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introduction

			
Why I Wrote a Whole Damn Book About Self-Compassion

			Not long after the world shut down in the spring of 2020, I started getting phone calls from journalists and podcasters who wanted to interview me about my book, How to Stop Losing Your Sh*t with Your Kids. After weeks, and then months, of trying to balance homeschooling with working from home with the anxiety of living through a pandemic with the stress of not even having two minutes to pee in privacy, parents were absolutely losing their shit with their kids.

			Of course they were. We all were.

			And so I got on those calls and I talked about parental shit loss and offered suggestions as often and as helpfully as I could. And almost every interview ended with the same question: “If you could leave parents with just one idea or practice or piece of advice, what would it be?”

			That was often my favorite part of the conversation because it finally gave me a chance to dive into the topic I really wanted to talk about: self-compassion. Interviewers rarely asked about compassion because, well, it’s kind of weird. It seems all loosey- goosey and touchy-feely and when the shit is hitting the fan and it feels like the entire world is falling apart, we parents don’t need some feel-good baloney. We need answers. We need strategies and solutions.

			Or so we think.

			But here’s the thing that most folks don’t realize: Self-compassion is the strategy that will help us find the solution, or at least the best way through the storm. 

			Sometimes, if we’re lucky, we can find a fix to whatever’s going on. If that’s the case, jump on it and do a little happy dance because those moments don’t come along as often as we’ve been led to believe. More often than not, though, much of what we’re struggling with either a) isn’t a “you” or “your family” problem at all; it’s a communal or societal issue that you can’t fix on your own, no matter how hard you try, or b) isn’t fixable at all, on any level, in which case all we can do is muddle through as best we can.

			I knew all of this, but I also knew that a thirty-minute parenting podcast wasn’t the time or place to get on my tiny little soapbox and start ranting about the lack of childcare and health care and mental health treatment and support that every single one of us needs—even when it’s not a freaking pandemic. Instead, I talked about why we lose it and the importance of sleep and singletasking and moving our bodies in helping us stay calm. While I’m sure some of this advice was useful, I also worried that every time I suggested something parents should be doing differently, I was implying that if parents were struggling, it was because they were doing something wrong.

			And that couldn’t be further from the truth.

			I’m not saying that parents couldn’t be doing better; we all could, because that’s the deal with being a human parent raising human kids. I’m just saying that in that moment, telling parents to try to take care of themselves so they could be calmer and more flexible in the face of COVID chaos was kind of like blaming parents for a gaping wound they didn’t cause and then getting all hung up on which shape Band-Aid they should be using and how often they should be changing it. Certainly, when Band-Aids are all you’ve got, of course you’re going to focus on them and that’s fine. But we sure as shit shouldn’t be blaming ourselves when they don’t solve the fundamental problem.

			And that’s what I saw parents doing again and again: blaming themselves for not fixing the unfixable problems of life and parenting. For not staying calm at every moment. For not doing a better job managing their children’s online learning. For leaving their jobs and stalling out their careers in order to care for the kids or for not leaving their jobs and not having enough time or energy for their families. For not making their kids get more exercise or letting them have too much screen time. For eating too much, drinking too much, buying too much crap online, and being just too damn fried and overwhelmed to even get through the day, much less parent, the way they wanted to.

			And these aren’t just pandemic problems; these are challenges parents have faced since the beginning of time. The pandemic was just another endless, relentless straw that broke the already overburdened camel’s back.

			Which is why I kept talking about self-compassion. There was no way I was ending the conversation with yet another piece of “should” advice. I wanted to give listeners the antidote to the isolation, judgment, and self-contempt that I knew far too many parents had been experiencing for years and were now buried in. And so I seized my moment and started spreading the news about connection and curiosity and kindness as often as I could to as many people as I could. I like to think it helped just a little.

			Even if it did, things still got worse for parents. As the world started opening up again in the fall of 2021, we began to get data confirming what we already knew: that kids had suffered academically, mentally, emotionally, physically, and socially during the yearlong lockdown. Even though parents had been forced to choose between Shitty and Even Shittier, they blamed themselves for their children’s struggles. They compared their own unwinnable situations to those of parents with more money, more resources, flexible jobs, better school systems, and access to childcare and health care and wondered why they didn’t measure up.

			Feeling like shitty parents isn’t just another side effect of this damn pandemic (although it’s a bad one); somehow it has become the theme song of our generation. For a variety of reasons we’ll discuss, we parents have been holding ourselves to impossible standards, blaming ourselves for situations beyond our control, and treating ourselves like shit when we screw up.

			We’re suffering from Shitty Parent Syndrome, which I define as the thought, belief, or perception that you are a shitty parent, when, in fact, you’re not. Shitty Parent Syndrome looks a little different for everyone, but generally speaking, it consists of three different reactions we tend to have when things fall apart or we feel like we’re failing: isolation, judgment, and contempt.

			We assume we’re the only ones who have ever suffered and screwed up the way we’re suffering and screwing up, we judge the shit out of ourselves for it, and we treat ourselves as if we don’t deserve even the most basic approval or respect.

			And here’s the bitch of it all: Believing you’re a shitty parent and treating yourself that way doesn’t make anything better.

			No one functions well when they feel completely worthless. I know from experience.

				
					Where did Shitty Parent Syndrome come from? We’ll dive into this in Chapter 5, but for now what you need to know is that it has nothing to do with the quality of your parenting. We can—and will—epically screw up, and that doesn’t mean we’re shitty parents. It just means we’re humans doing the hardest job any of us will ever do. Our tendencies toward isolation, judgment, and self-contempt arise from a toxic combination of too much advice, too little support, and the inevitable comparisons that arise in the face of social media and (un)reality television. What I hope you can keep in mind is that no matter how specific and personal your shitty parent thoughts and beliefs may seem, they have very little to do with the quality of your parenting and a whole lot to do with how we’ve all been trained to judge the crap out of ourselves.

				

			I spent my early parenting years neck-deep in Shitty Parent Syndrome. I wasn’t just judging myself each time I lost my shit with my kids or reacted poorly to a situation; I was also completely convinced that I was a terrible mom because I despised playing dolls with my girls and I wasn’t making home-cooked meals every single night and potty training was beyond a nightmare and they never seemed to have the right shoes and my part-time work schedule meant I wasn’t spending enough time with my kids and even when I was, I wasn’t calm or patient or happy enough—whether we were playing Candy Land for the first time or fifty-seventh time that week.

			I thought I was a terrible mom because raising kids was really, really hard and I never felt like I was doing it as well or enjoying it as much as everyone else seemed to be.

			Not only did my Shitty Parent Syndrome feel like crap, but it made everything so much harder. It’s not like all that time I spent hiding in the pantry and eating chocolate chips straight out of the bag calmed me down or helped me think more clearly or creatively about whatever was going on. And you and I both know that comparing myself to all those other parents out there—the ones who seemed so damn perfect—didn’t do shit for my confidence. I felt exhausted, defeated, doubtful, anxious, and confused, and there’s no scenario in which that helped me be more patient and present with my kids.

			But I didn’t realize any of that at the time. I had no idea how harmful my self-shame and self-blame was, so I kept hustling. I was certain that if I could just do better, if I could just find the right advice and follow it well enough and make the right choices and respond the right way, I wouldn’t be a shitty parent anymore. And if I wasn’t actually a shitty parent, then I wouldn’t feel like one, right?

			Yeah, well, not so much.

			Because here’s the thing. Sure, I was losing my shit with my kids and feeding them boxed mac ’n’ cheese for dinner and refusing to play princess and putting them in front of the TV when I should have been finger painting. 

			But I wasn’t a shitty parent.

			And neither are you.


	
		If you’re not a shitty parent, does that mean you’re a good one? Woof. That’s the big question, isn’t it? Are we good parents? What makes a good parent? I have spent years—YEARS, I tell you!—struggling with this issue and I can tell you with great confidence that I have no freaking clue. There are as many ways to raise our children well as there are families on this planet, and even if we get it all right (whatever the hell that means), there’s still no guarantee that everything’s going to work out well (again, whatever the hell that means). But I do know one thing with absolute certainty: Believing the shitty parent story that’s kicking around in your brain isn’t going to get you any closer to being a great parent, whatever that looks like for you and your family.

	

			But What If You Actually Are a Shitty Parent?

			Chances are some version of this question is hanging out somewhere in the back of your mind, because you picked up this book. Even though I don’t believe there’s such a thing as shitty parents, my guess is that you don’t yet feel the same way. And if we don’t talk about it (by which I mean, me writing at you about it), then it’s always going to be there, nagging at you, undermining you at every turn.

			Most parents suffering from Shitty Parent Syndrome behave in one or more of the following ways:

			1. You blame yourself for choices and situations that aren’t really a problem. Maybe you don’t have the time or energy or money to make your daughter play a sport or take advanced math tutoring, or you’re not raising them to be bilingual. Or your full-time job means your kids have to stay in afterschool and you can’t make it to every game. Or you don’t really enjoy being with kids, and you feel guilty for how often you wish you were alone on a beach or roaming the aisles of Target or even just sitting in the back of your closet if that’s what it would take for the love of god. Or you feel like you should be doing a better job making your kids happy, and you have no idea how to do that.

			While these are very real experiences and concerns, let’s get crystal clear about one thing: None of these are examples of bad parenting. They’re just moments when your reality doesn’t measure up to the BS fantasy our society has created about how parenting should look. Shoot, we might as well judge ourselves for not having a petting zoo in the backyard because that’s about as realistic.

			2. You blame yourself for habits and reactions that fall somewhere between “less than ideal” and “moderately screwed up” (which, in clinical terms, we would call “normal”). I’m talking about exploding at or disconnecting from your family more often than you’re comfortable with, forgetting to send your kiddo with a lunch, not following through on promises, lying to your kids because you have no freaking clue how to tell them the truth, not setting limits, not listening when they need you to, etc. etc. (I’ll stop there because I know your brain is already off and running with your own List of Reasons Why You Suck and that’s totally not the vibe we’re going for here.)

			Unless I’m wrong (which I’m not), you skipped right past the whole “normal” part I just mentioned and dove headfirst into the List of Reasons Why You Suck. Please don’t do that. Instead, try to remember that a) perfection can suck it and b) our kids don’t need us to be perfect. They just need us to live our lives as best we can, love them as best we can, and show them—through our words and actions—that it’s OK to get confused and make mistakes and feel bad and none of it makes us bad kids or bad parents.

			3. Sometimes you cross the line. Hitting your kids. Repeatedly saying cruel, hurtful, abusive things to them. Drinking or using drugs to the point that it’s interfering with your ability to show up for your kids and take care of them. When that’s the case, it doesn’t mean that you’re a shitty parent or a shitty person. It just means you don’t have the information, support, and resources to do better right now. Chances are you already feel alone, ashamed, and confused as hell. You don’t need to pile on a load of judgment and contempt on top of that, and that’s exactly what all your Shitty Parent Thoughts are doing. What you need are folks who can hear your stories, get curious about your experience, and treat you with kindness as they help you heal, change, and become the kind of parent you want to be. And while a book might be total crap at listening to you, reading this one is a powerful first step on the journey toward finding those people.

			Regardless of how many of those boxes you check in these three scenarios, regardless of the details of your situation, regardless of how severe your Shitty Parent Syndrome is, let me say it loud and clear: You are not a shitty parent.

			I’m going to say that again, this time in italics, to make sure you don’t miss it. You are not a shitty parent.

			Not to get all shouty at you, but I’m going to write it in capital letters because this is really important. YOU ARE NOT A SHITTY PARENT.

			Shoot. I’m not just saying it. I wrote a whole damn book about it.


			
			This is the part where some of you are thinking, yeah, OK, but what about the Super-Duper Shitty Parents out there? The ones who are horribly abusive and neglectful and legitimately suck at parenting? This is an important point, because there are absolutely folks who make terrible parenting choices and treat their children really badly. But I will never, ever call them Shitty Parents. My goal—as a clinical social worker, mother, and person on this planet—is to help folks grow and heal and become more engaged, empathic, and effective parents. And telling someone they’re a Shitty Parent is never, ever going to achieve that. So, yes, there are parents out there who need a huge amount of help and support, but maybe instead of labeling them, we can get curious about what they need, or at the very least, offer them a whole lot of compassion?

			

			
Why I Wrote a Whole Damn Book About Why You’re Not a Shitty Parent

			At some point, I realized that spending three minutes on self-compassion at the end of every podcast interview wasn’t enough. I might be able to introduce the idea, but parents need so much more than a sound bite. We need the skills and strategies that will help us get past the shame and self-contempt that leave us feeling stuck, confused, and doubtful of our decisions and ability to parent well. When we can respond to the shittiest moments of parenting with compassion rather than contempt, we feel calmer, think more clearly, and respond more creatively and confidently to whatever’s going on.

			Let me give you an example.

			Imagine you’re on a hike with your kids. You had set out for an easy walk through the woods, but somewhere along the way, you took a wrong turn and now you have no idea where you are. The kids are getting hungry and cranky, and you’re not doing much better yourself. Maybe your back is aching or your knee is acting up, but either way, you’re definitely starting to feel anxious. You need to get your family back to the car before things get really bad.

			To top it all off, your partner is giving you shit about not downloading the map onto your phone before you set out on this godforsaken hike. Maybe they wanted to go mini-golfing instead and they’re taking every opportunity to remind you that nobody—not a single person in the entire history of the universe—has ever gotten lost on a mini-golf course. Thanks for that one, babe.

			And now one of the kids has fallen and scraped her knee and she’s crying and the other one needs to poop and you didn’t bring whatever the hell one is supposed to bring into the woods to deal with poop because this wasn’t even supposed to be a hike, it was just supposed to be a walk, and how the hell did you screw this up so badly?

			Ugh.

			Just when you’re about to give up and let your child poop in the woods, you see a ranger coming down the trail. Yay! You’re saved! As you explain your situation, the ranger reaches into her bag and hands you a map. Hallelujah! The nightmare is over, and you’ll be back in the car before everything goes to shit, literally and figuratively.

			You thank the ranger, and she heads on her way. But as you unfold the paper, you realize there are no squiggly lines representing trails. There are no clear markers for getting back to your car. There are only these words: YOU’RE LOST.

			You scan down the page and keep reading.

			YOU’RE THE ONLY ONE WHO’S LOST.

			YOU SUCK.

			PS: YOU’RE A SHITTY PARENT.

			Maybe at that moment, another family goes marching past you, happy as freaking clams, clearly knowing where they’re going, smiling and singing as if they just walked off the set of The Sound of Music.

			No way in hell you’re going to ask them for directions.

			Try to imagine how you might feel in such a moment: anxious, scared, overwhelmed, confused, ashamed, irritable, and maybe just a little pissed at that jerk of a ranger who gave you such a useless map. And I’m guessing that you’d feel alone on a beach or roaming the aisles of Target or even just sitting in the back of your closet, frustrated with yourself for getting your family lost in the first place. Perhaps you can’t stop thinking about what a pathetic idiot you are, and how a better parent wouldn’t have made such a moronic mistake, as evidenced by Captain von Trapp and his crew of obnoxiously happy campers. Chances are good you’d end up feeling super defensive and snapping at your family. You’d almost certainly have a hard time staying calm, thinking clearly and creatively, and feeling confident in your ability to get your family home safely.

			So that sucks.

			Fortunately, this is a book, not reality, which means we can go back and rewrite this story. Let’s imagine that when the ranger showed up, she gave you a different map, another one without any trails or markers. But it did have these words:

			YOU’RE LOST.

			IT’S OK. EVERYONE GETS LOST SOMETIMES.

			HANG IN THERE. YOU’LL FIGURE THIS OUT.

			PS: YOU’RE AN AWESOME PARENT.

			At first glance, this map might not seem much better than the first one. It doesn’t tell you which trail to follow or how to get back to your car, but it does point you in the direction of self- compassion. And my guess is that you’ll feel way less stressed and overwhelmed after reading it. You might even feel comfortable asking the happy hiker family for directions. Or maybe your head will get clear enough for you to remember that you have some tissues and a plastic bag in the bottom of your backpack, so you can help your kiddo poop and at least get that taken care of. Maybe you recall a game your grandfather used to play with you every time you went on a hike with him, and that helps distract the kids while you figure out what to do.

			Even though you don’t have a perfect answer for what to do next, the whole situation feels a little easier and more manageable. And when you consider how frequently we parents feel lost, that’s not nothing.

			Unfortunately, there’s no parenting paradise where we don’t get lost sometimes. There’s no version of raising kids where we don’t make mistakes or react poorly or lose our shit or feel terrible. There’s no scenario where we or our children escape the epic fails, broken friendships, brutal diagnoses, lost loved ones, and general pain of living a life.

			That’s the bad news.

			Thankfully for all of us mortal humans, there’s also good news. Really good news. No matter how hard things get, no matter how lost you feel, no matter how convinced you are that you are absolutely and completely unequipped to deal with any of this, you always have that second map with you. You can pull it out any time you find yourself out in the middle of the woods with cranky kids and a grumpy partner and no freaking clue which way to turn. You can pull it out anytime you feel like the shittiest parent in the history of the universe. Compassion may not tell you where to go or how to solve all your problems, but it will help you stay calm, think clearly and creatively, and give you the confidence to take the next step for yourself and your family.

			And even better—it’s free and available to every single parent, every single person on the planet, regardless of your culture, community, religious beliefs, family structure, socioeconomic status, or any other factor in your life. It’s a simple yet powerful strategy, especially for those of us who are stuck in a habit of shame and blame. Learning to respond to yourself with understanding, forgiveness, and acceptance requires practice, but it’s 100 percent worth it.

			Look, I’ve been on a lot of shitty hikes in my life, and I know I’ll be on a lot more. Learning to put down my crap map and pick up the maps of compassion has changed my life and my parenting.

			Self-Compassion Isn’t Just a Nice Idea—It’s an Active Choice

			Most folks who aren’t social work nerds tend to clump words like “compassion” and “sympathy” and “empathy” and “unicorns farting glitter rainbows” together. It’s all hippie-dippie drum- circle kumbaya nonsense that sounds nice enough but has nothing to do with the reality of your lives, with the overdue bills and cranky in-laws and that weird-ass rash on your kid’s arm that you were kind of hoping would go away if you just ignored it but it’s still there and the only pediatric dermatologist in network is an hour away.

			Don’t get me wrong; I love sympathy and empathy and unicorns farting glitter rainbows as much as the next gal, but compassion isn’t just how you think or feel about whatever’s going on. It’s a completely different animal (so to speak). Compassion is more like a unicorn who shows up every time you’re really struggling and reminds you that you’re not alone, gets curious about what’s going on, listens to what you need, and responds with kindness. The unicorn doesn’t offer any parenting advice, because, well, unicorns don’t know shit about human kids, but somehow their mere presence makes you feel so much better that you forgive them for all the glitter they left behind.

			The point here is that self-compassion isn’t just about noticing when you are suffering (although the noticing is such a big deal that we’re going to spend an entire chapter on it), it’s also about taking action in response to our suffering, both in the ways we choose to think about whatever is going on and how we treat ourselves. In fact, the action part is so crucial that I briefly considered combining compassion + action into a new word. Compaction. But then I remembered some fairly painful prune juice–related moments when my daughters were in diapers, so I’m gonna steer clear of that the whole compaction thing.

			Hopefully you still get the point.

			How This Book Works

			We’ll start by exploring why we treat ourselves so poorly, why that’s so problematic for our parenting, and how, exactly, self-compassion makes everything so much easier and more manageable. From there, we’ll dive into four very specific and surprisingly powerful practices of self-compassion—noticing, connection, curiosity, and kindness—that will counteract the Shitty Parent Syndrome tendencies of isolation, judgment, and contempt and help you respond to even the roughest parenting moments in the most effective and empathic ways possible. We’ll talk about how to integrate each of these into your life and parenting, and how they’ll benefit your children, both directly and indirectly.

			First up, connection. One of the most insidious aspects of Shitty Parent Syndrome is the belief that we’re the only parents who didn’t sign their kids up for flute lessons or aren’t sure how to handle a meltdown in aisle three or don’t know when to be worried that our first grader isn’t reading yet. We think we’re the only ones who have rage fits and escape fantasies. All those isolating thoughts aren’t just complete and total bullshit, but they’re also self-perpetuating because the more alone we think we are, the less likely we are to reach out for support when we need it the most. Learning to recognize those thoughts and choosing to respond by connecting—to the present moment, common humanity, and trusted adults—can go a long way toward helping us get a new perspective on our parenting.

			From there, we can get curious about our experience, about what’s really happening in our lives, our families, our bodies and minds, and how we’re thinking, feeling, and behaving in response. So often we jump straight to judgment, which leads to irritability, confusion, and obsessive fixing behaviors. Rarely do we slow down and notice what’s going on, how much of it we actually have control over, and what we really need in order to deal with everything as well as possible. As we’ll explore more, curiosity is an inherently compassionate response, and it’s often an incredibly useful source of important information.

			No matter what’s going on, we can always respond to ourselves with kindness. Kindness may seem straightforward, but it often gets confused and tangled up with all sorts of issues around discipline, limit setting, and personal responsibility. Kindness isn’t necessarily about being nice, and it’s not always about making yourself or others feel better (although that can be a pleasant side effect!). Kindness is not blaming ourselves for your child’s dyslexia diagnosis. Kindness is letting go of that internal voice that keeps berating you for working when you should be parenting or parenting when you should be working. Kindness is noticing when you’re completely depleted and choosing to say no to the latest volunteer request rather than judging ourselves for not being more on top of our shit. When you can get clear on what it means to be kind, what it doesn’t, and what kindness actually looks like in your daily lives, you develop an entirely new and surprisingly effective strategy, one that makes parenting easier and way more fun.



				Those of you who read my previous book, How to Stop Losing Your Sh*t with Your Kids, may notice a few similarities between these two books. First, good on you for remembering something you read! Secondly, you’re right, and that’s because self-compassion is a powerful strategy for not losing your shit. It’s also a super effective and empathic way to respond to the challenges of parenting and life in general.




			But wait! There’s more! Your compassion practice will benefit your children in a variety of different ways, whether or not you ever tell them what you’re doing. Each time you respond to painful, challenging, or confusing moments with connection, curiosity, and kindness, you’ll not only decrease the stress and tension in the house, but you’ll be modeling a more skillful way to deal with the tough stuff of life. In addition, you can explicitly teach these strategies to your children, and we’ll talk more about that in Chapter 8. But you don’t need to worry about that now. Your compassion practice starts with you, so let’s dig in.

	

	
	
			
Chapter one

			
Crap Happens and Then We Make It Worse

			Let’s go back to that ill-fated hike from the previous chapter. Thanks to that helpful second map, you managed to make your way back to the car with relatively little drama. You’re feeling good about your recovery, and you want to find as many opportunities as possible to get your family outside and off their screens. So you plan another hike. You plan a failproof hike.

			You drag a grumbling, cranky family out the door and proudly show them the sign at the trailhead, which reads:

			THIS IS AN EXTREMELY SAFE AND EASY TRAIL. NO ONE HAS EVER GOTTEN INJURED, LOST, OR EVEN THE LEAST BIT CONFUSED OR UNHAPPY ON THIS HIKE SINCE THIS TRAIL WAS FIRST CREATED. ENJOY YOUR DAY!

			The sun is out, the sky is blue, and it’s not long before everyone is in a good mood. Shoot, you’re so happy that you don’t even get annoyed at your daughter’s endless story about the latest third-grade playground drama.

			And that’s when the arrows start flying.

			Literal, actual arrows.

			They come out of nowhere and before you can even figure out what the hell is going on, you take one in the side. OUCH. That shit stings.

			And then you freak out. Of course you do, because who wouldn’t lose their freaking shit if they got struck by a freaking arrow while they were on what was supposed to be the safest freaking hike in the history of hikes? It’s not like you took your family for a walk through an archery range, for Pete’s sake. And so you panic and your heart starts racing and you can’t breathe and it’s not just because you’ve got an arrow in your side. This wasn’t supposed to happen. What did you do wrong? And how the hell are you the only parent on the planet who can’t take your kids on even one successful hike?

			So there you are, on the side of the trail, writhing in pain and self-doubt while your partner gets going about how nobody in the history of the universe has ever been struck by an arrow on a mini-golf course and your son starts blathering on about these amazing arrows he made in Minecraft once and your daughter starts wondering if this is an intruder drill like the ones she practiced at school, which of course triggers the shit out of you, but you still have a damn arrow in your side and it really freaking hurts and you’re starting to wonder if you should try to pull it out or if this is one of those situations you only see on TV where you’re supposed to leave it in so you don’t start spurting blood everywhere and you’re not sure if this is something you actually want to google or not.

			You’re just about to pull out your phone when a paramedic comes hiking up the trail. HURRAH! You’re saved! He immediately removes the arrow, but instead of bandaging you up, he reaches into his bag, pulls out another arrow, and jams it straight into the open wound.

			What. The. Actual. Fuck.

			
This Ridiculous Story Is a Metaphor for Parenting

			This ridiculous story is obviously a metaphor. (Although if for some reason it actually resonates with your hiking experience, then may I humbly suggest you stick to mini-golf?) So let’s get into it.

			First, that sign at the start of the hike declaring that nothing bad will ever happen. There’s a reason you never see signs guaranteeing a perfect experience anywhere. They’re not true. They’re never true. Even worse, they set unrealistic, unachievable expectations that leave us feeling like shit when we inevitably fail to meet them. And yet from the very moment folks start even thinking about getting pregnant, we’re inundated with both subtle and smack-you-across-the-face messages about how parenting should be joyful, intuitive, meaningful, and amazing. Happy isn’t just the goal, we’re led to believe, it’s the norm. It’s how everyone else’s life is, and how our lives can and should be. And if for some reason they’re not, it’s because there’s something wrong with us or our kids and it’s on us to work harder or parent better or find the right specialist or whatever. 
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