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  Praise for JJ Keith and Motherhood Smotherhood

  “JJ Keith’s writing is exceptionally gutsy, sometimes heartbreaking and always laugh out loud funny. She’s the queen of finding a fresh angle on every topic. What I’m saying is, I’m jealous of her ability. Okay? There. The secret is out.”

  —Stefanie Wilder-Taylor, bestselling author of Sippy Cups

  Are Not for Chardonnay and Naptime

  is the New Happy Hour

  “I love her stuff.”

  —Jenny Lawson (The Bloggess), New York Times bestselling

  author of Let’s Pretend This Never Happened

  “DUDE. This is epic. Every new mom needs a copy of Motherhood Smotherhood.”

  —Rebecca Woolf (Girls Gone Child), author

  of Rockabye: From Wild to Child

  “JJ Keith’s entertaining book succeeds where so many writers on parenting fail: she takes her experience, avoids universalizing it, and uses it to bring parents together, away from the myth of perfection parenting. Motherhood Smotherhood is filled with worldly perspective and an original voice. In short, it’s frank, fresh, and funny. I wish I’d written it.”

  —Leanne Shirtliffe, author of Don’t Lick the Minivan:

  And Other Things I Never Thought I’d Say to My Kids

  “If for some reason I end up with a kid, this is the shit I would read.”

  —Samantha Irby (Bitches Gotta Eat), author of Meaty: Essays

  “In today’s culture of parenting do’s and don’ts, those who seek out the ‘best’ child-rearing philosophies are often met with more questions than answers. JJ Keith demystifies those questions by asserting that no parent is perfect—and that’s okay. Her relatable and witty essays soothe rather than worry, and for someone who’s embarking on the parenting journey, that’s the only advice that will really matter.”

  —Blair Koenig, author of STFU, Parents: The Jaw-Dropping,

  Self-Indulgent, and Occasionally Rage-Inducing

  World of Parent Overshare

  “I should have written this. My bad.”

  —Dr. Benjamin M. Spock (posthumously via a reputable psychic)


  For Alden,

  The Leela to my Fry, the Larry to my Balky Bartokomous, and the Shining Armor to my Princess Mi Amore Cadenza.


  INTRODUCTION

  Within the span of a few weeks, two pregnant friends approached me for advice about childbirth, breastfeeding, and taking care of a baby. I didn’t know what to say. I mean, what do I know? I’m no expert. Try not to drop the baby? Don’t forget to change the baby’s diaper every few hours? Find a wooden spoon and bite on it until the baby turns one?

  I muttered something like, “Uh, you don’t need a stroller, but it’s nice to have one? And, uh, definitely get a car seat. Swaddle, I think, if it works. It’s like wrapping a burrito. Eh, Google it.” My friends nodded along, kindly pretending that I was helpful. One of them asked me about books, and all I could come up with was, “Uh, anything but Baby Wise?” referring to the rigorously scheduled technique that has caused some parents to undernourish their newborns and thus is no longer recommended by pediatricians.

  Now that my kids were in preschool, all that baby stuff seemed far away and my “smell ya later, infancy” attitude wasn’t helpful to my pregnant friends who wanted my advice. At some point after the second visit from a soon-to-be new mom, I drank about eleventy beers and gave it some thought. The resulting “advice” went viral, first on my personal blog, and then the Huffington Post. Turns out that in between the attachment parenting zealots and sleep training fascists, there are a bunch of people whose attitudes are like mine: I just do shit and shit happens; I try not to be a dick to my kids, but it’s okay if sometimes they’re inconvenienced by my need to be a human in addition to being a mother.

  The vast majority of chatter surrounding parenthood is junk. All of these seemingly divisive decisions—like pain meds in labor, newborn sleep arrangements, and scheduling—are often phrased as moral imperatives from both sides. Screw that. Take care of your kid. Do what works. Babies are more durable than we give them credit for. As a parent, I can be wrong as long as I realize it and change. That means it’s okay to make educated guesses and then sort out the consequences. And it means I have to play this parenting gig by ear, which is disquieting for people with controlling tendencies like me. But I must control my tendency to be controlling or else I will imprison myself. Infants cannot be micromanaged, nor can toddlers, children, teenagers, spouses, or nannies. Parents who want to be perfect can knock themselves out, but I’d rather they not blame the institution of parenthood (or worse, their babies) when they go two years without finishing a sentence, sleeping through the night, or having sex.

  My parenting philosophy can be summed up by the question, “Really?!” taken from the Saturday Night Live Weekend Update segment from the mid-aughts. It’s how you should respond to the moms in your playgroup who tell you either “Ferberizing is the only way to go” or “Sleep training causes brain damage.” And “Really?!” is the only acceptable response to a partner who claims “I don’t know how to change diapers as well as you.” But more than that, “Really?!” is the appropriately calm response to the old lady who scolds you to put a sweater on your baby in Trader Joe’s on a swelteringly hot day, the young couple who gives you the stink eye when you walk into a restaurant with your baby, or the grandparent who feels the need to point out that your newborn’s outfit doesn’t match. Blowing off random comments is far better than getting all huffy.

  Once babies are born, parents have to know their enemies, but more importantly, they have to recognize that most people aren’t their enemies. For every asshole sneering while Baby is wailing in the checkout line, there’s another person behind them making funny faces to distract Baby. Parents choose where their focus goes: the funny-face person or the asshole, but this parenting stuff is hard enough without having to feel like the world is piling up on you. Let’s give everyone else some credit, okay?

  In later conversations with my pregnant friends, I clarified my advice. One of my favorite tips for new parents is to ask only a few friends for guidance, preferably those who are a kid or two ahead because they are ones who best understand that every baby is different—a vital component of good parenting advice. The reason that some techniques are beloved by some parents and reviled by others is that they work on some babies and not on others. Some babies exhaust themselves by crying and will only pass out after a good sob, while others get more amped up by crying and will go for hours. Some babies need to be held close all the time as prescribed by attachment parenting manuals, but some babies long for more independence and will push against a parent trying to force 24–7 closeness. Some babies want solid food when they’re five months old, some will still be disinterested at ten months.

  Nobody knows what kind of baby they have until they feel it out and make some mistakes. Plus, those little nuggets drift in and out of phases so quickly that it may seem like some baby care advice worked when, in fact, the kidlet coincidentally started sleeping through the night at the same time as a new sleep program was implemented. They are wildly unpredictable creatures, these babies of ours. And a large part of what makes them maddening is that they are so lousy at giving feedback. You know you’ve lost your mind when you plead with a four-month-old to “use your words.” And yes, I’m saying that from experience (And yes, I’m doing much better now that he’s a toddler and has some words to use.).

  And hey, you got yourself a baby. Lucky you! No really, lucky you. Who’s the tickle monster? You’re the tickle monster now! So sack up and have some fun with that little squirt.


  THE WORLD’S SLOWEST DEVELOPING POLAROIDS

  Immediately after my daughter was born in 2009, I was inundated with advice (most of it contradictory or useless). I had my neighbor telling me to let my baby cry it out two days after I brought her home from the hospital. My mom was telling me to “never wake a sleeping baby,” though my particular sleeping baby weighed five-and-a-half pounds and was shrinking rapidly because she was snoozing through her feedings. There was the pediatrician who pushed formula samples on me and the lactation consultant who instructed me to pump every three hours around the clock and feed my baby breast milk from a bottle. Then another mom admonished me, saying that breast milk in bottles is basically formula and another mother told me that formula was fast food for newborns.

  As I settled into being a mom, I spent a lot of time reading parenting books and message boards. Little did I know that parenting boards are among the darkest and most pestilent trenches of the Internet; so awash with anxiety, judgment, and pointless debate about baby kneepads—are they a reasonable safety precaution or evidence of pathological overprotection? Who the fuck cares!—that I could hardly stand to venture there for simple advice on the benefits of acetaminophen versus ibuprofen lest I get sucked asunder into some debate about the efficacy of teething tablets versus a whisky-dipped pinkie finger versus cranial-sacral therapy. There are the lactivists (“Would you feed your baby Skittles? Well, then why would you feed her formula?”), and the sleep schedule fanatics (“If you don’t get your baby on a schedule in the first week home from the hospital, then say goodbye to sleep for the next year”). It’s all a bit much.

  And some parents out there in the world aren’t any better than the pseudo–experts or the message board trolls, especially in the early days of parenting. During my daughter’s first year, I heard some atrocious things come out the mouths of parents (including mine). I recall being in a new mom group and hearing another mother go off about a woman who dared to show up for a breastfeeding support class wearing earrings: “I mean, who has time to put on earrings when you just had a baby?! Like, oh, sorry, Newborn, I’m just going to put you down while I put on earrings.” Another time, I heard a dad rant about lazy parents who let their kids eat from the cart while at the grocery store. As far as I’m concerned, giving a bored baby a banana so you can finish your shopping is good parenting. Bonus points if you pay for the banana. People rant about gross moms who prepare nibbles for their baby by biting off pieces of fruit and spitting it out onto a plate, but I’m pretty sure that once someone has passed through my vagina and drunk from my tit, I’m allowed to slobber on their food a bit. I mean, I could carry around a hand-cranked food processor in my diaper bag or I could do whatever is going to get shit done with the least hassle. There’s a world of good information out there, but even more crap. New parents who want to filter all that information must be very judicious about Internet usage and the company they keep.

  There isn’t one right way to do anything, let alone parenting, and that is scary as hell, but it’s also freeing. The only thing that works is figuring it out as the baby grows, which I know is maddening because it’s not instructive. There aren’t any simple answers. But hey, it’s good preparation for parenting older children, the ones who can hold a conversation and have feelings, which might seem like a vacation to someone with a baby at home, but is just as perilous as wiping the ass of a squirming baby. Not that there isn’t anything to look forward to. Generally by the time they’re old enough to damage parents’ psyches with their words, they can wipe their own asses, so there’s that.

  Parenting is an ever-changing cost-benefit analysis. It doesn’t get easier, but it does get to be more fun. There’s such joy in exposing kids to the world piece by piece. I’ve found particular pleasure in bringing my children into contact with zoos, marching bands, nature, and my favorite building (Griffith Observatory in Los Angeles, in case anyone is wondering). To see my children watch a parade? Even a stupid canned parade at Disneyland? Tears in my eyes, people. That shit is fucking majestic! I’ve cried during the following occasions: 1) Riding bumper cars with them for the first time, 2) Telling them that the Earth is round and that there’s land on the other side of the ocean, 3) Revealing to them that their grandma is my mom, 4) Teaching them to stir brownie batter, 5) Breaking down that words are made from letters, 6) Taking them with me to vote, 7) Explaining that catalogs are books from which people can select and pay for goods that will then be delivered (might have just been hormonal for that last one).

  I can’t wait to see what kind of adults my kids become. They are slowly developing but captivating little Polaroids. Before I had kids, if anyone had told me that a two-decade-long story arc could be enthralling, I would have made fun of them, and probably rightfully so because what an obnoxious way to put it. But watching them grow up really is that great. I don’t even care if one or both of them Alex P. Keatons me, which is a verb defined as, “The act of offspring gleefully rebuking their parents’ values, often including taking opposing political or religious views; named for the mid-eighties sitcom character on Family Ties played by Michael J. Fox, who was a blazer-wearing Reaganite, much to the chagrin of his hippie-dippy parents.”

  But the dark side of the childhood-length cliffhanger is the worry. Some of it is inevitable, but I try to never forget what my dad taught me. He really, really, really, really wanted me to grow up to be a Rush Limbaugh-loving Olympic athlete who appreciated the music of Lynyrd Skynyrd. Alas, today he is disappointed on all fronts. I’d rather not open myself up for that kind of disappointment in my kids. They were born with personalities of their own, and I see it as my job to keep them safe, comfortable, and supported while they grow into the people they’re going to be.

  It’s great that parenthood is broadly associated with tenderness because there are so many booboos to kiss, and I do love that side of the gig, but I have come to a more diverse understanding of parenthood. After surviving two infancies so close together (my kids are twenty months apart), I now associate rearing newborns and toddlers with parents who are tough as fuck. No lie, at this point I could leg-press two toddlers while changing a newborn’s diaper. I go hard on parenting. Like a boss.

  What makes a good parent isn’t breastfeeding for exactly twelve months as prescribed by the World Health Organization or offering the exact right amount of tummy time. It’s far more nebulous than all that. Here’s my survey for worried parents of babies: Have you washed dishes this week? Are you currently on crystal meth? Do you routinely use a car seat? Yes, no, yes? Then it’s gonna be okay. If not now, then eventually. Unless you think you might have postpartum depression. If that’s the case, first get some help, and then it’s going to be okay.

  I’m not pretending that I was this relaxed from the outset. When my first was a newborn, I Googled before I did anything, mommy-blogged every detail of my daughter’s life as if I were the very first person who had thought to do so, went to so many mommy groups that talking about poop started to feel like a job, wrung my hands about what other parents thought of me, and got up in arms about parents who were doing things differently. It is really, really, really hard not to be a dick when you’re a new parent and I tip my hat to anyone who manages to avoid it. I certainly didn’t.

  But despite all that writhing around and trying to perfect mothering, one thing I will grant myself is that I took pleasure in the gig from the get–go, mostly because I went through so much trying to become a mom. Before finally having my daughter, I had three miscarriages, all in the first trimester, each more devastating than the last. When I finally took my baby home from the hospital, I felt like the luckiest lady in the world. Not long after, a friend who was continuing to struggle with fertility issues asked me if it was hard having a newborn, and I answered quite truthfully, knowing that she would understand, that no, taking care of a baby is much easier than not having a baby to take care of when one is wanted. Despite some rough patches here and there, being a parent is a pretty fucking awesome experience and my delight never wanes (except when it does . . . but then it comes back).


  WHY, YES. THERE IS A PERSON LODGED IN

  MY ABDOMEN. THANKS FOR ASKING.

  After a prenatal yoga class, still barefoot and sweaty, I found myself on the receiving end of a lecture from a fellow yogi: “It’s none of your business if twins run in my family! As if the contents of my reproductive system are any concern of yours! They don’t call them private parts for nothing!”

  I’d meant my question innocently. When she told me she was having twins, I was excited. Two children + one tummy = mind-blowing! I was desperate to engage her and find out more about her super-sized pregnancy, but I see now that she probably thought I was trying to find out if she’d used reproductive technology to get pregnant, something I hear moms of twins are rudely asked about all the time.

  I should have known better since I was having my own struggles with the curiosity of strangers. I found out I was pregnant again just after my firstborn turned one, or as one elderly gentleman on the street informed me, “too soon.” I’d become so accustomed to the question of “When are you due?” being followed with “How old is your first?” that I simply answered, “They’ll be twenty months apart” to virtually any question (“Room for cream?” they’d ask. “Twenty months!” I’d shout.).

  Though I’d never been the source of an angry pregnant woman’s rant before, I was familiar with the rhetoric. I’d heard from mothers with one child tired of being asked when they’re having another, bottle-feeding parents being lectured by strangers about how “breast is best,” and pregnant women so worn down by their bellies being fondled by strangers that they print up T-shirts with the message, “You can touch my belly if I can punch your face.”

  And truly, I sympathize with how annoying it is to repeat things. Long before I wanted to tattoo “twenty months apart” on my forehead, I worked in the service industry, including at a Starbucks without a bathroom. I know! An abomination. Can you imagine how many times I said, “I’m sorry. We don’t have a restroom, but there are facilities at the Rite-Aid and Denny’s” (Also, several times to the managers of Rite-Aid and Denny’s: “I would never imply that our customers should use your bathroom!”).

  I do not mind being asked if it is hard having kids so close in age. I don’t even mind if people ask if they’re twins, and it’s no problem if they hint around at asking if my birth spacing was intentional. The answer is no, their spacing was not intentional, but it was hard to get and stay pregnant with my first so I hoped that my second would come by surprise and boy, did he. I dare not complain about him arriving so quickly on the heels of his big sister because I am grateful to have him. And yes, having two-under-two’s was hard. That shit is no joke.

  I don’t mind the curiosity of strangers because I am curious about strangers. If I ask a mom if she wants more kids, there is no right answer in my mind. I’m making conversation. If she’s uncomfortable with the question, she can decline to answer. She doesn’t have to take to her blog to passive aggressively lambast that nosey mom she met at the park. I am not sure where the line is between making small talk and prying, so I make guesses and hope I don’t piss people off too much. It’s okay when people decline to answer my questions or ask me something that I don’t want to answer. I know there are numbskulls out there who lecture parents about how only children are deprived without siblings, but let’s not confuse them with normal people who unknowingly ask a question that treads on a recent miscarriage. Making small talk in a diverse society is difficult. Based on the tone of many mommy blogs, we all should immediately cease having any public conversations about having children or being parents, but that’s a bit antisocial, no?

  Hormonal pregnant women ought to know that some people are in awe of the idea of a human swimming inside another. Not everyone is “judging” anything. These days, we are raising our children in relative isolation, no longer bolstered by large extended families and neighbors bearing casseroles to mark life’s big events, and many of us don’t have family or friends who will hear out our questions. I had kids while still in my twenties in Los Angeles, where most career-oriented women don’t start peeing on the stick until they’re in their mid-thirties. Short on friends going through similar experiences, I relied upon strangers for information about where the best playgrounds were and how I was supposed to know when my baby was ready for a sippy cup. In the process, I have certainly asked an impertinent question or two (or ten or twenty) and I remembered that when someone asked me something like, “Is that normal behavior?” when my then two-year-old was rolling around under the table at a restaurant, willing only to eat food passed down to him as if he were a pet dog (My answer: “Yes, toddlers can be idiosyncratic.”). Parents are so accustomed to fending off the unsolicited judgment of strangers that we don’t know how to recognize when someone is just trying to talk to us. I hope that none of those more experienced parents mistook my ignorance for judgment, and I try to do the same for all the strangers I meet.
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