month, but Stephanie is still full speed ahead, taking food to school, working, and getting the kids to cheerleading and baseball day in and day out, with very few breaks. And I rarely hear her complain. (Although Tim would probably beg to differ)

Tim and my husband, David, hit it off just like Stephanie and I did. They enjoy being in each other's company immensely. As a couple, Tim and Stephanie are like a comedy tag team. After an evening with them you go home with your sides aching from all the laughter. Now this relationship we have as friends and couples has grown into a friendship among families. Stephanie and Tim's kids, Sara and Timmy are absolutely beloved by our children, Anna and Cade. Even though they don't get to see each other as often as they would like (i.e., every day), when they do see each other, it's like they were just together yesterday. In fact, my kids insist that Sara and Timmy are cousins, even though we aren't related. I know what they mean, though; it's a relationship that's too close to categorize as simply friendship.

I know you are going to enjoy Stephanie's hilarious yet practical take on “all things mommy” as you read this book. And you'll surely understand the sparkle she brings to my life and why I am blessed to share this journey with her.

About Sara, from Stephanie

I'm not sure that making colored meat for a school project is really all that impressive. But now it's my turn to gush a little about Sara.

Sara is the ultimate girlfriend's girlfriend. She has exquisite taste; owns the best purse and shoe collection of anyone I know; is a great cook, a great decorator, and a great mother; loves wine; and is just plain easy to be with. When you're around Sara you can relax. She's easily entertained and keeps her criticisms to herself. Now that I'm so close to her, I can see her holding her tongue when I've said something stupid—but it's hard to detect unless you know her really well (or you say a lot of stupid things and have lots of chances to notice the look). She's the smart, thought-out, careful one. I usually just spew out whatever comes to mind without thinking and hope people find the humor in it. But Sara is very polite and careful about people's feelings.

She loves dogs, particularly golden retrievers, and all of her dogs have undoubtedly had a more pampered childhood than I did. She and David have a beautiful house on a lake in Charlotte, North Carolina, and they love inviting people over for a day on the water or a relaxing dinner party. I love going to their house. If you get invited for dinner, you're in for a real treat because they have a talent for making dinner a fun yet relaxing event, with great ambience, a great meal, and a lot of laughs. I always plan to arrive at their house right at dinnertime.

The only frustrating part about Sara is that she's the ultimate organizer. She reads all those tedious organizing books from cover to cover, drooling over every page. She has a friggin' system for everything from grocery shopping to putting away toys. If the Container Store knew her name, they'd give her her own parking space. If there were a pageant for Miss Anti-Clutter USA, she'd hold the title year after year. She's a perfectionist when it comes to her writing—she's constantly telling me, “The period goes inside the quotes! How many times do I have to tell you?” or “Why can't you remember to indent?” (Like I care—don't they have editors for that?)

All I can tell you is that despite all our differences, we make a great team. We balance each other out perfectly. And now our children love each other too. It's so amazing to watch my Sara and her Anna playing together and realizing that these are the babies we wrote about in our first book, The Mommy Chronicles. And we've been through a lot together. Another chapter in our lives began last year when Sara told me she had been diagnosed with Hodgkin's disease (a cancer of the lymphatic system). I was devastated. How could someone so young and vibrant get something so awful? The good news is that she faced it head-on and after several months of chemotherapy is now cancer-free. It was torture for me to be so far away from her during such a trying time. I wanted to be there to bring her casseroles, clean her house, or take care of her kids. But instead, I had to wait patiently from Georgia and hope. She assured me she had plenty of casseroles, that taking care of our business was what she really needed from me. But I didn't get much done without her.

And I'm so proud of her for handling this illness with so much grace and strength. When I finally got to see her after her treatments were over, we spent a day together on the lake with our families. I was so relieved to see her still so energetic and happy. And we've decided that it was good that I wasn't so near her during her treatment because I've never seen what she truly went through—so nothing has changed our relationship. I still see her the way I've always seen her. And frankly, I'm glad I didn't too because it would have broken my heart to see her so sick.

The friendships that women have are one of the greatest, most valuable treasures of a lifetime. The secrets and support and dreams and challenges that we share are what make life more meaningful. We've learned a lot about motherhood from sharing our own ideas and methods and from listening to the countless other mothers we've talked to at book signings and through our radio show. And it is our dream that this book will help you, bring you some laughter, and remind you to treasure your own friendships, as opposed to judging those who choose to mother differently. Motherhood is different for each of us. We all approach it with different styles and methods, but in the end, we all have the same goal: to get them out of our house with as few scars as possible, a good education, a good understanding of right and wrong, and maybe a few manners, and then to hope that they'll love us as much as we love them and call us once in a while.

Choices of Other Mothers

From Sara

When did motherhood become a competitive sport? Talk to your own mother and you'll probably discover it wasn't that way in her day. But women have changed and motherhood has changed. Women are bigger players in the workforce than ever before, and it's about time! We're breadwinners and managers, doctors, business owners, and board members. And as a result, we've become more competitive than ever.

Those of us who do make the choice to stay at home with our children (and believe us, we know it is a privilege to have the choice) are often leaving significant careers and incomes behind. So it's natural that, being go-getters, we want to somehow equate motherhood to the career we left and, furthermore, to prove that we're really good at it. Better than you are, as a matter of fact. There are women who would never consider going back to work after having a child and there are those who can't fathom leaving their career. It can be hard for these two types of women to relate. Often they'll even criticize the other's choice. The same is true for the choice of whether to breast-feed or bottle-feed. Women feel so strongly about these issues that they become polarizing, often damaging or even ending friendships.

Stephanie and I are here to say it doesn't have to be that way. And it shouldn't be. I always say that no one holds the patent on “good mother.” We really don't have the right to criticize each other. Not about these issues, at least. We're calling for some healthy mutual respect between moms. After the birth of our daughters, Stephanie went back to work and I left my career to be an at-home mom. Having Stephanie to talk with was a blessing for me because I was able to learn through her experiences that the grass wasn't always greener on the other side. Some days I really envied her. I went through a bad bout with postpartum depression and I missed my job more than I'd ever dreamed I would. Suddenly I had gone from being a self-sufficient woman to a mother financially dependent on her husband. Even though I wanted to be at home with my baby, that was a tough pill to swallow.

But Stephanie would e-mail me about dropping her daughter, Sara, off crying (both of them) at day care, about trying to pump breast milk in an office with no lock on the door, and about the stress of needing to leave early to pick up a sick child, and I would sigh with relief that I didn't have to do that. Then other days she would tell me about exciting business meetings and trips to places such as the Ritz-Carlton in Naples, Florida, and I would almost get sick with envy.

Then Stephanie would hear me say that I hadn't even gotten to take a shower that day or that I'd had a PB&J for lunch for the third day in a row. But when I'd e-mail that I had to run because my daughter, Anna, had woken up from her nap and I heard her crying, I know she'd wonder if someone was holding baby Sara when she cried at day care.

The reality is, those first months of motherhood were tough for both of us. And we saw it firsthand because we're so close, so we never considered criticizing each other. Stephanie relished every moment she could breast-feed and be close to her baby. But she completely understood why, suffering from depression, I chose to stop nursing. It's easy to criticize when we are looking in from the outside and don't know what a person is really going through. Stephanie and I knew.

No matter what choices you make as a mom, someone will eventually make a critical remark or judge you. It may come from a friend, a co-worker, even a grandparent. They may turn their nose up at the name you chose for your baby, recoil in horror when you say you're bottle-feeding, or recoil in more horror when you breast-feed in public. No one will agree with everything you do, and for some reason, once you become a mother people feel free to offer their unsolicited opinions to you on everything from cloth diapers to the Ferber method. And you know who's most guilty of this? We moms are.

So moms, let's all cut each other some slack and keep our unsolicited opinions to ourselves. Unless you witness something that warrants a call to social services, remember that we're all different and that the vast majority of us are doing the very best we can. They don't call it the toughest job in the world for nothing. Your respect, even when you don't agree, is the best gift you can give your fellow moms. And it's the best gift you can get in return.

Enjoying Motherhood

From Sara

I bet you had visions of motherhood similar to mine. During that dragging ninth month of pregnancy, I couldn't wait for the baby to arrive. I imagined a life just like in the diaper commercials—a happy, pudgy baby crawling around the house on freshly mopped floors. Or like in the photos in magazines of the adult working at a home office desk while the baby sat quietly on the floor playing with blocks. I figured blocks must entertain a baby for hours based on all the photos I saw of babies playing with them in magazines. If the blocks lost their luster, I had the baby swing, the vibration seat, the Johnny Jump Up … I was set. I couldn't wait to be at home, away from the eight-to-five grind. I would work on all those home projects I'd been putting off, hang pictures on the walls, enjoy leisurely mornings, cook delicious dinners.

As you and I both now know, I was delusional. I traded the eight-to-five grind, all right—for the twenty-four-hour grind. I couldn't believe how hard it was. After a few weeks with a newborn I realized it was going to be an eternity before my baby sat up much less played with blocks. How in hell was I going to hang a beautiful arrangement of photos on the wall when I couldn't even find time to take a shower before 5:00 P.M.? I barely had time to sit down but got nothing accomplished. Laundry piled up, the house was a mess, and I greeted my husband every night with a very important question: “Want to go out to dinner?”

I didn't realize it then, but those first few months are actually an essential lesson on the reality of motherhood. It ain't like the pictures in the magazines, honey. But even if someone had told me that when I was pregnant, I wouldn't have heard it. I couldn't give up on the dream. Motherhood, like life, is messy and often chaotic, and those magazine moments I described are few and far between. Real motherhood is located somewhere on the far opposite end of the spectrum from Martha Stewart. It's taken me years to accept that. To let go of the dream of adorably dressed children with perpetually clean faces and neatly organized baskets of toys. But I have learned to pick my battles. It's okay if my daughter won't wear the cute pink linen pants embroidered with green whales because they're not coated in glitter. It's not worth the battle. If we don't relax a little, we can't give our kids the room to express themselves. We have to respect that they aren't little clones of us. My daughter loves glitter and is a complete pack rat. Need I say more?

The sooner we moms can drop the Martha Stewart expectations, the better. Believe me, I love her ideas for making handmade wrapping paper and felting your own wool as much as anybody. They're great… in theory. And if you have a staff of fifty people like Martha does. But c'mon, the vast majority of this stuff just isn't practical for moms unless their kids have left for college. And by that time your kids wouldn't be caught dead in one of those damn felted wool sweaters anyway. Real moms are doing all we can to get dinner on the table, homework done, baths given, and the dishwasher loaded before collapsing into bed. Not exactly magazine-worthy The bottom line is that your child isn't going to love you more because you made her the perfect birthday cake or hand-sewn Halloween costume. What kids want most is your time and attention. That's what they'll remember.

If we get too obsessed over minutiae such as perfect party favors, we often miss the important moments, like seeing the pure joy on your child's face as she bounces in an inflatable moon walk with her friends. So quit sweating the small stuff and putting pressure on yourself to be the kind of mom that doesn't really exist or that leaves a kid needing a lot of therapy later on in life.

Guilt

From Stephanie

One week at ballet class, I was mortified because I forgot that my daughter, Sara, was supposed to wear her Halloween costume to class. She was the only little ballerina there dressed in the standard-issue pink tights and black leotard. Even the teacher donned an adorable purple fairy outfit with life-size wings. It had been a really busy week with the book promotions and the radio show and class parties at school, and the ballet thing just totally slipped my mind. As I sat in the studio lobby, I almost cried. I felt terrible. I couldn't stop thinking about how much fun it would have been to dance in her Jasmine or Wonder Woman costume—and how horrible it must be for her to be in there looking at all the other little princesses, fairies, and witches. When the class ended I gave her a big hug and explained how sorry I was. And amazingly enough, she was fine. She wasn't disappointed or upset at all. I had beaten myself up for no apparent reason.

The next week at preschool, she was supposed to wear her favorite hat. I don't know what the problem is with four-year-old girls and their clothes, but every morning at our house, the drama was surreal. She didn't like anything I chose for her to wear (even if she'd picked it out herself the night before). She always ran to her daddy to complain about panties that were too tight around her legs, sleeves that weren't long enough, something itchy, a strap that didn't feel right on her shoulder, etc., etc. These were all items of clothing that she'd worn previously without issue, but of course nothing would feel comfortable when you're comparing it to a nightgown or well-worn PJs that you just took off. So every day, by the time I left the house, I was sweating and yelling, and I started the day in a bad mood. My husband made a bad situation even worse because he catered to her every whim, helping her sneak back upstairs to choose something, anything else. The item she chose was usually inappropriate for the climate or didn't match. So then he and I ended up in a fight too, usually about how he was discrediting me and making her a brat. He couldn't see it. I could see very clearly that this had nothing to do with clothing or comfort. This was pure, unadulterated four-year-old manipulation, a power struggle pure and simple.

That morning's drama was yet another battle: mother against daughter, husband against wife. I was in such a state of frustration when I left the house, I forgot that it was “wear your favorite hat day” at school. As little Sara got out of the car, I noticed a few other students donning their Mickey Mouse ears or favorite baseball caps. My guilt from the previous week's ballet incident consumed me once again and I raced home as fast as I could to retrieve a hat in hopes that my little girl wouldn't be crushed upon the sharp rocks of preschool-age disappointment. I ran around the toy room, tripping over Barbie accessories and Legos, and managed to grab about five different choices so she could pick her favorite. I jumped back into the car and sped as fast as I could back to the school, only to get caught behind not one but two slow-moving dump trucks. I was really panicked by this time, knowing that the hats would surely be the very first thing the teacher would focus on and how terrible it was that I, the official room mom, had forgotten such a big event. As I approached the school at a painful twenty miles per hour, I heard myself screaming obscenities at the dump truck driver—in the privacy of my own car. I gripped the steering wheel tightly and tried to get a hold of myself. “Get some perspective,” I told myself. “It's only preschool … she'll never remember this… you worked till midnight last night… give yourself a break.” But my guilty-mother mind could only remember the previous week's forgotten costume at ballet class and the fact that I was the stinking room mom and I forgot! Oh, how could I?

Finally I reached the school, trying to keep it under fifty mph around the building and through the parking lot. My SUV came to a screeching halt in front of the door and I jumped out, looking like a cop in hot pursuit of a criminal. I hurried down the hallway with hats in hand, gathered myself as I reached the door of her classroom, and calmly stuck my head inside and asked to see Sara. The teacher gave me a sweet yet knowing smile. When my daughter reached the hallway, I calmly explained that we had forgotten her hat. She said, “I know, Mommy.” I said, “Mommy ran home really fast and brought some hats for you. Which one would you like to wear today?” She quickly glanced through the collection, turned to me, and said, “I don't really want one—they make my head itch.” There I was, standing in the Baptist church preschool hallway using every ounce of restraint I possessed to keep myself from cursing out loud. I could feel the blood vessels tightening in my head, the muscles in my neck beginning to pinch the bones of my spine, and my lips becoming magnetically attached to my teeth. I took a deep breath and in my best understanding mommy voice asked, “But doesn't it make you feel sad that you're the only kid without a hat today?” She replied very matter-of-factly “No.” But honey, I thought, Mommy spent $7 in gas, lost three pounds, and knocked at least four months off my life span to bring you a #@!% hat. “But honey,” I said, “all the kids have one.” “I don't care.” “Okay, just pick one and wear it so your teacher won't be mad. Just pick one!” She begrudgingly chose Mickey Mouse ears with her brother's name embroidered on the back. I told her good-bye and pointed her back into the classroom.

Now, seeing as how this was a church preschool, it is my belief that it was divine intervention when Benjamin and his mom came rushing down the hall at that very moment, for it was clear she too had forgotten the all-important hat day. I greeted her and asked her if she had one. She was completely dismayed that it had slipped her mind, so I happily offered my collection in hopes that someone would benefit from my zealous efforts. Benjamin chose a dapper pirate hat and was quite happy about it. His mother thanked me gratefully and we quickly parted ways. After all, preschool only lasted for three hours, and that was hardly enough time to lick our wounds before we had to go back and pick the kids up.

From Sara

Stephanie and I always say that after women give birth there must be a guilt gene that gets turned on in our DNA. Because I don't care who you are—working mom, at-home mom, nursing mom, bottle-feeding mom, whatever—you're going to feel guilty for something. The working mom feels guilty for not being at home to play Candy Land with her child. The at-home mom feels guilty for wanting to stab herself in the eye if she has to play one more game of Candy Land with her child. Guilt is inevitable, so just accept it and try not to let it control your life. Sure, a healthy dose of guilt every now and then is good for us. It keeps what's important at the top of the list. But the problem is, most moms I know have such an overabundance of it that we beat ourselves up for everything. Dads don't do it. Men are blissfully uncomplicated about guilt. On the rare occasions they do feel guilty, they certainly don't dwell on it. And it's no wonder. They aren't in the bathroom flipping through magazine pages of perfectly spooky Halloween décor or the latest photos of Hollywood's “sexiest moms.”

Guilt is just part of the deal when you decide to become a mom. I try to laugh about it with my mom friends. When I bring up something I feel guilty about, they always have their own self-berating stories to share, and we all walk away feeling much better. So the next time you start beating yourself up over some awful thing you did or more likely forgot to do, think about all the good things you did for your child that day. Count up every little and big thing from morning till night and I guarantee you'll look at your day differently. Besides, there is such a thing as doing too much for your child. A child who grows up without every path being perfectly paved for her will be much better equipped for real life as an adult.

Thirteen Things Not to Feel Guilty About

In the spirit of living with less mommy guilt, here's a little gift to you.

Venting to a Friend About a Bad Day or Your Kids Driving You Crazy

Getting things off your chest (when the kids are not in earshot) can really help you feel better. Venting to a friend lets you get your frustration out while on the phone instead of taking it out on your kids. I don't care how much you love being a mom, your kids are going to get on your nerves. Frequently. You need a place to release that frustration. So call a girlfriend and just get it out, honey.

Getting a Babysitter

It's important to get out sans kids with your husband or girlfriends for several reasons. Paying attention to your marriage is one of the best things that you can do for your children. Eventually it's going to be just the two of you again, and if you don't pay attention to your marital bond throughout the child-rearing years, you're not going to have much of a relationship left. Going out with the girls renews your energy and gives you some much-needed adult time. You'll be better at the job of mother for it!

Going Away for a Weekend with Your Husband or the Girls

Recharging your battery is essential for busy moms. We moms get little time for ourselves, which can leave us feeling drained and stressed. Taking some time to get physically away from your daily demands can do wonders, leaving you refreshed and renewed to be a better mom.

Not Having Your Child Enrolled in a Scheduled Activity

Just because your child isn't playing soccer, taking ballet, or going to summer camp doesn't mean she's going to be out of the loop or fall behind. Most experts agree that kids nowadays have too little time to simply play explore, and use their imaginations. There's nothing wrong with sending them out in the backyard to entertain themselves for a little while. In fact, it's good for them.

Having a C-section

We've heard mothers say they felt like failures for having a C-section, and it always amazes us. Stephanie always says, “They don't hand out trophies in the delivery room.” It doesn't matter how your child got into this world as long as he or she made it safe and sound. Plus, having a C-section is usually a tougher recovery than a vaginal birth anyway so there's your badge of honor.

Not Breast-feeding

We realize the “lactivists” are going to get mad at us for this one, but too bad. No one else has walked in your shoes, and until they have, they shouldn't make judgments. If someone wants to take up a cause, how about deadbeat dads or abused children, instead of formula-feeding moms? Give us a break. The mother's health and well-being are critical to the baby's health and well-being, and if that means formula-feeding, then do it. Some women make every effort to breast-feed but can't because their milk doesn't come in or the baby doesn't get enough. No one should ever make these women feel guilty! Formula is of high quality these days. Sara's mom told us the formula she fed Sara's older sister was a concoction of Karo syrup and evaporated milk, and she grew up just fine. And Lord knows what's available to moms now is much, much better than that.

Discipline and Applying Consequences

Children used to be seen and not heard, but now the pendulum has swung completely in the other direction and children often rule the roost. Trust us, we know it's hard to make them sit in the time-out chair when tears are running down their sweet, chubby cheeks. But letting your kids off the hook does them no favors. Children who don't have boundaries and rules will have a difficult time adapting to school life and eventually to adult life. Even when that pitiful, remorseful child is telling you they love you and they're sorry, don't cut the time-out short. It's the truest sort of love to give them the tools they'll need throughout life. So don't feel guilty about it.

Not Looking Exactly the Way You Did Before You Had Children

Your spouse still finds you attractive and now appreciates your inner beauty more than ever, knowing all the challenges that you rise to as a mom. Sara's husband, David, says this should apply to dads too. However, David also says that all moms should feel guilty if they are not having enough sex with their husbands. We think we can all agree not to feel guilty about that one. David will have to write his own book.

Going Back to Work

It doesn't matter if you need to do it for yourself or for money. Either of those reasons will make your family more balanced and provide your children more benefits and opportunities for the long run.

Not Going Back to Work

If you are fortunate enough to have the choice to stay at home, you are doing something wonderful for your children, and since this is most likely a decision you and your husband made together, you shouldn't feel guilty about not contributing to the family income. Not to mention that your being home allows your spouse to concentrate more on his job. Your job has tremendous value, even if it doesn't come with a paycheck, and never forget it.

Your Kids Aren't Wearing Designer Clothes or the Latest Trend

Even if you are able to, it's not good to give your kids everything they want. You're helping teach your kids not to be defined by what they wear but who they are. If they want something special they can save their allowance or babysit or mow yards or do extra chores, and you'll be teaching them the value of working for something, saving for it, and of good old-fashioned hard work. Nothing makes you appreciate something like having to work for it.

Not Living in an Immaculate House

Sara's mom always says, “Your kids are never going to remember how clean the house was growing up.” What they will remember is that you played Go Fish or went for a bike ride or played Barbies with them. Life with children is perpetually messy. And if you're playing with your kids or baking cupcakes for the school party instead of cleaning, that's okay in our book. Besides, as a very wise woman once told us, “Only dull women live in immaculate houses.”

Asking Your Husband for Help if You're a Stay-at-Home Mom

Just because you don't earn a paycheck doesn't mean you don't work. That distinction doesn't belong only to the one who brings home the money. Being a mom is one of the toughest jobs there is. As one mom told us, “It's got to be right up there with coal mining.” If your husband tends to forget just how tough your job is, it's time to go away with your girlfriends for a weekend and leave him with the kids. That'll refresh his memory.

Trusting Your Instincts

From Sara

Okay, let me just say that I didn't think I had instincts in the beginning. Those first few months were tough, to say the least. But after the middle-of-the-night feedings and the postpartum depression subsided, I started to make sense of things. And the instincts started to kick in. Or maybe I just got to know my baby and figured out what she needed. But it does take a little time, and as a new mom, I didn't trust myself at first. There must be millions of other moms like me, because I see a lot of parenting books out there. There are books on getting your baby to sleep, books on getting your baby to eat, even books from nannies who've never had children. There are a million so-called solutions waiting for you on the bookstore shelves, and if you don't want one of those, some relative is sure to offer you unsolicited advice.

The first thing you need to do is trust yourself. The reality is no one knows your baby better than you do. No one knows your family dynamics better than you do. Stephanie and I are living proof that what works for one mom won't necessarily work for the next. What works for one child won't necessarily work for the next. There is no one-size-fits-all solution to getting every baby on the planet to sleep, because babies are all different. I know this firsthand because it happened to me with my second child. Our first child, Anna, was an easy baby. She didn't have to be in her crib; she'd sleep anywhere—in the car, on the boat, in a restaurant. (My definition of the perfect child.) My husband and I took total credit for her easygoing nature too. We figured since we were relaxed and laid back, she picked up on our vibe. Then our son was born and we realized what complete idiots we were. He wouldn't sleep anywhere but his crib, made going out to a restaurant miserable … yet we were the same relaxed, laid-back parents we'd been with the first child. What happened? Apparently, our “vibe” didn't have a blasted thing to do with it. Apparently, children come into the world with their own personalities, high-maintenance or otherwise. Who knew?

Don't get me wrong—there were many books that helped me and books that helped Stephanie, and we'll tell you about them here. If you find one that works, great. But don't expect every method out there to be the perfect solution for you, because no one has all the answers for every family.

New mothers are constantly being fed the message that they are in serious need of help. They're being pressured on morning talk shows from experts who claim they have the answers to every problem a mom faces. Stephanie and I think moms are much more capable than that. We want to empower you to feel confident in the choices you make, even if they aren't the same choices your neighbor, your best friend, or your mom made. That's why there are two of us writing this book. We both have different perspectives and opinions on what worked for us. And our hope is that our experiences will help you in your unique life as a mom.
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Secrets to Improve Your
Hospital Experience

What to Expect

From Stephanie

[image: ]t's hard to tell you exactly what to expect because every woman experiences birth differently. I've always thought it was ironic that the biggest thing that will ever happen to you is the birth of your children, yet you have no control over the gender of your baby or when it will happen. During late pregnancy I often pondered if it's God's sick way of proving to us that he is still in control. The one thing I can promise you is that it won't be anything like the way they portray it in movies. For one thing, there probably won't be any speeding to the hospital (sorry, guys). In fact, in my own experience, I was begging my husband to slow down over the speed bumps in the parking lot. And there probably won't be any yelling or shouting when you arrive. Don't be surprised if nobody is in a hurry to get you checked in. They've seen this plenty of times before, and they know you most likely have hours of labor ahead of you, so there's no need to rush. Once you get checked in, you'll go to triage to assess whether you know what you're talking about or if you're yet another crazy woman who has a little gas and thinks she's in labor. That's right, girls—you'll have to convince them to let you stay. Plenty of first-time moms get sent home. In fact, unless you are aware of some special situation with your pregnancy, it's really not a bad idea to spend some time laboring at home instead of rushing off to the hospital. Even if your water breaks, you are probably looking at several more hours of labor.

So let's talk a little about labor. That's what we're all most worried about, right? Again, it's hard to give you an answer. When Sara and I were pregnant, we used to watch the show A Baby Story on TLC every day. And we were both surprised over the differences in how women reacted to labor pain. Most women were very calm and quiet and acted as if there was nothing to it, while there occasionally was a screamer or two. We felt it had a lot to do with personality and age and maybe even the size of the baby.

My water broke early in the morning, but my contractions were not cooperating. I spent hours walking and walking and walking around the floor of the maternity ward, watching everybody else's babies be born and wondering when it was going to be my turn. I wasn't in much pain at all. I walked and talked and rested. When things weren't progressing, my doctor did some feeling around and decided that the baby needed to be turned slightly. My plan was to go as long as possible without the epidural (that's what everyone had programmed me to do). But when the decision was made to turn the baby, a nurse showed up and said, “Get the epidural, this is going to hurt.” So, wham—I got the epidural. I pretty much breezed through the rest of the labor and birth with very little pain. In fact, it wasn't much worse than bad menstrual cramps. There are plenty of books that will explain the stages of labor, so we'll spare you the time of reading it again. The most important thing for you to know is to go with an open mind.

Birth Plans

Many books and birth classes urge you to create a birth plan. A birth plan is fine to help you prepare and think through the process in your own mind. But understand that once labor starts, you're in new territory and you have no control over what's going to happen next. The best thing you can do is to educate yourself about all the aspects of labor and delivery, remembering that childbirth doesn't follow a textbook and your plan may go out the window, especially when there are issues with the safety of you and/or your baby. My first delivery almost turned into a C-section. I was a little shocked when my doctor told me that we were going to have to do a C-section if things didn't improve in the next hour. But I wasn't scared because I had read about them, talked with my doctor about them, and pretty much knew what to expect. The doctors and nurses have done this many more times than you, and you have to trust them and follow their guidance, even if it contradicts your birth plan. Relax and go with it.

The Pain of Labor

Dilation, laboring positions, contractions, pushing, breathing, C-sections… learn as much as you can about the process of labor. Why? Because the more you understand, the less afraid you'll be, and the less fear you have, the less it will hurt. Being fearful will make it hard for you to relax, and the more tense you are, the more labor will hurt. Relaxing is the key to a better, less painful labor. My husband is a hypnotist, so I suppose I'm a little biased, but learning how to relax through hypnosis can help greatly. Most people just don't know how to completely relax, especially during an exciting event like childbirth. Learning a little self-hypnosis can really help your labor be much more enjoyable. Being too hungry or thirsty can make pain feel worse too. Be sure to eat something healthy and high in protein before you go to the hospital. The uterus is a muscle that needs energy and hydration to do its job. Some birthing centers are starting to allow laboring mothers to have light meals. And be sure to keep sipping water or juice during labor. Pushing a baby out is an intense athletic event and your body can become dehydrated.

When to Speak Up

From Stephanie

Now, we've told you to trust your doctors and nurses. But it is also important to know when to speak up. I'm from the old school of thought where you just respect the doctors and comply with whatever they want to do to you. (Girls are to be seen and not heard … can you believe our mothers taught us that?) But if you truly feel that something is wrong in the way you are being treated, then ask your nurse or doctor. Don't be afraid to ask questions—you're entitled to an explanation. Or have your birth partner or spouse ask for you. Things that seem scary to you are common procedures to those attending you. It's okay to speak up, but do it with grace and kindness. You don't want to piss these people off—you're going to need them later, trust me. I'll give you an example: When my daughter was born, she had some initial breathing issues that had to be handled right away. An hour had gone by while she was being monitored in a bassinet across the room. I heard the nurse mention that someone else was coming to bathe her or administer something, and I said, “Can that please wait? I haven't been able to hold her yet.” Immediately they changed their plans and brought her to me. Perhaps they had gotten busy with her well-being and amidst all the medical protocols had forgotten about little ol’ me, the new mother (it was a premonition of what motherhood brings).

Get Some Sleep

Once the baby is here, you'll be so excited to hold and feed your baby. These are some of the very best moments in your entire lifetime. But also get some sleep. Your body needs to heal, and the fastest way to do that is to sleep. The nurses will take good care of your baby. Please understand that you will not sleep through the night undisturbed again for months (yes, I said months, possibly even years). So take advantage of the most qualified baby sitters you'll ever have. Put a Do Not Disturb sign on your door in case of visitors, or let everyone know when you are going to rest. This may be your last chance for quite a while. The nurses will wake you when your baby needs you.

Managing Your Stay

Most of us spend hours thinking about what our birth experience is going to be like, even writing out a birth plan, but we typically don't give much thought to the two or three days we'll spend in the hospital after the baby is born. It's important to at least give a little consideration to that time. It's especially crucial to discuss your expectations with your spouse. Do you want him to spend nights with you in the hospital? Is there a place for him to sleep in the room? Do you want lots of visitors, or would you prefer to keep them at a minimum? If you'd prefer more quiet in the hospital, you can gently let friends and family know ahead of time. Do you plan on trying to breast-feed? Do you want help from a lactation consultant? Do you want to receive calls in the room, or would you rather your spouse share the good news with relatives and friends? Do you want everyone out of the room when you are nursing, or is it okay for certain people (say, your sister or your best friend) to stay? Talking about these details ahead of time will avoid stress and allow you to relax and enjoy your time with your new little one.

Have a Quiet Dinner

Ask your husband to bring takeout from one of your favorite restaurants, send the baby to the nursery, and enjoy a quiet dinner in your room at the hospital. Check to make sure your hospital allows this. Sara's childbirth educator actually recommended this idea. She said it was probably one of the last peaceful meals new parents would enjoy for a while, and boy, was she right!

The Aftermath No One Tells You About

From Stephanie

The only way I can begin this section is with “Oh my God!” This is the part of the birthing process that I was totally unprepared for. For me it was much worse than labor itself. I was totally unprepared and very upset that none of my classes or girlfriends told me about the recovery. I don't know why we mothers aren't more truthful with each other. Maybe it's because of that hormone that is supposed to make you forget everything so the species will continue to multiply. Or maybe it's that weird and stupid competition that we women engage in with each other. And of course you know that anytime you do get the truth out of a mother, including all the gory details, it's always followed with “But it's totally worth it because they're so cute and you just love them so much.” And that's true; it is worth it.

But here's the part I wish someone had warned me about: once the epidural wears off, you're in pain. It wasn't just that, though. It was that I had to wear these disgusting panties made of what looked like fishnet material; that I had to wear the biggest maxi-pads I've ever seen; and that they make you take something called a sitz bath, which is supposed to make you feel better, but I hated them! I've only ever met one girlfriend who said she loved sitz baths, and I'm convinced she must be the only person who actually knows how to use one correctly. They'll also give you what is called a “peri bottle” (peri is short for perineum), which is a squeeze bottle that you squirt onto your private areas every time you use the toilet. Then you're supposed to pat yourself dry apply a witch hazel pad, and replace your lovely fishnet panties and Volkswagen-size maxi pad. You're weak, exhausted, and very, very sore in places you didn't know could be sore in the first place. And then you have all these things you have to do to prevent infection and help with the healing process. I remember thinking that it was really hard to take care of myself during those first few days. I just wanted to sit and hold my baby; I didn't want to be bothered with sitz baths and peri bottles and weird underwear. The whole experience was disturbing and painful and completely unexpected. And to this day, I still don't understand what the damn fishnet panties are for. Maybe it was to help hold up the flabby skin of my stomach?

The other completely awful part of recovering during your hospital stay is when the nurse comes in and presses on your abdomen to help your uterus contract. This hurts a lot, and if you've been mean to your nurse this is her chance to get even, so you'd better be nice.

Nurses will check your stitches or incision and monitor your temperature regularly to help detect possible infections, and if you've had a C-section, you'll have to pass gas before they'll let you go home (that ensures that they put everything back correctly since your entire intestinal tract was lying on an operating table just a few hours ago). The first time you have a bowel movement after giving birth is terrifying for most women. Just drink plenty of fluids and it won't be as bad as you envision.

So now you know, and I've included every gory detail. I hope, since you know what to expect, you won't be as miserable as I was. “But it's totally worth it because they're so cute and you just love them so much.”

From Sara

I too was shocked at how much other moms conveniently left out of their birth stories. But do you really blame them? This stuff isn't exactly nice dinner conversation. That's why we're giving you the straight scoop right here.

Giving birth will no doubt be one of the most amazing, memorable experiences of your life. It will also be one of the most humiliating and messiest. You probably know that your baby will enter this world covered in a lot of disgusting stuff. But did you also know that after giving birth to your baby (and the placenta) a nurse will press on your abdomen to pass clots in your uterus? Yeah, me neither. You may also need stitches if you've torn or had an episiotomy. During all of this you will be mostly uncovered, lying there in all your postnatal glory. If you decide to bank cord blood, like I did with my second child (the stem cells from cord blood can be used to treat a number of potential diseases), expect to spend even more time in your exposed state. (You'll also want your gatekeeper to make sure no one pops into the delivery room uninvited at this time. See “Enlist a Gatekeeper” below.)

I felt great immediately after giving birth to both my children. I was flooded with relief that they had made it into the world unscathed and that I was no longer in pain. But Stephanie's right—when the epidural wears off, you will be very very sore. Once you are in a regular hospital room, a nurse may bring you an ice pack to place inside those lovely underpants Stephanie mentioned. Yes, it's really, really cold and a little uncomfortable at first, but the ice will help with the soreness tremendously.

I also didn't realize how long I would need to wear supersize maxipads after giving birth. There's no other way to say it: you bleed a lot and for quite a while. That may also be another reason for the gigantic stretchy underpants.

As Stephanie said, the thought of going to the bathroom (and I don't mean urinating) for the first time can be a little scary. But don't worry, the nurse will give you stool softeners.

So there you have it: all the gory details no one else would tell you. Now you know why other moms give you that knowing look when you tell them you're pregnant.

Enlist a Gatekeeper

After exposing your most private parts during the birth process, you'll probably be ready for a little privacy. This can be difficult to manage when you have well-meaning friends and family who want to come to your room to visit and see your new bundle of joy. It's important to have someone watching out for you and managing the visitors so that you can rest, have the privacy you need to breast-feed, or get out of bed to go to the bathroom (which can be a bit of a process at first). Your husband or partner is an obvious choice for this role. Another option is a close friend or family member who will be spending a lot of time with you at the hospital.

There are several things your gatekeeper can do at the hospital to give you privacy and help you rest:

[image: ]  Intercept visitors when you need privacy and ask them to come back a little later.

[image: ]  Completely close the door to your hospital room when you need privacy. This will encourage visitors to knock before entering. (Believe it or not, some people will just walk right in!)

[image: ]  Tape a piece of paper to the door that says, “Mommy resting. Please come back a little later.”

[image: ]  Ask visitors to step out if Mom needs to nurse or visit the restroom, or if a nurse comes in to check you.

[image: ]  Notice if Mom is tired during a visit, and drop hints to visitors that it's time to go.

Let the Nurses Help You

From Sara

My advice to pregnant women is always “Take advantage of the hospital nursery.” While you're in the hospital you have a staff of expertly trained and highly experienced neonatal nurses ready to help you. Let them! When my daughter was born, I felt guilty sending her to the hospital nursery even though I was recovering from the rigors of childbirth and obviously needed some rest. Once after I'd asked the nurse to take her out of my room for a while I saw a card that said “Out on demand” attached to her bassinet in the nursery. I started crying! “Out on demand” sounds so harsh, like I was this horrible mother who demanded her child be removed from her room. I desperately wanted to be the best mommy on the planet, not one who kicked her kid out of her room a day after she was born!

I immediately brought her back to the room and kept her with me almost constantly. As a result, I was completely sleep-deprived and exhausted when I got home. I realized later I should have taken the opportunity to sleep when I had the luxury of these professionals to take care of my baby through the night. I would have come home at least a little rested. I have no idea why the nurses used that terminology—probably so they knew that the baby wasn't in the nursery for a certain test or shot, she was just there so Mommy could sleep. And it certainly wasn't any sort of judgment of me, even though that's how I interpreted it. Must have been the hormones. Although I do think the phrase “Out at mother's request” sounds much nicer.

When my second child was born, I was much wiser about the amount of sleep I was about to miss over the next three months. I sent him to the nursery and never had a moment's guilt over it. I knew I had the rest of my life to bond with him and that I would come home feeling much better if

From Stephanie
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