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Throughout this book, any names are probably fake and the pronouns are all she and her. This is primarily to protect the privacy of my spawn and step kids. Although embarrassing my kids is one of the greatest joys of parenting, I think it’s best to spare them the awkwardness some of these stories might cause.

To further protect the privacy of my kids and other weirdos, all the examples will be strictly semi-factual. The kids may deny some of these stories because they never happened, or they honestly don't remember the incident. It’s all fine. I am not a journalist, yet. Passages that seem like gossip are almost certainly fabrications, I’m sure. 

It’s painful to be honest about personal disasters, and not all personal disasters are ours to share. If we aren’t embarrassed as we discuss it, it’s probably not our story to tell.

No one actually impregnated a babysitter, or if they did, I didn’t figure it out. Yet. It’s one of those aforementioned embellishments to spice up the true parts with unnecessary drama.

If you think you are one of the men in this story, relax. If you are alive and reading this, you are not going to be critiqued in here. I have already spent enough time figuring out what is wrong with you, I don’t need to tell everyone about it. 

I want you to thrive and never fear I’m going to wring out your ego or hang it out like a flag. That’s your job.

I use the word kids throughout, as my preferred euphemism for human children. If you are bothered by goats, this may not be the book for you, as it will get your goat, so to speak. I learned the hard way that some people have a deep dislike for being referred to as kids. If you are one of them, I cannot be more sorry, kids.

Worse still, my first obstetrician used all the corniest euphemisms, like bun in the oven and ankle biter. I don’t like those, and I didn’t like him. Shortly after indifferently presiding over my first birth, he lost his medical license. 

It was probably because of the euphemisms.

Finally, if digressions give you hives, this may not be a book you want to pay money for. Perhaps steal it from an enemy.

Moms like me do not write books like this, ordinarily. We do not write because we are so tired, and most of all, we are tired of talking about parenting and problems and pablum. We want more than anything to be able to afford a new liver so that we can wreck ourselves on a beach without consequences. We are ready to talk about sex in restaurants, flirt with gay waiters and make everyone uncomfortable. We no longer suffer the stuffy people who refuse to take our comedy seriously. We have become passionately obsessed about birds who have never done a thing to deserve it. When you open our refrigerators, there are zero casseroles and a scary surplus of cheese. No, we will not cook your dinner on Tuesday.

We have done enough of many things and if you ask us about it, you may need a new liver of your own to get through the stories—and that’s only considering the birth stories. We have the gruesome and the heartwarming in equal portions because that is just the way honest, over-mothers roll.

The ideas are largely my own, I’m pretty sure. I have a list of influences in the acknowledgements you won’t read and I will credit the bits that I am convinced should be credited. Unfortunately, I am proven fallible on this, having accepted credit for a George Carlin joke for twenty years before I realized my error. (Note: It’s not important to tell the joke, but since I mentioned it, I feel it is my duty. Here’s my paraphrase: “Just keep in mind that half the people are dumber than average.” The original is better, but longer, so maybe not entirely better: “Think of how stupid the average person is, and then realize that half of them are stupider than that.” Thank you, George Carlin. I know you are nestled with the comedy angels).

As I rule, I recommend skepticism for anything you see in print. Try to rely most on material written by folks who will lose their job if they lie. Do your research, check it out, and test it out before you saddle up your belief horse. If you just accept advice and information without critical examination, you will feel smart while creating stupid problems for everyone. I have test driven that particular horse for you, as have many other people with a collection of funky dilemmas. You can be smarter than that.

The chapters are a bit dense, so you may want to pace yourself to avoid brain cramps. A chapter or two a day before swimming is probably exactly what I would prescribe. Don’t trust me yet? You don’t have to!! You’ll see.

Some people will pick up this book in order to feel superior and craft mean messages about terrible parenting practices. Let’s be friends, instead. You can still judge me if that’s what makes you happy, I won’t stop you! I can’t stop you!

I’m not interested in judging other people’s parenting, except for entertainment, so if you find yourself feeling defensive about any of my proclamations, remember, it’s not your fault I’m bossy or mistaken. Carry on with love, or not! 

You can yell at me if you really want to about my mistakes outlined here. That’s fine if that makes you feel better about your own mistakes, but you won’t make me feel any worse about mine.

It’s possible people with childhood trauma will find these topics difficult, and I want to say, as a person with a lot of childhood trauma I am sorry that my style is too offhand about terrible things. Sincerely. It’s how I’ve always coped—along with bouts of therapy, substance abuse and so on.

The alert reader will notice a smattering of God stuff in here. It’s okay. You don’t have to subscribe to my flavor of Jesus to help yourself to the meat of the material. That sounds kind of blasphemous, actually. Cool. We understand each other, I bet. God stuff has been tremendously helpful to me, but I don’t insist that anyone else agree with my viewpoint. If you choose not to investigate God stuff, you have my blessing.

Among other mistaken concepts, mistake implies regret. It would be terrible and tragic to regret a whole person, so let’s not do it. 

I use mistake in the sense of misunderstanding. I am firmly in the camp of believing this: no one who fully and completely understands what they are doing would choose parenting another human. 

The dip in birth rates where there is high-speed information available supports this belief. People are getting the message that other people are hard work.

Having children is a Rubicon-style mistake, a point of no return, and no one who has done it can imagine the alternative. Once they have had kids, very, very few would seriously consider making a different choice if they received a perfectly functioning time machine; and isn’t that bananas? Humans are the weirdest creatures, after all, even compared to the weirdest creatures we can call to mind. (Note: Mentioning the Rubicon or crossing the Rubicon is a very old saying that once you understand it you can’t un-know it. The Roman army famously waded into a little river by that name and broke the law with no take-backsies, even if they backed up). 

So, let’s hang up our regrets and not use the word mistake in regard to people. I prefer the word surprise. Currently, I have two planned children and four surprises. 

Surprise babies can happen to you and your partner of the moment—to be clear, by “partner of the moment,” I refer to the one you are boning. If you and the procreative partner are not scrupulously attentive to contraception, and even if you are, you can set your watch for a surprise. 

Other surprise kids can arrive when neighbors or relatives disappear and surprise kids can crop up when you live with a widow for a few years too many. Whenever you suddenly realize you have acquired more kids, you can consider yourself surprised.

I did not birth all the people I call my kids and they are fine with that. We are complicated in the facts of our relationships and straightforward in the spirit of being a family. 

You don’t have to untangle the who’s who of it all to enjoy these chapters. When it comes to my partners—my husband and the subsequent gentlemen—you will not be expected to remember whose father is whose. I do, mostly, and that’s good enough.
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​The Introductory Mistake of Not Reading Introductions 
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We took our fresh baby to a grown-up’s urologist appointment, out of necessity. The busy doctor breezed in and introduced herself. Before we could say a word, she pointed at my then husband and asked, “Vasectomy?” Even though that is not his name, my husband nodded with a squint. She gestured at our baby, “Third?” I was very impressed.

Without explicitly telling us, she let us know people who have kids generally have one too many kids. Although she was very clever and experienced, she did not fully understand her audience. While my husband was done reproducing and sufficiently convinced of that fact to let someone maim his balls, I was still a fierce procreator who loved making new people beyond all reason.

I did go on to have a fourth baby and neither my first husband nor the clever urologist was involved. She warned us that vasectomies are not foolproof, but she neglected to instruct me that vasectomies are also non-transferrable. 

In my universe, the first kid is a miraculous warm-up, the second provides misplaced confidence and the third kid gets your sanity. After the third kid, moving on to at least the sixth, all bets are off. It’s a decade of diapers and the most sweeping science project of your life. If you care about money, you can’t afford to keep caring about money and you will just have to get over it.

With my excessive confidence and gusto for breeding, it should not surprise anyone that I would eventually find myself the mother of six kids. It is very surprising, however, that they are thriving and supportive of one another, while I am enjoying the best mental health of my life.

I will try to explain how all that happened. I wasn’t expecting to end up with half a dozen kangaroos, or anything, I just never expected all my kids to be truly okay and kinder to me than I deserve. 

The mistakes outlined here are entirely my own. Because I believe detailing mistakes is the most entertaining and effective way to present instructions, this explains the structure of this book. I also believe no effort is ever wasted, particularly if there’s a joke in there somewhere, hence my decision to make the effort to buckle up and write it all down.

Anyhoo, there are essential principles to parenting, and your intelligence, income, and good looks will not make any difference if you forget the basics. Unfortunately, people are incredibly skilled at forgetting the basics, and inclined to complicate situations when the simple decision not to be an ass can save so much time and trouble. 

If you can keep just a few things in mind, you will get through the madness and discover you have a family you do not want to avoid. If your family can laugh at half the mistakes, you have done very well indeed.

Setting the challenges of parenting and step-parenting aside to unfurl my background a bit more, I can tell you my life has been difficult in the usual ways and in some peculiar ways. The successful vasectomy, while upsetting for my husband, was only the icing on the cake of an extraordinarily bad year that was so bad it went on for two years.

During that time, I faced financial ruin, cancer, near divorce, abandonment by my clan, and the loss of my childhood home. Getting knocked-up by surprise in the middle of all that was the only new bright spot, although it was a pretty scary bright spot. 

Whenever I had a few moments to myself, I would slide to the floor and cry until the labrador licked my tears away.

Weeping was a regular hobby because I was isolated and uncertain exactly how I could support myself and my children in the future. The weight of my responsibilities began to feel like an endless avalanche that was crushing my life with too much life on top.

At the park with my third baby, herein referred to only as Pinto Bean, we balanced on a seesaw with the older gals. I realized at that moment, my own biomass and the biomass of my little beans were equal for the last time. This was only one of a thousand heavy thoughts included in my avalanche.

The only thing I was sure of was my own resourcefulness and my commitment to devote all that resourcefulness to motherhood. 

This was not ideal, but it was the best idea I had.

I worked at a slow parade of businesses over the years, indifferently gaining skills in managing money and time and sometimes managing people other than myself. I had no professional ambition, but rather worked to be able to house all my little beans and try to keep them in a good school district. 

It’s exhausting to be single-minded for thirty years and I cannot claim I kept the one idea front and center at all times. Which idea was that? Oh yeah, devotedly adequate motherhood.

We moved often. Only my youngest had the same school pals through primary school. My two step kids enjoyed similar stability, but my other three had several transient tests of their resilience. One of our moves was executed like an evacuation and I suspect they still recoil at the sight of an unexpected moving van. Cardboard boxes and dollies make me uneasy, but I think that’s just common sense.

Over several moves, we lived in a declining neighborhood full of widows and then a regrettable neighborhood where I was asked for directions to the crack house. We lived, shunned, in a rural area, and we then lived in one of the fanciest suburbs of Baltimore—yes, it has fancy suburbs, which may or may not also have two crack houses.

Based on my childhood, I am in no position to tell anyone how to raise their kids. I was raised by a group of relatives who were worried about leaving me alone with an unstable mother. They were not quite worried enough to stop leaving me with her, but other than that, they did well enough to help me reach breeding age and keep the party going.

Their homespun wisdom is both obscure and questionable. When I asked the best mother I knew what regrets she had, she said, “I would have always filled my gas tank when it was half full.” One could take that as some sort of metaphor for self-care, but it’s literal advice: don’t drive around worried about running on empty. My people were practical like that. For the most part, I learned what not to do from the various parents who were nearby as I grew up.

There are no degrees on my walls, even though I have read and studied and forgotten enough parenting research and opinion that there ought to be some kind of extra-credit token I could flash like a badge now and then. 

Someone told me I was very intelligent as a child, and I clung to that like a fact life raft through many stupid situations. None of this makes me truly intelligent or gifted in any way. That said, I can stand on one foot and rhyme beyond average. This does not seem a useful pair of skills.

So, while I don’t have any credentials or the usual good reasons to sway anyone to listen to me, I have a tendency toward emotional exhibitionism and an excess of experience and compassion for the parenting experience—all of it. I have handled super-glued toes, supermarket jail, broken bones, intervals of bullying, sexual identity conversations, car wrecks, mysterious rashes, wild bashfulness and terrifying popularity—mostly on a very low budget.

If I am not an expert, this is not an expert guide. Being an expert won’t help you much at all when it comes to parenting anyway. The simple fact is, you can be an expert parent and still get the wrong kid for your particular brand of expertise, or vice versa. It’s not their fault, or yours. So few of us are granted the truly easy way to parent, that it may as well not exist. Parenting is always difficult in unexpected ways.

I am also not qualified to offer marital advice, although I do throw a pretty good divorce, if I do say so myself. Over the course of my parenting career, I restarted my life four different times with three different partners. There are good reasons this is not a recommended method, unless you are an exhaustion junkie.

My kids have put in 25 years of college, some of that time served concurrently. So far, we have five graduates, one post-grad, and one near graduate. There’s no way I could have done that all by myself; we needed as many extra parents as we could get. There are some wonderful men who aren’t married to me right now.

My therapy folder holds no diagnosis beyond depressive tendencies. I’m a teeny bit sorry for your sake that I’m not more interesting in terms of mental health, but having humor as a defense mechanism provides a boatload of entertainment. I love to share and share some more.

While I wasn’t getting educated or professionally proficient at anything else, I quit smoking, drinking and shopping as methods to avoid contending with my own emotions. Eventually, I learned to face myself and my past and thrive contentedly on my own. Sobriety is not only fun, but it’s the best fun you can have, honestly!!

Occasionally, I still berate myself that all that work took 30 years. Even if I am sober, I’m still a bit of a jerk, particularly to myself. Being a jerk is possibly incurable but there is still room for joy, albeit jerk joy. 

I’ll tell you what I know, and I’ll try to cover the important parts more than once, even though I dislike repeating myself after decades of saying the same things again and again. Brush your teeth. Where is your other shoe? Nobody needs another cookie. If it’s not fun for everyone, it’s not a good game.

Chants like these can bring on the Mom Trance.

As I was saying, good parenting is essentially equal parts bravery, love and grace. If you maintain a sense of humor, file that under grace. 
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Chapter 1  
The Mistake of Careless Motivations
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Especially in times of collective neurosis, the existence of . . . mature people is of 

crucial importance. 

–Marie-Louise von Franz

––––––––
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I have never met anyone else who had to start a survival fire using cotton nursing pads, but I know my people are out there, somewhere. The kids and I were only in a bit more than medium danger when I allowed myself and four of my kids to be marooned on an island in a big lake without even a small boat. We also, I realized, had no cell phone, not even a small cell phone. If anything else went wrong, it was going to go very, very wrong.

It was getting dark and there was a chance, I thought, that an upstanding person who cared about stray fires would see our fire and investigate our location. On top of that, it was becoming very dark on our island and I needed to be able to see if the splashes I heard were people or rocks or alligators.

The kids had a great time, and they do not particularly remember that protracted island evening. The eldest, at ten years old, stayed busy finding lizards and insects. Trees were climbed, a fire was enjoyed, the baby was fed, and no one resorted to cannibalism.

During this event, which was without a doubt one of the top three bad mom experiences of my career, I did not yell or sprinkle my panic all over the kids. I was truly terrified but decided not to behave terribly. It would help no one for me to act on my fear, intense as it was. Instead, I chose to outwardly relax as much as possible and stuff that fear somewhere safe for later. It was the most loving thing I could manage for them, until the boat eventually purred toward us, long hours later. 

Mind you, I do not expect admiration for this feat of self-discipline, because I was responsible for putting us in danger in the first place. I only mention it as a vivid capsule of my parenting career: poorly planned, scary and freighted with the hardest kind of love and bravery, while waiting for unreliable rescue.

I learned a few useful things about parenting beyond the one evening, and even if you choose not to do it the hard way, you might learn from my mistakes.

Some of the details are upsetting, some are hilarious, and some are both.

Motivations

While I have plenty of tips and techniques for parenting humans in difficult circumstances, I believe there are only two or three ideas you need to understand and practice to be a pretty good parent. I was not entirely consistent on this personally: three ideas can sometimes be one idea too many to keep in mind in hectic times.

If you only have room for one objective, be kind, to everyone involved.

Caring for other people in every direction is very hard work and being kind to yourself about the imperfection of your efforts is important: it will conserve your energy for emergencies. Even if you don’t have genuine emergencies, you will have imaginary emergencies brought on by exhaustion. It’s okay. You’ve been warned. You will be ready to be unready.

Put simply: all the best parenting comes out of a clear motivation to act from love and bravery. Whatever emotions or pressures fill you, your actions should spring from love and bravery, not any of the other junk in there. The fact that you honestly desire to be a good parent is great, but it’s like having fuel for rocket without a steering wheel. Rockets don’t have steering wheels, I know, but you understand the point. You are so smart!

You may not end up where you expected to end up, but your efforts matter, always. If you keep your efforts lined up with love and bravery as your compass, most other things take care of themselves, particularly the situations you didn’t have in your control in the first place. It’s like spilling dog treats on the floor—it’s only a problem if you don’t have a dog handy. 

You cannot ask yourself if your actions are coming from love too often. You may not feel loving emotions at a lot of moments, in fact you may have every other emotion boiling in your heart, but you don’t have to feel love to act from love. These are very different things and if you are already confused, you are not alone. Some people never figure it out.

When I’m out and about and I see a toddler throwing a fit, I speak to them and say things like, “It’s really hard being two isn’t it? I can understand why you’re feeling cranky. Candy is way too interesting.” The parents don’t always appreciate this, but they usually do because loving action is hardest in the moment of their own reaction to a tantrum. It also will typically make a toddler freeze in terror to have a weird old lady speak to them in the check out lane. They may abruptly remember they love their parent more than candy. Win win of love for everyone.

Love

Being motivated by love seems pretty self-evident. You may think, what kind of monster would act out of anything else? “Act from love” is so obvious, such woo-woo baloney! 

Whatever your objections, if you intend to make some people and care for them properly, this concept deserves your attention. Seriously. Brush it off at your peril. You really don’t need extra peril where you’re going.

Acting from love is not easy or particularly simple. It doesn’t mean giving and giving all the time or smiling gently in response to atrocious behavior. You don’t have to greet toddler fists with a chuckling state of bliss—that’s for later when you’re a grandparent. 

Acting from love will not always feel like a delight. Usually it’s hard work, and like all worthwhile skills it takes practice. Most of us aren’t born love virtuosos; we need to spend some time with our love fiddle to understand what it can and cannot do. 

Acting from love means taking the time to sift through your thoughts and feelings about a situation and finding the most loving course of action. The choice is rarely the easiest thing; in fact, most mistakes come from taking the easy way and ignoring the inklings that are whisper-yelling at you to do one more thing you really don’t want to do. Then again, sometimes the best, most loving thing you can do is leave everyone to their own devices and have a sandwich.

If you have ever sat still and listened to a seven-year-old tell you the entire plot of a movie jumbled and backwards, you know what hard love feels like. They want to share their experience with you, and you make the heroic choice to let them tell you about it and listen well enough to let them know they matter to you, and the thing they care about matters because they care about it. Whew. In this scenario, you are the real superhero. This stuff is a huge effort. 
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