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PRAISE FOR

SWEETIE, SQUEEZE YOUR CHEEKS AND JENNIFER TIRAS

“Jennifer is a bold communicator and taught me how to have frank, tough conversations with my boys. She helps take taboo topics, remove emotion, and speak ‘boy mom’ in a way that penetrates their thick heads.”

—LEEANN MOORE

“Raising my kids alongside Jennifer for the last twenty years has been a total blessing. She is an honest and straightforward friend—one who could always look at the little bumps in the parenting road and offer some humor, love, and advice for any situation. Love that she is sharing this with the world!”

—LISA WATSON

“I met Jenn Tiras nineteen years ago in a playgroup as a newbie mom of one; she was a seasoned mom of three. We became fast friends as I loved her candor in all things boys! Her stories were not only helpful and practical, but straight-up hysterical. To this day we reminisce all things parenting—parenthood is forever hood. I can always count on her for a good story or a nugget of good advice. You will too!”

—KATE SCHEINMAN

“Even though Jenn is younger than me, I have always looked to her for advice. Jenn is a no-nonsense mom who is not afraid to say ‘no’ to her kids. She knows how to get the ‘job’ done and has mastered the role of guiding her boys to be successful members of society while giving them enough freedom to be independent. I feel fortunate to have her in my life and thankful to share the journey of motherhood with her.”

—MICHELLE BLUM

“I was blessed to meet Jenn almost twenty-five years ago (with our oldest sons) in playgroup. She has since raised four amazing boys who are now wonderful young men. I have always appreciated her parenting with logical consequences, strength, and love.”

—TIFFANY LEYENDECKER

“Jenn is straightforward, loving, and full of invaluable advice and wisdom. ‘Busy boys don’t have a lot of time for trouble,’ she would say. Her boys were active with school and sports, numerous clubs, and activities inside and outside of school. There was not a lot of downtime for anyone. Most importantly, Jenn always positioned herself to be a parent first and not a friend. Always loving and supportive, she made sure to enforce the rules made—and because consequences were carried out, not many rules were broken more than once.”

—ALYSSA TIRAS

“While raising our children together, I didn’t know that Jenn kept a journal of her four boys and their development from birth through leaving the nest. She doesn’t claim to be a better parent or that the way she did things is the right way. What she does do is take you through her journey with an easy read that is raw and comical. Her insight, parenting tips, concern and love will keep you turning the pages.”

—ELIZABETH KARKOWSKY
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To my mother: You are such a huge part of this book. Your guidance through life taught me the importance of following through and holding on to consequences. Because of your invaluable wisdom, work ethic, always putting others first, and steering me in the right direction, the content of this writing came easily. I am all of you and wouldn’t be the mother I am today without your tough love. Thank you for all that you do for me and our family. I love you.

I also dedicate this book to our boys as well as the present and future children of our children. You are the reason I was inspired to write all the memories that Dad and I experienced with you.

We love you, Avery, Ryan, Reece, and Dawson.
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INTRODUCTION




Fellow moms, welcome to my toolbox of tips for motherhood. Sometimes, as parents, we just accept that stressful rebellions are part of raising kids. I’m here to tell you it doesn’t have to be that way!

I’m the oldest of three children, with two younger brothers, Andre and Alan. My teenage years—literally, all the way from thirteen to eighteen—probably were the worst years in my mother’s life. To this very day, especially on Mother’s Day, I tell her how sorry I am for the hell I put her through. She always waves it away with a proud smile, but I must have made her cry herself to sleep most nights.

The thing is we lived in the thriving, modern city of Houston, Texas, and my parents, being from Chile, had a very old-world Chilean mindset. To them life was all about family, and family certainly took precedence over friends. By my early teens, however, I knew better. Friends, of course, meant everything. So the clash began and continued for more than five years. I chose friends with the wildest of lifestyles, called my mother names, told her I hated her, slammed doors, broke telephones, and generally made life a living hell for the whole household.
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Jenn and Mom fighting.

One incident I’d like to forget but stands out in my mind, nonetheless, is a scene in the car as we were driving in our neighborhood. Inside the vehicle, my mother and I were having an all-out battle of wills. The “I hate you” mantra was flying liberally, and I actually opened the car door, while my mother was driving thirty miles per hour down our street, and just rolled out of the car. After she realized I wasn’t dead, she wanted to kill me, then settled on grounding me instead. In fact I was always grounded, and it was an exceedingly difficult time of life.

If you’re dealing with such a teenager right now, I can tell you that my mother’s approach of “I’m not giving up on this child” formed a foundation in my life. She was as steady as a rock in her stance: I was going to follow her rules, and if I didn’t, there would be consequences.

When I got to college, what do you suppose I did with all the newfound freedom? Got even wilder? Partied even harder? None of that. When I was on my own, my mother’s voice was still there, and even when I hated it, it was leading me onto the right path. When I could have gotten involved with sororities and heavy partying, I didn’t walk that road; instead I got married and settled down at twenty-one, earned my degree, and today I give all the credit to her for influencing me. She made photo albums, and so do I—along with journaling and scrapbooking; she was a teacher, and I became a teacher; she was highly organized, and I added organizational systems to motherhood; she was consistent in her parenting, and I’ve learned that consistency is the most effective parenting tool there is.

From my experiences as the one being heavily disciplined and the one doing the disciplining, along with my early childhood development training, I have created some tips to help avoid behavior issues. I’ll be honest: the influence my mom and my husband had over me in developing these tips cannot be overstated. Here are six themes you’ll see repeated in different ways throughout the book:


My mother’s approach of “I’m not giving up on this child” formed a foundation in my life.



Be Consistent and Follow Through: I was nineteen when I met Scott, still living at home, and we knew instantly that we were in love. Now, he was almost ten years older than I was, so my mom was on high alert when we first got together.

I’d be getting ready for a date, and there she’d be, fishing for details. I’m not talking about simple-curiosity questions like, “Oh, where are you going?” No, it was an interrogation. She needed to know the name of the restaurant, the title of the movie we were going to see, which theater it was playing at, on and on … this was a major inconvenience, because I wasn’t actually at the movie. Now I had to get details from friends who had seen it—because there was no doubt my mom would be there, waiting for me when I got home, at midnight on the dot, per her rules.
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Scott and Jenn dating.

I had to be on my toes, with full-on makeup, lipstick, and neat hair, like a respectable young lady should look at the end of a date. Then she would sit in the bedroom with me and follow through: “What did you eat at the restaurant? What was the movie about? Was it sad? Exciting? Gory? What happened in the end?” I had to really concentrate to know what I was telling her.

Of course I’m doing the same to my kids. You bet I check on them when they tell me they’ll be sleeping overnight at a friend’s house. Yes, I do call the mom, just like my mother used to; and yes, I drive them to the event.

Recently, Dawson, my youngest, was invited to a party, and when I pulled up to the home, there was a security guard stationed outside. My son saw the guard, guessed that this would send me flying to the door to speak with the parents, and immediately started pleading, “Mom, please don’t get out of the car; it’s so embarrassing; there are girls right there!”

I said, “Well, I won’t get out of the car and embarrass you, but I’m just going to roll on over to the security guard and have a chat with him.”

Excessively relieved, my son agreed, “Okay; that’s fine, Mom. Just don’t go to the door.”

Meanwhile I’d gone to school with the mom of that house, and she and I had already spoken. She assured me she would be there all night, then told me they had hired the security guard—follow through.

Best Friends? No—Just No! A parenting style that’s currently popular is one of moms and dads wanting to be best friends with their kids instead of being parents. They want to be the cool mom, the one who serves the alcohol, takes them to concerts late at night, and gets drunk and carefree with them.

My mom was never that mom. By the time we started driving, none of my friends in high school had curfews. They could spend the night wherever they wanted, and their moms wouldn’t call and check on them.

To my utter humiliation and traumatization, my mom would call the parent or walk right up to the door and introduce herself! “Hey, Mrs. Smith, I just want to make sure you’re going to be here, because my daughter says she’s spending the night.” No one else did this! Why was she so controlling? How could I face my friends ever again?

What were the results of this type of fight, consistency, and follow-through? Well, I was never able to get away with going to a party and spending the night somewhere when the parents were actually in Europe. I also wasn’t there when a few kids became too rowdy, when someone got beat up, and when the cops came and broke the party up.

Although I did almost die of embarrassment on several occasions, I now know, 100 percent, that my mother was right, and I proudly employ the same standards, methods, and torment.

Consistency Turns to Real Friendship: You don’t have to worry that you’ll never be friends with your child if you choose consistency and tough love. The circle of life dictates that these things will flip-flop as the child gets older. They will come to understand and even thank you for your effort.

During the most turbulent of my teenage years, when I was not listening to anything my mother said because she obviously didn’t understand life, she managed to get through to me in a way that literally set me on the correct course.

All through high school, I dated a guy who was verbally and emotionally abusive. My mom, understanding that trying to force us apart would only drive me directly into his clutches, never tried to demand a breakup. (Did I mention she must have cried herself to sleep many nights?) Instead, seeing me in a constant state of sadness, she would try to convince me that this guy was all wrong for me. She’d say, “Look at yourself; you’re crying, miserable, and depressed. Don’t you think there’s something better for you out there?”

Turns out, when “something better” presented itself, it was like her words conjured up a picture, and I could clearly see that everything she was saying was right. Scott walked into our lives like a breath of fresh air. All my friends were like, “How are your parents happy you’re dating someone nine-and-a-half years older than you?”

Well … you’re welcome to answer that for yourself. After all, this is a book on parenting. What would you do? How would you feel? Here’s the story:

After high school I was gifted with a trip to Paris. The whole time I was gone, the ex-boyfriend obsessed over the separation. When I returned and got into college, he started stalking me. Things were getting very scary, and a few times I had to park my car inside my parents’ garage to avoid him.

I had absolutely moved on, however, and as part of that process, I started pursuing work in an office environment. High school was over, and I was “done” working at places like Chuck E. Cheese (yep, I worked there). Working in a business office felt more like the change I needed. A friend of mine from childhood, Jacqueline, was able to get me an interview for a receptionist position in her father’s office, and I got the job.

On my second day, still unsure of everything, I was sitting in my boss’s office, when in walked Scott. He had a Tarzan-dark tan and was carrying an eight-inch-high stack of topless photographs from a recent trip to Greece he’d taken with his buddies. He had come in to show these photos to my boss, Diana. Well, there I was, so naturally she introduced me to him.

The sparks that flew were immediate, and I found myself blushing and nervous. From there I made sure to run into him whenever possible. Shortly afterward Jacqueline, beaming and scrambling to talk to me, revealed that Scott, having found out that we were friends, had been asking her all kinds of questions about me. I was, of course, over the moon with this news. He was so cute!

A few months later, there was an office pool party at a coworker’s home. All of us were gathered around the pool eating, drinking, and talking. I happened to be looking across the pool and saw a toddler fall in. It was actually Jacqueline’s son, Patrick. Absolutely no one noticed he was drowning. Fully dressed, I dove into the pool and pulled him up to the surface for air. Yes, my maternal instincts were strong even at age nineteen. Scott witnessed all of this happen and was locked in; he was mine.
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Scott and Jenn’s third date.

When we went on our first date, Scott picked me up at my house to meet my parents. Before the date I asked my mom to give me a quick wink letting me know if she liked Scott. So he arrived, shook hands with my dad, and politely introduced himself to my parents. I happened to glance over at my mom, and there she was, blinking like a broken turn signal with both eyes.

By our third date, we had this talk about whether or not we wanted to see anybody else. We both agreed that we wanted to be exclusive with each other. I knew I was going to marry him, and he knew he was going to marry me.

[image: img009]

Chilean family.

Here was this older guy; he had a job; he was respectful and educated, and he was treating me like a queen. My parents adored him from the start (even my dad), and my mother just knew it was right. She was so glad I was out of that dysfunctional relationship that she welcomed Scott right away. In the process of this, we grew closer and closer, and I got a chance to see that my mom really was the rock in my life who loved me through it all.

Scott and I dated for about a year before we got engaged. He even flew to Chile and met my entire South American family. Even though Scott’s Spanish was “muy malo” and they called him “gringo loco,” they graciously welcomed him into the family. Soon thereafter Scott asked my dad for my hand. My parents had no problem at all with the age gap.
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Scott and Jenn engaged in Portugal, 1992.

Be Sneaky, or They Will Be: Sneakiness was also a favorite tactic of my mother’s, and I’ve taken that on as an actual parenting style. Back in the day, we didn’t have texting, so friends wrote handwritten notes to each other, on notebook paper, sometimes with sparkling pastel ink. With zero respect for my personal privacy, my mom would go in my room and search, then read my notes! I had to start tearing them into a million pieces so she couldn’t read them. It didn’t matter. I discovered she was piecing them together like a puzzle. This meant war! So I took my special, saved notes and decided to burn them in the bathroom trashcan. Yes, I almost set the house on fire!

Of course, I do the same types of things; I just don’t get caught as often, and my kids probably don’t know I’m as sneaky as I am. I’ve learned that there are some very innovative places where a teenager can hide things. Here is a partial list of places I’ve found some interesting items in—parents, you’ll want to brace yourself for what you might find:

•Inside socks

•Inside shoes

•Inside pockets

•Inside backpacks

•Under the mattress

•Under the bed

•Garage

•Attic

•Their phones (secret apps behind other apps)

•Their social media (learn the different social media sites, if you have to, so you can be in the loop)

Very simply if they know you will be checking on them, your sneakiness is the best deterrent to their own sneaky behavior.

One-on-One Time Is Crucial: When I was growing up, dads supported the family financially, and moms were home to deal with whatever was happening in the children’s lives. Today, most parents, out of necessity, work full-time jobs, and it’s not as easy to keep up with the day-to-day. I can’t stress this enough, from a mom-and-educator point of view: make it a point to have one-on-one time with your children, whether you have one or a bunch of them. You will be glad you did it, and you will create bonding memories that the child will never forget. You are also building family traditions that, hopefully, they’ll continue with their own children one day.

Put the Responsibility on Them: The very same day I began this book, I kid you not, I got a text from a fellow mom that said, “I love how you parent.”

I was caught off guard; like, why is she randomly texting me, “I love how you parent”?

I responded, “Ha, ha, ha. Why are you saying that?”

She said, “Because you have the kids being responsible for what they should be responsible for.”

To bring in a bit of context, my son, along with a few others in the same age group, were planning a trip to Israel. One of the moms asked if the boys needed to get a COVID test before leaving on that trip, and if they did, had they arranged for it?


You can’t protect them from everything, so you must, as a good parent, teach them to handle themselves.



These “kids” are twenty-two years old. I responded, “I’m not even asking my son about COVID testing for the trip to Israel. I’m letting him handle it and not getting involved; they’re adults.”

When I share things like that, along with the techniques I use to ensure responsible, well-behaved kids, not everyone texts me a warm fuzzy about my parenting style. I’m sure some people will think I’m crazy, too harsh, maybe too demanding. That’s okay. Take whatever you can get from my collection of tips and stories, and adjust it to your own style. Bear in mind, as you move forward, you will not be there to protect them on the first job interview; you won’t be there if kids at school cause trouble for them; you can’t protect them from everything, so you must, as a good parent, teach them to handle themselves.

•  •  •

The success I’ve seen in my own home and in the lives of others is what inspires me to write this book. I’ve stood in line, sat around at sporting events, and talked with other moms who say, “That tip is a great idea; will you send that to me? Why didn’t I think of that? I need to do that.”

When Scott and I travel on his business trips, the subject of motherhood often comes up—possibly because I love to talk to people, especially moms in the early stages of motherhood. I can be pretty expressive, even raw sometimes, but we almost always get into a great conversation, even have a laugh or two over the challenges motherhood presents.

Besides my desire to talk to moms, however, I did achieve all of the educational requirements too, like graduating from the University of Houston in 1994, magna cum laude, with a degree in early childhood development. No form of education or influence from any one person, however, can prepare you for sleeplessness, messy accidents, and raging ear infections running through your home. I’m not a doctor, and any tips I present are from my own experience as a mom. If at any point you question anything during your parenting journey, whether physically, mentally, emotionally, or otherwise, be sure to contact your physician for guidance.

That said, from mom to mom, we’ll discuss what to expect during pregnancy and how to survive the newborn, toddler, and elementary years. We’ll also get candid and open about how to approach the middle school, high school, and young adult eras. Let’s talk charts and contracts—yes, contracts—for phone and driving privileges.

I hope you laugh all the way through the book; I hope you post sticky notes all over the pages, so you can refer back to that section as you get there; most of all I hope you know you’re doing a phenomenal job. If you can take a tip or two and use it for your own parenting tool bag, my goal for this book will be accomplished.

Let’s start at the beginning—I mean the very beginning, before your baby is even conceived. I’m sure you have big plans. Let’s try to put some of those plans into perspective as you dream during the prebaby season of motherhood.
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CHAPTER 1

CONCEPTION AND PREBABY



Knowing you want a baby and setting out to get pregnant are, quite possibly, some of the most exciting times of life. You are probably dreaming of how it’s going to be. Maybe your dream is so detailed that you feel it should play out just as you perceive it. This is what happened to me, and it’s probably safe to say that not everything will go exactly as expected.

After Scott and I got married, the plan was to have a big family— three, maybe four kids. Of course, we were naive and young, and we felt that, surely, we would get just what we wanted, a boy and a girl—no problem! So off we went into the “trying” phase. This should only take a month, right? I mean we’re both strong and robust.

I bolstered my optimism again the next month and told myself the same thing: it won’t take long; by next month, for sure, we’ll be pregnant.

Six months later hope had turned to dread, and dread almost turned to panic. We weren’t getting pregnant. I started thinking about adoption. Scott went for testing, and it was proven that he was healthy and capable of reproducing. My God, did this mean it was all on me?

[image: img018]

 Married March 27, 1993.

A few more months went by, and in desperation, feeling like my whole life could be altered because of this, I knew I had to call Dr. Stanley Connor. He was my mother’s ob-gyn; he had delivered me; and now he was my ob-gyn. I trusted him implicitly. With a sinking heart, I looked at Dr. Connor, knowing he would feel my pain, and I said, “Dr. Connor, it’s the worst! I think I have fertility issues because I’m doing everything I’m supposed to do and I’m just not getting pregnant.” I was in tears at this point. I was so distraught about it.

Dr. Connor did not seem as upset as I thought he should be. In fact he looked at me quite calmly and told me two things: “learn your body” and “relax.”

Learn/Know Your Body: There are women who know exactly when they’re ovulating, and they know that they’ll start their menstrual cycle on such-and-such day every single month. For me, one month I would have a cycle and another month I wouldn’t; one month I’d start on the fifteenth, and the next month it started on the eighth, a full week early. I had to learn my own body by the way I was feeling, using certain indicators to let me know where I was in my cycle.

Relax: Dr. Connor’s next piece of advice is what really did the trick. This medical giant gave me this prescription: he said, “You’re basically having intercourse just to get pregnant instead of enjoying the moment. Stop obsessing over getting pregnant; go get a bottle of wine, have a nice dinner, and relax and enjoy each other.”

The next month, I was finally pregnant!

THE OVULATION KITS

One of the ways I learned to know my body was by using ovulation kits. These testing kits will let you know when you’re ovulating so you can take action to conceive. If I could add up the amount of money we spent on these kits, I’m fairly certain we could take a lavish vacation around the globe.

We really started using ovulation kits specifically as a “tool” with our third child. Our second pregnancy happened right away and went along smoothly —except … it was another boy. I began worrying now. Shouldn’t the children arrive “boy, girl” or something like that?

We were inspired on the third one to target our efforts. Life was moving forward, the family was growing, and we wanted to build a house. My pregnancies so far, though, had been very difficult during the first four months. I was physically ill all day long. A certain smell would set me off, and I would projectile vomit until I was weak.

I felt that the only way I could face the challenge ahead was to schedule the pregnancy, and this time I had to have a girl! If this wasn’t going to happen for us organically, then we were prepared to make it happen intentionally. Certain of our own control over this thing, we decided to buy the book How to Choose the Sex of Your Baby by Landrum B. Shettles.1 Here is the basic premise:


DR. SHETTLES’S TIP #1

(BY RACHEL GUREVICH AT VERYWELLFAMILY.COM)

If you want to have a boy, Shettles’s theory advises having sexual intercourse as close to ovulation as possible—ideally, within 12 hours before your expected ovulation.

The method also calls for avoiding sex (or using contraception) until you reach this time. The theory is that the Y-sperm cells will arrive at the egg faster, or before, the X-carrying sperm cells can.

If you want to have a girl, on the other hand, the theory holds that you should have sex every day once your period ends, up until two to four days before you expect to ovulate. Then, avoid sex. The method also calls for avoiding sex (or using contraception) when you have the most fertile cervical mucus present.

The theory is that the X-carrying sperm cells are slower swimmers but will survive longer than the Y-sperm cells, and only X-carrying sperm cells will still be there when the egg is ovulated.



We read this book from cover to cover, took notes, highlighted relevant sections, and started buying ovulation kits. I went on the special diet they recommend for conceiving a girl; I did handstands after sex—literally I got pinned upside down against the wall—because another theory convincingly explained that this downward trajectory would assist the sperm in finding their target.

I was certain that ovulation kits were the answer, an absolute shoo-in for a pregnancy of my timing, resulting in the baby girl I wanted so badly. It was science, right? The ovulation kit would let me know when I was ovulating; I would arrange intercourse at the correct moment; and voila, a girl should be forthcoming. What could go wrong?

We did get pregnant, just as we wanted to … and when the baby was born, we looked into the third most beautiful face we had ever seen: Reece, our brand-new bouncing baby boy!

My tip here is really more of a realization: half the people who read that book will be satisfied customers and swear to its absolute truth. The other half of us … not so much!

PLAN EVERYTHING … THEN BE FLEXIBLE

With each child, of course, we were thrilled to welcome him, and we couldn’t imagine life without him being exactly who he is. During the planning stages, over all of those years, however, I got really hung up with the whole obsession of having a daughter. There is just something special about a mother/daughter relationship. Even though I wouldn’t trade my sons for anything, I wanted to share that same closeness with a daughter of my own. At this point in my life, my mother is my best friend, so I wanted to experience the same relationship with a daughter.

When I finally realized this dream wasn’t coming true, it took me a long time to get over it. After much soul searching, I came to the conclusion that God gives us the right things for the right reasons. I look at my friends who have daughters now, and I truly don’t think I would have been a good girl mom; I’m so much better, more natural and perceptive, as a boy mom.

Once I did accept my fate as an exclusively boy mom, I decided to turn it all around. If I saw my friends taking their daughters to get their nails done, why couldn’t I take my sons for a pedi and a mini massage while I got my mani? It didn’t make them feminine by any means. It did create a closeness and an openness that we still share today.

So, yes, definitely have a plan, and enjoy making that plan a reality. Just keep in mind that if your plan doesn’t go as planned, work within yourself to accept what you have and move on, because you can dwell on it until you make yourself sick, and it’s not going to change a thing.

A DOZEN TIPS TO PREPARE YOURSELF FOR MOTHERHOOD

At times most of us older moms look back and assess our progress. As they say, hindsight is twenty-twenty. If I were to go back, I think I would pay close attention to these twelve things during the concep¬tion and prebaby stage of motherhood.
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