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To all new parents seeking to raise their little ones
from a place of humility, patience, and love.


To my co-parent and partner, without whom this
great journey would not be possible.




FOREWORD


When I had my baby, I was a stranger in a foreign land in more ways than one.


I was new to the art of motherhood. My girlfriends who had children were scattered—on the West Coast of the United States (US), and in the United Kingdom (UK), Kenya and Canada, and Myanmar. Of my friends in the District of Columbia (DC), only one had children. My parents lived thousands of miles north, across the border in Canada. For all intents and purposes, I was without a baby community.


Beyond this, I was a stranger to the culture of child-rearing in a developed economy. For over a decade of my professional life, I had witnessed children being raised in some of the most difficult terrains in sub-Saharan Africa. I had also witnessed children growing up in the most luxurious households in these same regions. I didn’t have to worry about boiling water for bathing my son; I didn’t have to wash diapers by hand. But I also didn’t have the nannies, housekeepers, and drivers that many of my friends living abroad had to keep our household ticking along. The contrasts between the experiences I’d witnessed came back to me time and time again in the first months after my child was born.


Most importantly, I was a foreigner living in the United States. I didn’t know what to make of the obsession with “stuff” for babies—perfect diaper bags with monograms on them, or perfect strollers that met all the safety regulations—and the pressure to do baby showers and registries. It was all too much—and not me.


So much time is spent preparing expectant mothers for the actual birth, but there’s little attention given to the aftermath, which goes on for much longer! There were so many things that my husband and I didn’t know. I often found myself wishing for a small reference book that I could open quickly, an A to Z guide to motherhood at my fingertips. I imagined its pages, worn from frequent use. A vision of this little book kept coming back to me throughout those first months. I’d had one before: Bush-Friendly Tips for Girls (and Boys Too!): The Ultimate Guide to Safari in Kenya. It was witty, and illustrative of the female capacity to find humor in very serious “bush stuff.”


Perhaps others yearned for a “parenting how-to” guide like I did. Perhaps others felt as lost at times as I did. Being the good PhD student I had been, I started doing my literature review. I got books out of the library about motherhood. I looked at best sellers. I laughed, I cried, I cursed myself that I had not found these treasures earlier. But many of them were priceless memoirs that I could not have fully absorbed at the time. In those busy first months, I wasn’t looking for reassurance that it was all going to be okay. Instead, I was looking for someone to tell me how to make it okay right now.


That was the inspiration behind this little book: to create a small companion for parents to carry with them during those difficult first months. In it, I’ve weeded out a lot of the endless Google searches and offered some of my most meaningful finds and solutions. While researching, I shared ideas with friends—those who had more babies and more experience than me—and the A to Z grew, snowballing as responses came in from other mothers and fathers.


The following pages are the product of my wisdom and theirs—a collective voice across borders, time zones, and cultures.


That is, until you read it and add to where we have missed out (and I hope you will, in the blank pages left at the end of each alphabet letter’s section).


Happy mothering!
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A


is for …


A&D Ointment: Although the directions recommend using it when your baby has diaper rash, we ended up using it on a continuous basis after every diaper change.


Adaptable: According to the University of Kent, in this fast-paced, changing world of work, adaptability is one of the top ten skills employers seek in new recruits. Hello, new parents: Raising a little one is the hardest job you will ever sign up for. If the corporate world thinks adaptation is key to success, why not for our success as parents? The difference here is that unlike your job—where, to a certain degree, you can control the pace and your response to change—your role as a parent is shaped by a small human being who is rapidly changing, often with little warning.


I was most frustrated by how quickly the needs of our son, Clyde, changed in the beginning and how frequently I had to adapt my newly mastered routine. One day I was breastfeeding ’round the clock and my body had finally adjusted to the loss of sleep; the next day, he was sleeping through the night. Or one day he was napping twice a day, and the next, just once daily.


If you go back to work, being adaptable is doubly important and equally challenging, as you are creating two new routines: one for your public life and one for your private life. Even after two years, our routine still changes significantly. There is always something new cropping up—day care, later bedtimes, or new travel requirements. Success for you, your partner, and your little one will hinge on your collective ability to flexibly respond to the minuscule changes while still maintaining the foundations of daily routine and rituals essential for successful child development. This requires considerable communication between parents and sensitivity to the needs of your little one.


Once you let go of the illusion that you are in control, your ability to adapt will increase significantly. In fact, you may even start to enjoy the ebb and flow afforded by your child’s daily routine of self-discovery.


Air (see also Outside): Getting out and breathing fresh air is restorative for you and your baby. This was evident to us early on in parenthood. Whenever my husband or I took Clyde outside, he slept better afterward. This included everything from laying him on the dog bed on the porch (with a sheet between him and the bed) to walking him in the stroller during those terrible witching hours to strapping him in a carrier and heading for the fields or trails. Now that he is past one year and much more mobile, his attention is caught by the smallest things outside.


Outdoor time has been good for me too. Now I notice buds on tree branches, shoots of grass, tiny flowers in the undergrowth, canopies of trees. I’m seeing the world through a new lens.


Apps: In the early days of breastfeeding, I found some specific apps very useful. One in particular allowed me to record the number of times I was feeding in a day and for what length of time. I used Sprout, www.sprout-apps.com, (although there are plenty out there). In the beginning, when everything felt overwhelming and I was running on little sleep, it helped immensely to record all of Clyde’s feedings and bowel movements. Once I had established a rhythm and, more importantly, confidence in caring for my baby, I stopped using it.


Attention: The parent-child bond is created by spending time interacting with your baby. For mothers who breastfeed, establishing that connection is not so difficult. But as your little one grows out of breastfeeding, you will need to maintain that daily connection through other forms of interaction—physical touch and play, eye contact, story time, etc. Sometimes I caught myself with my mind a million miles away when I was with my son, or found myself multitasking—tackling chores, searching something on the Internet, or doing some other household task—while I was spending time with him. When you’re with your child, be as present as possible. Give them your full attention. I make a conscious effort to put my phone and computer away and set aside distraction-free moments with Clyde on a daily basis.
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B


is for …


Baby Highs: This refers to the feeling of elation and well-being that most mothers feel in the first seventy-two hours after giving birth. In my case, it lasted a bit longer than seventy-two hours. I recall Clyde sleeping in a sling on my lap as I worked on a paper I was submitting to an academic journal. I did a few days of marathon writing and feeding with very little sleep, then crashed (see Baby Lows).


Baby Lows: This refers to the feeling of “bottoming out” following those first seventy-two hours of baby highs. Most likely your hormones are fluctuating wildly at this point; also, the body is recuperating from a major physical, mental, and emotional undertaking, and it’s running low on energy. For these reasons, it is good to be mindful of sleeping, resting, drinking lots of water, and eating healthy during this time. It was in this period of baby lows that I got mastitis (see Mastitis).


Bathtime (see also Nighttime Routine): It really is so much fun! We found a Fisher-Price whale bathtub for babies at our secondhand store. We brought it home, washed it out, and have been using it ever since (our son is now over two years old). It has a sloped back with a grip that allowed me to comfortably put Clyde in upright in those first months. I recall the first time he realized he could kick his legs around and make the water splash. It kept him entertained for a good fifteen minutes. What a great way to tire him out before bed!


Blackout Curtains: Newborns and babies need darkness to sleep—the darker, the better! They are easily distracted if their room has any kind of light in it. We rigged a pair of blackout curtains up over the regular window shades in our son’s room. They are still there to this day.


Books (see also Literacy): Don’t underestimate how early you can start introducing books to your child. My phone’s screen saver is still a photo from when my son was seven months old, sitting on the floor and holding one of his books in his lap. Children’s books stimulate the senses and the brain with pictures, colors, touch and feel, and sounds. In Washington, the District government mails a library of books to your home to get you kick-started. There is no need to register. We were so fortunate in this regard. In addition, for our baby shower we asked all our friends to give our baby their favorite childhood book. Before he was even out of the womb, he had the most amazing library! Some of our all-time favorites: Harry the Dirty Dog, by Gene Zion; Goodnight Moon, by Margaret Wise Brown; On the Night You Were Born, by Nancy Tillman; Good Morning, Canada and Goodnight, Canada, by Andrea Lynn Beck; Dear Zoo, by Rod Campbell; and Good Night, Gorilla, by Peggy Rathmann.


Boppy Tummy Time Pillow, www.boppy.com: Not many products deserve a plug, but this one sure does. We were given this pillow as a gift, and it was a daily companion from my son’s second month until his sixth. This pillow is not the one for breastfeeding (that’s another product of theirs). You can lay your baby in the tummy time pillow and eventually use it for tummy time and for helping your baby to learn how to sit up.


Bottle: Choosing the right bottle is another one of those agonizing tasks (see Diapers). We followed the lead of our lactation consultant and chose Dr. Brown’s, www.drbrownsbaby.com. The design claims to reduce gas, and we didn’t have problems with that when we started using the bottles (you will still need to burp your baby). Cleaning bottles after every use is tedious but extremely important. I bought a large Munchkin bottle brush, www.munchkin.com, that helped get into all the crevices. And one of our friends lent us her Boon Grass countertop bottle drying rack, https://tomy.com/, which was super helpful.
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