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Dedication

This book has been both a manifestation of love and ceremony of release. We would like to dedicate this book to our daughters: may you always walk to the beat of your own drum. To our mothers, who birthed us to be trailblazers, and to all the women we’ve met on our voyage and all the women we will meet on this path: thank you for shaping us through conversation, lessons, and love.

Erica Milah
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Introduction

Two moms walk into a bar: one desperately seeking mommy friends, the other on the brink of a breakup, both with tequila in hand . . .

Cue “We Found Love” by Rihanna.

That’s how we, Jamilah and Erica, met seven years ago as new moms finding our way. We jumped into motherhood from different places but with the same goal: get married, break generational curses, and live happily ever after. Of course, this being real life, things didn’t quite turn out that way.

Warning: This is not your typical mommy how-to guide. In the pages that follow, you will hear both of our voices and the stories that led us to being good moms who embrace their bad choices. These choices and our friendship have been monumental to our growth and healing as women and evolution as modern-day mothers. Through sharing on our podcast radically honest stories about topics ranging from birth and sex to abuse and starting over, we have unlocked the cheat code to combating shame, guilt, and the toxic motherhood complex. But now, allow us to tell you how it all began.

MILAH

People call me Milah, but my government name is Jamilah. Generally, I’m the friendly one, drinking generously, dancing around the room, and making friends with strangers. But on this particular night, a semifamiliar face appeared while I was waiting in line for the bathroom. A friend of a friend, whom I might have stalked on Instagram because she was the only other person I knew of with a baby, @watcherica seemed to be living out all of my life goals—complete with a big rock and an engagement to an African prince. I later learned it was mostly all make-believe, because, well, Instagram is a lie. Anyway, here she was cornering me in the club, insisting on a playdate for our daughters. I played it cool, but inside I was geeked up. I hadn’t made a new friend in years and certainly none who had any kids. It’s rare that the people you stalk on IG become your real-life friends, but, in that moment, my own little fairy tale that I hadn’t even known I needed had its beginnings.

ERICA

Hola, I’m Erica—E to a few—a big-hair, don’t-care (but I really do), sensitive-ass Scorpio. Instagram brought me to Jamilah, a.k.a. @milah_mapp, and I forced her to be my friend one night in Hollywood. I was three months into motherhood, with no mommy friends, and on my way toward a major breakup I never saw coming. At first, Jamilah and I were friends who got the kids together and didn’t dig too deep. It’s easy to do that when you have little ones and hundreds of things to complain about. But then at some point in the course of our occasional hangouts, I became single. Let’s just keep it one hundred since that is what this book is all about. The reality is my fiancé got another woman pregnant and left me with the hard realization that my dream of being happily married with children wasn’t going to happen. My worst fear had come to pass: being a single mom. I had been loyal to someone who treated monogamy like a part-time job. So, after a lot of ugly crying, by myself and with friends, I did what any grieving ex-fiancée would do: I joined Tinder.

MILAH AND ERICA

Soon, our mommy dates turned from superficial vent sessions into real conversations about what it was like to raise a child as a single Black mother who also liked to go out, have fun, and make “questionable choices.” Nothing was off-limits between us, and we knew that if we could relate to each other’s experiences so easily, there had to be other women who felt the same.

We like to say that a dating app, a threesome, and lots of oversharing led to the birth of our podcast, Good Moms Bad Choices, but we know it was a lot more than that. Good Moms Bad Choices has been our journey of self-discovery, the foundation of our unexpected sisterhood, and the way we connect with women around the world who are also looking to feel seen and heard by someone who’s just as imperfect as they are.

When we started our podcast in 2018, we never could have imagined that it would grow into the platform we’ve cultivated today. Good Moms Bad Choices has been downloaded millions of times and has featured a spectrum of influential voices. From asking social activist Shaun King, “Boxers or briefs?” to requesting the details of a porn star’s birth story, we consider no guest or subject off-limits. Our listeners have accompanied us on some of the most painful parts of our journeys as women and mothers, and we have provided a safe space for them to do the same.

The reason we’ve grown such a loyal following is simple: there is no one else like us in this space today. We are uncensored, cannabis- and sex-positive, single mothers. You won’t find us on the mommy blog circuit, either. In fact, we challenge the stereotypes of single parenting and what makes a “good” mother. Our open-book, no-bullshit storytelling combined with our eclectic roster of guests is what keeps listeners coming back for more every week. Serving up a full glass of entertainment and soul-activating topics, Good Moms Bad Choices is the support group you never knew you needed. Together, we navigate life’s lessons in motherhood, love, spirituality, and sex, with our audience in the passenger seat.

Though neither of our romantic paths played out the way we’d hoped, the two of us ended up with something even better: each other. What started out as casual mommy dates became an incredible friendship that gave us both an undeniable outlet to vent, learn, and connect. Over the past five years we’ve accepted that good moms make bad choices, too—and that’s what makes us human. Being a multidimensional sexual being is good, and you don’t have to completely lose who you once were before parenthood to be a great mom.

Today, our imperfect, unapologetic version of motherhood has inspired other mothers and women to rethink what they’ve been programmed to believe and adopt their own style of motherhood—because, let’s face it, no two moms are made the same. Together, we have created the Good Moms Bad Choices community, which includes millions of women who have tuned into our audio diary to listen and learn from our journey of redefining modern motherhood. This book is a more in-depth perspective on our individual paths than you’ll find on our weekly podcast. Because storytelling is a radical way of creating community and healing, the book is a memoir of sorts, which we hope will also give you advice, guidance, and the confirmation that you are not just a good mom but a great mom, despite your inevitable fuckups.

So, first things first. You should know that the ways each of us navigates motherhood and womanhood are different. The two of us of course share commonalities, but our differences have been crucial in the development of our friendship and partnership. Certain lessons are more important to us as individuals than as friends raising and guiding humans. The ways we parent are inevitably different because of our very different experiences with trauma, relationships, and of course our childhood. We don’t always agree on our versions of motherhood, but we also don’t judge each other’s. It’s not our job to judge each other or any other mother. We are all just doing the best we can with the resources we have. Luckily for us, we have a lot of resources, and now you do, too!

As valuable as our unique differences are, there is also something beautiful about what we all share as mothers. We all come into parenthood carrying something from how we were parented: the way we were nurtured as children has directly affected the way we show up as adults and parents. So this book starts with our beginnings. It is organized into three parts: BC (Before Children), AD (After Daddy), and A Rebelation. Our hope is to liberate all moms from the binaries of good and bad and, ultimately, to help us heal past wounds that prevent us from being our best selves as people and as parents.

Please understand when reading this book that we are by no means claiming to be experts in motherhood or parenting. In fact, on our weekly podcast we openly share all our bad choices and our hope that acknowledging them leads to better ones. One thing is for sure: we all fuck up in different ways, and we’ve all had fucked-up things happen to us. We are all attempting to sort through our traumas and to dispel beliefs about the world and ourselves that other hurt people have told us. Some of those lies we learned from careless caretakers, teachers, peers, and even family. Many of these “rules” were influenced by religion, culture, environment, and outside forces that intentionally planted moral codes we never had the chance to approve.

Wouldn’t the world be a better place if we could all stop pretending we don’t fuck up as humans and as parents? How sweet the world could be if we stopped judging other people and shaming others for doing things differently from the way we do things.

What if we took the time to examine the things that didn’t serve us in childhood? What if we stopped ignoring and repeating generational traumas by sweeping issues under the rug?

We were told to “stay out of grown folks’ business” by people who were having adult conversations in front of kids. We were told to “stop being so fast” because our timeline for exploring our sexuality didn’t fit the timeline an adult deemed appropriate.

Whether we’re Black, white, purple, or green, we have all seen the damage caused to both parents and children when we ignore difficult topics and avoid uncomfortable conversations. Candid talks about sex, drugs, love, trauma, and relationships are the building blocks to healing and breaking archaic stereotypes. How we choose to inform our children about these topics is how we change the world. In this book, we will explore all of these topics, including our own personal journeys to becoming good moms who make bad choices.

So, who is a good mom who makes bad choices, you ask?

You. Yes, you.

Now before you disagree and decide that this book isn’t for you, let me ask you something: What defines a good mom? What defines a bad choice?

A mom who goes to every PTA meeting . . . but pops a pill on the car ride home?

A mom who smokes weed . . . but shows up ready to play Barbies like a fucking pro?

A working mom whose career is flourishing . . . but who sometimes struggles to find balance with her children?

Or a mom who lives and dies by her children’s every breath . . . and who is miserable in her marriage and has no identity outside of her children?

This book is for all these women—because the moment we stop judging one another is the moment we stop judging ourselves and can begin making better choices. No matter where you are in your life, it’s safe to say that this motherhood shit does not come with a handbook. I am not better than you, and you are not better than me. Let’s make this an affirmation not only for ourselves, but also for our kids. We were women before we were moms, and until we get that part figured out, how can we possibly show up for our kids?

So how did we become two good moms who have made some bad choices?

Well, let’s start from the beginning . . .




Part 1

BC (Before Children)




Chapter 1

Parental Advisory

In order to heal the person you want to become, you have to go back to the beginning. Healing your inner child is the first step in changing the trajectory of your life. Whether you grew up in a two-parent household or are the product of a single parent, you have a responsibility to face the parts of your life that created patterns in how you show up as an adult.

ERICA

I never wanted to be a mom. That’s not a popular statement among women, but in my case, it’s true. I was that person who asked the flight attendant to move me if little Timmy with the snotty nose was my seatmate. Kids were cute, but I couldn’t wait to grow up. Once I did, my interest in childish things disappeared. Definitely don’t ask me to play. That was my stance, and to be honest, I still don’t like to play. Weed helps. We’ll get into that later.

Let’s just admit it. Say it with me: children are scary AF. I wore my “no kids” badge proudly. My parents’ relationship was less than stellar, and my father’s absence during my formative years left me in no rush to repeat the same scenario. I was a sensitive child who didn’t know how to share that my father’s truancy deeply pained me, that my mother’s fast-paced career made me feel I had to be more mature than I was ready to be, or that being one of the only Black kids in my class created an awkward insecurity in both Black and white spaces. Luckily, my mom and her diverse and colorful group of friends offered me a wide perspective of what the world was made of—my first tribe.


Affirmation

I will not let my past fears and traumas limit the beautiful experiences manifesting in my present gorgeous existence.



She was a celebrity makeup artist, and she brought me on set whenever she could. My superwoman mama taught my intro to Women Create Our Own Destiny 101. But being a superwoman requires hard work, dedication, and time away. When you’re a single mom with no real coparent, all that can feel impossible. But you do it—and she did. So there I was, under her makeup chair, entertaining myself at the feet of some of Hollywood’s biggest future stars, without a fucking clue. I loved watching her transform her clients into their characters, watching these actors become who they were hired to be. I marveled at them running lines in the mirror or with their castmates while my mom artfully turned them into the characters she saw in them. I took note of the detailed way she created positive experiences for her clients. My Libra mother, the ultimate nurturer.

Mama had to have a life, too. She was a single parent doing the best she could, following her dreams and also looking for love. You can’t do all of that with a child on your hip. I spent a lot of time with my grandparents, the nanny, and alone. Thank God for that time because it gave my creative spirit and mind space to run wild. My imagination took me away. I would daydream in my room and act out the performances of my favorite movies. I learned how to use my imagination and love of performing to hide the hurt I felt about not having my daddy around. My mother did eventually find love, and I had a positive male figure in my home starting around age nine. However, as much as I loved him, he didn’t replace my father and the role he was meant to play. I acted out in various ways: gave my mom a hard time, cried at the very mention of my father’s name, and looked to boys to give me love. Hello, daddy issues.

I’m going to tell you more about the history of me, because how else can you know how I became a mom who makes bad choices? It’s a known fact that childhood and the shit that happens during those years largely influence who we are as functioning—or semifunctioning—adults. What I’ve learned is that to stop hurting yourself and other people with your questionable choices, it’s imperative to go back to the beginning, to double-check and triple-check your traumas, and to reparent yourself, so you can change how you show up in the present. This New Age concept of “reparenting yourself” isn’t actually new at all. It’s just a fancy way to describe doing the work of being a better human, which often becomes more urgent once you have pushed life into the world. You start to ask yourself questions: Why do I keep making the same mistakes? How did I end up here? Unpacking how we were nurtured and how we journeyed to adulthood is the fastest way to find the answers to these questions and not fuck up our kids—even the kids we thought we didn’t want. At least, I think so.

What I do know for sure is that having a child of my own has vastly changed my perspective on how my parents navigated parenting me. They were kids, twenty-six years old—babies having a baby. My conception happened during the 1980s in Los Angeles, while my NFL-playing future dad was at the height of his career. One night, he went to a club where his friend Rick James (yup, that one) introduced him to a lady friend who was just as “square” as my clean-cut future dad. The two of them dated and got pregnant, and in no time the football groupies made sure to convince my future dad that he was ruining his life. He left my mom pregnant and questioned whether I was his child. This is where we cue in the public paternity test, lawyers, resentment, and not having a real memory of my father until I was five years old. Even when he showed up in my life, he did so inconsistently. By no means was his 10 percent presence enough to nurture a little girl the way she needs to be nurtured by her first love. She needs her father to show up—to keep his word, teach her, guide her, validate her before she looks to boys for that. Now, as a thirty-something-year-old mother who’s been through therapy, gotten the apology from Dad, and actively worked on forgiving him, I can report that our relationship is better than I could have imagined.

But we’re not here to talk about the healing. We’ll get to that part. We’re here to discuss why I never once romanticized having children and why it’s my parents’ fault. I mean, isn’t everything? I kid, I kid. But seriously, how I was parented has everything to do with the woman and mother I am: one with endless resources, thanks to our community of seasoned mothers who have given me permission to think outside the box when it comes to how I love, support, and prepare my daughter for the world. I am a mother with the hyperawareness that my child is not my Mini-Me; she is her own little universe walking around, and I have to respect her will, wishes, and soul path. Even more important, I’m a mother with the hyperawareness that my traumas don’t have to be my daughter’s, no matter how similar my situation is to my mother’s introduction to single motherhood.

When I was a twenty-something-year-old, I had no concept of these ideas yet. I just knew I would never want to have a child and risk her feeling unsupported by her father, the way I had felt. Besides, why would I want to work twice as hard to be the father, mother, and provider if shit hit the fan? Sounds like a drag.

By the time I was a teenager, the traumas from my absent father manifested themselves in an early interest in “adult” things. I started my period at age eleven, and my body quickly matured. I was getting attention from older boys, and I was being exposed to alcohol and talk of blow jobs at my private middle school. I had a lot of questions and feelings. I felt embarrassed asking about my body and the attention it was getting, so I did what most of us did and relied on other stupid teenagers for my education in sexuality. Yup, because a prepubescent teen totally knows how to make it all make sense. A delicate mixture of nature, bad advice, rom-coms, no daddy around, and a very busy first-time mommy led me to seek attention and value through my above-average interest in the opposite sex.

I’ve always been independent as a free-spirited, feisty Scorpio—a rebel, if you will. Okay, fine—a rebel with anxiety. I truly believe my innate intuitiveness and a healthy dose of rationality kept me alive during my incredibly irresponsible teenage years, with all my bad choices. This rebellion was, of course, the source of the contentious relationship between me and my mother then, but it also deeply defines who I am right now. If you asked my tribe, meaning my friends and family, they would probably describe me as opinionated, sensitive, protective, and caring, with a healthy dose of IDGAF. We will get into that later on in the book, because I actually used to give a lot of fucks—too many fucks. I was just great at disguising my deep insecurities with a confident front.

As I said before, I was a mature child; my body caught up rather quickly, and boys and men noticed. Blame Sisqó, my dad’s extensive Playboy collection, the unlimited porn channels at my best friend’s house, or good ole daddy issues. According to my very detailed diary, I had my first crush at seven, started hating girls who liked my crushes at nine, and began thinking about sex at eleven. Two years later I lost my virginity, and my obsession with love and attention from the opposite sex was ignited.

It happened in my backyard. Well, technically, we were in the shed in the backyard. Either way, it was not sexy and not what any parent hopes for a daughter’s first time. Kyle went to the all-boys prep school behind my house. He was beautiful. Cornrows, caramel skin, and his big, sleepy, light eyes locked me in. He played basketball, and his athletic build made my teenage heart pitter-patter. He asked for my number, and I wrote it down on a piece of paper without hesitation. I knew what I wanted, and this newfound interest in Kyle felt exciting and naughty. He was older, mature, the sixteen-year-old of my dreams. I knew he would be the one to make me a “woman.” We hung out secretly after school, and I snuck him into my house while my mom was at work. We messed around until a few days later, he asked if I was a virgin. I told him yes, and I saw his eyes light up. I felt special—like I had a special gift and I wanted him to have it—to own it, to take care of it, and me.

The next day I snuck him into my backyard. He kissed me romantically, picked me up, and placed me on the edge of a table in my parents’ dusty toolshed. He put a condom on, the first time I had ever seen one outside of its packaging. He pulled down my shorts and pressed into me. I felt a sharp pain until I didn’t anymore. Five or six strokes later, it was over. I remember thinking, That wasn’t that bad, and also that it wasn’t as romantic as I had imagined it would be. I lost my virginity on top of a dirty table in my dusty garage. I was in love. He wasn’t. He also wasn’t convinced I was a virgin because I didn’t bleed and because, apparently, I seemed “experienced.” I was concerned and flattered all at once. Was there something wrong with my vagina? Why didn’t I bleed? Was it broken?

I didn’t dare ask my mother. She was already stressed enough with a new baby, and I had no toolbox for how to even approach that conversation. I’m also sure my mom wasn’t anticipating me losing my virginity at thirteen in her dirty shed. Sorry, Mom.

My virginity popper was a ho. He didn’t understand how momentous an occasion this was for me. Neither did I. My actual boyfriend found out I cheated on him, and I was left boyfriendless and no longer a virgin. With questions about whether my pussy was broken and whether sex was something worth covenanting, I spiraled into a promiscuous cycle of meaningless sexual interactions with a mix of serial relationships and excessive cheating. The moment I departed from one guy, I needed to find someone else to love me. Enter baby daddy; let’s call him BD for short.


Affirmation

I am not the trauma or cycles of my childhood, my parents, their parents, or their belief systems. I am not obligated to carry their guilt, shame, or unhappiness.



I met him at the top of the Standard Hotel in downtown Los Angeles. I was twenty-two and on a date with my summer fling looking for weed. My friend told me she knew a guy and that he was coming to the party. “Yes!” As I sat in the waterbed dome by the pool (if you know, you know) and took pictures with the love of my life of the month, suddenly out of nowhere appeared a tall, slim-faced man with a XXL white tee and charismatic sleepy eyes. Baby was a thug.

“Hey, your girl told me you were looking for tree.”

Sure was.

I bought the weed, took his number because reliable drug dealers in the Valley were hard to come by, and carried on eye-gazing at my future overseas-basketball-player husband. Little did I know that the guy with oversize clothes and a sweet disposition would be the father of my future child I never thought I wanted.

We were platonic friends for a year. I had gotten back together with my semiabusive ex after basketball bae went back to Germany, because that’s what love addicts do. But I still found time to hang out with future BD because he was funny, sweet, and gave me free weed. He never flirted with me or made me feel uncomfortable, which was a relief. He felt safe, and I was happy to have a platonic male friend for once. After a year of secret smoke sessions and a final breakup, I went to New York for work, and BD happened to be there too. Before I knew it, we linked up, we got drunk, and we had sweaty, unexpected sex for six hours straight. My homie quickly became my lover and best friend. We moved in six months into dating and loved each other without a single disagreement for two years. I never had even the slightest urge to seek attention elsewhere. I was fulfilled and convinced this imperfect human was my soulmate. I still believe he is. I also believe we have more than one soulmate; I have to. Cue Boyz II Men, “Yesterday.”

Anyway, that’s a whole other book.

Four years in, I found myself unhappy. His music career was growing, and attention from women became too much for him to handle. I was twenty-five and battling with who I was and what I wanted to do with my life. I just knew that by my midtwenties I should have my shit together, and I didn’t. I had been acting most of my life without any huge breaks and writing music and singing without landing my dream record deal. Serving tables was my side hustle, and I fucking hated it. I felt creatively inept as I saw my partner flow with ideas like a machine. It was beautiful to watch him totally aligned with his purpose. Witnessing his drive and relentlessness lent much to my becoming the creative entrepreneur I am today. I traveled with him on tour and got very comfortable avoiding myself by pouring all my love and support into BD, even when he didn’t deserve it—because for some odd reason, that’s what women do.

Soon I discovered a burner phone with women in other cities texting my man (baby was a thug), which led to a brief breakup, an abortion, and an abrupt move to NYC. I went there to find myself without him, but New York can be a lonely city. My historic need for love outweighed my desire to love and find myself. I blame the fact that he happened to be the love of my life at the time. I also blame the fact that Tinder didn’t exist.

A year later, I found myself back with my soulmate in Jamaica, for a “let’s try this again” trip. Bad choice? Maybe, but the rum and punch flowed, my free-spirited flag waved, we had anal sex for the first time, and it rocked my muthafuckin’ world. Highly recommend lube, ladies.

When I came back, I was back in love and very much . . . pregnant. Fuck.

MILAH

Long before I became a mom, I was a self-proclaimed “wild woman.” Most of my friends voted me the least likely to settle down and didn’t even bet on me keeping my first pet alive longer than six weeks.

Despite popular belief, I had secretly always longed for the white picket fence, three children, and a husband. Maybe it was the four hundred Disney movies I had consumed or the thousands of images I’d seen of “successful women” being wed and living happily ever after. Or maybe it was the hope that I’d break all the norms of the stereotypical Black family and “make it,” full family intact. After all, my parents “made it”—kind of.

Growing up in the San Fernando Valley, a suburb of Los Angeles, is interesting for a young Black girl. My parents were pro-Black AF, but navigating among primarily white and oftentimes oblivious peers was confusing, yet became oddly normal to me.

As a teenager, I was aware of who I was and even more aware that nobody could really tell me differently—not my parents, not my teachers, not my closest friends. I was wildly curious and had little fear. Looking back, I now know that part of my personality came from a combination of genetics and watching my mother quietly suffer as a sacrifice for her high school sweetheart and two children.

My parents, both Philadelphia natives, started dating when my dad was seventeen and my mom was fourteen. They were babies when they met on the L train in inner-city Philly. They weren’t much older when they migrated together to Montgomery, Alabama, where they attended the HBCU Tuskegee University and would eventually conceive and birth me at the tender ages of twenty-two and twenty-five. Eventually, my mom managed to graduate despite the odds, and we all ended up in Los Angeles when my dad followed his dream of becoming a writer with a childhood friend on a show called The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air.

Growing up I was always pretty easygoing, making peace and not war and careful not to take up too much space; after all, I was a child, and children had to stay in their place. But I’ve always been opinionated and unafraid to share my perspective. I vividly remember when I was six, maybe seven, sitting across from my mother at our dining room table, looking at her and feeling her sadness, and simply asking her, “Why don’t you leave him?” I was talking about my father. Even at that age, I was fully aware of the turmoil and conflict brewing in my household on a regular basis. Although I was young, I had an immense amount of common sense, as I believe a lot of children do in the beginning stages of life. It’s almost as if the older we get, the further we get from our intuition. I was mature and the only child among all adults, but being a deeply sensitive human allowed me to be highly receptive to the energies of others. I had already overheard too many fights and arguments about other women and had witnessed my dad not come home many nights only for my mom to meet him in a rage many mornings.

Being an only child for quite some time subconsciously made me adopt this idea that I shouldn’t be heard or seen. I did my best to blend in, until there was a turning point. One day in middle school, a random girl decided she wanted to fight me. Having been slightly sheltered in suburbia, with the exception of my summer trips to visit my cousins in Philly, I had witnessed only two or three school brawls, which had shaken up my young, sensitive, Cancerian world. But on this day, a crowd of peers stormed into my classroom to alert me that I was scheduled to fight in the parking lot across the street after school. I was terrified, sweating profusely, and riddled with butterflies of anxiety. I vividly recall noon approaching, the school bell ringing, and the fear in the pit of my stomach growing. I had a moment of dialogue with myself and discovered my inner voice: You have two choices—chicken out or fight.

At that moment I hadn’t realized yet, but I’d later understand, that fear was a choice. Giving a fuck was a choice, and I had too much pride and far too much Philly in my DNA to ever publicly turn down a fight—or any challenge that came my way, for that matter. There and then, at twelve years old, I became aware of the conscious choice between being afraid when unforeseen challenges came my way or facing them head-on like the boss-ass bitch that I was. I realized then that we all have a little fear and we
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