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Introduction

My name is Denise, and I’m a Mean Mom.

I’ve chosen a lot of things in my life, such as what college to attend and what to study, the career that suited me best, and the husband to be my partner in life. And I chose to have my children, my two sons who are, as I write this, eight-and-three-quarters and six-and-three-quarters (they tend, like many kids their age, to value precision). Also, I’ve chosen to be the kind of mother I feel is best, and that kind of mother is mean.

Let me explain and hopefully in the process give you a good idea of what you’re going to get from this book: Being a Mean Mom is, in my view, the surest path to creating good kids and ultimately, of course, good adults, good citizens of the world. I say “mean” not because I’m an ice-cream-denying ogre (I am not!), or because I make my kids go work in the coal mine after the third grade (hey, that’s illegal; plus, no coal mines in my area!). I define my approach as “mean” because it’s not an easy path to take all the time.

It’s mean because it often bucks the prevailing parenting trend. It’s mean because it often involves the use of the dreaded no word (see Chapter Six). And it’s mean because overall it entails taking the long view of parenting by often placing more weight on future outcomes than on present-day happiness. It’s like the slow burn of a warming campfire, as opposed to the brief flare of a match.

I love my children in the natural, elemental, unspoken way that most mothers do. But just as love alone is not enough to sustain romantic attachment, it’s also not enough to raise decent children into independent adults—progeny to be proud of. You need a plan. And it’s been my plan, from day one, to be the kind of mother who would keep her eyes on the real prize of parenthood, which is to say, the end game. The good kids.

Now, I can almost hear what you’re going to say here: Isn’t that what we all want? Of course it is. But it’s been my view that we may be going about it in the wrong way, or in a way that may produce the opposite of what we seek. We say we want our children to be happy, and happy is certainly a terrific thing to want for these children we love so much. But we forget that we can’t actually make another person happy. What we can do, however, is give them the tools they need to define what happiness means to them, as well as the tools to achieve it for themselves.

So here’s a sampling of what I mean by, well, mean. I carved up my philosophy into manifestos, a list of ten principles I try my best to adhere to, which I’ll go into more detail with, chapter by chapter. Here they are:


	It’s not about you. It’s about them. In Chapter One, I’ll talk about how many of today’s parents, besotted as they are with their new babies, begin to see the kids as extensions of themselves, and see their children, as they grow, as reflections of themselves. But parenting is a weird thing: it’s probably the most important thing you’ll do in your life (presuming you are not William Shakespeare or Martin Luther King Jr. or whoever, someday, finds a cure for cancer) that is not about you, at least not in the final analysis.

	Hang on to yourself. Yeah, I know—at first glance, that seems to contradict the “it’s not about you” thing. But listen to what I have to say in Chapter Two: If you submerge your pre-kid personality—your goals, hopes, dreams, likes, and dislikes—into parenting, you’ll go looking for that self later and find no one’s home. Not only that, but if your aim is to raise independent children, you have to model independence yourself. I promise you, it is possible (and in my view preferable!) to raise your children without losing yourself in them. And in the end, they’ll thank you for it.

	Start as you mean to go on. In Chapter Three, it’s all about creating your own set of rules and principles, right from the get-go. Having a new baby is hard, but I caution you to be careful that you’re not setting patterns that are hard to break later. Same thing goes for later in parenting: some things you can wing, like what’s for dinner or where you’ll go on vacation. But if you wing it with discipline and rules—and especially if you change things up out of fear (fear of a tantrum, fear of being called “mean”), you’re just kicking the can down the road. And don’t forget—the end of the road is your child, all grown up. Making good decisions for them now is a major way to show them how to make smart decisions for themselves later.

	Don’t follow the parenting pack. Chapter Four helps you forge your path as a parent without succumbing to peer pressure. Parenting’s hardly private anymore—we all watch each other, and some of us judge (and are judged) for our choices. The net result of all this out-in-the-open parenting is that you may find yourself doing things that don’t really feel right to you. But you do them because they’re what everyone else is doing. Following the pack is for junior high (and it isn’t such a great idea for that), not for parenting. From you, your kids need clarity, consistency, and the sense that you know what you’re doing, although it’s perfectly okay if you don’t know what you’re doing sometimes.

	Take (or take back) control. In Chapter Five I wonder: who’s in charge over at your house? Gosh, I hope it’s you. It’s tough, no doubt, to be the heavy, but if not you, who? It can seem egalitarian and enlightened to let your kids decide they want s’mores for breakfast (and now and then it’s just plain fun!), but when they decide important things all the time, you’ve got the recipe for chaos. Being in control is sometimes being uncool. But in my opinion and experience, the uncool-est parents raise the coolest kids.

	Say no. Smile. Don’t apologize. Repeat as necessary. In Chapter Six, I offer you my favorite mean-mom principle (you’re not allowed to have favorite kids, but you can have favorite bits of personal philosophy, and this is mine). Put simply, an overuse of the word yes—and its cousin, the “have it all/have it now” attitude—is turning us, the parents, into giant blobs of mush. And it is turning our kids into entitled tots who think the world is theirs with zero effort required. A few well-placed and well-timed no’s—those that fit in with your values and your goals—are like spinach to kids. Tough to eat at first, but they grow up to love it, and are all the stronger for having swallowed it.

	Teach them life skills. I talk in Chapter Seven about some pretty old-fashioned stuff. Cooking. Washing cars. Mowing lawns. You know, all that stuff you learned to do as a kid but that you don’t often see kids doing today in our outsource-happy world. So do your kids really need to know how to make a sandwich or clean a toilet? Maybe not on the face of it—but I argue that what kids are missing when they don’t learn life skills is the pride they feel. Your kids have a right to feel that pride. I happen to believe that kids who can do things are smarter, more confident, and ultimately happier.

	Slow it down. In Chapter Eight, I put on the brakes and ask you to consider doing the same. It’s no newsflash that we live in a rush-rush world. Stores stay open later and later, but even when they’re closed, you can find anything you need, anytime you need it, on the trusty Internet. This is the world our kids are living in, and we have to deal with that. But what we should not do is surrender to the belief that this means they have to grow up any faster than they are inclined to. There’s value to slowing down the kind of entertainment they consume (whatever happened to age-appropriateness, I ask you?!) or the fashions they wear (a major reason I’m glad I have boys!), or the tech they are treated to. And we have to be pretty careful, as parents, that we’re not the ones rushing them.

	Fail your child, a little bit, every day. Chapter Nine’s message sounds scary—fail your child?!—but trust me, it’s not. Failing at the whole shebang is not what I’m talking about here. Instead, I’m talking about allowing for the small failures—the fall off the swing set, having to cool his heels and wait for you to be free to play Monopoly Jr., the disappointment of not having his best friend follow him to first grade, and so on—because it’s in those small failures and disappointments that a child stretches, grows, finds new brain cells, new reserves of nerve and strength and self-reliance. Simply put, I’m asking that you land the helicopter and let your child suffer the slings and arrows of life as they happen. Within reason, of course.

	Prepare them for the world, not the world for them. In Chapter Ten I ask you to consider the end game, the grown people you hope to raise. It’s easy in a world where you can buy baby kneepads for your new crawler to think it perfectly acceptable to argue your child into the “best” kindergarten class or, later, into a better grade. You want to make the world ahead smooth for your child. I turn that on its head here: Wouldn’t it be better, in the long run, to make your child smart enough, flexible enough, capable enough, to handle the world with all its inevitable bumps?



The Original Mean Mom

One way I came by my Mean Mom approach was by genetics, and certainly through the way I was raised. Before I had children, I was musing aloud about what sort of parent I might be, and I let slip to a cousin of mine that I figured I’d turn out, more or less, just like my mother. My cousin blurted out—before her internal filter had a chance to stop her—“But Aunt Carol was so mean!” What my cousin was likely recalling were memories of my mother yelling up the stairs for us girls to quiet down and go to sleep! Clean up those toys! And no, you can’t have dessert until after dinner. (My sister, my cousins, and I spent a lot of time together as girls.)

What she left out of that snap judgment of my pronouncement—although I’m sure she didn’t actually forget it—was the flip side of my mother’s brand of “mean”: at my home, there was dinner on the table every night, on schedule; our home was clean and warm and friendly; we always knew what to expect (though we could also expect a swift reaction if we did something unacceptable). And we learned things: We could clean and cook; rake leaves and stack firewood; make bagged lunches and get ourselves to the bus stop in the morning. When my sister and I were old enough, we cleared up after dinner and made coffee for our parents, who rested in the den with the paper and the TV news.

Our house was orderly and my mother ruled firmly, but in my memory, it was also loving. That said, there was not an abundance of “I’ll do that for you’s.” That our parents wished us to be healthy and strong and smart was obvious. That they wished us to be happy? Hmm…Well, yes, I suppose they did want that—though I suspect not in the way today’s parents use the word “happy.” I imagine if you could go back in time and interview my mom and dad as they drank their after-dinner coffee, on our 1970’s pine couch in our dark-paneled den, and ask them, “Do you want your kids to grow up to be happy?”, they’d look up, puzzled, and say, “Yes, happy’s nice—but what we really want is for our kids to be well prepared to create the kind of good lives on their own that will give them contentment.”

And if you asked them, “But don’t you want to make them happy?” I could just see my mother setting down her coffee cup smartly. “That’s not my job,” she might say. If lovingly.

You’d never catch my mother, while she was deep in the parenting trenches, uttering the phrase “as long as she’s happy…” To the extent I suspect my mother thought about this at all, she figured that happiness was a corollary of what she really wanted for us: that we be independent, self-reliant, and pleasant people. That we follow a well-tread path, avoid as best we can common life mistakes, or at least come through them stronger and wiser, and learn to live on our own two feet.

Today’s Mean Mom (That Is, You and Me)

Turns out, my prediction that I’d be a lot like my mom was right, or mostly right. As my boys have grown from helpless infants into the proto-tweens they are today, I’ve stuck as hard as I can to my Mean Mom principles. As a new mother, I protected myself from sinking so far into a glorification of new motherhood and forgetting the woman I was. I chose the methods of baby care and parenting that felt right to me, rather than following whatever was in vogue at the time.

A couple of years ago, struck by how often that approach (a) seemed to go counter to the tide of current parenting styles; (b) mirrored, in an updated-for-the-new-century way, my mother’s approach; and (c) seemed, well, mean, I started writing about it. My blog, Confessions of a Mean Mommy, gave me an outlet to explain why I refused to, say, stuff a bag with snacks to feed a toddler when we were only out for an hour. It gave me a chance to explore notions like how having high expectations for good behavior in challenging situations (rather than fretting over how I could distract them, or worse, making excuses for them) could actually result in good behavior.

So yes, with the help of my husband (a firm disciplinarian with a straight-arrow moral code, mixed with the kind of fun-loving, goofball nature that kids gravitate toward), I’ve tried, for the last eight-and-three-quarter years, to re-tread the path of the Original Mean Mom with a twenty-first-century update.

It’s been a little harder for me than I believe it was for my mother, because while in her mom heyday—roughly from the early sixties, when my older sister was born, to the eighties, when my younger brother was still at home and moldable—being a Mean Mom was the default position of society. My mother didn’t have to wonder if it was “mean” not to sign us up for Gymboree classes, or not to play on the floor with us all afternoon, or to drag us along on errands without a treat in sight with which to reward us. These weren’t options, much less sources of angst or guilt. For me, being a Mean Mom has been more of an uphill climb, more of a push against the prevailing tide.

My Mother, Myself

It’s simple to slide mothers into categories pegged to the times in which they happened to become parents. So, it would be easy to say that my mother was the mother that fit her times; she swam with the tide. But there’s always more nuance than that. Even for her times, my mom was perhaps “meaner” than most; her mother-love manifested itself as practical, quietly fierce, and not—as I like to call it—squishy. She was emotional, but she was tough.

Far from the product of the kind of child-centric, helicoptering parenting style you see these days, my mother—an only child of older, immigrant, working parents—spent a lot of time on her own, well loved and cared for, certainly, but neither coddled nor fussed over. I don’t honestly know if I can draw a straight line from my mother’s existence as a child to her determination, when she became a mother herself, to raise children who could make a sandwich, run a washing machine, wield a dust cloth, and stand up for themselves. Maybe the line is sketchier, more crooked. Maybe the real story is that she didn’t know any other way; never having been coddled, she simply didn’t know how to do it, so fostering independence was her form of mother love, the only kind she had access to.

Here’s how my mother and I are the same, but different: When I was about as little as my boys are now, and I woke in the middle of the night and called out for my mom, the large majority of the time she would call back with a sleepy, “Just put your head back down and close your eyes.” When I hear that call from my sons’ rooms these days, I may wait a few seconds longer than some moms, but I get up and go to them. That is, if my husband doesn’t beat me to it, and to be honest he most often does. (And often, “Dad!” is the cry we hear in the night, not “Mom!”)

And yet there was one time my mom came to me in the night to offer mommy comfort. To be fair, there was probably more than one, but this one stands out in my memory. I don’t remember what was wrong, other than I’d woken up and couldn’t soothe myself back to sleep. My room was at the end of the hallway, and as she walked toward my door, the hall light back-lit her, in a long nightgown. In my memory, the nightgown’s white. (You get the angel reference, yes? It probably wasn’t white, but memory is unreliable and stubborn.) She came into my room, sat at the edge of my bed, put a hand on my back, and gently rocked me back and forth.

It was heaven.

But most of the time, my mother didn’t love with her hands, or her voice, but with action. I didn’t necessarily see this when I was a child, but I see it now that I’m a mother: You can spend every night at your child’s bedside, soothing him back to sleep. But if you don’t also teach him, eventually, how to soothe himself back to sleep, you’re leaving out half the equation.

Another memory: I was in my twenties, living in the city, and I’d taken the commuter train back home for a weekend visit. My mother picked me up at the station. From the platform, I could see her car, and she apparently could see me and watched me walk to the car. As I tossed my overnight bag on the backseat, I could see it: there were tears in her eyes. Little ones, but they were there. “Did I make you?” she asked. At the time I understood intellectually what she meant: “You’re so beautiful; I’m so proud of you.” But I didn’t feel it until just recently, when I was watching my boys run back and forth in a backyard sprinkler, their sturdy, healthy bodies shining in the sun, and I thought, “Oh, my God, I made that,” and my heart felt like it would burst.

You see what I mean, don’t you? The love that’s fierce and visceral—that all parents feel, of course—but in a mom like my mother, and like me, that love is channeled into an equally fierce and visceral need to see them standing up on those strong legs and going forward. Growing up. Growing into good people.

My mother—her upbringing, the times, her personality, her ideals—together prop up one leg of the reason I’m a Mean Mom. But let’s not forget the times in which I came of age, those in-between years in my twenties, already an adult but not yet a parent, watching, listening, and learning. And already, even back then, butting heads with the prevailing parenting style.

By the time I had my first son, I’d had plenty of time to observe other parents, in and outside of my family. I already knew there were a few nonnegotiables. I knew, for example, that going back to work was simply what I had to do, so I’d have to make peace, and fast, with the idea that I’d be trusting someone else to care for my child. I already knew that while a newborn would zap a lot of energy and erase a lot of opportunities for such previously taken-for-granted aspects of my life like sleep, reading, sex, and cocktails (not to mention long brunches and late nights), I couldn’t, I wouldn’t, let it consign all of those completely into oblivion.

I knew, in short, that I needed to stay me. My name was not going to be Mom, at least not until my child started using it with his own voice. (That’s why, when I think of that one labor nurse who kept calling me “mommy,” I still grit my teeth, and it’s not in memory of the pain or that she wouldn’t let me have a sip of my husband’s orange juice. I mean, come on, did I already have to sacrifice everything for an 8-pound blob who didn’t even have the decency to come out easily?)

I quickly saw the problem was that stubbornly remaining myself—with a career, a mind that craved interesting conversation and reading, and a living room that was not redecorated in primary colors—simply was not in vogue when I gave birth. I knew, as the ads say, that having a baby changes everything. But I refused to believe that it had to alter what was most essential about me.

The parenting zeitgeist, though, gave me the message that I was supposed to happily accept the loss of my coffee table (too dangerous) and its replacement with a Little Tikes kitchen; that I was supposed to adore, if ironically, spit-up on my shoes; that I was supposed to love kid music and feel guilty that I wanted to wash my makeup off when I came home from work before attending to my child (who was perfectly happy in his bouncy chair). I was supposed to view two inches of graying roots and/ or a messy, unwashed ponytail and baggy sweats as some sort of badge of honor (“I’m a mom! I can’t even take a shower!”).

Today’s version of ideal motherhood is full of a terrific amount of earnestness, a good-student vibe, a feeling that you have to ace the test and be cheerful pulling all-nighters to do so. You waited so long! You wanted this so much! All that was true, for me, but that didn’t mean I wanted to give in and give up.

I didn’t want it because I was loathe to lose myself, but I also already had a glimmer of understanding: if I drowned myself in the pool of my children, I wouldn’t be helping them out in the long run either.

My relentlessly practical nature, which mirrors my mom’s, combined with my inborn stubborn streak make me ill-suited to a loosey-goosey parenting style. I like schedules and predictability and order. I like to be in charge. I don’t want to be my kids’ friends. I’m not afraid of them slamming their doors and telling me they hate me. (Okay, I’m still a newbie on that score, and the times my young boys have done the slamming and the hating are more cute than chilling, but they’ll get there, I have no doubt.) I get a surge of satisfaction from hearing that my older son is polite, or that my younger son was a good friend to his pre-K classmates. I know there’s plenty I can’t take credit for, and they do have an awfully good dad. But come to think of it, credit isn’t what I’m after. I’m after sending those polite boys, those good friends, those good men, out into the world.



Credit isn’t what I’m after. I’m after sending those polite boys, those good friends, those good men, out into the world.



I won’t do it by being perfect. I won’t do it by being their pal. I love my boys to the ends of the earth and back, and I’d be quite pleased if they loved me back even a little bit (a little bit of the amount that I love them is, as any mother knows, itself quite a lot). But that’s not what I’m looking for from them.

They don’t need a perfect mom.

They don’t need a slacker mom.

They need a Mean Mom (who loves too much to go soft now).


[1]

Mean Mom Manifesto #1: It’s Not about You. It’s about Them.

What ever happened to parents being in control of their own homes, of parents being—you’ll excuse the terminology, and I’ll explain it in a second—sort of benevolent dictators in their homes? When did we stop being, say, Ward and June Cleaver, who could be counted on, in their 1950s TV household, to be there, to be in charge, to have answers as often as they had comfort? That’s what I mean by benevolent dictators—with the emphasis on benevolent. And when did we become something more like the sweet but befuddled Mike and Frankie Heck of The Middle? The latter are good parents, but they’re less in control, and also less above the fray of their child-centric household.

Sometime after the social and cultural upheaval of America in the post–World War II years, parenting became less about how to turn kids from babies into adults, and more about both the parents and the kids growing up together.

You and I didn’t come to parenting, in most cases, hoping our kid might make it out there in the world someday; we came into it assuming that we could engineer it so that he’d make it out there someday.

And when you go forth as a parent with that notion—that you can engineer perfection—you make parenting more about yourself than about your children. Sure, it’s about them in terms of all you want for them, but the line keeps getting drawn back to you; because you work so hard at this gig, so earnestly, so selflessly even, their success becomes yours, everything from a dry pair of training underpants to getting into an Ivy League school. It’s about you.

Which is not, ultimately, best for your child, who eventually has to live life on his own terms, not yours, and who also has to ultimately take responsibility for his choices, his mistakes, and his victories.

That’s why Mean Mom Manifesto #1 is It’s Not About You. It’s About Them.


Then and Now



Today’s moms might…read an article about the latest sleep technique for babies and spend the next two weeks trying it out—and then hopping on an online forum to extol or excoriate it.

Yesterday’s moms would…not have time to read articles about sleep. That is, if they could find any to read.

Today’s moms might…get a Tweet about a new day camp opening and frantically try to figure out if she can get her deposit back on the old camp and enroll Junior there.

Yesterday’s moms would…day camp? Isn’t that why we have a backyard and a sprinkler, and those Tupperware ice-pop molds I bought?

Today’s moms might…spend hours researching a local gym that has stimulating-enough baby-sitting for her children, or arrange a stroller-walking brigade in her otherwise graveyard-quiet neighborhood.

Yesterday’s moms would…follow along with Jack LaLanne on TV, and try not to trip over the kid in the room.

Today’s moms might…arrange the kindergarten class’s volunteer glue-and-scissor or secret-reader schedule.

Yesterday’s moms would…know who the kindergarten teacher is by sight, probably.

Today’s moms might…send around an email chain to find out what class all the second-graders would be in for third grade, then plug the information into a spreadsheet.

Yesterday’s moms would…spreadsheet? For what, coupons?

Today’s moms might…stop at the drive-through for dinner because soccer practice is on one side of town, ballet’s on the other, and Mickey D’s is in the middle.

Yesterday’s moms might… pick up the rare fast food for the kids’ dinner when she is going to the neighbors’ for a fondue party that might just get crazy.



The Perfection Trap

Every generation of parents loves their children; that’s built in. But in the years between my mom’s parenting experience and my own, many more clauses have been added to the broadly accepted definition of “loving your child.” As I suspect many of you have found, you don’t simply have to provide a good, safe home; food and clothes; education and some version of moral instruction. You also have to nurture your child’s fragile ego (and begin with the assumption that it is fragile); worry about her friendships when she isn’t even able to speak; wonder if a nighttime crying jag will leave permanent scars; worry about how much or little to expose her to preschool learning experiences; and in general wring your hands over whether your child is happy, and what you might be able do (or buy) to make her more so.

The bar for mothers today has gotten almost impossibly high—all the way to, and nothing short of, perfection.

All of us have felt it: that sense that you have to stay on your toes and alert at all times to what you can do to create a smooth path, an ideal, obstacle-free world for your children, a place in which they can grow up happy (nearly) all the time.

But here’s the glaring problem that arises when we try—as many of us do these days with the very best intentions—to fix it so there are no bumps in our children’s lives: It’s impossible, as perfection tends to be. So you, the mom, end up frazzled and frustrated. That much I’m sure you can appreciate. But another thing happens: All your attempts to create a fuss-free world for your kid make him less able to figure things out for himself. He ends up expecting that you’ll always fix things and do things and prepare things for him. In his mind, not only will you catch him if he stumbles, but you’ll make it so that he doesn’t stumble to begin with. He expects you to always make him happy.

But what I’ve found is that you don’t do your children any favors when you prepare the world for them—instead of preparing them for the world (see Chapter Ten). What my mom, and other mothers of her generation, generally did by default—getting kids ready to face the world, a world that was presumed rocky and unpredictable and sometimes cruel—was turned almost totally on its head by the time I procreated. Our generation of moms has taken it as an article of faith that the world into which we bring our babies is both more complicated and more dangerous than that in which we grew up. On top of that, we’re often better educated, have more choices for career and whether we will be working moms, and (despite what we think about our shrinking leisure) have more time. Why not figure out how to fix the world so it’s always soft and sweet for our children? If we can do it, shouldn’t we?



Our generation of moms has taken it as an article of faith that the world into which we bring our babies is both more complicated and more dangerous than that in which we grew up.



But again, doing it all, reaching for perfect, creating a smooth and easy world, helicoptering for all we are worth, while it looks and can feel as though it’s about the children (aren’t we doing all this—the childproofing, the kindergarten applications, the school volunteering—for them?), it also encompasses a big dose of what we want, what might reflect best on us.

Ironically, when we’re trying our hardest to meet the perfection standards we’ve all set for ourselves as parents, we end up making the whole endeavor more about ourselves than about our children. It’s in the way we frame things sometimes. Ever say to your friends or fellow parents, “Oh, I’m such a bad mom!” because you missed t-ball sign-up/didn’t nab the popular new DS game before it was sold out/semi-ignored your kid’s sore throat and sent him to school anyway? What are you looking for when you say that? Validation that you’re not, in fact, a bad mother? Someone to say that even if you missed the sports sign-up this once, the kid is already taking swim lessons and playing soccer? It’s like we’re all saying, “Who, me, perfect mom?!” when inside, we’re all aching for perfect.

And it’s doing our kids no favors. There are risks if we continue focusing on our own ability to parent, on our own choices, on the ways in which our children change us, reflect back on us, and otherwise are attached to us, rather than looking outward, at our children’s futures. The risks of today’s brand of parenting include giving our kids an overinflated sense of their own importance as well as making ourselves look like buffoons in front of them.

Overinflated sense of importance

What do I mean by overinflated sense of importance, and how does it tie in with the style of parenting that’s taken over in the last generation, the style of parental self-absorption? Kids, as you know, are smart. Like, crazy, scary smart. Their senses are finely tuned-in to you, to how you act and what they perceive you represent. If you are preoccupied with how you’re turning out as a parent, to the exclusion of how your child is turning out as a person, they are more prone to end up, well, selfish. (Take a look around. See any self-absorbed parents raising self-centered kids in your school, your neighborhood, your PTA? Thought so.)

Why? If you’re preoccupied with your own parenting—and further, if your parenting energies are zeroed in on making things easier for your child (providing 24/7 snacks, being sure he never has a “bad” teacher, mediating conflicts with friends, and so on), you leave a void, a space in which you might have put your energies into teaching kids that the world beyond the home you’ve created for them isn’t actually always so smooth. You could be teaching them that there are inevitable disappointments in life. I know, it’s ironic, right? Here we collectively are, thinking that our devoted focus on being the best parent was the best possible way to raise a generation of the smartest, most creative kids in the history of the world. But in fact, though we certainly are raising smart, creative, privileged, and confident (some would say overconfident) children, our relatively self-centered approach of “it’s about us, it’s about how we’re parenting” may actually lead us to raising selfish kids.

Here are some consequences of this trend:


	Kids who can’t emotionally manage criticism. Whether it’s a teacher meting out discipline, a friend’s parent or neighbor redirecting poor behavior, or, down the line, a boss dressing them down, being on the receiving end of criticism is part of life from early on. Sometimes it’s fair and warranted; sometimes it’s clearly not. That said, if your child has always been at the center, the winner, the best, and if you’ve always absorbed most of the heat on his behalf, your child may be more likely to crumble in the face of actual adversities, even small or momentary ones.

	Kids who don’t feel they have any stake in the homes they live in, the things in that home, or even in the emotional life of their families. If they’re the center of the universe, what happens in a house? How many centers of the universe can there be under one roof? (This is a rhetorical question!) So you may, in the extreme, end up with siblings who pay lip service to loving one another, but who don’t necessarily have each other’s back, because all of them were made into individual stars.

	Kids who feel little genuine compulsion to try their best. If someone else has always done the trying for them, why should they? If someone else absorbs and excuses their failures, why would they need to try harder to avoid failing to begin with?

	Kids who don’t feel or display nearly enough gratitude for what they have, the enormous gift that every day is. It’s hard to be grateful if everything you want simply appears before you have a chance to ask for it, or if potential painful moments are erased before they have the chance to sting, even a little bit.



Looking like buffoons to our kids

While babies and very young children believe, and rightly, that you’ll meet their needs, part of that is a self-centered (but unspoken) assumption that you have no life other than one of service to them. That’s how it should be when you have a baby. But if, as our children grow up, we skip the part about guiding them out of that belief, if we keep hopping-to whenever our child has any need at all, eventually we’ll look pretty foolish to our children. Geez, can’t she leave me alone already? Oh, don’t get me wrong: they’ll still love being waited on, who doesn’t? But that doesn’t mean they won’t see, dimly at first but over time much more clearly, that we’re being chumps. It’s not easy to respect a chump, an easy mark.



As far as I’m concerned, the worst thing our kids can lose is their respect for us.



As far as I’m concerned, the worst thing our kids can lose is their respect for us. Because it can lead to:


	Kids who expand their lack of respect for you to a lack of respect for their grandparents, aunts and uncles, neighbors, and teachers. This one truly makes me cringe. I’ve seen kids laugh at what their grandmother is wearing, or rib their grandfather for his old-man car or taste in music. I had genuinely adoring and indulgent grandparents—they weren’t aloof and hardly stood on ceremony—but I cannot even conceive of saying anything disrespectful to them. Or not thanking them for a gift. Or…you get my drift.

	Kids who, after long practice of having little to no respect for you, end up having little respect for themselves. You may think that’s a leap too far, but bear with me. When a parent spends way too much time and mental energy wondering—aloud, the worst way to do it around kids—if what they are doing is right or wrong or good or bad, the kids start to see their parents as kind of wishy-washy, not very stand-up. What you have there is a total lack of good example, of the kind of quiet, sure-footed modeling that creates kids who do respect themselves, trust their emotions, and feel secure in their own minds, hearts, and homes. If they have no immediate example of self-respect, how are they ever going to gain it for themselves?



Don’t Forget the Future

All parents can probably use a gentle reminder that their lives won’t, and shouldn’t, always be lived on the knife’s edge of nap-or-not, or how-long-was-that-nap; that they won’t always be playing the “what color was her poop today?” game. Babies do get older, and in the process become easier in some ways (harder in others, though). All parents can stand to wave away the fog for a few minutes and remember that the essential they-ness of themselves is still in there, somewhere. That they still have books they’d like to read and movies they’d like to see, yes; but also that they have other uses for their hearts, minds, and brains than whether baby Jane is getting enough sleep.



All parents can probably use a gentle reminder that their lives won’t, and shouldn’t, always be lived on the knife’s edge of nap-or-not, or how-long-was-that-nap; that they won’t always be playing the “what color was her poop today?” game.



Stay with it! It’s a hard struggle, working out where you end and your child begins. You may think, But aren’t I supposed to blur those lines? Aren’t I supposed to put the child in the center, with me in the minor, backstage role? The child is Rocky; you’re his trainer Mickey. Not exactly. You quite naturally support your child. But you are not the sum of your children.

No, I am not arguing that you should take a toddler who just learned to operate the toilet or navigate a spoonful of oatmeal more or less to the general vicinity of her mouth, and shove her out of the nest (“Write when you get work, honey!”). But I am arguing that turning her success with the potty or the big-girl cup into your success is the wrong way to go about it.

It’s harder, yes, and, okay, meaner to do it my way. But it makes better kids.

They’re not ours forever

Now, I can completely understand the impulse to look at parenting as an extension of who and what we are. In a way, it is. When we have children biologically, they are created from us, are attached to and then physically emerge from us (well, us mothers, anyway!). When we adopt children, the process of finding a child and fighting mountains of paperwork and bewildering bureaucracies, or coping with the intense heartbreak of, to use just one example, a birthmother who changes her mind, can be so battering emotionally that we feel, when we’ve finally made those children our own, exactly the same way. Put more simply, we all bear the scars and endure the pain of having children.

So why wouldn’t we want to make those children reflect what’s absolutely best about us? It seems so right, and yet I argue that it really is all wrong. Not only for us, but for them. If you compress parenthood down to a blip (which it can feel like, right?), what you have to do is get them out of your body and out into the world.

Ever watch nature documentaries? As a kid, I watched Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom every Sunday night. These days, kids can glue themselves to Animal Planet, and there’s no shortage of public-television shows about animals. What has always fascinated me is how many mothers in the wild—let’s take a giraffe as an example since I happen to love giraffes—drop their offspring to the ground when they give birth, literally: a female giraffe doesn’t recline to give birth, so her newborn has a ways to fall. Then the mama’s version of tough love begins: nudge that shaky-legged baby to her feet. Her focus, the animal-mama’s focus, is on getting the baby out, up on his feet, and hopefully not eaten by anything bigger or faster before it has a chance to learn to fend for itself.

For quite obvious evolutionary and biological reasons, we can’t nudge a newborn to her feet, give her a rough lick or two to get the birth gook off her, and then passively chew on the highest tree on the savannah while she searches for a teat to drink from. Our big-headed babies have to be born before they’re really “cooked,” which leads to a prolonged (in the mammalian sense) childhood.

My contention is that we prolong it too far, in our own heads. We could all use just a touch more of the animal version of tough love. Remember, when it’s tough (or, well, mean), it’s still love.

Shift Your Focus

To my mind, a major means we have at our disposal to help us take the focus off ourselves (our parenting, how “well” we’re doing, how we look to others) is practicing a little benign neglect, à la those mothers-in-the-wild. Here’s what I mean:


	Presume your child’s competence (rather than assuming her fragility). If we believe our kids are immensely fragile, even after babyhood, we’re elevating our own importance to an unsupportable degree. She can’t possibly get by without me! Is that really always true? When my older son started preschool, at just shy of three years old, I got an excellent object lesson in this principle. He was taking a mini-bus for the first time. It was all kinds of safe—the bus had car seats and a matron to look out for the little charges. But on the first day, I dutifully climbed aboard the bus with my son to be sure he was okay. No one said anything, but the next day I was informed—gently but firmly—that insurance rules prohibited parents from being on the bus. That made sense logically, and I just as dutifully stepped back thereafter.

	But looking back now, I see the object lesson: I could walk my child all the way to the bottom of the driveway, but after that, he was fine getting on the bus without me. Otherwise, what would I have done? Ridden with him to school? Sat in a teeny-tiny chair next to him? Held his crayons for him? You have to assume (within reason) that, as they say, the kids are all right.

	Make the big decisions, but don’t sweat the small ones. Decide—based on your research, based on what feels natural and comfortable to you, based on trial and error—what Capital Letter Parenting stuff you’ll do or not do: Breastfeeding. Sleeping arrangements. Preschooling, homeschooling, organic foods, you get the idea. But the small stuff? Exactly what preschool, say? Or whether your decisions match the prevailing wisdom of the playgroup (for more on this, see Chapter Four)? That’s all small-scale stuff that, if you fret over it, makes you and your needs front and center, less so your child’s.

	Hands off your kids’ friendships. Within reason, of course, you should listen to your kids’ musings and tales and shifting-alliance stories of friendships without butting in, much as you might want to. That’s his area. I see a lot—too much, actually—of parents who practically keep spreadsheets of their kids’ friends. That’s her dance-school friend; this is her old preschool crowd; I like that kid and I don’t like this one, and so on. Too much of that, and you end up making your child’s social life an extension of your own.

	Edit yourself from the picture. No, not the photographs; if you’re anything like me, there’s a distinct lack of pictures of you, post-motherhood, in the family albums! I mean, edit yourself from the picture that is your child’s everyday life. Know exactly what’s going on in your own home, but not everything that’s going on at school, or at dance class, or at Cub Scouts, or in your child’s junk drawer in his nightstand (I’ve taken a cursory glance at my son’s, and honestly, I have no idea what’s going in there!). Be the mom who goes to open school night and doesn’t rearrange the books and pencils in your child’s desk, because that’s his space.

	Expect the respect due you as the adult (i.e., you’re not their friend). You’re going to find, as you read this book, several mentions of not being “friends” with your kids. Let me get right in here at Chapter One and explain what I mean: Not being friends with your kids is not the same thing as being aloof from them, like really old-school family situations where kids sat at the dining room table with their mouths zipped tight, except to say “yes, sir” and “yes, ma’am” to their parents. That’s anachronistic and wrong. In my view, not being friends is more about remaining the parent in charge, even if that parent is almost slobberingly loving. When parents try too hard to be friends with their kids, they may confuse it with getting down to the level of their kids—emotionally and mentally. Digging into their dramas, adding to the dramas, becoming a part of their world in an unhealthy way. Unhealthy because it puts you too far into the picture of your kids’ lives, and because it leaves a vacancy at the top, at the spot where someone—the parent!—needs to be in control. Your kids actually don’t need more friends; they do need parents. They need not just the bodies in the house, the playmates, the snack-dispensers—they need someone to respect. Treat your kids respectfully, of course; but expect a different kind of respect in return. The kind of respect that makes it clear: you’re the parent, they’re the kids.



So that’s it: they’re the children, you’re the parent, and raising them isn’t about you, but about their futures. Get that down first, and you’re well on your way to mean momhood. Come on over—the view is excellent from here!


[2]

Mean Mom Manifesto #2: Hang On to Yourself. You May Need That Person Later (and So May Your Kids).

Hello, life. Meet baby. But wait! Don’t go away!

Despite initial panic that I wouldn’t be able to get pregnant at thirty-five, I actually conceived our first son fairly quickly. I was also blessed with a trouble-free pregnancy. The only issues I had fitting my pregnancy into my life were the usual: giving up wine, and not being able to wear shoes with buckles or laces in the last four weeks or so. If YouTube had existed at the time, and had I been able to film myself, the morning I spent ten whole minutes trying, and ultimately failing, to strap on my favorite low-heeled sandals would have made quite the hilarious viral clip. I kept thinking, “There has to be some way,” as though my body were a giant, recalcitrant Rubik’s cube I could twist to my will.

Birth, however, was another story altogether. Turns out that birthing babies? Yeah, not so good at that part. I spent two days in (and out, and then back in) the hospital trying to get my firstborn from the inside to the outside. I thought, no question, that he was obviously the most startlingly beautiful, perfect baby ever to have been created (it helped that he had the classic C-section head—no birth-canal cone head). I was more than preoccupied with the usual first-baby stuff, primarily getting him to nurse and wiping that weird black meconium off his impossibly perfect butt.

However. My lovely child was born at 8:00 on a Wednesday morning. And Wednesday was The West Wing day, and the Wing was by far my husband’s and my can’t-miss show. By late that afternoon, the doctors and nurses were praising my body’s strength; I may have looked like a sack of half-drowned kittens (with a nice case of hormone-triggered acne), but even after two days of labor followed by surgery, I was sitting up in a chair within a few hours. Right after they got me into that chair, all propped with pillows, and after my husband and I had marveled for the seven hundredth time that our perfect son was swaddled and sleeping, we realized: It’s Wednesday. The West Wing is on. I grabbed the remote but, inexplicably, I couldn’t seem to find the right channel on the TV I was probably going to pay too much for. What was going on? How could this major metropolitan hospital not have NBC?!

In a panic (we really, really loved this show, and no, I will not apologize or even admit it was silly. It wasn’t silly; it was The West Wing, for crying out loud), I had my husband call a friend who would promise to tape the show for us.

It was that important, and the fact that we had it covered was that satisfying.

Were we crazy? Maybe. Smug? Possibly. But reflecting back on it now, I believe this story serves at least a symbolic point. Even from the very beginning of my motherhood adventure, I was determined to hang tight to who I was, to not allow myself to morph into someone else entirely, someone I would no longer recognize. Of course I changed; that’s inevitable. And although it took a while, I did embrace most of those changes, but I prefer to call them improvements. Like adding an extension onto a house: You can raise the roof, attach a new two-car garage, build a cathedral-ceilinged great room off the back. But if you scan through the home with a practiced eye, you can still trace the outlines of the original structure.

That was me: the old house, with a baby (and all his attendant needs, his accoutrements, and—of course—my outsize hopes and dreams for him) tacked on.

Was this my first act as a Mean Mom? It’s not as though I ignored my newborn for the sake of a TV show. For one thing, first-day newborns are, blessedly, sleepy enough that you can actually rest a bit. (It’s when you arrive home, usually, that the little guy or girl wakes up to the indignity of being outside the womb—Hey! What’s with all this light? And the noise? And where’s the food?!—occurs to them and they start crying…a lot.) For another thing, of course had my new son needed me at the moment I was fussing about The West Wing, I’d have reached for him instantly.

But I do feel this small act of “I’m still me” is what first helped me eventually define Mean Mom Manifesto #2: Hang On to Yourself!

The Life-Baby Collision

It’s all well and good to say that you want to retain the core of your original self, to claim your pre-mom footprint. It’s another to actually do it. The collision of Life with Baby is huge and disrupting, to say the least, but it seems to me that an awful lot of parents dissolve too much of the Life part when they crash into the Baby part. Why not instead brace yourself for the onslaught, so you’re prepared (as much as you can be!) to take the baby into your life without allowing the baby to bring your life down around your ears?

Part of what I think happened is that we all started, in the last generation or two, to parent right out in the open, making it easy for all of us to scrutinize one another, as well as measure ourselves against each other. Whereas my mother could wear makeup or not; sign us up for extracurricular activities or not; feed us wonderful meals or boxed frozen dinners; yell at us when she got angry or tired or frustrated, or hug us for being the best kids ever; tell us to go play so she could do her own thing indoors or not; and who would know?

No one. And if no one knew, no one could judge. And if no one was judging, then she didn’t have to play up a big act of being Super Mama, or of being happy about twisting her life into some pretzel-shaped notion of what a good mother was.

Plus, if she didn’t know what Mrs. So-and-So or Mrs. What’s Her Face next door was doing—or whether her most proximal fellow-mothers were moaning about stretch marks or wondering why they couldn’t get the kids to listen or feeling guilty/not guilty for not doing “floor time” with them—she couldn’t judge.

The point is, even when modern parents like us let our parenting dirty laundry hang out, we don’t actually allow it to be dirty. Those sheets are crisp and white and perfect. We love it, all of it. We do things like change our email address from Karen.Jones@internet.org to Mom2TwoAndLovinIt@internet.org. Which mom lost track of the original blueprint to the house that was herself? And which feels the need to lose herself in the new addition?

Sometimes it’s not even a need to lose yourself, but a pressure. What if the working mom declares that she sometimes finds it a relief to head to the office on Monday morning? That may be true of many a working mother, but only the very bravest will admit it. Just the other day, a friend told me about how, after picking up her son from a playdate at the home of a new acquaintance, and learning that the boys played so well that this other mother had hardly noticed they were there, she said, “Well, that must have been a relief to you!” My friend reported that she’d said this because had the tables been turned, she herself would certainly have found it a relief. Maybe she’d have read the paper or watched a few minutes of HGTV. But the other mom looked at her like she had three heads, none of which had “Great mom!” stamped on it. A relief? To not have to pay attention to our precious children?!

A couple of years ago, an acquaintance of mine asked me if I knew where one of our mutual neighbors—a woman with three kids, two in school and a small boy, and no outside-the-home job—was going with that little boy in the mornings. “Oh, I think she takes him to a preschool day-care thingy,” I replied. The acquaintance got her feathers in such a “how dare she send her baby off to day care when she doesn’t have to” bunch, I felt compelled to reply, more harshly than I intended, truly, “Not every mother can spend every minute with her kids, you know.”

You’re supposed to look like you love it. Because someone might be watching, and judging.

Why Do We Care What Other Moms Think?

I doubt it will come as breaking news to you that we moms can be each other’s, and our own, worst enemy. Yeah, we can be pretty judgmental. It’s my contention that a good chunk of that judgment comes from two places, both related to the notion of hanging on to yourself (or not hanging on to yourself!).

When we watch each other parent, when parenting becomes, as it has, a topic, the inevitable result is judgment—of others, but also of ourselves. Maybe we find ourselves wanting, or not measuring up, when we, for example, admit that on the first day of our child’s life, we were preoccupied with watching The West Wing. Or admit that while we breastfed our newborn son, we were not reading How to Breastfeed articles in parenting magazines (or our dog-eared copies of What to Expect) but were determinedly (and possibly dementedly) reading The New Yorker in an effort to keep up and stay ourselves.

But why do we care so much what others’ judgments are? Why should my neighbor care whether another neighbor doesn’t work but also doesn’t have her toddler home with her all day? Why, when we are working mothers, do we have to keep bottled up not just that we love our work, but that—gulp!—we love being away from our kids? That we like being able to go to the ladies’ room solo, say, or shut the office door and eat a sandwich in peace? And why, when we are stay-at-home moms, do we have to present a perfect front, telling anyone who’ll listen that we love spending the bulk of our days with sticky-fingered folks who don’t have all that expansive a vocabulary?

If another mother admits that she’s out of her mind with boredom, home with three kids under five, she presents a potential threat to the mother beside her in playgroup who’d rather not confront those feelings. And the working mom can’t possibly admit she’s either happy how things are, or not so happy and instead insanely jealous of the mom who, from the working mother’s perspective, gets to wear much more comfortable shoes and not miss her toddler’s discovery of a new worm in the garden.



And if you’re not true to yourself, and if you’re not honest, it’s hard to be the kind of parent who can keep her eyes on the prize of raising confident, independent people.



There are no true or right answers here, but one of the problems with not hanging on to yourself is not being true to yourself, either. And if you’re not true to yourself, and if you’re not honest, it’s hard to be the kind of parent who can keep her eyes on the prize of raising confident, independent people.

Holding On to Yourself = Raising Good Kids

So, if you are, as I was, careful to preserve yourself as a woman even as you evolve as a mother, how does that help your child? When you are focused on which other mother is doing it wrong, or who is on your “side” in the “mommy wars,” you’re back to making parenting about you and your choices in life, and not about your kids. Some of the very best things your children can see about you are that:


	You are your own person. It may feel as though if you consciously try to add your baby to your life (keeping hold of aspects of the “life” part that feel most self-defining to you) that you’re dividing your attention to the detriment of your baby, but trust me, it’s the opposite. Instead, when you consciously keep up with whatever it is that floats your boat, from the New Yorker to Dancing with the Stars, from your yoga class to your gel manicure, you’re keeping both: yourself as a woman, yourself as a mother, and expanding both to fill your new life.

	You have your own thoughts. Okay, I know that even the most deeply involved and child-centered mother is not a Stepford automaton with no thoughts of her own. But plenty of smart, well-meaning women, believing that to be a good mother they have to be 100 percent into mothering, don’t indulge or explore or follow their own thoughts, their own opinions. “Oh, I never read the paper,” you’ll hear. It’s good for your children to hear you—even before they understand what you’re saying—discussing ideas and interests that have nothing to do with anything related to, well, them.

	You are honest. So, fair enough, you can’t prop a six-month-old up on the other end of the couch from you and tell her honestly that you feel conflicted about your life as a mother. But you can be age-appropriately honest with your children as they grow about the challenges of raising them, as well as the joys. Part of that will help you remain honest with yourself and in touch with your own feelings, and part of it—a big part—helps your child continue to see you as a real person, not an always-in-service being devoted solely to him.

	You are not perfect. There’s a children’s musician/ singer, Laurie Berkner, who my kids used to listen to. She had this one song, “I’m Not Perfect,” which I used to find myself singing all the time: “I’m not perfect/But I’ve got what I’ve got.” I feel it’s a good, humble, straightforward message not only to teach your children, but also to model for them. I do the best I can, kid—but behind this gal you believe has all the answers, and all the frozen waffles you can possibly eat, is a woman who doesn’t always know the answers, and also sometimes doesn’t make it to the store so, sorry, no waffles today.



Relinquishing Yourself: It Feels Right, but It’s All Wrong

Let’s have a look at some things that conspire to make you believe you should dissolve your old self once there’s a new baby in your life, the things that feel as though they should be so right and so normal, but which wear us down as mothers. These are dangerous myths, because they’re pervasive and insidious and very much like “wolf in sheep’s clothing.” We’ve all seen them, and many of us have probably suspected at some point they were bad ideas, but few of us feel all that free to admit it.

Myth 1:

We believe parenting is a test we can ace

That we’re more likely to have deliberately created our children compels us to put a capital P on Parenting. In the years since family planning turned parent-hood into more of a choice than an inevitability, parenting gradually shifted, almost without people necessarily noticing it, into something that felt more precious because it was more deliberate.



Before our babies even arrive, we’ve anticipated ourselves into a corner, planned ourselves into oblivion. And when you invest that much, you damn well better get it right.



With my firstborn, I fussed with the temperature charts and scheduled the sex and read the books. The minute I saw the plus sign on the first test strip, I began investing all sorts of thoughts and feelings and ideas on my child. Now, I’m not saying my parents didn’t have plans for us—of course they did—but those plans started with something as simple as “let’s figure out how to feed her/not drop her/teach her to sleep” and ended there too.

Whereas mothers like my mom from previous generations reacted rather than anticipated, our generation anticipates. A lot. Before our babies even arrive, we’ve anticipated ourselves into a corner, planned ourselves into oblivion. And when you invest that much, you damn well better get it right. And somehow, “getting it right” turned into “giving yourself over to it.” Our parenting efforts are a giant, multiple-choice test, and we have to get it right.

Myth-to-reality

Try to quit thinking of parenting as a test, and try to view it as a journey instead. The only “grade” that really matters is that our kids grow up, and it won’t matter in the final analysis if, for example, you breastfed for six months or a full year, or if you had to squeeze two kids into a tiny room, or you chose a preschool because your friend’s kid went there and you could carpool, even though the one across town was “better.”

Myth 2:

We pursue the holy grail of ideal bonding

As modern, “connected” parents, we’ve absorbed the lesson that we have to bond, seamlessly and more or less instantly, or our child will suffer. As a parenting writer, I’ve researched and written a number of stories about bonding, and I’m always told the same thing by the experts: Bonding is not an identifiable or “aha!” moment. There’s no instant click, accompanied by the swelling of violins as the background fades into pastels and, I don’t know, unicorns. It is, instead, a process that is sometimes quick but is just as often lengthy—and occasionally thorny. But sober facts about bonding’s true, gradual nature—even if we’ve heard or read them and grasped them intellectually—don’t always register. Some of us still seem to believe that bonding is a moment you can miss if you’re not careful, as though it was the president zooming by in a motorcade or your favorite actor walking into a restaurant, and if you stoop to tie your shoe or fumble for your camera for too long, you’re out of luck forever because when is Matt Damon coming to your local Panera again? Never.

We, as a generation, have been too careful (think: good student) and are too hell-bent on doing everything right to mess with anything as crucial as bonding, so we refuse to see it as a mystery. You read those articles and passages in books and say, “Yeah, yeah, it doesn’t have to happen instantly. But it will for me.” So it should hardly be a surprise that we still end up feeling inadequate if our experience doesn’t play out with rainbows and unicorns. One of the reasons is that even as the articles and talking heads on TV tell you it’s perfectly okay if you don’t have the baby plopped on your chest right after birth, they also tell you—subtly and not so subtly—that there are still things you can (and therefore should) do to “fix” the “problem,” preferably as quickly as you can.

Here’s an example: The story you might have read (and that I, uh, might have written) might say, “If your baby has to be in a NICU for a while, or if you had a C-section and can’t hold your baby instantly, you’ll still bond, don’t worry.” But it then goes on to say—helpfully, but also with a fair bit of superior finger-wagging—that you should “be sure you get plenty of skin-to-skin contact as soon as you can” or “make sure you take shifts in the NICU so you can be in reach of your child.” There’s an awful lot of make sure you…, which tends to leave the impression that while it’s okay if you don’t, it’s still better—vastly better—if you do. The subtext: You’re not a bad mother if you don’t fall crazy in love within minutes…but you’re certainly a better mother if you do.

Myth-to-reality

Does it go without saying that I didn’t bond immediately? I loved my baby, for sure, and I was quite competent at caring for him, but a lot of it felt rote and left me feeling remote. Of course, a lot had to do with the kind of exhaustion that scrambles brain cells like so many eggs. I felt broken and messed up; there were no rainbows. At my six-week checkup, my doctor must have seen (even as her nurse was cooing over my fat, healthy boy) the dull look of fear and pain in my eyes. Gently, she put her hand on my knee and said, “It gets better, I promise. He’ll smile soon, and you won’t look back.”

He did smile, and it did get better—but I always look back. Why? So I could get to this very day and write these very words: If you have a baby, don’t expect instant bonding; it’s a bad trap. And if that was your past experience, ditch the guilt over it, if you still have any. You love your child; that’s all you (or your kid) ever needs to know, and certainly not that you skipped one of those late-night hospital feedings and told the nurse to take him back to the nursery for a few hours. And he certainly doesn’t need to know there were times you wished you could pop his squalling newborn self out onto the fire escape. (Who, me? I’m not saying anything…)

Myth 3:

We believe early motherhood can, or should, be blissful

We feel inadequate when our postpartum lives are messy rather than a bundle of newborn-baby bliss. Who was it that started up this myth that early motherhood spools out in a gauzy, Vaseline-on-the-lens sort of way, as though we’re running through fields of sunflowers with our impossibly angelic babies? I’d like to find that person and give her a piece of my mind. But of course it’s not a person. Myths never start with a person. What happens is there are truly wonderful moments (I had them too, really!) and those moments—the ones where your baby is blissed out, drunk on your milk, and giving off that heady newborn scent that gives you the kind of contact high I’m convinced perpetuates the species—are the ones we repeat to each other. Meanwhile, we hide the uglier truths.

Oh, sure, we share hilarious anecdotes about diaper blowouts and projectile vomit. We grin ruefully over the piles of soiled one-sies and the crusty bowls of uneaten cereal left around the house and how we often don’t wash our own faces until 3:00 p.m., if then. But we don’t talk about how that makes us feel, not with real honesty, not at the same level as the way we talk about the bliss.

We don’t talk about how the fourth hour of crying slices through our competence and makes us feel like we’ll never get a handle on this parenting thing, or how no matter what the books or magazines say, we can’t just “sleep when the baby sleeps!” and ignore the crusty cereal bowls. Because the truth is, far from being Hallmark-worthy in feel and sentiment, the early newborn period happens with thuds and crashes, not graceful ballet leaps. That your baby is beautiful is more abstract than all-consuming, because your days—if they’re anything like mine were—are a jumble of tears and mixed emotions and a lot of messiness. That’s leaving out the way we still don’t talk adequately about issues far more serious than how crusty cereal bowls make you nuts, about the crushing feeling of inadequacy, about the postpartum blues, about depression.

Myth-to-reality

I’m going to say this loud, so read it that way: If you didn’t get the blissed-out end of the new-mom stick, it’s not your fault. You are not the only mom in the history of the world who picked up the beautiful “welcome baby!” card someone sent you and didn’t get the sweet sentiment written there because it was so far from your own mucky reality. Which doesn’t mean that sometimes the reality isn’t sweet and perfect, but when it’s not? You shouldn’t hide it under the couch with the cereal bowls: you should own it. Be honest. Tell a new mother that sometimes it sucks—and mean it. Pay it forward

Myth 4:

We believe “mom” and “saint” are synonyms

Earlier in this chapter, I talked about how, in the last generation or two, we’ve begun to parent out in the open. All thoughts, all feelings are ripe for revelation. But there’s a catch: The feelings revealed have to show—prove, really—that you are Saint Mommy, that all you think about is your child. And if you think about something other than motherhood, such as sex, your marriage, or your career, you at least have the decency to be consumed with guilt about worrying over these “side” issues. You have to show, over and over again, that your child has transformed you into something so much better than you were before.

Take this Facebook status. If you’ve seen something like this on one of your friends’ walls, you are meant to copy and paste it onto your own (subtext: if you don’t, then you aren’t as crazy-go-nuts in love with your child and your life as a mother, as those who do re-post, with bonus points for figuring out how to make heart emoticons). It went like this, though I’m sure there are other similarly worded examples:

“Mothers’ Day Declaration ~ I wanted you before you were born. I loved you when you were born. I saw your face, and I knew I was in love. Before you were an hour old, I knew I would die for you. To this day, I still will. This is the miracle of life. ~ Put this on your status if you have children you love more than life itself.”

Of course, I have no problem with you loving your child beyond all reason, beyond anyone’s ability to explain it, or much less put it into words. That’s the mystery of being a parent, and it happens whether you got pregnant accidentally or planned it carefully, whether you suffered infertility or adopted.

What I do have a problem with is when other people try to tell me (not just me, but anyone else) that I’m supposed to feel a certain way about my children and my role as a mother. Especially when that “certain way” simplifies something magnificent into something smarmy and, ultimately, false.

A similar Facebook “declaration” took its triumphal tour through the social network at around the same time, this one asking moms to copy this bit of ick to their status:

“I traded eyeliner for dark circles, salon haircuts for ponytails, designer jeans for sweatpants, long hot baths for lucky if I get a shower, late nights for early morning cartoons, designer purses for diaper bags, and I wouldn’t change a thing!! ♥♥♥ Repost this if you don’t care what you gave up and will continue to give up for your children!”

Let’s pick apart what’s wrong with that, shall we? First, we’re supposed to profess to love that we have dark circles and presumably no time to apply eyeliner; love giving up late nights (or whatever it was we used to enjoy pre-motherhood, presumably) in favor of Blues Clues or whatever may represent the mind-numbing aspect of raising little ones (glitter crafts, say, or Play-Doh or Candy Land); and wear our teddy-bear–printed diaper bags as proudly as we once wore Coach.



What’s not healthy, for you or for your children, is to…feel compelled to view an unkempt ponytail not as merely a side effect of your busy new life, or as temporary until you have a chance to get to the stylist or the shampoo bottle, but as a badge of honor.



I know, I know: Isn’t that really just another way of saying, I love my new life? Isn’t it a good thing to embrace your changed circumstances? Heck, didn’t you want this baby, for heaven’s sake? Of course you did, and of course it’s a good idea, and healthy, to embrace change. What’s not healthy, for you or for your children, is to leap so far into it that you feel compelled to view an unkempt ponytail not as merely a side effect of your busy new life, or as temporary until you have a chance to get to the stylist or the shampoo bottle, but as a badge of honor.

Myth-to-reality

Reject any message, sentiment, or slice of peer pressure you suspect is telling you how you should feel about motherhood—particularly if the “should” is something that rings utterly false to you. Mothers receive the message—and not just from icky Facebook memes—that we are meant to be proud of giving up on ourselves (from decent haircuts and jeans that fit to showers and eyeliner) to give all to our kids. But I believe a lot more pride should lie in being able to be a mother while also hanging on to ourselves.

Sacrifice when you are a parent is a normal state of being. But complete self-sacrifice for its own sake, or in service to the mistaken belief that our children need us to sacrifice for them, is a bad wagon to hitch yourself to.

How to Ditch the Myths and Be the Mom You Are

Forget false Facebook status lines, and leave aside the sentiments expressed in Hallmark cards. The reality of hanging on to yourself is going to require some good old-fashioned honesty and real-world thinking.

You don’t, contrary to popular belief, have to lose yourself in motherhood to be “good” at it. It’s the opposite: holding on to who you are, I believe, makes you a better mother in the long run—and the long run is what being a Mean Mom is all about. Prescriptions for taking the real road:


	Work, in some way. I always happened to be a working mother, so you may say (go ahead, say it) that I’m biased in favor of working. But bear with me. It’s much, much easier to lose track of yourself when you don’t work, when your whole job is your baby—and later, your child. But don’t think I’m down on stay-at-home moms—I’m not. I’m half of one myself, given my work-at-home-but-only-when-they’re-in-school status. Let me redefine what I mean by work: It can be a full-time job that you either didn’t want to or couldn’t, for practical or financial reasons, give up; it can be a reimagined part-time job; it can be a freelance business; it can be involvement with a community group, the PTA, or school board; it can be taking over your family’s finances or helping to organize the business matters of family or friends. It can pay handsomely or not at all (though paying work is preferable, if you ask me!). You are within your rights to become very upset with me about this, but I refuse to back down: when I see a mother who seriously does nothing else but care for her child (and it’s actually rare, especially if you take a look at my expansive list of “work” possibilities above), I see a mother who has no other place to put her energy, her hopes, her dreams, her talents, and her everything else but into parenting her child.

	Read books and magazines that have nothing to do with being a mother. Okay, so I am admittedly devoted (some might call it demonically so) to my issues of the New Yorker. To me, allowing them to pile up unread, or for my long-standing subscription to go unfulfilled, would be like setting aside a piece of myself I wasn’t willing to set aside. It can be very, very easy—seductive, really—to read only parenting books and magazines, if anything at all. But I maintain it’s dangerous for you (and, not to beat the same drum over and over, for your child). It doesn’t have to be about reading, but about something that’s about you—that was, in a sense, part of you.

	Date your husband. Do I do this? Um, not so much, not in the traditional sense of “dating.” In the years we’ve been parents, my husband and I have become excellent jugglers of babies and toddlers and kids, of home details and cooking and shopping, of earning money. But that means we rarely go out on what anyone could reasonably call a “date.” That said, I’m not all about “you must have a regular Friday night sitter/date or your marriage will falter and your kids will suffer.” I’m about what works for you? That could be an inviolable, old-fashioned date-night-with-sitter situation. Or it could be, like my husband and me, a standing joke about how we celebrate our anniversary, on average, about nine months after the fact. Dating your husband or partner could mean something as simple as making an effort to require your children (once they’re out of diapers, that is) to let you two talk over dinner. (Or even, now and then, not eating dinner with the kids!) It could be something as simple as shooing the tots away from the weekend breakfast table so you can have a second or third cup of coffee together without wiping chins and peeling bananas. Or it could be making a ritual of sending them to bed on a reliable schedule so you have those precious hours between their bedtime and yours to reclaim the couch, the TV remote, or whatever part of the house the two of you can relax in. For more on that, see below…

	Send your kids to bed. No, really. Do it. I love my kids, I truly do. I enjoy seeing them do their kid things, wrinkle their brows as they read or play a computer game, figure out how to use a Nerf ball and an overturned side table as a basketball court, and so on. They’re delightful, energetic, smart. And I don’t spend all day with them, not usually, so you’d think I would want to stretch out bedtime and hang out with them every second I could. And yet I don’t. And it’s not just because, you know, they’re kids and they get tired—and I long ago realized the value a good night’s sleep has in affecting a child’s health and well-being (not to mention his mood): it’s because I get to a certain point, and I need my parent switch to move to “off.” Think of when the quittin’ time whistle blows and the guys in the quarry (remember The Flintstones?) dash off, free at last, with the whole evening ahead. Barring a special night, a party, or most weekends, we plan ahead to get the kids bundled off to bed by 8:00 p.m. They don’t necessarily have to go to sleep (unless we’ve identified that they’re seriously shot and need more shut-eye), but they do have to get out of our hair. It’s not as though we’re busting open champagne and slow-dancing in the living room. Sometimes we don’t even talk much to each other. Sometimes it’s solely the silence that we need, and certainly that I need. When I say “quittin’ time” for the day’s parenting, I’m not saying you should stop being a parent; that never happens (and you may, like we did, have a five-year-old who routinely has nightmares about bees that keeps you on duty). But I am saying you need that switch to slide to “off” so you can just…be…you.

	Buy yourself stuff you like. Listen, I’m as frugal as the next gal. No, scratch that; I’m way more frugal than many of the next gals. Can’t help it—it’s inbred in me by a grandmother who sewed her own clothes and a mom who tore Brillo pads in half. (Seriously, though? That’s actually a good idea. Brillo tends to rust out before it’s used up, and half works as well as whole, so there’s a tip you can take to the bank.) But. But. Whatever your budget allows, you should buy things that are just for you, like a lipstick or a DVD of one of those movies you feel you should own because you can watch it over and over (for me, that would be When Harry Met Sally or Casablanca). Or really swank wine glasses. Or a scarf. The list is naturally endless, but I hope you get the point: too many moms get such a (misfired) high off total self-sacrifice, and that just can’t be good. Why should your child have nicer boots than you? No, really. Why? When I see a four-year-old with authentic Ugg boots while her mom is wearing Payless knockoffs, I shake my head with sadness.

	Take care of yourself physically. I hope you’re sensing a pattern here. Hanging on to yourself means taking care of yourself as best you can when your time and energy are so easily eaten up. Be sure you exercise, in whatever way works for you. Don’t eat half-chewed chicken tenders for lunch. I tell you, when I let the day get away from me and end up glomming down half of my son’s uneaten peanut butter and jelly sandwich, I feel like the mom who’s put herself firmly in second (or third, or fourth) place. But when I serve the kids their lunch and then make myself a nice turkey sandwich, on the kind of roll they don’t typically like, with maybe some hummus or a few slices of avocado, and some picante provolone to perk things up, I feel like…well, like me.



So, a final thought on hanging on to yourself: Motherhood is a huge upheaval. Huge doesn’t even cover it; I’m not sure there’s a huger word than huge, but imagine there is, and use that word to describe the shift from You to You-as-a-Mom. It can feel, if you buy into the myths, as though motherhood should or could be a seismic but utterly welcome upheaval in the life of a woman, a calling akin to sainthood, an immediate transformation into selfless perfection, or the hardest job on the planet.

But if you hold on to whatever version of yourself you had come to like and rely on before you became a mother, the seismic shift can be, if not welcome all the time, at least manageable and ultimately even rewarding—such as when it helps you uncover reserves of strength and love you didn’t know you had. If you hang on to yourself, you’ll realize you never quite cared to be a saint anyway and that being selfless isn’t all it’s cracked up to be (plus, kids do better with real women as their mothers, not angels with wings and saints in sackcloth). And if you hang on to yourself, you’ll see there are many hard and rewarding jobs in the world. Motherhood is just one of them.
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