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ONE

How Did We Get Here?

Parenthood Changes Everything


I expected to add diaper, pacifier, formula to my new motherhood vocabularyI didnt think f*!k and s#*t would feature so prominently!

Lisa, married 5 years, 1 kid




What I get from other women is what I need, and that is help. I dont even have to ask other women for help, they just volunteer. What do I get from my husband? I get a sink full of dirty plates, a pile of dirty clothes on the stairs, and a child dressed for church in a football jersey.

Katherine, married 8 years, 2 kids




My wife doesnt understand how important sex is to me. Everywhere I go, sex is screaming at me. There are hot women in advertisements on billboards, and before I know it I find myself imagining Gina down in Accounts Payable wearing a nurses outfit.

Thomas, married 11 years, 1 kid






We are three women who love our children. We love our husbands, and they love us. Why on earth did we find ourselves so often at odds after the babies came home? Our pre-baby marriages were really good, maybe even great. So why werent we talking the way we used to? Why were we bickering? Why were we so infuriated at our husbands inability to find the sippy cups? Why were our husbands distraught that our enthusiasm for sex had dwindled to folding the laundry levels? Were we normal? Or was something seriously wrong?


Turns out we were totally, utterly (even slightly boringly) normal.

We figured this out because we started talking; first to each other, then to a handful of friends, and then, well, things got out of hand and we started writing a book about it. At that point, no one was safe. We accosted total strangers in checkout lines and captive fellow passengers on airplanes. We talked to legions of women who, just like us, dreaded their husbands Ten OClock Shoulder Tap.* They wondered what had happened to That Whole 50:50 Thing and why the lions share of the domestic crap was falling on their plates. We talked to countless men and learned that, like our husbands, they despaired that their wives had pulled a Bait and Switch in the bedroom. They complained that no matter what they did to help with the kids, the house, and the bank balance, It Was Never Enough.

Through all the talking, it became clear that most couples, no matter how happy and secure their marriage may be, find the early parenting years a challenge (on a good day) or even seriously relationship-threatening (on a bad day).

In fact, if you read the latest studies, youd think we have a national epidemic of miserable parents on our hands. A well-publicized 1994 Penn State study said that, two-thirds of married couples report a decline in their marital relationship upon the birth of their children.1 Ten years later, things hadnt improved at all. An August 2005 report from the University of Washington found the same thing.2 Most recently, a December 2005 study of 13,000 people published in the Journal of Health and Social Behavior said parents reported being more miserable (sad, distracted or depressed) than non-parents.3

How did so many of us wind up here? And, more importantly, can we do anything to avoid spending the next fifty years of our lives here? Parenthood changes us, and our lives, so profoundly. It changes how we view ourselves and each other; what we need from and are able to put into our marriages. This book is about understanding these changes and how we react to them. At its heart, its about keeping marriages on an even keel after the baby bomb arrives. Its about the simple things we can do to stay connected as a couple after we have kids.

So, What Is Going On?

During our intrepid journey of marital discovery we learnedmuch to our reliefthat many of the bumps couples might encounter along the way just cant be helped. The emotional, psychological, and lifestyle upheavals that accompany parenthood are unavoidable. Theyre nobodys fault. Were not necessarily doing anything wrong.

Topping the list of things we just cant help is our DNA, or as we three aspiring evolutionary biologists like to call it, Hardwiring. It took having kids for us to realize that men and women are completely different animals and, as a result, we respond to parenthood in drastically different ways. Our genetically-programmed instincts are at the root of many of our modern-day frustrations. They affect our post-baby sex lives, how we parent, and our relationships with our families, often in ways were not conscious of. Secondly, theres the inconvenient matter of planetary rotation. Our sixteen waking hours are not enough to do everything we have to do, much less anything we want to do. And finally, it doesnt help that most of us are Deer in the Headlights. Were basically clueless about how parenthood will make us feel. An iron curtain of secrecy hides the reality. No one, not even our own parents, will tell it like it is. (Remember those cryptic comments you heard before you had kids: Dont have a baby until youre ready to give up your life? To which you responded, Huh?) This Global Conspiracy of Silence means that most of us are ill-equipped to deal with the sea of change that a baby brings. No one prepares us for the Parenthood Ass-Kicking Party.

To some extent, we new parents are at the mercy of millions of years of evolutionary biology, the twenty-four-hour day and pure ignorance. These three factors set the stage for the various post-baby disconnects well describe in this book. Add in the facts that (a) we arent very nice when were tired and (b) we think we can get our lives back to the way they were before kids, and we can find ourselves facing some serious marital struggles. No matter how good our intentions are, most of us encounter some, if not all, of the following issues:
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Deer in the Headlights


	1. How We Behave as Parents. Those hardwired instincts we just mentioned, the ones we never knew we had, kick in when a baby arrives. A womans Mommy Chip is activated and she gets compulsive. Is this sunscreen strong enough? Do we have enough bananas in the house? Meanwhile, a mans first instinct upon gazing into the crib is Provider Panic: Gee, I better go make more money. She thinks he just doesnt get it. He wonders why shes turned into a control-freak, bottle-wielding shrew.

	2. The Post-Baby Sexual Disconnect. His sex drive doesnt change. She wants to shut down the factory while caring for the most recent offspring. To be honest, the three of us breathed a sigh of relief when we learned that ours were not the only marriages with some supply and demand issues. It was comforting to learn that like us, most womens libidos had also gone MIA after the kids arrived. Men, however, told us they still wanted sex just as much as they always had, baby or no baby. We were amazed at the level of anguish men felt when they were rejected repeatedly by their wives. When we heard guys like Thomas say, Its humiliating and painful when you are rejected at your most vulnerable, when youre naked. And when that happens three times in a row, its soul-destroying, we rushed back to our own husbands to ask them if that assessment was accurate. Their response: AbsoFnlutely.

	3. The Division of Labor. Its hard work, and theres a mountain of it. Dishes, laundry, feeding, changing, picking up toys, and keeping a jobevery day is Groundhog Day. Not surprisingly, couples end up fighting about who does what, or rather whos not doing what. We keep score. No matter how spectacular the Scorekeeping, however (and the three of us have been fairly spectacular), no one wins.




Am I supposed to gush over what a fine job he did emptying the dishwasher? What does he want, a gold star?

Leslie, married 8 years, 3 kids



Whats the score? Ha. The score is always zero when I walk in the door at the end of the day.

Nick, married 7 years, 2 kids




	4. Family (aka: The In-Laws and Outlaws) Pressures. Before we have kids, our extended families, for the most part, stay on the sidelines of our marriages. Have a baby and it all changes. Our parents and in-laws all jockey for a piece of the kid action. Their desire to be involved is another evolutionary imperative; each set of grandparents wants to leave the biggest mark on the child for all posterity. And plenty of us cheer them on. We want to make sure that our families have as great, if not a greater, influence than our spouses.

 No matter how wonderful and helpful they are (and for the record, all of ours are fabulous) balancing the time spent with, and the respective influence of, our extended families is a challenge for most couples. Meddlesome in-laws can provoke an If I have to spend one more weekend with them, Im seriously going to hurt somebody response from even the most tolerant of spouses. And some of us infuriate our other halves with our exceedingly poor job of Cutting the Cord (When Dannys mother is here, he turns into a complete lazy ass. Why does my wife want to move back near her family all of a sudden?) as we don the new and unfamiliar mantle of grown-up-with-kids-of-our-own.

	5. Who Gets to Sleep In or Go for a Jog on Saturday Morning? Naturally, me time takes a big hit after we have kids. We quite rightly give our children the time and attention they deserve, but doing so means the days are full and our tanks are empty. We often end up fighting over the precious scraps of free time that remain.




I really resent that he wants to take off for five hours to play golf on a Saturday, then he expects me to be oh-so-grateful because he watches the kids while I go to yoga for an hour. Big friggin deal.

Jane, married 9 years, 2 kids




When we dont find the time for the activities that recharge us, we get testy, and our spouses habitsonce cute and quirkybecome infuriating. A little bit of self-neglect can actually spell trouble for our marriages.




	6. What Happened to Us? After kids, because were so busy, its easy to neglect our relationship. There are no more deep and meaningfuls. Instead, its time to make the donutsevery single day. When we dont spend time together, our marriage can slip into Autopilot. Destination: Who are you and what are you doing in my bed?




The people I know whose marriages are breaking up now have ignored their relationship like a houseplant that never gets any water.

Mark, married 11 years, 2 kids




Ultimately, we all want whats best for our kids. Well do pretty much whatever it takes to make them happy. Many of us, however, overlook the fact that a husband and wifes relationship is the linchpin of the family. When it falters, a childs world is unhinged. We know that can seem counterintuitive when were heading out for a date with one to ddler clamped to our leg and another pleading for a bedtime story. But nurturing our marital relationship is central to our childrens sense of security and happiness. Being a good spouse and a good parent are not mutually exclusive.



What Can We Do About It?

The dark, looming abyss that seems to separate us after we have kids is an impediment, but it is not insurmountable. Weve learned that there are many things you can do to improve your relationship, and quite frankly, most of those things arent really all that hard. This book will give you hundreds of suggestions, but well keep coming back to two essential points:

A Little Action Goes a Long Way

This is good news, because a little is usually all we have the time and energy for. Small, but strategic gestures (think of them as baby steps) can transform a marriage, even one that is caught in a Vicious Cycle of low-burn resentment.


Basically, my first marriage failed because my first wife made it pretty clear that the kids were my replacement. She said that the kids needed her love more than I needed her.

John, remarried 20 years, 3 kids, 4 grandkids



Some actions we suggest in this book you will have heard before (have a regular date night, get away together), but were here to inspire you to actually do them this time around because they can make a big difference. Others are new, exciting, and even controversial: like the Five Minute Fix or the Training Weekend. Your first reaction to some of them might be a raised eyebrow, or even a no way in hell am I doing that! Just keep in mind that we dont recommend anything that we havent tried ourselves and seen yield major benefits to our marriages. Think of us as your crash test dummies.





A Football Metaphor for Men (and Southern Women?)

Understanding that men and women dont always speak the same language, were going to make this key point again in a language we know guys do speak: the language of football. Well, its kind of like football

In an ideal marriage, youd meet each others needs halfway, on the 50-yard line, all the time. After kids, though, that is somewhat unrealistic because they require so much time and attention. But if you make the effort to get as close to the 50 as possible, to say, the 35, the marriage improves dramatically. Warning: If you dont put any effort into meeting your spouses needs and dig in your heels at the 20, its a slippery slope back to the end zone. You can easily find yourself out of the marriage game entirely and sitting in the cheap seats.

[image: ]

The Marriage Bowl




The Right Attitude Is Essential

The three of us have to admit that, in some respects, a good response to our what happened to our marriage after we had kids? questions would have been a fairly swift kick in the ass. We were, at times, guilty of feeling oh-so-sorry for ourselves; or pining for the good old days; or reacting to our husbands requests for whatever with a well, what have you done for me lately? It wasnt pretty and were not proud of it.


We realized in the course of writing this book that our happiness with our married-with-kids life depends, to a large extent, on our attitude toward it, and weve adopted a few key mantras as a result:


	Our children are the making of us. Compromise and selflessness dont come easy to those of us whove been raised in a me-first, I-can-have-it-all American culture. When we have kids, we find reserves of patience, love, humility, and (ideally) humor that we never knew we had. They make us better people. Our children are and will be, quite literally, the making of us and our marriages.

	The Getting versus Giving Equation. Its the actions we take for each other that add up to a happier marriage. To paraphrase that great American orator (if not that great family man) John F. Kennedy: Ask not what your spouse can do for you; ask what you can do for your spouse. Easier said than done, we realize, if youre packing a couple of years of resentment under your belts.

	Quit trying to get your old life back. Its over. Kill the ghost of your past self. Surrender to the chaos and wonder of parenthood and embrace it wholeheartedly.

	This is just a stage. No matter how tough things are right now, no matter how little sleep (or sex) were getting, it will pass. Plenty of parenting veterans told us that making the transition to parenthood is one of the toughestif not the toughesttimes well experience in our marriages.

	Good enough is good enough. Trying to have the perfect kitchen, bedroom, yard, wardrobe, etc. is just not possible after we have kids (if ever). Pursuing perfection can propel us into a cycle of its never enough, which just eats away at our happiness. There was a time when a husband dressing a child in pajama bottoms for school would have driven us into an apoplectic fit. Life is so much easier now that weve lightened up and lowered our standards a little.

	Our happiness hinges on each others. It may seem obvious, but sometimes we dont act that way. We are our spouses best shot at happiness. Whether or not your spouse is happy with his or her life depends, to a large extent, on you. Instead of competing against each other to have it all, we should try to help each other have it all.






What This Book Isnt: Legal Disclaimer Section


	We Love Babies! Parenthood is a privilege that none of us take lightly. Raising children is hard work, but let us be perfectly clear: children are never the problem. The problem is how we grown-ups respond to the challenge of parenting. While none of the three of us grew up in fractured families, plenty of people we know did. We are mindful, at all times, that kids are highly sensitive to being at fault if their parents have troubled relations. That should never be inferred in anything we say.

	Work. Stay Home. Do Whatever Floats Your Boat. This book is not about womens choices to work or stay home with their kids. Were not going there. Were afraid well get hurt. There are some differences, weve found, in the marriages of at-work and at-home moms, and well tell you what we learned, but we are in the reporting business, not the judgment business. After we became mothers, two of us stayed at home, and one of us worked, so we hope weve presented both perspectives fairly.

	We Are Not the Maytag Women. This book is not intended to take the place of professional help if you need it for yourself or your marriage. Our only degrees in this subject are from the school of hard knocks. We are married to fundamentally decent, emotionally sound people and assume you are, too. None of us were contemplating divorce or even counseling when we started this book. We were just less than thrilled with how our post-baby marriages were shaping up and wanted to improve them. This book is designed to help couples talk about these issues, and think about things they can do to improve their marriages. If your relationship is truly on the rocksgo see a professional.






OK, If You Arent the Maytag Women, Who Are You?

We are three wives, mothers, and good friends, all muddling through the early parenting years together, who couldnt find the humorous, down-to-earth book we needed to help us make sense of what was happening to our marriages. We couldnt find it, so we wrote the book we wanted to read.

Honestly, the last thing any of us expected to do was write a self-help book. When we started this project we had no collective wisdom. All we had were questions and a willingness to listen. Weve spent the better part of the last couple of years asking people how parenthood has impacted their marriages and adding their stories and insights to our own. Oh yeah, and we each had a second (or third) baby in the process. We have seven kids among us, the oldest of whom just started kindergarten. Needless to say, we lived this book as we wrote it.

A Balanced Perspective

An It Takes Two to Tango philosophy is central to this undertaking. We are all part of the problem and part of the solution. So we present both sides of the story. Men and women view things so differently. He thinks to himself, Hey, look at meIm doing a great job, taking care of the baby on a Sunday morning and letting my wife sleep in! She thinks to herself, God, he does such a half-ass job! Hes sitting there reading the paper while our son is sitting in a water-balloon diaper with Baby Einstein on repeat play! It really helps when we know where the other side is coming from.

Although this book is written by women, men get a fair shake and a loud shout. This is not a girls bitch session, though we dont pull any punches. Weve done our best to get the guys side of the story straight, too. We didnt always like what they had to say, but we can pretty much guarantee that, whether you are a man or a woman, something in here is going to tick you off. Fair enough. Just try to keep an open mind. We found that even the most inflammatory comments helped us learn something.

Were All in This Together

If youve ever asked yourself, Are we the only ones not having any sex? Are we the only ones scrapping over dishes and errands and who gets to go for a jog on Saturday? or Are we the only ones who cant seem to do it all? this book will give you the answer (which, by the way, is no).

Weve talked to hundreds of people from different parts of the country in different stages of life and marriage. Everyone is going, or has gone, through variations of the same thing. You are not alone.

For the three of us, this realization changed our marriage dynamic for the better. It took the all-too-personal sting out of our arguments. Our husbands saw that we were not, in fact, crazy, and that our compulsive mommy behavior was normal. We, in turn, saw that our husbands requests for sex were not ridiculously frequent. Realizing that we are all in the same boat reduced the why are you doing this to me? arguments and paved the way for what are we going to do about this? discussions.

We hope these stories will have the same effect on you. You might even find yourself saying, Whew, we arent as bad off as those people. Dont worry, the smugness wont last. Youll turn the page, read another quote, and say, Ouch, that sounds familiar.

We hope this book will make you laugh. We hope it will make you think. We hope it will provide a framework for conversation (or more likely, ongoing negotiation) between you and the love of your life. Most of all, we hopelike usyoull find some answers.




*Throughout the book, we use terms such as this one to capture a particular experience, sentiment, or frustration. Check out the Glossary for a complete list.


Weve changed the names of all the people who shared their stories with us (for obvious reasons) but not what they said.






TWO

BabyBoom!

Welcome to the Foxhole



Kablooey

Its been said that having a baby is like throwing a hand grenade into a marriage. A hand grenade? Why the violent metaphor for such a precious, peaceful little thing? Theyre so beautiful. How could anyone defame such a cutie? But its true. Those little babies just explode right into our hearts and lives.
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Boom.


Do you have a new baby? Congratulations! Do you have one or more small people running amuck in your home? How wonderful. Does that home now more closely resemble a bomb crater than it does a dwelling place fit for human beings? Are you picking your way through the debristhe rubble of strollers, bottles, dirty clothes, and talking plastic gizmosthat now litters your domestic landscape?

Welcome to the foxhole, friend. Heres a helmet.

We know the feeling. The three (make that six) of us have endured seven major diaper-bomb assaults in the last five years and lived to tell the tale. Parenthood changed us, and our relationships, in the most unexpected ways. This is what they meant with the whole for better or for worse business at our weddings. Parenthood fills us with awe and humility and gratitude. It is also a soggy, uncomfortable, life-altering trial by fire. Babies are the great levelers. Like a drill sergeant who tears down his weak new recruits so he can rebuild them into soldiers, babies break us down and rebuild us into parents. They flatten everything in sight, and then make us better, stronger, and hopefully, wiser than we were before.

The Paradoxical Passage to Parenthood

Its the ultimate paradox, having a baby. It is at once the happiest, most breathtaking moment of our lives and the biggest mess we have ever gotten ourselves into (and been responsible for cleaning up).

The Best of Times

Once that baby is placed in our arms, we pass over to the other side. Becoming a parent is, without parallel, the single most beautiful moment in life (even if we are too busy throwing up, cursing, fainting, or just enjoying the drugs to notice at the time). We know that our lives will be richer because of this little person. We can feel it in an instant. And we can never go back.



Its amazing how quickly the life before your baby fades. I think it took about two weeks. Then I couldnt imagine life without her.

Amy, married 3 years, 1 kid



The Worst of Times

Its so wonderful, but at the same time, new parents can feel afraid, confused, and sometimes, downright miserable. How is it possible to stand there at the side of the crib, silently watching the rise and fall of your babys breathing, and feel such extreme, and diametrically opposed, emotionspure joy and sheer terrorrise within you? How is it possible to share moments like these with your spouse and think, Look at this miracle we have created together! and Youre nice and all, but youre driving me crazy, within the same synaptic flash?

We feel dazed, confused, and even demented. We are shell-shocked. We are wholly unprepared and painfully ill-equipped. It doesnt matter how many classes we attend. It doesnt matter how many books we read (in fact, in hindsight, most of them are a colossal waste of time and money). We are not ready. We never will be. Nothing prepares us for the baby torpedo.

Stage One: The Twilight Zone

This period is short, but it can be savage.

The Fear

Were amazed when they actually let us leave the hospital with little more than a shiny new car seat to show our readiness for parenthood. No certificate. No license. No nothing. Cant they see we dont know what were doing? Somehow, we manage to get home with no major casualties, but the minute we leave the hospital and its fleet of medical staff, The Fear sets in. We look with horror at each other and whisper, I dont think were going to be able to do this.

We start our long vigil of just checking to make sure the baby is breathing. Our fears range from the rational to the irrational. Stacie, worried that her cats would suffocate the baby, strung elaborate mosquito nets over the crib (nets that Cathy bought for herthe fear is contagious). Julia cataloged every input and output; such was her angst that her baby was not eating enough. For a while, she was even afraid to leave the house. When kindly neighbors asked her husband, Gordon, how she was doing, Hard to say was his reply. Men are just as scared as women, though. Cathys husband, Mike, admitted he harbored dark fears about baby snatchers.




The Parade

Many people get a soft landing into parenthood, as friends and grandparents line up to get a piece of the action. Hungry? Here comes a parade of people with hot meals. Tired? Just give little Sweetpea to Grandma and take a nap. Clueless? Theres someone within shouting distance who can cast some knowledge on the matter at hand. How about a golf round for the proud new Dad? Heres Grandpa with his set of clubs. Its no big deal because, hey, Grandma is there to pick up the slack.

Unfortunately, the parade doesnt last long. Most of us are struck with abject terror when the grandparents and other supporting players leave. We are petrified at the thought of taking care of a newborn without backup.


My mother-in-law was with us for a couple of weeks and, yes, I was relieved to see the back of her. But when I actually saw the taillights of her car, I thought, Shit, no one in this house has raised a kid before.

Gabriel, married 5 years, 2 kids






You Will Never Sleep Again

We hear rumors before the baby arrives about the impact of sleep deprivation, but no one can prepare us for this kind of pain and suffering. As Gordon put it, In many countries, sleep deprivation is used as a form of torture. Continuous sleep deprivation can make the most sane, levelheaded people irritable, irrational, or just plain crazy. We all turn into zombies. It is a cruel irony that we are expected to deal with one of the most difficult challenges of our lives on a wing and a prayer and a thirty-minute nap. Couldnt Mother Nature have arranged things a little bit better?


I was so tired I actually tried to breastfeed Bobs arm one night.

Louise, married 4 years, 1 kid (FYI: Bob is her husband, not her baby.)



The Cluelessness

Our general cluelessness compounds the fear. We really and truly dont know what were doing. How could we?


	I thought it would be easier to take care of a baby than a new puppy. I figured, hey, at least you can put a diaper on a baby.Margaret, married 5 years, 1 kid

	I thought the baby would be born with teeth. How else was it supposed to eat?Alex, married 3 years, 2 kids

	I asked the nurse at the hospital, How will I know when the baby is hungry?Steve, married 8 years, 3 kids

	I said to my husband, Gosh, since Nina and Brian had little Natalie, they seem to be bickering all the time, even in front of us. Im glad that wont happen to you and me, Honey, because we communicate so well.Bethany, married 6 years, 2 kids



First Runner-Up in the Cluelessness Category: Gordon, who, during a three-month hiatus between jobs, suggested that he and Julia spend that time taking a backpacking trip through Asia with their fourteen-month-old in tow. Were really lame if we dont take advantage of this time off. Why cant we be more adventurous?

And the Booby Prize goes to: Cathy and Mike, who actually forgot, temporarily, that they had a baby:


One Friday night, a couple of hours after Id put our two-month-old, Kate, to bed, Mike asked me if I wanted to go get a video. Great idea, I said. We both got in the car and drove the less than five minutes to the video store. As I got out, I suddenly remembered that (a) we had a baby and (b) we had left that baby at home. I was in a blind panic and close to tears. How could I have forgotten about Kate? Mike, however, thought that we should still get a video. Its not like she can get out of the crib and were already right here I just left him there and high-tailed it back to the house. Of course she was still asleep and oblivious to our supreme negligence.



The New Job

Meet the new bossa tyrannical (albeit cute) despot whose demands are incessant and often indecipherable. Whatever freedom we once enjoyed is gone. If we try to make ourselves a sandwich or, God forbid, sleep, that all-seeing, all-knowing tiny autocrat will yell his or her head off. And quite possibly take ours with it.

And how about that new job descriptiontwenty-four-hour personal servant? We all know, or quickly learn, that the work required to keep our ten-pounder alive is astounding. They are truly phenomenal crying, eating, inputting, and outputting machines. All we can do is pitch diapers back and forth, go wash another bottle, and try not to lose our place on the assembly line. Just the thought of it makes us want to sit down and have a gin and tonic.

The New and Different Ways We Communicate

The Big Leagues (Cover Babys Ears)

At times, we feel like we are under siege, and the pressure can take its toll. Remember when it was just the two of you and your biggest arguments revolved around whose turn it was to pick the restaurant, or who left their underwear on the bathroom floor? Friends, that was just battling it out in the sandbox. Caring for a newborn puts you right up there in the big leagues. Its a whole new ball game. At best there are testy exchanges: What do you mean you didnt buy more diapers yesterday? But often things get downright nasty. Doors are slammed and sofas are slept on.

Our friend Steve recalls feeling overwhelmed by the babys cries and yelling at his wife to Get the f*#king diaper! He later asked her when she thought her mom-instincts would kick in, to which she quickly replied, How the f*#k should I know? They are among the many new parents who simply cannot avoid expletives in these crazy early days.


My husband had the unfortunate experience of telling me I should nap when the baby naps. I told him, F*#k you. Youre at work. You take a nap.

Helen, married 11 years, 3 kids



This period of extreme parenting can cause severe Scorekeeping. Youre too tired to watch her for a couple of hours? Too bad. I havent showered for three days. Just suck it up! Well talk in detail about Scorekeeping in the next chapter, and how it can set the stage for ongoing marital conflict.

Fascinating Conversation

Even if we arent fighting, our conversation just isnt what it used to be. The day-to-day care of a newborn ushers in new and fascinating repartee. Now all we talk about isthe baby and how to care for the babywhen to feed the baby, how much to feed the baby, whose turn it is to feed the baby, whos going to wash the bottles, when to change the baby, whos going to change the baby, when should the baby take a nap, when should the baby wake up, what should the baby wear, its too cold, no, its too hot, he needs a blanket, no, he doesnt, he threw up a few minutes ago, his poop was a weird color, he didnt poop today, we need to track his poops, why has he been crying for 3 hours. Its endless.


Fun and Games

New parents resort to all manner of fun and games to keep themselves amused during this difficult time. Here are some of our personal favorites:

Midnight Chicken

Also known as Who Will Blink First? It goes something like this: Its 3:00 A.M. The baby is awake (again) and crying (again). You are both awake. You both hear her. But nobody moves. Women are tacitly calling in their chit (Surely he knows its his turn this time?), but men, the masters of this game, simply play dead (maybe they throw in a little snoring). They cant hear the crying because they are sound asleep. Who will cave in and get up first? Needless to say, its usually Mom.

Our friend Charlotte, however, plays a mean game of Advanced Midnight Chicken: I used to nudge my husband when the baby would cry and say, Hey, youre up. I got her last time. But there really was no last time. Shed been asleep all along, but he didnt know it. So dont get too comfortable there in the bed, Daddy-O.
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Midnight Chicken


Tricks to Dodge the Poop

Then there are the guys who cringe at the thought of changing a poopy diaper and will say or do anything to avoid it. We know we women have a heightened sense of smell, but come onthat toxic-waste diaper passes your Smell Test? And how about Kyle, who has never changed one because, he claims, It would make me throw up. How clever.

The Affair

John actually slips away from work an hour early just so that he can surreptitiously have a quick drink with his best friend before he heads home:


I feel like Im having an affair with my best friend. I try to see him once a week before catching my usual train for the evening. Dont tell my wife. If she finds out, shell insist I come home an hour earlier and Ill never see Pete again. Its just nuts.



The Fake Business Trip

Things can get so bad that some fathers resort to elaborate gamesmanship to survive, or more accurately, to get away from the baby-induced mania. The clear champion of this game is a new father, whom well call Ron, who got a little desperate:


When our first daughter was born I was so exhausted I couldnt keep it together at work. I thought my boss was going to come in and find me passed out on the keyboard. Things got so bad that I told my wife I had to go on a business trip to Chicago. There was no business in Chicago. But I took a day off work, flew to Chicago, checked into a hotel, and got a full nights sleep. It was heaven. Im not really proud of lying to my wife, but it was a question of survival. I just couldnt take it anymore.



By the way, we absolutely and emphatically do not endorse this solution, although we know husbands everywhere (our own included) are secretly in awe of Rons ingenuity.


Sex

Huh? No one is having sex during this period (and if you are, its nothing short of weird). Women have to heal, no one has any energy, and if there is any extra time, you are sleeping. Next.

Stage Two: The Dust Settles

The good news is that we all, with a little grace and a little luck, survive the state of emergency, shake off our zombie trances, and start digging ourselves out of the rubble. Things do start to smooth out. We start to see ourselves as a family. We get the hang of the parenting thing. The baby is absolutely adorable. We can scarcely remember what life was like without it. New Dads, especially, start to really enjoy a baby who recognizes them and can interact more. Its not quite throwing a football, but hey, its a start.

Or Does It? The Great Divide

The bad news is that even as we are in the process of getting our collective groove back on, it slowly dawns on us that things have changed, sometimes drastically, in our own hearts and minds, and in our relationships with our spouses. For some, the transition to parenthood is simply a short-term series of minor tremors in the earth. For others, it is a seismic shift, a great rumbling as tectonic plates rub against each other and produce some serious eruptions. We escape from the war zone, only to find ourselves inhabiting a new landscape that is still shifting, and largely unrecognizable. We are strangers in a strange land.

The New Landscape


After I had Jack, I felt like a different person. I think and act differently because of the new responsibilities I have. Its like I have to reconfigure the whole picture of myself. And it definitely changed what I want from Matthew. Before the baby, I was unfazed by his long hours. Suddenly, I want him home now. And it bothers me that he doesnt seem as interested in Jack as I am.

Erica, married 4 years, 1 kid




The babys great and all, but when are things going to get back to normal around here? When will my wife stop the control-freak stuff? When will she be nicer to me and remember I exist? And tell me this: will I ever again have a Saturday morning to myself without being made to feel guilty?

Spencer, married 6 years, 2 kids



Both men and women struggle to adapt to this new chapter in our marriages. As we said, these changes are profound and they can take some getting used to. In the process of changing, we often wind up taking out our fears, disappointments, and frustrations on each other.

Parenthood expands our lives, but it also shrinks our lifestyles. Lots of us married later and lived ten or twenty adult years before we had kids. We got pretty used to doing whatever we wanted. But when the margarita and the sippy cup collide, we have to make a choice. We choose the sippy cup, but, at times, we cant help but fantasize about collapsing on a lawn chair with that margarita in hand.

Whats more, after living much of our pre-parenthood lives as relative equals, it comes as a surprise when, post-baby, men and women start to assume different and not always complementary roles. Hardwired instincts nudge women into the role of nurturers and men into the role of providers. Given that we stepped out of the caves about 8,000 years ago, just a nanosecond in terms of evolutionary psychology, it shouldnt be surprising that when we become parents our most basic instincts rise to the surface. But it is surprising. We find ourselves back in the prehistoric suburbs, where women wonder if baby might be allergic to mammoth and if there are enough wild berries in his diet, and where men stalk buffalo and question whether their hunting abilities will be good enough to get the family through the winter.


HOW WOMEN FEEL


It is the most important role of my life. If my kids dont turn out well, nothing else matters. It really doesnt matter what I achieve in my career or how much money I make.

Danielle, married 6 years, 2 kids



We are thrilled and terrified by our sweet babies. We wonder if well be up to the task of motherhood. We wonder if well be able to maintain our sense of self when it seems that motherhood will swallow us whole. We see ourselves and our husbands in a whole new way.

The Mommy Chip

Whether we like it or not (and believe us, often we do not like it), when we have a baby, a nurturing, domestic gene is activated. Its as if a Mommy Chip is implanted in our brains. And we cant turn the damn thing off. That microchip gives us supersonic hearing (Was that the baby?), x-ray vision (Those pants are not clean.), lightning reflexes, and a relentless internal dialogue (Do we need more formula? Whens the next doctors appointment? Have I registered with enough preschools?). It also comes with a Worst-Case-Scenario Program that plays into our newly-minted-Mommy fears. And, if thats not enough, the chip is plugged into a Guilt Circuit that compels us to think we are never, ever doing all we could for our children, our husbands, and ourselves.
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The Mommy Chip

Once we become mothers, whether we stay at home, or work full-time, or anything in between, that chip is always humming.

Mommy Shock

Most women we spoke with said that the transition to motherhood was mind-blowing and life-altering. We feel shocked by the awesome responsibility of motherhood. We are shaken to our very core.

Instincts Take Over

Women are often overwhelmed by our visceral reaction to motherhood. We experience overpowering love and abject fear. It is hormonal. It is biological. It is rarely what we expect.

Julia put it this way: Id always prided myself on being a rational and in-control kind of woman, but after I had a baby, my instincts took over. I never expected myself to be super-maternal. I was amazed to find that that was how I behaved. I felt at the mercy of my emotions. I was definitely not in control anymore.


I just loved the way Alex smelled. I would carry one of his blankets to work with me and just smell it throughout the day.

Meredith, married 5 years, 1 kid



One of our childrens pediatricians said new mothers fall in love with their babies. The emotions a woman feels are as powerful, if not more powerful, than the ones she has when she falls in love. The child consumes her and occupies every waking thought, just the way her husband did, once upon a long time ago! The besotted phase doesnt last forever, but the obsession can linger for a lifetime.

The fear is absolute. Women are deeply afraid that something terrible will happen to the baby. Often, the fear leads to overprotectiveness. The three of us refer to this behavior as The Lioness Effect, and again, Julia felt this instinct with great force:



I felt like an animallike a ferocious mother lion. I would protect the babys well-being if it killed me. I would have ripped anyone to shreds, positively delimbed them, if they so much as sneezed in the babys presence. I said to myself, Nothing is going to happen to this baby on my watch!



This common, though almost always groundless, fear that someone else might hurt the baby compels many new Moms to do everything themselvesno matter how exhausted they may be.

Expectation vs. Reality

We go into motherhood with a set of expectations that rarely align with reality.

We Dont Look Like the Women in the Mommy Magazines

During the nine months of pregnancy, if not our entire adult lives, we are fed soft-focus images of motherhood. There are no dirty diapers at a baby shower. When the baby does arrive, we are surprised by the noisy, sleepless, messy reality. A real-life cover model would be a woman with matted hair, stooped shoulders, a spit-up-stained bathrobe, and a look of exhaustion on her face. Shed be lucky to have a coffee mug in her hand because, hey, that means she had time to make coffee.
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Pin-Up Mom v. Real Mom



I thought Id be fabulously stylish and a quintessential Earth Mama at the same time. That was before I realized Id only be showering every second or third day.

Kristin, married 6 years, 1 kid



Its Harder Than We Imagined

We are not complainers by nature. Were pretty tough, actually. But new motherhood is relentless. The nonstop feeding and the no-sleeping gig wears you down, no matter how robust a woman you are. Furthermore, mothering doesnt necessarily come naturally, which frustrates us. For example, we are all told that breast is best, but who was forewarned that it will hurt? Few of us can imagine what it feels like to become a milk machine. It is, in fact, so difficult, that there is an entire profession to feel you up and teach you about latch-on, the football, and other innovative holds. The paraphernalia that accompanies breastfeeding is astounding: creams, nipple shields, pumps, pillows, and, lets not forget, the whole peek-a-boo line of clothing. (There are pluses, though. Aside from the many medical benefits and the incredible bonding experience, breastfeeding will empty a room of visiting relatives faster than you can say, Im going to nurse.)

The Questions

As we emerge from the foglike existence of the first three months, we feel another sort of Mommy Shock. We constantly ask ourselves the big questions: Who am I now? What should I do? Should I go back to work? Should I stay home? What makes sense for me? What makes sense for my family? How do the pieces of the puzzle fit back together?

Those of us who return to work, like Cathy did, and leave our growing-cuter-by-the-day baby behind, at times, face conflicting feelings of guilt (Should I leave her?), and relief (Thank God I am back with the grown-ups), and more guilt (Should I be feeling so relieved that I get to go to work?). Those of us like Stacie and Julia, who put our careers on indefinite hold while we care for our kids, sometimes experience withdrawal symptoms as we go cold turkey from our formerly suit-wearing (or at least non-sweatpant wearing), intellectually rigorous lives and board the time capsule that hurtles us right back to the 1950s.

Things Just Arent What They Used to Be

Millions of women everywhere ask themselves the same question: will my body ever be the same again? Its like getting used to a new roommate that you dont really like very much, and you have to make your peace with her. Yes, the birth is miraculous. Yes, its amazing what the female body can do. Blah, blah, blah. (Note to Mother Nature: What would really be amazing is if motherhood made your breasts perkier and your hips slimmer.)

How We Feel About Our Husbands (Oh Yeah, Them)


Its impossible to put your husband first. Babies need you 24/7.

Kimberly, married 12 years, 2 kids



The Warm and Fuzzies


I finally knew what commitment was. I realized that no one would ever love this child as much as my husband would. No one else in the world could share that with me, ever.

Jody, married 4 years, 2 kids




Rick turned out to be a great father. I was kind of worried, because hes the kind of person who cant sit still for even five minutes. But hell hold Sophie for an hour, just singing and talking to her. I definitely married the right man.

Robin, married 3 years, 1 kid



As we cross over the threshold of new parenthood together, we feel a tremendous bond with our husbands. We revel in sharing this miraculous experience with them. When we asked women to recall the early baby days and how it changed their marriages, lots of them got misty-eyed. They talked of swooning on the spot as their husbands held their tiny babies in their big, manly hands. Allison said, Getting married was one thing. Having a baby together is the real deal.


The Not-So-Warm-and-Fuzzies


My husband was as useless as a tit on a boarhog.

Liz, married 9 years, 2 kids. (Authors note: Liz is from Texas, which we hope explains this one)



Those wow, look what we did moments sustain us. But the collective female consensus, and it was a resounding consensus, is that men just dont get it. While most husbands are thrilled about fatherhood, they seem to be one step removed from the work and not nearly as baby-crazy as we would like.

One of our mothers has said, No matter how much a woman loves her husband, no matter how fantastic she thinks he is, when they have a child, he will disappoint her.

Ouch.

At first glance we thought that this was a terribly bleak and unfair assessment, but many women told us they were deeply disappointed with their husbands after they had a baby. Some reports state that as many as 70 percent of new mothers say they are less happy in their marriages in the first year of their babies lives.1 We think this disappointment is rooted in womens expectations that their husbands will share many of the same feelings and concerns about the baby. We also expect them to share equally in the work of parenting. Most guys dont do either of those things. And we are none too happy about it.

He Just Doesnt Get It!

Women want so much for their husbands to understand the radical change we have undergone. Our lives are upended by motherhood. We do a total 180. Our lives, our jobs, our bodies will never be the same again. By contrast, as Denise said, I feel like my husband just took a couple of days off of work and then things pretty much got back to normal, or at least he wanted them to get back to normal. Yes, men are profoundly changed by fatherhood, and well talk more about that in a minute, but, relatively speaking, women feel their husbands lives only shift about 90 degrees.


Do You Not See All the Work?

Guys, we know you cant share the experience of motherhood, but we often feel you dont recognize, unless we point it out, that the volume of work has gone up exponentially. Ideally, of course, wed like you to help. When you dont see something that needs doing, or you wait to be asked (or told) to do it, it really burns us up. When that happens, we start keeping score: I got up with the baby three times last night and you havent done it for at least two weeks.

BabiesWearDiapers

Most women are surprised at how little men understand about what it takes to keep a baby fed, clean, and happy. This lack of usefulness is, in fact, disappointing to most of us.

Case in point: Stacie remembers the time when her husband, Ross, packed the diaper bag for a three-hour plane ride. During the flight, I took our baby to the back of the plane to change the Mother of all Diapers. But there was a small problem. Hed forgotten to pack the diapers in the diaper bag (Get it? Diaper bag?). That was a hell of a flight.
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Clang, Clang, CLANG


The Safety/Overprotectiveness Debate

Womens instinctive Lioness fears can produce a particular form of the he just doesnt get it sentiment. Guys dont necessarily feel the same degree of overprotectiveness. Women have been known to become apoplectic because they think their husbands are too lax in the general health and safety categories of child minding. Certainly, the the baby needs a sweater, no, he doesnt back-and-forth has raged in






























































































































	A few weeks after the baby was born, I ventured out to buy a pizza. I returned an hour later with no pizza and no idea why Id left the house in the first place.

	One time I fell asleep with the stove burners on while sterilizing bottles. I awoke God knows how much later to the smell of burning plastic and a hazy smoke filling the house. I grabbed the baby and ran to sit in the car while we waited for the fire department. The really funny part was when I did the same thing again two weeks later.

	One night I dreamed the baby was in bed with us, but had fallen out. I awoke in a panic and started ripping the sheets off the bed looking for her until my husband wearily pointed out she was sound asleep in her crib in the other room.









































	Ray would come home and put his feet up and ask what was for dinner. Not once did he offer to take the baby out of my arms or see if maybe he could make dinner for a change.Nicole, married 5 years, 1 kid

	My husband actually said to me, Whats the big deal about taking care of one baby? How hard can it be?Phoebe, married 12 years, 3 kids







































	My baby needs me; she cant survive without me.

	My husband wouldnt know what to do. He wouldnt do anything right.

	If I went away, it would be a Baby Einstein Extravaganza.

	I would have to write out twenty-two pages of notes before I could get out the door. It just wouldnt be worth it.















































































	Change a diaper

	Dispose of a diaper (properly)

	Bottle-feed the baby (includes preparing the bottle)

	Burp the baby

	

	Put the baby down for a nap

	Dress the baby (in weather and destination-appropriate garments)

	Put the baby in a car seat

	Put the baby in a stroller and push it around the local park

	Basic orienteering skills: know where to find the diapers, wipes, bottles, and formula (both in your own home and in the local grocery store)
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