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For my children . . . who keep me young and make me old





Introduction


Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve kept a diary. I’ve always loved putting my innermost thoughts on paper. Granted, the older I got, the longer and longer the time between entries, but you could always count on me to write my feelings down.


Couple that love of writing with the fact that I can be somewhat of a pack rat, and a good cleaning of the closet can produce some amazing things—like all my stuff from high school: my yearbook, memory book, report cards, awards, certificates, and, yes, my teenage diary.


After one afternoon of spring cleaning, I started re-reading my diary, which I’d kept throughout high school. Seeing some of the absolutely hilarious and unbelievable things I wrote had my mouth open in amazement.


After my entertaining read, I tossed the diary back in the box and returned to my new forum for sharing my thoughts—social media. Instead of writing out all the shenanigans of my life on paper, I shared them with 5,000 of my closest friends on Facebook (yeah, I know, I’m addicted to social media). I did reserve some stuff for my journal, but for the most part, everything in my life was fair game.


On social media, I got immediate reaction from my updates on my never-a-dull-minute life. On a daily basis, someone was saying, “You and your family should have a reality show.” (Not going to happen because while the kids and I don’t mind the limelight, my husband isn’t feeling it.) Or, one of my status updates on something one of my kids did would easily and quickly get hundreds of likes, re-shares, and re-tweets.


It was while reading some encouraging words on Facebook and Twitter that I came up with the idea for this book. I’ve actually started each chapter with an entry from my childhood diary, or from my “Mother Journal” (Yes, I graduated from a “diary” to a “journal.”)


By no means do I purport to be some kind of therapist, child psychologist, parental expert, or anything of the like. I’m just a mother who has been there, done that, and has the war bruises to prove it.


As the mother of three spoiled wonderful, precious tyrants children, ages thirteen, ten and five, I think I’ve got this motherhood thing down (hey, I said I’ve got it down, I never said I mastered it), so I have some stuff worth sharing.


Now, before I go any further, let me give my disclaimer. I love my kids. I will always love my kids; they are the joy of my life. Keep that in mind as you read the rest of the book. Know that underneath it all—the sarcasm, the humor and the rants—I love my babies. On my good days and my bad days. On days that I have to keep reminding myself that I don’t look good in orange jumpsuits with numbers on the back. On days when I act like I’m suffering from an extreme case of Tourette’s. Even on those days, I love my children.


My kids also only know the sweet, loving mom (with an occasional side of crazy). So, don’t worry, I am not, nor will I ever be, one of those “I wish you were never born” mothers. The damage from that could be irreparable. And I know one day they’ll read this book (the oldest already read it and tried to add her own two cents.) But they know no matter what, at the end of the day, Mommy loves them.


Now that I have that out of the way . . . sometimes I have thoughts that maybe I should’ve pulled instead of pushed (okay, so I had a C-section, but you get my point.) Sometimes I lock the door to my kids’ own personal World War III and ask myself, is THIS what I signed up for??? Sometimes I sit in my car in the driveway just because I don’t want to go inside! And sometimes, I hide in the closet just so I can enjoy a pack of M&M’s without having to share them.


While you’re reading, I feel compelled to remind you that this is a lighthearted read. I hope that you’ll get something within the pages, even if it’s nothing but some laughter. But hopefully, you’ll see someone you know, or yourself for that matter, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll understand that you’re not in this battle alone.


But whatever you do, don’t call Child Protective Services on me. Don’t write me hate-filled letters about how I should recognize that my children are angels, gifts from God, and I should cherish them every single day. Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know all that. But this ain’t that kind of book.


The Motherhood Diaries is all about exploring the good, the bad, and the ugly side of my motherhood path and the paths of women who walk a similar Calgon-take-me-away journey on a daily basis. It’s for women who love their children, but occasionally say, What the hell was I thinking? It’s for women who complain, fuss, and rant about their kids but will go Mama Tiger crazy if you mess with one of their babies. It’s for women, who no matter what, wouldn’t trade their children for anything in the world (even if sometimes they want to drop them off at the nearest fire station—to avoid arrest—and speed off).


Tackling topics such as (not) having it all, the crazy things kids say, and mothering in the New Millennium, The Motherhood Diaries covers the things many mothers think about but are afraid to admit. And make sure you check out the Motherhood Stories from other writers at the end of the book. Some are funny. Some are serious. All of them are touching.


Motherhood requires a sense of humor—even if you just have to laugh to keep from crying. I hope you’ll maintain one throughout this book. Personally, I’m not expecting to win any “Mother of the Year” awards with my parental skills, but I have no doubt that I’ll be just fine when it comes to raising my kids. And I hope that someone, somewhere will read something that resonates with them and recognize we’re all in this together!


Enjoy,


    ReShonda





Be Careful What You Wish For . . .


Sept. 1, 1999


Dear Diary,


It has been four days since I found out I was pregnant and I am still absolutely overjoyed! I’m anxious, scared (not to mention broke from buying all the baby books out there). I have no doubt I’ll be a good mother. This baby is a dream come true. Suddenly, nothing in life (including my career, which I was once so into) seems important. I wanted to be the next Oprah (she’s the hottest talk show host in the country.) Now, I just want to be the best mother possible. All that matters is making my baby’s life in the womb, the safest it can be for his or her glorious entry. I’m sooooo happy.


Nov. 7, 2001


Dear Diary,


Well, it looks like Mya is about to get a little sister. Found out I was pregnant again a few months ago. I was a little stunned at first, but I’m getting excited because the girls will be close in age. I hope they’ll be the best of friends. I haven’t been keeping up with my entries like I wanted. Being a Super Mom is hard :-). It looks like I’m about to give this motherhood thing another try.


Oct. 3, 2006


Dear Diary,


Oh, my God! I’m pregnant again. I think I need a drink.


These are actual entries from my journal. I am amazed at my range of emotions with each pregnancy. Don’t get me wrong, I love all my kids equally, but the joy at news of their conception elicited a different reaction each time.


Let me start with my first born. After three years of marriage, my husband and I decided it was time to bring a life into this world to share in our blissful joy. But after spending all my life trying NOT to get pregnant, getting pregnant would prove easier said than done.


We tried everything—ovulation predictors, calendar counting, folic acid, standing on my head after sex, then eventually, fertility treatments. After the emotional roller coaster of a miscarriage, I finally got the news that I’d prayed for, cried for, and dreamed of. I was pregnant again.


Once I made it through the first trimester, I got over my fear of miscarrying again. I prepared to bring my baby into the world. I read every parenting book, subscribed to every email (I still get those freaking emails from Babycenter.com and my kid is thirteen years old.) I wanted to be the perfect mom. I had my superhero cape nicely starched. I took pictures of my growing belly. I bought that little device that let me listen to my child’s heartbeat and I fell asleep each night listening to the soft thump of her heart. I hired a young artist to hand-paint decorations on her wall. I decorated her room with the best furniture and I bought her the cutest little designer clothes. Nothing was too good for my little princess.


Since she was to be the first grandchild, my family was also eager for her entrance. My mother and sister had flown up to Oklahoma City, where I was living at the time, to be with me as I brought this bundle of joy into the world.


And boy, was I ready to bring her! I had done the Lamaze classes and read more books than the downtown library could hold. I was educated to the point that I could teach some pregnancy classes myself, and when the doctor suggested a C-section, I balked in horror. I was a “real woman.” My baby was coming in only one way—through the birth canal.


Or at least that’s what I thought until I went into labor and was told the umbilical cord was wrapped around her neck and we needed to do an emergency C-section right away. At that point, any foolish perception about what made a real woman went out the window. Only one thing mattered—my baby’s safety.


Four hours later, the nurses placed my tiny baby girl—Mya—on my chest. My husband stroked my hair. “She’s so beautiful,” he said, pulling the blanket back, so I could get a good look.


I smiled as I glanced at her, then frowned in horror. “Oh, my God; what’s wrong with her?”


The nurse laughed. “She’s just bruised. Really bad.”


That was the understatement of the year. This child looked like she’d just gotten out the ring with Muhammad Ali, Joe Frazier AND Mike Tyson.


“But . . . but,” I stammered. How could I voice what I was thinking? How could I tell my family, the doctors, anyone, what I was really thinking, which was What is that thing? What was I supposed to do with this little caramel thing with red pock marks all over her body? And to top it off, she was bald-headed!!! Like, not a lick of hair anywhere. Like, you couldn’t tell which was smoother, her head or her butt. I had bought baskets of pretty little bows. What was I supposed to do with those now???


“Shhh, don’t cry,” my husband said with a huge smile. Men can be so clueless. He thought my tears were because of the beauty of giving birth, and I was crying because I was trying to think of ways I was going to hide my child from the world.


And then she smiled.


My baby smiled, displaying the biggest dimples I’d ever seen and my heart melted. And I reminded myself that she’d just had five feet of umbilical cord trying to strangle her to death. Of course she was bruised! And her hair? Well, I would just have to learn to get creative with hats and scarves, which is exactly what I did. My child had a hat or a scarf to go with every single outfit to cover the fact that her hair didn’t start growing until she was four years old.


I chronicled my emotional journey each day, beginning a diary to my daughter that I planned to present to her on her eighteenth birthday.


I documented everything. Starting with my pregnancy, throughout her birth, her first steps, her first smile. You name it, I wrote it down. I have the ultrasound picture, the first doctor’s report—even the pregnancy stick.


Two years later, enter baby number two. I guess the thrill had diminished some because her journey wasn’t documented as well and I definitely didn’t keep any of her six pregnancy sticks. (Yes, six. I had to be sure!) Her birth was drama-free (but don’t tell her because I’ll lose my leverage). I scheduled a C-section, showed up at the appointed time, and voilà! Baby! (My husband says my first words when she came out were, “Does she have hair?” But I’m gonna blame that one on the drugs; at least that’s my story.)


My second child, whom I named Morgan, always jokes that getting her sister’s hand-me-downs began when she was in the womb. I can’t argue with that, because she’s right. I used the same heart monitor to listen to her heart. I used the same breast pump, the same maternity clothes, the same cute baby clothes (but to my credit, Mya had so many clothes that she didn’t get to wear, that many of them were still brand-new.)


What I didn’t duplicate was the journal. I wanted Morgan to have her own. I started the same concept with her and got as far as . . . buying the journal. (Actually, I did write in it—twice.) I had good intentions, but the reality of motherhood set in.


By baby number three, five years later, I think I wrote my emotions on the back of a Subway napkin. And since that was a surprise pregnancy, well, let’s just say, I’m going to leave it at that. (Eventually, my son will learn to read and I’d hate to have to spend thousands of dollars on therapy as he tries to come to terms with “how Mommy really felt.”)


The bottom line is, I started off with good intentions with all my children and that’s all that matters, right?


I think that’s what happens to us all. We start off with grandiose intentions. We have all of these plans; then reality sets in. We quickly learn that motherhood isn’t for the weak and that it takes a special kind of woman to navigate those choppy children waters. But we learn to do the best we can, and if we’re lucky, the good times far outweigh the bad. And at the end of the day, that’s all that really matters.





Motherhood Evolution


Dear Diary,


My mother came to visit this week. She fed my six-month-old collard greens and cornbread. She won’t listen to anything I tell her about additives, insecticides, and new studies. Her response every time I complain is, “I don’t need a damn book to tell me how to parent. I raised two children who turned out just fine.”


I love my mom to death, but I can’t wait for her to leave.


I was what you call a nervous mother. I was so scared of making the wrong choice, doing something out of order (at least for the first child). She got the entire house baby-proofed, from the corner edges to the drawer locks to the outlet plugs. By kid three, I was like, “Oh, a little electricity never hurt anybody.”


It’s not that I loved my kids any less, but I guess after the first child, that gene that makes you think motherhood is some blissful, beautiful thing slowly begins to evaporate. You realize that there’s some validity to the three-second rule (if food drops on the floor and you pick it up within three seconds, it’s safe to feed your kids. Hey, I don’t make the rules!) And you also realize that no kid actually ever died from crying.


With my firstborn, I dropped her off at the babysitter, and came on my lunch break to nurse her, cuddle with her and ooh and ahh all over her. Everyone who kept her had to be thoroughly vetted like they were up for the Vice-Presidential nomination.


I was a little more lax on kid two. “Just make sure you don’t kill her,” was the extent of my instructions to the babysitter. And by kid three, I was putting an ad in the paper Wanted: Someone to keep my kid! (Not really, but it did feel like that from time to time).


By the birth of my son, that whole racing to pick up my kids was completely out the window and I began to cherish every solitary moment.


In fact, this conversation became a regular occurrence: My cell would ring. I’d answer with an agitated, “Hello.”


“Hi, Mrs. Billingsley. It’s Lisa from the daycare. Umm, are you coming to get Myles?”


Me, huffing and rolling my eyes. “Yeah, I have ’til 6:30. It’s 6:29.”


I tried to get it together, though, when at four, my son said, “Mom, why am I always the last kid at school?”


What I did find is that suddenly, things that came so easily for kid number one, became harder for number two and a downright struggle by three. Of course, in my idyllic world, motherhood was going to be a breeze. I know it hadn’t been for my mother, but I was different. I was going to read up, be prepared and have the right mentality!


After Mya was born, I knew that I didn’t want an only child. So after having one, I was like, “She needs a playmate.” After two, I said, “Okay, I’m good.”


The problem was we had two girls and my husband wanted a boy. By the third go-round, I said, “If you don’t get your boy, you’re just out of luck.”


My girlfriend, Tori, wasn’t so lucky. She tried and tried and tried and tried. She couldn’t fathom a fifth child, so she gave up after the fourth girl. I want to contribute to her stress fund just thinking about that!


For us, though, the third time was a charm and my husband got his boy. Unfortunately, I’m not the young, virile mother I used to be and my son, well, I have to admit, he has a different set of rules than his sisters did.


“Why does Myles get away with so much?” my oldest daughter asked me one time.


“Because he’s four and I’m forty,” I replied. I’m not ashamed to admit it. I’m tired. Too tired to run after a rambunctious little boy. As long as he’s not burning down the house, or destroying things, I’m good. I just have to deal with the occasional heart stoppers. Like the time he came barreling down the stairs and in a panic shouted, “Mommy, whatever you do, don’t come upstairs,” before turning and dashing back up the stairs.


Now, the part of me that was exhausted after running all day wanted to say “okay,” and go back to watching Lifetime, but the rational part of me took over. I headed upstairs to find that he’d flooded the bathroom with his Transformer. (According to him, “Bumblebee had to take a dive in the toilet to escape the bad guys.”)


A perusal of our family photo album also shows my evolution through my kids. The first fifteen pages are Mya in every form (first smile, first meal, sleeping, crying, playing). Then, there is a page-and-a-half of Morgan (who was the most adorable little thing), and since Myles was a boy, he got about ten pages.


I know, sad, right? (Insert the Brady Bunch line, “Marsha, Marsha, Marsha,” when Jan screams about her sister getting all the attention.) I didn’t even realize how bad it was until we were all looking through the album one day.


“Awwww, is that me, Mama?” Morgan asked.


“No, baby. That’s Mya.”


“Oh, is that me?”


“No, that’s Myles.”


After repeating this scene several times, Morgan finally said, “Where am I?”


I almost told her the truth. Your mom was just trifling, honey. But staring at her big doe eyes, I could only say, “Sweetie, we lost all your baby pictures in a horrible fire. But don’t worry, from now on, we’re going to capture everything.”


Okay, so that was trifling, too. But my baby was pacified and it put me on notice. Now, I snap pictures of her every chance I get. So she might not have baby photos, but she’ll definitely have childhood pictures!


I used to feel bad about how lax I became with each child, but I learned that it was okay to cut myself some slack.


Sometimes, though, it took my children to help me put things back in perspective. In my house, Frosted Flakes, Fruit Loops, and Cap’n Crunch make regular appearances. That wasn’t always the case. For Mya, I actually got up and cooked her little miniature sausages and pancakes. By Morgan, it was just a scrambled egg every now and then. And Myles, well, he became the cereal king. In fact, he arose one Saturday morning to find me cooking breakfast in the kitchen.


“What are you doing, Mommy?” he asked.


I flipped the pancake. “I’m making breakfast, baby.”


My son stared at me. At the skillet. At the spatula in my hand. “Like at IHOP?”


Sure, I felt incredibly guilty, but I learned to stop beating myself up. My son was as healthy as my daughters. And he felt no less loved because Mommy gave him Frosted Flakes instead of pancakes.


At one time or another, most mothers will feel some type of guilt, but it’s important to understand that perfect parenting is an oxymoron. There are no set rules and you will drop the ball. When you do, just pick it up and keep moving.


My daughter Morgan came to me one day, upset when I’d missed a Mother-Daughter Cupcakes and Coffee event at her school because my plane was delayed getting back into town. She didn’t care that the plane was delayed because of a blizzard. All that mattered was that Mommy wasn’t there. I believe in focusing on the positive. I apologized, but told her I was off working, putting the finishing touches on a movie based on one of my books.


“And how cool will it be when your friends see your mom’s movie and you on the Red Carpet at the premiere.”


“Red Carpet? Can I bring Emily?”


I nodded, even though I didn’t know who the heck Emily was. Then I offered to come talk to her class about writing books and making movies and suddenly, Morgan was floating on Cloud Nine because her friends told her her “mom was super cool.”


What I effectively did was acknowledge that I had missed her event, apologize, then find something positive to focus on. Kids really are resilient and they are accepting of our mistakes.


Guilt is a natural part of motherhood and comes from wanting to be a good mother to your children. However, in the end, it will weigh you down. If I can say I evolved in any way over the course of my three children, it was in learning to let go of the guilt. I woke up one day and realized my kids just loved “Mommy Time.” It didn’t matter if it was over a four-course meal or chili dogs. One thing I’ve finally learned from motherhood is that I should never feel guilty about taking care of me.





I Can Can’t Have It All


Dear Diary,


I can’t wait to grow up. I already have my life mapped out. In five years, I’ll graduate from college—with honors. I’ll meet and marry my college sweetheart in a big, lavish wedding. I’m going to have five kids and two dogs. I’ll be an author, an anchor and an actress. Oh yeah, and I’m going to be the best mom in the whole world! I know that seems like a lot, but I don’t care what anyone says. I know that I can have it all.


That is an actual entry from my diary, dated Sept. 9, 1986. It’s quite hilarious now that I had my life mapped out so. And back then, you couldn’t have told me that I wouldn’t make it happen. But I do think I should get an “E” for Effort. I did graduate from college. (That whole honors thing? Yeah, maybe if my biology class wasn’t the same time as All My Children, I would’ve never gotten a “D” and my GPA wouldn’t have plummeted, and I could’ve graduated with honors. So I blame Agnes Nixon, the creator of All My Children, for that.)


Meet and marry my college sweetheart? For fear of getting sued, I’m not going to touch that one.


Five kids? (Insert hysterical laughter here.)


I did have two dogs, but they were demon dogs, so I gave them away to the first unsuspecting person that asked for them.


Five kids? (Yeah, I had to repeat that one.) Did I really think that I wanted five kids??? Don’t get me wrong, I have nothing but respect for you mothers with your own basketball team. I thought that would be me. I come from a big family. My mom has eight brothers and sisters. My dad has seven. So it seemed quite natural that I would have five—until I had one.


How do you even manage that many kids in this day and age? A trip to McDonald’s can easily run forty bucks. Not to mention, that’s five soccer games, five mouths to feed, and if they’re girls, five heads to comb.


I decided to ask my friend, Della, how she manages with her brood.


“How do you go out to eat with five kids?” I asked her.


“You don’t,” she replied.


Two simple words that had summed up her life.


Yep, I must’ve been out of mind to even think about five kids.


Authors Becky Beaupre Gillespie and Hollee Schwartz Temple say that a paradigm shift in motherhood is key to having it all. They argue that in this day and age, having it all simply means creating an “all” that you love.


In their book, Good Enough is the New Perfect, Gillespie and Temple say that more and more mothers are losing their “never enough” attitude and embracing a “good enough” mindset to be happier, more confident and more successful.


I knew I was on to something. What I’m giving is good enough for me.


I want my cake, and to eat it, too!


Early in my literary career, I pitched an idea for a book called You Can Have it All. My agent and editor passed on it, and at the time, I thought they had lost their minds. This was going to be a masterpiece about balancing motherhood with your career. It was going to explore how a woman could be Superwoman, wearing her pink cape for home, her red cape for work, her blue cape for community service and her yellow cape for “me” time. Yep, I had it all figured out. This was going to be a blockbuster and I was going to be a shining example of how a woman could have everything her heart desired.


That’s why I was dumbfounded when my editor and agent didn’t seem too interested. But maybe that’s why they do what they do and I do what I do. Maybe they had the foresight to know that I was a naïve new mother who only thought she could have it all.


It took some adjusting and lots of missed soccer practices, late arrivals to work, and drive-thru dinners for me to realize that I couldn’t have it all. Oh, I could try. I could try to work my full-time demanding job as I climbed the corporate ladder, raise three well-rounded, healthy children who participated in extracurricular activities and excelled in academics. I could have all of that. All I needed to do was open up my computer screen and create that fictional story. Because that’s what that is—fiction. Sure, there are some mothers who defy the odds and do well at balancing, and on some days, I’m that mother. On most days, I’m not.


The realization that I couldn’t have it all came in one of the most embarrassing moments of my professional career. I was a television news reporter in Oklahoma. I was out on assignment when we were sent to the scene of some breaking news.


In those situations, there’s no time to do much of anything. You rush on to the scene, jump out and begin going live. This particular day, I did just that, giving all the information about the bank robber and what had happened. Throughout the taping, my photographer had a horrible look on his face. I had no clue what was going on. Maybe the job was stressing him out. Maybe he was worried that we weren’t going to get the details of the robbery correct. But things were moving too fast for me to get to the root of his issue.


Finally, after wrapping the story and sending it back to the anchors in the newsroom, I looked at him. “Hey, what’s wrong with you?”


“Ah, ah, um m,” he stuttered.


“What is going on?” Now I was about to get worried because he looked mortified.


Then, without saying a word, he slowly pointed at my chest. “What?” I replied, glancing down at my emerald green silk blouse and the two round wet spots at my nipples. That’s right, I had leaked right through my breast pads and on to national TV.


“Why didn’t you say something?!” I screamed.


“Say what? You’re the one talking about being supermom. I thought you would be prepared for anything.”


“I was prepared. I had on breast pads,” I cried, now covering my chest.


He grimaced like that was too much information, and started packing his gear, a sign to me that he had no interest in continuing this conversation. All I could do was get into the truck and burst into tears.


Yes, my leaking nipples were the talk of the newsroom, the talk of the town for that matter. (I thank God there was no YouTube back then.)


“You don’t need to be breastfeeding that two-year-old anyway,” my mom said when I later shared my disastrous story with her.


I took offense to that. Number one, my daughter was eighteen months; and number two, yes, I knew my daughter was breastfeeding even though she was potty trained (something else my mother had a major issue with), but I was being supermom, providing my daughter with a healthy foundation, all the natural nutrients I could give. (I only made it to six months of breastfeeding on Baby #2, and three on Baby #3.) Besides, I’d worked too hard to get her to latch on (the horror stories of my breastfeeding adventures would make up a whole other book.)
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