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INTRODUCTION

Prepartum Obsession

A few years ago my life changed. My gynecologist told me and my soon-to-be husband that she’d be surprised if I could get pregnant at my late age of . . . midthirties, and with my medical history of pesky fibroid procedures. If I wanted to have a baby, I’d need to get crackin’. She didn’t use those words exactly, because she’s kind of classy, but I got the message.

And it gave me pause.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to reproduce. Of course I did . . . eventually. But this proclamation definitely added some immediacy to the mix.

But the gauntlet had been thrown down, and apparently my husband-to-be and I were up for the challenge, because within a year I was married, a home owner, and pregnant.

With child. Bun in the oven. Bursting with life.

You get the picture.

At first I was thrilled—I’d defied the odds. I was going to be a mother. A mom. Someone’s mommy! But as reality set in, questions and doubts started creeping in as well: Would I be a good mom? Am I prepared? Do I have to kiss my old life good-bye? Will I ever want to have sex with my husband again? Will he ever want to have sex with me again?

I feared the phenomenon when a perfectly sane woman who swigs Jack Daniel’s, never goes to sleep before eight a.m., and has had at least one STD gives birth and suddenly becomes a completely different person. This new “Mommy” personality subscribes to three dozen parenting magazines, thinks a wild night is tossing back two O’Doul’s, and never hits the hay after eight p.m.

By the sheer act of having a baby, would I become part of the same cult: joyfully taking classes to learn how to make my own all-organic baby food, wearing turtlenecks in the summer, turning my backyard into a swing set amusement park, and listening exclusively to Top 40?

Would I change into someone I didn’t recognize? I might start thinking sex was not something a mommy does, or from now on take only “family vacations” where I’d happily trade in Coronas on a warm beach for LEGOLAND and a local petting zoo.

The thing was, though, regardless of how much I might change, I knew I wanted to be the best mother I could be. I had a chance to make a few wrongs from my childhood right, and to pass a few rights from my childhood on to my own baby. I didn’t take this opportunity lightly. But this parenting thing was not my world. I’d never so much as browsed through BabyGap. Plus, my life didn’t seem quite set up for a baby. I did have a car with a backseat, but I had very little trunk space. God, I didn’t even own a DustBuster.

And since I didn’t know many other mothers whom I could use as resources, I started looking into books about pregnancy, caring for newborns, and parenting. There were so many—and they were so varied. Under the avalanche of information, I started worrying more rather than less.

Was there really one right answer? Every book seemed to think so. Did I need to adopt a parenting style? Cloth or disposable diapers? How much should I hold my baby to make sure she felt secure and loved? Was it imperative that I breast-feed until my kid could say “Mom, please put those bad boys away”? Did I need to put my baby on a schedule in order to keep my life the same at all costs—or never go anywhere without my baby and put all her needs way before my own? Should I forgo crib bumpers as if they were the devil incarnate? Could I ever use a blanket?

The so-called experts had answers to these questions and many more—so many answers that I found myself completely overwhelmed. Could I decide anything for myself without screwing my child up in some way? In my nervous pregnant state a much needed cocktail was off-limits, but I definitely wanted to lie down for the rest of my pregnancy.

Well, take a deep breath. Now that I have a child (a beautiful, healthy baby girl born November 12, 2004—seven pounds, two ounces, for those who are into that kind of thing) and have spent a considerable amount of time with her, I’m not joining the masses offering you advice. But through my successes, obsessions, and embarrassing confessions I’m prepared to help you sift through the information, and I will attempt to be a voice of reason.

I understand this is a big deal. Whether you got pregnant by “accident” or spent your life savings on fertility treatments, it doesn’t change the reality that a baby is a huge responsibility. You’ve just made the biggest commitment of your life. Having a baby makes buying a house look like a shopping spree at the 99-Cents Only Store. I should know, I’ve done all three. Your life is about to change drastically. You have invited over a little houseguest, and this little houseguest is never going home—he or she is home. Not to mention that this houseguest prefers to wake up at six a.m., no matter how late you kept him or her up the night before.

But take it from my personal experience. If you spend too much time pondering the parenting advice; fretting over every decision; letting other people tell you how to be, feel, and think as a mother, you will have no time to enjoy the very person you’re doing all of this for—no, not your mother, your BABY! And your baby is really cute. Go have a look. Visit their little overdecorated room and wake their little butt up. I’m kidding, don’t wake your baby up; simply look at him or her through your two-hundred-dollar video monitor. Isn’t your baby perfect?

If you could stop worrying about what your baby’s eating—or what it’s not eating, why you haven’t bought him or her a new educational toy in the last five minutes, and whether or not your stroller is hip enough to bring to the parenting competition—you might actually realize that having a baby is pretty darn cool. You’ll take in how much you’ve come to love this creature. This little person who calls you Mommy (or will soon), this brand-new person who needs you like no one has ever needed you before, who brings meaning to your life that you never imagined possible.

Every time you look at your baby’s little face, you will see a golden opportunity for videotaping. You will make countless movies that no one would pay admission to see, except you and possibly your very immediate family. So yes, your life will be permanently altered. There really isn’t any avoiding it.

My vocabulary is chock-full of baby talk, and I go to more embarrassing lengths than Carrot Top to make my baby laugh. Every decision is now based on what is best for her, and worst of all, my TiVo is filled up with Dora the Explorer.

I’ve been through it and come out the other side. Let me be your guide. Because, yes, I am a changed person. I care about things like ingredients in cleaning supplies and the dangers of Styrofoam. I know the safety ratings of every brand of car seat, and I spend an inordinate amount of time in sweatpants. But don’t write me off yet; I still like to raise hell—just not after eleven p.m.



Love at First Sight

Do you believe in love at first sight? I didn’t even fall in love with my husband right off the bat, and believe me, he would be very popular in prison. Yet on our first date I thought he was a little too skinny, WASPy, and young. And now six years later we have a house, a child, and absolutely no closet space, and I love him more than I could have imagined. I think this is the more normal experience. But somehow the media, well-meaning people, and every Sandra Bullock movie ever made have drilled into our heads that this mythical ideal of instant love is better. And this is no truer than when it comes to mother-baby love.

When you’re pregnant, people constantly assure you that you will feel this incredible, overwhelming love for your baby, like nothing you’ve ever known before (clearly most of them have never done ecstasy), the very second your sweet little bundle is placed into your waiting arms. They say that whether you are scared and ill prepared or excited and impatient to be a parent, you will experience this deep unfathomably profound bond right away. Let me take a moment to let you in on a little secret: bullshit. It may happen for a few women, and if it does, fantastic. But it is not a sure thing—far from it. Please don’t freak out if your heart doesn’t instantly dissolve into love jelly. There’s nothing wrong with you. What seems less natural to me is the notion of falling in love with this strange creature so fast.

First off, when that little bun is presented to you fresh out of your oven, you don’t even know each other. This is your very first meeting, and it’s fraught with incredibly high expectations. That’s a lot of pressure. It’s like a blind date with a Match.com guy: Up until this point you’ve only had a rough idea of his height and weight, and a very fuzzy picture to work from. Plus, let’s face it, you aren’t exactly at your best. You’ve been in labor, and you are probably under the influence of more drugs than Robert Downey Jr.—which could account for the women who do feel that instant attachment: They’re high.

Yes, there are women who report feeling madly in love with their babies the second they lay eyes on them. These women are either very lucky or lying or needy, and I don’t trust them. They’re the same women who keep a minute-by-minute pregnancy scrapbook, bank cord blood, and name their babies after celebrities. Or maybe they are otherwise normal, but are awash with hormones and narcotics. In any case I have a sneaking suspicion a lot of them will go on to be homeschoolers. But, that said, good for them. I hope their babies don’t develop colic. And I mean that sincerely.

The majority of women I’ve talked to have said that the bonding thing takes time. You have to get to know each other. Go slowly. It certainly doesn’t help that before introductions have even been officially made, your baby is already sucking on your breast. Yes, not two minutes into your relationship the little guy’s trying to get to second base! Babies are very forward with their needs. Actually, it’s kind of refreshing when you think about it. No games.

If you don’t fall instantly, madly in love with your baby, don’t worry about it. In fact, it might actually be healthier. That way when you do start to feel so strongly attached that your heart might burst, you know it’s the real deal.

Personally, I was fully expecting to take one look at my baby and feel the kind of blinding maternal love that you see only in Lifetime movies starring Meredith Baxter. I attribute this either to watching too much cable television or to a study I read on BabyCenter.com that said when you give birth, a chemical, called oxytocin, pumps through your body. (This chemical is not to be confused with OxyContin—but take a moment to think about how great that would be.) This hormone is supposedly so strong it would bring out the mothering instinct in Martha Stewart.

The study goes on to say that as you care for your baby, your body also produces a compound called dopamine. This is a chemical that triggers the reward center of your brain, as heroin or cocaine does. When this chemical is released, it causes you to become “addicted” to your baby. So apparently women who have eight or nine babies are merely chasing the dragon. Ladies, I have a bad feeling there’s nothing quite like the initial high. According to the very same study, though, this hormone can be severely dampened by anxiety, fear, postpartum depression, and the thought of your once snug vagina turning into a three-car garage. I guess this bonding thing isn’t guaranteed.

When my daughter was handed to me after my C-section, I mostly remember feeling completely overwhelmed. There was relief to have her out of me, fear of actually being this little creature’s mother, anxiety of everything that lay ahead, and, oh yeah, I couldn’t feel my fucking legs. So, I did cry. Luckily for me I think those tears easily passed for tears of joy.

But this was definitely not love at first sight. I liked my baby right away. I thought she was cute and all, that little nose, oooh and those tiny little hands. But she didn’t look even remotely familiar. I needed to get to know her better. Yes, I understood that something momentous had transpired, but I also was in shock and scared about how much my life was about to change.

I couldn’t tell you the exact moment I fell hard for my daughter. She simply grew on me every day, and by six months I was definitely her bitch. Some might actually consider me an early bird. I’ve heard stories from good moms, who, after a few bottles of wine (or as I call it, “therapy”), told me they didn’t feel completely bonded until their baby was walking and talking. A couple of these moms admitted that they felt secretly guilty about not intensely bonding right off the bat, because they thought somehow their baby would be able to sense their subtle lack of enthusiasm. Please. As long as you are taking great care of your baby and all of their inestimable needs, they are going to feel loved. Trust me, babies have no idea that while you are sweetly singing them to sleep, you are dying to check your e-mail. No, they’re as oblivious as that guy who liked you way too much in high school. Any response on your part will seem hugely encouraging.

Meanwhile, as you’re dealing with your little baby day in and day out, ever so slowly the anxiety will wear off. Before you know it, you will start to really enjoy your baby. You’ll learn what makes her laugh (fart jokes) and what makes her cry (everything). You will find you have things in common, like your nose and your love of dangly earrings, and you have things that set you apart, like your baby’s deeply held esteem for Raffi. Within days or perhaps months you will find yourself having pangs of love for your child, pangs that make your heart feel like it’s in a vise. Yes, at some point you will feel swept up in love. It does happen to every mom, but for some it may take a little longer. Hey, I didn’t love Seinfeld the first season, and now I TiVo the reruns.

Even if you don’t have that instant, all encompassing, magical feeling, it doesn’t mean that you don’t love your baby. Give yourself a break. But, again, you must trust me on this. Before you know it, you will not even want to imagine what your life was like before this tiny person entered it. Even the toughest cynic will become one of those boring people who say that the best day of their life was the day their baby was born. Or else they’ll claim that the best day was when they heard A Flock of Seagulls was mulling over a comeback tour, but the baby day was definitely way up there!




Some Conditions That Can Affect Bonding

Baby’s health

Mother’s health

Your OB’s breath

Uncertainty of father’s identity

Postpartum blues

Difficult labor

Missing your prom

Difficult delivery

Colic

Premature baby

Whether or not the baby was planned

Lack of good sitcoms on NBC’s fall lineup





Lactose Intolerance

Hi, I’m Stefanie and I’m a bottle-feeder.

If I hear “breast is better” one more time, I swear I’m going to strangle myself with a forty-five-dollar nursing bra. When it comes to your decision on whether or not to breast-feed your baby, way too many people have a strong opinion about what goes on behind your blouse. Some women have even taken to the streets, calling themselves “lactivists,” to get every woman on the breast-feeding train and to fight for the rights of breast-feeding women. This can be very irritating, to say the least. Whether you breast-feed or not, you need to be prepared to encounter the Tit Terrorists.

And just know that you will be under surveillance before you’ve even given birth.

I had no idea when I got knocked up that anyone and everyone would feel the need to weigh in on the tit topic, even in inappropriate places. I’ve never been one for making a new best friend in the ladies’ room, so I was a bit put off when a woman I’d not so much as passed toilet paper to under the stall noticed my obviously pregnant belly and asked me point-blank whether I planned to breast-feed. Not knowing at the time that this was a political hot button, I figured she was simply making unwanted conversation. I innocently answered, “I don’t know.”

She pounced. “You don’t know? What do you mean you don’t know? You absolutely have to breast-feed. It’s the best thing for your child! If you don’t do it, you are robbing your precious baby of the most natural thing in the world.” It’s like, why bother asking—as if there is an option? You’re instantly branded as friend or foe.

She continued lecturing me that not breast-feeding compromises your baby’s immune system, causes frequent ear infections, practically ensures obesity, and so on . . . and on and on. Finally I had to interrupt. “Hang on. I didn’t mean I don’t know if I’m going to breast-feed. I meant, I don’t know if I’m keeping the baby.” As you probably guessed, that’s quite the conversation stopper.

If you want to breast-feed, I think that’s heroic. There are, obviously, plenty of great reasons to do it. Word in the ladies’ room is that it’s the healthiest thing for your baby. A big reason in my book was the healthy part, and that it seemed to be more convenient and a lot less expensive than bottle-feeding. Hell, if I’d known I was going to be a breast-feeding failure, I would’ve registered for a few tons of Enfamil at my baby shower. So I say give the breast-feeding a try. I want you to succeed. Really.

I also want you to know before going into it what the Breast Brigade probably failed to mention. And that is this: For some women—most women—it hurts. Not a little bit: It hurts like a rhesus monkey biting your nipples, only with more screeching—and not coming from the baby. Personally I’m not what you’d call a bondage “enthusiast.” I mean, sure I enjoy the occasional nipple clamp, but I’m not a paying member of any bondage club. But if you are going to breast-feed, take a lesson from these experienced folk: You and your baby should work out a “safe” word to deal with this kind of self-imposed pain.

I wanted to breast-feed. But as with everything else, I’d eschewed taking any of the offered breast-feeding classes while I was still pregnant. How hard could it be, right? Wasn’t it supposed to be the most natural thing in the world? I tried it in the hospital as soon as I was in my own room, and then every couple of hours afterward, but my baby didn’t seem to be taking to it at all. I was getting more and more frustrated, so the nurses sent in the big guns: lactation specialists. Having had that C-section the day before, I wasn’t really in the mood for more pain or visitors, but I tried to be open to both. A warning—most lactation consultants have all the charm of a paper cut.

The first woman they sent in had the nonthreatening name of Cindy and the nonthreatening stature of Webster, but in showing me how to get the “proper latch,” she manhandled my breasts until I was in tears. Well, more tears than I’d been in before she came in. Another one showed me the football hold, which required a minimum of twelve pillows and the purchase of a Craftmatic Adjustable Bed. A third woman was named Binky, so I had to disregard what she said, based on her name alone.

Another issue for me was that I was rooming-in at the hospital. This is when the hospital saves money by keeping the baby in the room with the parents the whole time and never in the nursery, where, if you ask me, the baby belongs for at least the first year. To get the baby to stop crying during the night my husband and I desperately made use of all the formula provided to us in the hospital room.

It seems the nurses are on an agenda different from the lactation crew’s. For the sake of quiet on the ward the nurses push formula on stricken new parents without mentioning that once a newborn gets a tug of the sweet corporate-brewed formula, most won’t want it any other way. Sort of like a Grey Goose rep outside an AA meeting. We also made use of the emergency call button on a number of occasions, and it turns out that “emergency” to maternity ward nurses really means “Maybe I’ll pop on by after I finish my sandwich. Or . . . maybe I won’t.” But that’s another topic.

Three days later and armed with too much information, I was sent home before my milk had officially come in. Unfortunately, when I got home, I realized that my baby had the dreaded “nipple confusion.” Nipple confusion is when your baby gets a bottle and realizes, “Hey, this is so much easier than trying to suck milk out of a breast that the next time a breast so much as brushes past me, I will scream and scream until either I get a part in Wes Craven’s next movie or someone gives me a bottle.” It’s extremely painful to see your baby refuse your breast, and the only way to combat it seems to be to feed your baby with a dropper until he or she will take the breast again. Taking this approach will leave your baby full and satisfied in slightly under twenty-one hours.

I hired a postpartum doula for my first two weeks home from the hospital. (A doula is a woman hired for an ungodly sum of money to help out during the birth and/or after.) I recommend doing this especially if the new grandparents plan to make themselves scarce until the baby’s fortieth birthday. My doula’s name was Ofelia, and calling her a breast-feeding fanatic would truly be an understatement. She had raised three boys, all of whom she had breast-fed until they went off to college. And then I’m sure she kept pumping for a while, to be on the safe side. She fully intended to keep me breast-feeding, or to kill all of us trying.

I know that I was hormonal—that was part of it—but I spent the precious first few days home from the hospital with my brand-new baby crying and crying in frustration and pain. Trying to help me, Ofelia called a previous client who she swore had had a tough time with breast-feeding as well, and put me on the phone with her for moral support. You know when you’re talking to a friend on the phone, and they suddenly put their cousin on and say, “Here, talk to Ramona for a minute. She had crabs twice as bad as yours,” and you’re both dealing with weird silence, but trying to force a little lame small talk? That was me, only shirtless and sobbing on my end. I’m sure this woman was as uncomfortable as I was. She mumbled something supportive, like “Keep doing it or else you are a terrible mom and your baby will wither away.”

I did keep trying—until my Vicodin ran out. Then all hell broke loose. I cannot believe a loving God intended for us to breast-feed our babies sober. I started to lie to my doula when she came over. I’d say, “Oh, hey, Ofelia! What a coincidence, I just wrapped up a big breast-feeding session! I probably won’t need to do it again for a couple of days.” Then I’d try once while she was still there, and then wait impatiently for her to leave so I could give my baby a bottle. Not a good use of twenty-four dollars an hour.

My lame attempt at breast-feeding went on for four weeks.

During this crisis I went to see my pediatrician, who asked me how the feeding was going. I burst into tears and told him I was going the breast-feeding route, but having a little bit of trouble.

If you truly want to continue to breast-feed, but are having problems, there is no shortage of help out there for you. Nursing an infant is so complicated that even the most dedicated breast-feeder will probably run into some snafu, like, oh, bloody nipples, which will make them question their sanity. So for the diehards who power on in the face of almost insurmountable pain, I commend you. You don’t need this chapter for help, because I’m sure you’ve been inundated with pro-breast-feeding info since you announced your pregnancy. You can keep reading and laugh at the breast-feeding impaired.

But if you are having trouble breast-feeding and think you may want to stop, you must never call the La Leche League. On their Web site the La Leche League claims that breast-feeding, at its worst, can be mildly uncomfortable. Okay, sure, if you consider Nipples Tartare mildly uncomfortable. Know this: The volunteers at this organization have only one purpose and that is to keep women breast-feeding at all costs. They will try to keep you on the phone even when you’re done talking to them, until you get the creepy, tingly feeling that they’re purposely attempting to keep you on the line, so they can trace the call and dispatch a volunteer to race over and force you to keep trying against your will. Many of these “volunteers” would have you think that not breast-feeding your baby is on par with pulling the plug on Terri Schiavo. If these people could breast-feed other people’s babies, believe me, they would.

If you want to stop, it seems no one will step up and tell you that you are not alone. In fact, few people will talk about it at all. Stopping breast-feeding is like getting out of your Columbia Record and Tape Club membership; there are sinister forces at work that don’t want to let this happen.

All I can say is, when I sobbed to my pediatrician for the fourth time that I couldn’t stop breast-feeding, because I didn’t want to be a bad mom and let down my husband, my baby, and my country, and I didn’t think I could live with the guilt, he told me to stop. And then he assured me that 50 percent of the babies he sees are strictly on formula. Yes, he actually checked his records for me, because I was nearing a nervous breakdown, he’s a kind man, and my insurance pays in full. Fifty percent! Yeah, I can do the math! That’s half! He then went on to assure me that he hadn’t seen any difference in the occurrence of ear infections and obesity, the level of intelligence, and so on, in any of his babies. Yes, I repeat, he said he saw no difference. I made him pinky-swear. He reminded me that the most important thing is how the feeding affects your relationship with the baby. Well, let’s just say that my baby and I were on the verge of needing counseling.

So, my child has been (Oh-my-god, how could she?) formula fed since she was four weeks old, and she’s perfect. Okay, she’s not the sharpest tool in the shed, but I blame her father for that, not the lack of breast milk. I hope I don’t have to write that I’m KIDDING.

*  *  *

As soon as I stopped breast-feeding, I started enjoying my baby and no longer played possum at feeding time.

I know that most women want to do what’s best for their babies. If they don’t want to, well, that’s a whole different book. But there are a lot of women who can’t breast-feed for one reason or another. Some can’t for medical reasons, especially breast reduction or breast augmentation. Yup, savor the irony: Pam Anderson’s boys probably couldn’t feed off those hooters. Some can’t tolerate the pain. Others are stressed out, because they’re worried they’re not making enough milk. Whatever the reason, if you want to continue, then we all support you. But if you want to stop, that’s okay too. You shouldn’t have to feel like a pariah. No need to wear a big scarlet F. There are too many closeted formula feeders. I say we need to be out and proud. We’re all doing the best we can. Maybe, someday, we can even have our own parade. Dare to dream.



The Magic Number(s)

When my adorable little sack of suds was only a couple of weeks old, every waking moment (by that I mean every moment, because there was no sleeping going on) felt like I was swimming through cement. The overwhelming majority of advice-givers kept saying, “Wait until your baby is three months old—everything gets a lot easier. She will be a totally different baby.” Three months, they chanted, three months. Yup, the second the clock struck three months, I would be witnessing a miraculous turnaround. Everyone said it. Books said it, the dreaded Internet said it, the Happiest Baby on the Block guy said it, my hair colorist said it—and that is so gospel. Even my own mother was adamant that at three months everything would be better.

Three months seemed to be the magic number. So I waited. I hung on. These people had me thinking my daughter would be gassing up my car and driving my ass to work the second she reached this coveted milestone; that I would be shouting after her, “Wait up for me, silly. Mommy can’t blade THAT fast!” Guess what? They were right. She was a completely different baby.

I’m messing with you. Nothing changed.

I don’t know what this whole mystical three-month thing is all about. Perhaps people say it to dangle a carrot in front of you, because they’re scared you’re so dangerously close to the edge that you’re liable to make a break for it, relocate to a nice little ski villa, change your name to Brigitta, and pretend to be single and child-free, leaving those liars to raise your child.

But listen to me. It is NO DIFFERENT AT THREE MONTHS. At three months your baby is still luggage. They’re not sitting up, they’re not talking or walking or doing any of the chores you’ve assigned them—no matter how many times you remind them.

But once you pass three months and find out motherhood is not yet a breeze, these same people will promise you a new mystical milestone with such force that you’ll fear you will be unprepared. That’s right, break out the DV Cam because heeeere comes six months!

Yup, you guessed it, nothing changes drastically at six months either. But the parenting guides try to get you all excited about this age. They say the six-month mark is when you should begin reading books to your baby every day.

I’d been reading books to my baby since before she was born, so this was definitely good news to me. Finally I’d be getting through to her! I pictured myself snuggling with my little sweet pea every night—if you consider five thirty p.m. night, which, as an adult, I certainly didn’t use to. As part of our bedtime routine we’d curl up together and pour through the classics. Oh, there would be photo ops galore!

Well, sure enough, my baby seemed to cherish this tradition, not because she liked being read to, but because apparently books are tastier than a frozen Snickers bar. My baby couldn’t eat enough books. She ate through Dr. Seuss, The Red Balloon, The Giving Tree, and many other pricey hardbacks that had the audacity to be made out of flimsy paper. So to solve this I started giving her a toy to play with while I read the books . . . basically to myself. Good times. Yes, six months is a lot like three months, only with a lot more drool.

One reason that people might tell you it gets easier is that they assume you will begin getting more rest, because your baby will start sleeping through the night. And sure, when your baby does start to sleep through the night, a lot of things will seem more manageable simply because you’re more rested. But the real reason it gets easier as you go along is not because the baby gets easier, it’s because you become more accustomed to how insanely difficult the next decade and a half of your life is gonna be. That’s 180 months in baby time.

Don’t lose hope, though. Babies do eventually get easier, slowly . . . very slowly. First they start to smile at you, and that does help. Then they start laughing, and that sound is almost as addictive as online poker. Almost. And then one day before you know it, your baby will be seven years old and going off to overnight camp for the very first time, and you will think, “Wow, it may have just gotten a little easier.” And then the camp director will call you at work and say, “Come get your kid because he shot the archery instructor with an arrow” (when the fact is he grazed the instructor . . . twice), and you will have to realize it never really gets easy. Only easier.

So forget three months, six months, twelve months, or twenty years. Raising your baby is like having your bathroom remodeled. It’s a process. For a long while there will be utter chaos, destruction, noise, and bad smells. Every day you will wonder what you were smoking that made you think it was a good idea to redo what had once been a perfectly livable bathroom. For months on end you won’t be able to so much as pee without openly weeping. But right when you think you can’t live this way another minute, you will suddenly find you have a gorgeous new bathroom, complete with Kohler fixtures exactly as you always dreamed, and you will realize it was all worth it. Even if the final expense ended up being nine times the original quote.



Your Baby Doctor

Choosing your pediatrician is an important decision that you will need to make in the months before you pop out your baby. Or so you will be told over and over. I’m certainly not disputing that you should have a pediatrician whom you like and trust. But I do want to say that it shouldn’t take a huge chunk of your pregnancy to pick one.

Contrary to what all the books say and what you read on the Web, choosing a pediatrician does not need to be a full-time job. I’ve heard and read the same advice ad nauseam: Before choosing a doctor for your unborn child, gather a bunch of names, narrow the number of names down to a few dozen, and then interview all of those pediatricians, so you can find one that meets a long list of criteria.

Who has this kind of time on their hands? If you do, then by all means I absolutely recommend that you do this. Make a month of it. Treat it like a trip to Europe; do ten pediatricians in ten days. Have fourteen pages of questions and try to spend an entire day with each doctor. Doctors will love that because they have all kinds of downtime. And when your friends invite you to do something you don’t want to do, you have a built-in excuse. “Gee, I’d love to, but I’m doctor hunting. Maybe next year.”

Here’s the thing: You’re not selecting a roommate. Even in bad circumstances you won’t be seeing this person every day. They won’t be camped out on your couch eating your leftover Thai food and watching Oprah. You’re going to be seeing them for twenty minutes three times a year, so it’s not important that you match every answer on a Cosmo magazine compatibility test.

But not only are we supposed to interview a hundred doctors, it seems from the common advice that we’re supposed to get right in there and hit them with the tough questions as well. A few recommended questions to ask are:

1. “What do you do to stay current with the latest trends in disease prevention, treatment, nutrition, behavioral problems, and child development concepts, and what type of continuing education do you use?”

This seems like good advice, but regular people are supposed to be asking these questions? Most people have trouble asking for a clean fork in a restaurant. I don’t think they are going to be up for interrogating their potential pediatrician. Just use your best judgment. If you spot a jar of leeches on the counter or the doctor’s big on leprosy vaccines, he’s not current.

2. “What philosophy do you follow?”

Listen, Dharma, you’re looking for a pediatrician, not a yogi. The philosophy they all follow is “Let’s try to keep your baby happy and healthy.”

3. “Are you board certified, and do you have a criminal record or a history of malpractice lawsuits, etc.?”

Come on, I know less about my husband.

And then there are a bunch of Nancy Drew detective questions to ask yourself:

1. Is the staff at the office friendly and accommodating?

Okay, let’s calm down. They’re not going to be helping you change a flat tire, they’re going to be jotting down a future appointment in their book.

2. If it’s a group practice, do you know and like the other doctors?

You have a rich fantasy life if you think you’ll be able to interview all the other doctors. You will be lucky if there’s enough time to get to yours.

3. Do you have to wait a long time for your appointment?

Now you’re delusional. You will never find a doctor’s office where the second they see you, they say, “Hey, you! Get in here, silly!” I’d like the whole world to be made of Rocky Road ice cream and Gobstoppers, but that’s never going to happen either. Lower your expectations.

4. Is parking plentiful and close by?

Just pick a doctor and stop wasting my fucking time already.

One Web page states that you should get a referral from your OB. I’m gonna have to disagree on this one. Doctors are notorious for recommending other doctors who recommend them. Even the best doctors often give mediocre recommendations. If you are going to go this route, make sure that the pediatrician is not just your OB’s golf partner, but is someone your doctor has taken his or her own kids to.

I say get a recommendation from someone who lives near you and has a baby—preferably from a woman who is incredibly high maintenance. This way, you know if the doctor and office can tolerate her insane expectations and hundreds of phone calls after hours, then they will be ecstatic to have you and your baby as patients. At the very least, if your friend is high maintenance, then you know she probably went the “interviewed the hell out of the doctor” route as opposed to the “throw a dart at the pediatrician page of the phone book” route, which would probably have been my fallback. Most people who aren’t me have a modicum of sense about them.

Ask your friends how they felt about their pediatricians. They won’t hold back the details. Is the doctor compassionate? No matter how many millions of times the doctor has heard the same question before, does he or she act fascinated? Does the doctor give out lollipops after a shot? To the moms?

You’ll find a match. When I asked a friendly neighbor of mine what he thought of his child’s pediatrician, he said, “We really like him! But you should know: He’s really laid back. He never gets fired up over any of the things that we panic about.”

Seeing as I’m the sort of person who freaks out a lot over a little, I knew a laid-back pediatrician would be perfect for me. So as soon as my busy schedule of lying around eating pudding opened up a little, my husband and I set up an appointment to “interview” our possible new doctor. We’d put together a lame list of questions that we’d cribbed from the Internet, and we rehearsed them in the car. Plus, we had one other doctor’s name on the back burner. But as soon as we met doctor number one, we realized how ludicrous it was to ask all of those canned questions. We liked him instantly and signed up! It was that easy. Done. And we still had time to go home and have sex! Unfortunately, we lacked the motivation.

Our pediatrician, who I won’t mention by name because then everyone will want to take their kid to him (check the acknowledgments), was at the hospital every day to see our baby. He did everything short of breast-feeding her.

Yes, the pediatrician was nothing but great. It was my husband and I who ended up being a problem. We needed to learn our office-visit etiquette. And you probably will too.

Seeing as how our first few postbirth office visits were a little unnerving, I bring you this bit of advice on pediatrician protocol. For your doctor’s visits you will need to bring a steamer trunk full of baby supplies. I figured since our doctor’s office was only blocks away that I wouldn’t need to bring anything. Naturally, the second the baby was undressed, she pooped all over the examination table. Hey, cut me some slack, I’d never owned and operated a new baby before. Surprisingly, the nurse seemed underwhelmed when I didn’t have a diaper in my pocket, or a wipe or a change of clothes, for that matter. I tried the old “I’m a Christian Scientist and my God doesn’t allow me to carry extra diapers,” but I guess she’d heard that one a few too many times before. She reluctantly provided us with a newborn diaper, but we had to tote our baby home topless. We’d hoped to avoid that scene until at least her first spring break.

Myth: There Are No Stupid Questions

People chant this moronic bromide like a mantra, and nearly always remind you of it when it comes to the pediatrician. No stupid questions? Sure there are! Aren’t there stupid questions at your job? Well, then you can reasonably assume there are plenty of questions that work your pediatrician’s nerves. That means that you should do your best to avoid asking those questions. That is, if you want to stay on your doctor’s “priority appointment list.”

You can work on this, but in the beginning put your pediatrician on speed-dial, because you will have a constant barrage of questions and concerns. And some of them are bound to be stupid. A high percentage of those calls will be after hours, because that’s the time when you and your baby both get agitated and inconsolable. As far as I know, all doctor’s offices take calls after hours. But usually you will have to decide whether your call is an emergency and your doctor ought to be paged right away. This is like asking an alcoholic if they really “need” a drink.

Realizing that you will be interrupting your pediatrician or the on-call partner in the middle of a perfectly good evening at home or, worse, rousing them from a sound sleep, you should try to weed out as many of the stupid questions ahead of time as you can. Of course, a few will slip through.

There was one call to our doctor’s office at ten p.m. because our eleven-day-old baby seemed “sleepy.” “She’s been sleeping a lot,” I sobbed to the on-call doctor who’d returned my page before I really hit rock bottom.

“Does she have any other symptoms—fever, diarrhea?” he asked in a not nearly freaked out enough tone for my taste.

“No. But she’s really sleeping a lot!”

“Maybe she’s tired.”

“But it seems like something’s wrong.”

“Is she having pee diapers?” He definitely wasn’t grasping the gravity of the situation.

“Um, yes.”

“Then she’s probably fine.”

“PROBABLY?”

“She’s fine. If she stops having pee diapers, then bring her in, but otherwise she’s fine.”

Obviously I’d pulled this savvy MD out of happy hour. But short of taking her to the emergency room, I didn’t know what else to do but LET HER SLEEP. Little did I know that most women would give up their right ovary to have a baby sleep at all, let alone a lot.

Of course, nothing was wrong with my baby, besides her bad mood from my jostling her awake every ten minutes. So, fine, maybe it was a dumb question.

But in the very beginning you will be nervous and want to pose these dumb questions and many more. Your pediatrician should be accommodating.

Keep in mind that all good relationships are based on trust. As anxious as you may be as a new mom, you need to let your doctor do his or her job. Take it on faith that your doctor didn’t just transition in to pediatrics from his hosting job at T.G.I. Friday’s. Let him take a stab at diagnosing your baby’s runny nose before you go and do eight hours of research on the Web en route to your own diagnosis of infant Ebola.

And know that if you find that your pediatrician isn’t taking your real concerns seriously, or you feel uncomfortable in any way, or your doctor suddenly has some mysterious malpractice suit pending, you have my permission to switch doctors. Yes, you can do this. We live in a country where there is no shortage of MDs. You can single-handedly keep Harvard Medical School in business if you choose to—no explanation needed. But remember the most important question to ask when you’re interviewing them is, “Do you take my insurance?”



Stroller Wars

The quest for baby goods blossoms for a lot of women while they’re still in early pregnancy. It’s as if the fertilized egg is the starter gun for a stampede of consumerism that will last for decades. These days some people fork out a lot of cash on imported German strollers, overpriced outfits from stores with names like Monsieur Cranky Pants, and toys—more cash than Joan Rivers spends on eye lifts.

I ran into one of these ladies at my OB’s office. I had been scanning the waiting room, hoping to find someone to talk to who at least had a little bit of personality, so I struck up a conversation with the only woman not knitting. She immediately tried to engage me in a discussion about nursery themes. Up until that moment I honestly hadn’t known nurseries had themes. It’s a baby’s room, not Disneyland. But I guess having a crib and a lamp just isn’t enough. Nowadays you have to have an authentic jungle theme or a fairy princess theme, complete with bamboo or castles. There are actually dozens of books devoted entirely to this subject. Go to Amazon.com, type in “baby nursery,” and then promptly kill yourself. There’s even one called Nursery Décor. I’m sorry, but easy on the décor! Babies don’t even see in color until they’re, like, teenagers or something.

If you want to spend thousands of dollars filling your baby’s nursery, that’s up to you, I guess, but your baby’s not going to appreciate that you bought a crib that matches the dresser and changing table, plus a valance that perfectly coordinates with the sheets. I think what’s more important are the things that either save you time or keep you from losing your mind. Retaining your time, your sanity, and a little spending scratch will probably make a more lasting impression on your child than auditioning for the next edition of Nursery Décor Idol. So let me steer you toward what you can’t do without.

Make Room for Baby

We’ll start with the star attraction in any baby’s nursery. That’s right, monitors. Some people get the video monitors so they can keep an eye on their baby, as though they’re working the night shift at 7-Eleven and their baby’s a potential shoplifter. This seems like an unhealthy endeavor to me. If you’re not careful, monitor abuse can become a full-blown addiction. A quick peek can turn into two hours of continuous screening, and before you know it, you’re calling in sick to work, so you can get one more look, just one more. Trust me, it’s not worth it.

Plus, in the beginning, the times that your baby is sleeping and you’re awake are few and far between. Do you really want to waste these rare opportunities watching your baby? You two spend enough time together. Now step away from the monitor and go do something productive . . . like watching television.

Actually, I probably shouldn’t laugh at other people’s monitor obsessions, since I myself bought the one that monitors the baby’s breathing. It sounds an alarm if it detects no motion for fifteen seconds. I found it to be a wonderful alternative to tiptoeing into her room and holding a mirror in front of her little nose every ten minutes throughout the night. But I’m a little unbalanced. Moving on.

As for cribs, I don’t care what kind you get, but do yourself a favor and get the crib bumpers. I know you may have been notified that you shouldn’t have crib bumpers now; it’s the latest scare. (Although by the time you read this the latest study may say that crib bumpers are the only thing proven to raise your kid’s IQ.) My husband and I, paranoid first-time parents that we were, took a safety course for infants and came away with all sorts of new fears. The biggest one was that our baby would surely suffocate if we put crib bumpers in her crib. The bumper police had us convinced that babies’ faces are drawn to bumpers like Tara Reid is to apple martinis. It’s absurd.

Take it from me: You need crib bumpers, and not only because they look cute with your choo-choo train crib sheets. You need crib bumpers so your little baby doesn’t get his little leg stuck through the bars of the crib, or bump his head against the rails like a mental patient in a SpongeBob SquarePants–themed institution. Plus, with no bumpers your crib will look barren. Nothing is sadder than looking through those bare bars, like it’s visiting hours at the state prison. Believe me, that will come soon enough.

If you’re scared of bumpers, chances are you also think blankets in the crib are the Antichrist. You should know that a lot of people swear by them for their warmth and cuddle factors. If you’re really worried, try a crocheted blanket. Even your little genius will never figure out how to suffocate in that.

But I accept that with the level of paranoia these days, some people won’t relax unless their baby is completely naked, sleeping on a fully enclosed cement slab with no teddy bear in sight. Good luck with that.

Infan-tainment

There’s no excuse for your living room looking like Romper Room . . . at least when company comes by. The rest of the time it will be inevitable. Before I had a baby, like a lot of childless women I would wince when entering the home of a parent. It seemed so babycentric and unfun. (Is “unfun” even a word? I think once you have a baby, you are allowed to use the word “unfun” as often as you want, or at least as frequently as other people use the word to describe you.) But now I wince when people without children drop by unexpectedly.

For the first few years of your baby’s life your house will be chock-full of baby crap, and you are going to need every bit of it. Simply surrender to that notion now, if you want to save your last bit of sanity. And know that it’s only for the first year or so that your living room will look like this, because when your baby becomes a small child, it will look much, much worse. Even though you can’t do without most of this stuff, you might want to have an escape route from it when you have company—maybe a spare bathroom that you can pretend is off-limits. Then throw all the stuff inside when people come over who need a place to actually set a drink down.

Rest assured, even if you naively attempt to streamline the clutter, there are a couple of things you must have.

A lot of parents love to swing. I mean, love the swing. They swear it’s the only thing that helps give them a few extra minutes’ sleep in the morning or the ability to unload the dishwasher. From what I hear the majority of babies find the swing more sleep-inducing than Tylenol PM, which can make the swing worth its weight in gold. Turned out my baby was in the minority on this one. But, lucky for me, I bought mine used and passed it on to another hopeful mom.

Now, the Gymini is a horse of a different color—or, more precisely, a great many different colors. This godsend is a brightly colored mat with a felt arch from which you can hang different toys. At first glance a Gymini may not seem like a must-have. But it is, my friend. Seriously, what the heck do you think babies do in the first few months but lie on their backs and stare at shit? This thing is a bargain at about fifty bucks. Pink Floyd’s The Wall and laser light show not included.

Next you will need to get yourself an ExerSaucer. This is an activity center that your baby hangs out in for longer periods of time than you imagined possible, swiveling around to play with an array of different toys. It may be your most important purchase. I say register for one at your baby shower, because these bad boys are overpriced. Once you see what they’re made of, you will be pretty sure you could have built one yourself for about two dollars and change. But since you aren’t going to have time to bleach your mustache, let alone build an ExerSaucer from scratch, prepare to shell out the money if no one else springs for it.

And be sure to pick a time to put this thing together when you’re not working through any major issues in your life. If it seems like the directions are written in Japanese, it’s because they are. So for a slightly easier time, you may want to check out the English directions written handily on the last page. Once you get the thing set up, though, it will be like Christmas morning. Not for the baby, but for you! You will have your hands free for possibly the first time since you had the baby! I think this thing is a must-have, and anyone who tells you it’s a luxury item probably considers heart medication a recreational drug.

You’ll want to break it out when your baby is about four months old. The box says five months, but you’d have to have the patience of a Saint Bernard to wait that long, and your baby will probably want nothing more to do with it by the time she’s about nine months old. So, don’t screw around. You have a short but wondrous window of opportunity.

By the way, the ExerSaucer is not meant to be a substitute for paying attention to your baby. But provided you’re not leaving your kid in there by themselves while you hightail it to Vegas for a few hands of blackjack, there’s no harm in letting them entertain themselves for a while as long as they’re happy.

Once your baby gets used to it, it will be like her own home. You can put her in it while you do the dishes, check your e-mail, or even run out to the gym. Hey, calm down, I’m kidding. I’m sure you’re not motivated enough to go to the gym.

Road Rage

I don’t know what it is about having a baby that makes certain women immediately get on the phone with the good people at Hummer to ask if they’re going to be coming out with something a tad larger. I personally don’t think you need an SUV the size of Brazil to take your kid to soccer practice. But if you must have one, get one. I don’t care anymore. I give up. You win. You rule the road. Only, please spare me the BABY ON BOARD sign. God, I pray you at least have a dog in there to justify this waste of space.

Speaking of moving vehicles, not only are car seats superconvenient, but they are the law in every state. Well-meaning folks who want you to spend a lot of money will tell you to buy only a brand-new one. But if you know for a fact that it’s never been in an accident, I don’t see any harm in using your sister-in-law’s, as long as it hasn’t been stored in her basement since parachute pants were cool.

There are different types of car seats. You will probably first buy the infant car seat. This one is good because you can haul it around with you and put it in shopping carts, on bus seats, on top of washing machines, etc. Once your baby is more than about twenty pounds, you will need the convertible. And let me recommend getting it professionally installed, if you don’t want to go through a trial separation from your husband for an entire weekend, after fighting about whether he installed it correctly.

Even if you’re not into attachment parenting, you will need an infant carrier. The BABYBJÖRN seems to be what most people get; in fact, the term is almost a verb now: to Björn. As in, I’m going to Björn it for my trip to Mommy & Me yoga. The Björn is great until Mama’s little fatty gets to be about sixteen pounds, and then, not so much, unless you’re into visiting the chiropractor twice a week. Yes, I’ve read the fine print, and I know they hold up to twenty-five pounds, but I have never witnessed anyone wearing a baby that big. A rule of thumb is: If you can’t figure out who should be carrying whom, it’s time for a stroller.

The stroller, in fact, will be one of your bigger purchases. If you have $729 to throw around, you could buy yourself a Bugaboo, since the Bugaboo stroller has replaced the Peg Perego as the de rigueur brand for competitive mommies. Or you could donate that money to help a poor family get their oldest child a few extra sessions on dialysis. But that’s your call. Madonna owns one, and she has a fake British accent, so I guess that proves they’re worth it.

I’ve seen a lot of strollers in my day, and I haven’t seen that big a difference between them. But that’s just me. As long as it has wheels and you can still manage to fold it up after a couple of mimosas, you should be fine.

The biggest truth you will learn about baby paraphernalia—regardless of whether you prespend the college education fund—is that you will never have enough. There will always be something new and there will always be something better. And every day you will realize something that would make your life totally workable if only you had it. But the joy is that you will need to come up with reasons to get out of the house, anyway. So now you’ll have an excuse. You need more stuff. Always. More. Stuff.



Cheer Up, You Just Had a Baby

A lot has been said and written about postpartum depression. And although researchers believe that depression is one of the most common complications during and after pregnancy, it looks like no one knows exactly what causes it. It seems to stem from a drastic change in hormone levels, but a lot of intangible factors come into play. It’s kind of like gingivitis; no one knows exactly what the hell it is, but we know we don’t want to get it. Mostly we hear about the extremes of depression—either the whisper of despair known as “baby blues” or the “drown your kids” postpartum psychosis. But let me tell you from personal experience, there’s a whole world of in-between, and none of it’s pretty.

I, like most women, had heard of baby blues but wasn’t terribly worried about it, mainly because it sounds like a cute disorder, one you could hug away in a day or two. Hell, it even has a sweet name that could be a description for an adorable baby outfit or a beautiful eye color. In fact, I’d even secretly looked forward to it. Who couldn’t use a day of ice cream and Nora Ephron movies?

Little did I know, the baby blues are not cute—unless you consider it “cute” to alternate for days on end between crying and carbo-loading.

Most women envision their postbirth experience as being the most beautiful time of their lives. I’ve yet to meet anyone whose actual experience lived up to their expectations, and this buildup can lead to a fall.

*  *  *

I imagined that I’d be all glowing and mellow during the weeks after delivering my baby. I thought it was within my grasp, seeing as how incredibly serene I felt through most of my pregnancy. This had to be due to pregnancy hormones. Nine weeks into my pregnancy the morning sickness was gone and I was feeling fine—better than fine. Luckily, the same pregnancy hormones that cause you to feel crappy in the beginning can actually make you feel good once your body adjusts to them. I felt calm. If you didn’t know me, you might mistakenly think I was into meditation or something. One friend said, “Wow, you’re really doing great, considering that your life is about to change so drastically. I get nervous when I try a new shade of toenail polish.”

I smiled smugly. “I guess I’m good with change.” I was actually under the hormonal delusion that I had a laid-back personality.

Like many women, I had a lot of great soft-focus fantasies about how utterly sweet life would be once the baby got here. Self-confidence would be oozing through my pores, and my maternal instinct, along with that hour-and-forty-five-minute infant-care class I took, would help me “just know” how to do everything. I envisioned myself lying in bed, cuddling and nursing my new baby, the poster child for breast-feeding. Naturally, there would be a parade of well-wishers who would stop by and be astounded by how quickly I’d bounced back from giving birth. In fact, we all would look so good that a famous photographer would be dropping in to shoot a photo spread of my newly formed family for Greatest Parents Ever! magazine.

Interestingly, not one of my Earth Mother fantasies had me home from the hospital a week after giving birth, more bloated than a professional bowler, with dark circles under my eyes, and sobbing nonstop all day long on the couch. Yet that would be the more accurate picture.

After you give birth, no matter how excited you were and still are, your body goes through changes and your hormone levels drop from the highest they’ve ever been to completely down off the charts.

Once those hormones took a nosedive, so did my mental health. I’ve never felt as bad as I did during the days following “the happiest day of my life.” After the initial awe of having a child came the overwhelming realization that her life was in my hands. All day long I was petrified that something was wrong with my baby. I’d stare at her while she slept peacefully, willing her to wake up so I’d know she was okay. Positive that she wasn’t breathing properly, I counted her breaths using a stopwatch, and convinced myself that her complexion looked bluish.

While worrying incessantly about the baby, I also knew with certainty that my husband was plotting his escape. I didn’t blame him one bit. I wouldn’t want to live with me either. I was a complete mess. Besides greeting each new day with constant crying, I was still fifty pounds overweight and I had cellulite on my arms, for Christ’s sake.

To be fair, I’d been prone to little bouts of relationship paranoia in the past. Like when my husband and I were first dating. After any large or small disagreements I found it comforting to have a nice four-hour marathon talk to really be sure we’d smoothed things over. A lot of men, I realized, only like to have two-hour talks—three, tops. And if there’s a shark special on The Discovery Channel, they may want to forgo conversation altogether. So, okay, I’d always suspected that I might be a teensy bit emotionally high maintenance, but I chalked it up to being “artistic.” And, to my credit, after the first year of dating I chilled out a lot.

Well, here we were almost six years later, and within forty-eight hours I’d slid so far down that I made Anna Nicole look emotionally stable. I figured my husband was about two crying jags away from leaving me to find a new mother for his baby: someone thin, cute, dry-eyed, and maybe, oh, eight years younger than me.

My husband attempted to reassure me, but he didn’t know what to do. He tried telling me that what I was feeling was probably caused by hormones and was completely normal. Of course, in my mind this was akin to him saying “Isn’t your period about due?” and I didn’t respond well. He even offered to take the baby into another room overnight and to be responsible for all the feedings, so that I could get some much-needed sleep. I know, I know, most new mothers would happily give up Splenda for a year in exchange for one decent night of sleep, but I accused my husband of wanting to be away from me.

Finally he begged me to please tell my obstetrician what was going on.

The moment my doctor walked into the examining room at my first postpartum checkup, I started crying. I guess there was no real reason at that point to ask “How are you feeling?” But my outburst didn’t even knock the doctor off his script. He nonchalantly said, “Go ahead and get dressed and come into my office.”

With pants back on and tears still a-streamin’ I explained to him how awful I was feeling. “I can’t sleep, I’m crying all day long, and I’m sure my husband has his bags packed. I’m taking care of my baby, and I love her, but I’m feeling completely overwhelmed.”

All he said was, “Well, you just had a baby. It’s a big responsibility.”

“This feels like a little more than that,” I said.

“Yes, well, it sounds to me like a touch of the baby blues.”

This was “a touch” of the baby blues? It felt more like the display at Costco had just collapsed on my head.

“It’s perfectly normal, nothing to worry about,” he reassured me. “You’ll be fine. If you’re not feeling better in a couple of weeks, then let me know and we can write you a prescription for something.”

I prayed that “something” would be a morphine drip.

He continued, “If I write you a prescription for something today, by the time it starts working, you’ll already be feeling better.”

I knew if I tried to argue there’d be more tears, so I opted to take his word for it and went home to white-knuckle it out.

During a subsequent bout of insomnia I did some Internet research and found that baby blues occur in 50 to 80 percent of women within the first few days of giving birth, and may last for a few days or a few weeks. Baby blues are described as weepiness, anxiety, and emotional instability. The feelings should get increasingly less intense, often resolving themselves within a few weeks.

According to my personal research here’s what having the baby blues is not: It’s not feeling a little overemotional; it’s not getting misty-eyed at a sappy AT&T commercial; it’s not bursting into tears because you spotted a rainbow. Baby blues are also not “a lot like PMS,” as I’ve seen it described in some books—although I know that some women have murdered their husbands and successfully used the PMS Defense, so maybe I’m underestimating bad PMS.

The baby blues are BLUES. That’s the reason the condition is called “baby blues” and not “baby a little overemotional.” It’s sadness. You’re sad. And you think you’re not supposed to be sad, because you just had a baby and that’s supposed to make you feel happy and complete. So you leap to the conclusion that you must be a bad person.

Women experience postpartum depression in varying degrees. Mine was a pretty rough experience. A percentage of new moms don’t get any depression at all. These are the same women who never suffer cramps with their periods, never experience the blinding pain of a migraine, and never had someone break up with them through e-mail. These are the sort of women who enjoyed junior high school. Feel free to resent them; everyone else does.

Some other women had such miserable pregnancies that simply having the baby out of them feels like a European vacation. I cut those women a lot of slack.

But there is another type of woman who insists she had a wonderful pregnancy and doesn’t believe in postpartum anxiety. This type of woman refers to her baby’s birth as “the blessed event” and throws around the word “amazing” like Jay-Z uses “bitch.” If you’re suffering from baby blues, this woman will only compound your anxiety by constantly reminding you of how “ecstatic you should be feeling!” and how “mommy time is a gift to be treasured every second of every day!” and how you should be getting up off that couch and shouting from the rooftops, “Thank God Almighty, I’m a mommy at last!”

Just know that this woman is in denial. She is the type of woman whose husband is sleeping with her best friend, but she chalks up all their late nights together as “They must be planning a surprise party for me.” Uh-huh. For the past three years? Yeah, that’ll be one hell of a surprise!

Two weeks after my initial doctor’s appointment I went back for my follow-up. I was still crying more than a drunk sorority chick at a pinning ceremony. I gave him the “no change” update.

He said, “You should be fine in about two weeks.”

What? “You said that last time, and two weeks later here I am.”

“Oh, okay, well, then let’s get you on an antidepressant and see how it goes.” He said it like it had just that second occurred to him.

So I was sent home with a prescription for Paxil. I’d already had the prescription filled and I’d popped a pill before even pausing to read the instructions. If I had read the information, I would’ve seen the small print where it mentioned a .0001 percent chance of mania in new users. Guess who was that one ten thousandth of a percent? Yup, I was flying.

Luckily, I was scheduled to attend a neighborhood cooking club that night (in spite of the fact that I rarely cook and don’t intend to start), and let me tell you, these women could use a dose of mania. Even a well-steeped cup of English breakfast tea would help liven up this group. I told tales a mile a minute of my five-week-old daughter, my postpartum depression, my love of ABBA, and my trouble breast-feeding. The mommies stared at me as though I’d suggested we all swap husbands for the night.

I called my mother at midnight (which should’ve been her first clue something was off) to tell her how fantastic I felt. She told me to stop taking the Paxil immediately. At least I think that’s what she said. When I tried calling back a few dozen times for clarification, she’d turned her ringer off, so we’ll never know for sure.

Before I had a chance to go back to the doctor to get on the antidepressant option number two, I noticed I was starting to feel better. I had stopped breast-feeding, which evened out my hormones; I started exercising; my husband was taking some middle-of-the-night feedings; and I was talking to other mothers about how I felt. This is key. Pretty soon I was down to merely constant complaining, which actually wasn’t too far from my normal state of being. And eventually I was dealing with the adjustment to parenthood rather than the actual depression, which was a hell of a lot better. Plus, I sold the rest of my Paxil to a bipolar friend for a nice profit. So it was a win-win situation.

No matter what, you’re going to have feelings flying at you from every direction, and if you’re prone to anxiety, I’d bet my baby you’ll get some form of postpartum depression. As it turns out, I was one of the lucky ones. Some women who get more serious postpartum depression can get all these symptoms and worse.

One normally sane and loving woman I know called me one day, crying, when her child was six months old and told me that she was having thoughts about hurting her baby. She said, “I’d never in a million years do it, but I’m obsessed with what would happen if I dropped him, and I keep picturing it in my mind.” Hello, red flag! Please don’t let it get this bad.

Everyone experiences some type of emotional response to the drastic plunge in hormone levels. You’ve also just had a baby and your life is very suddenly, very drastically, changed forever. That’s some heavy shit that can’t help but change you in a permanent way. I challenge you to find a new mother, or any mother, whose eyes remain dry while watching a newscast involving a baby. It doesn’t even have to be a human baby. Chimps, llamas, even hamsters will bring on the tears.

But if your feelings get out of control or if you experience depression for more than a couple of weeks, you probably need help to get over it. Hell, I need help to cope when I have no new messages on my voice mail, so there is nothing wrong with seeking medical attention for depression. However, if you find that you’re feeling tired all the time, you’re overwhelmed and irritable, and you have virtually no sex drive whatsoever, welcome to motherhood, my friend.



Cry Baby

It’s inevitable. Your baby will spend a lot of time crying. Possibly not as much as you will if you’re suffering from postpartum depression or if it’s only now sinking in that you may never see a nonelastic waistband again, but without fail your kid is destined to log countless hours of tears. And never before has any one sound felt as soul piercing, heartbreaking, earth-shattering, and irritating all at the same time. Your baby’s cry is primal.

Women are incredibly sensitive to the sound of their baby’s cries, which is exactly how nature intended it. Unless you’ve popped a prescription horse tranquilizer, your baby’s cry will draw you in like a magnet—from an engrossing dream about Orlando Bloom, from the shower, or from twenty thousand leagues under the sea. It’s almost impossible for a woman to carry on with a normal activity while her baby’s wail floats overhead like the Goodyear blimp, announcing in a blinking bright red message: I need you, MOMMY!

But why does your baby need you at that particular time? That’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. According to the paranoia-inducing early-child-development books that we moms seem to pore over obsessively, by the time our babies are a few weeks old, we should be able to read their cues and discern their needs from the sound of their cries. This is a load of crap.

Babies are not like phones. They don’t have different ring tones to warn you when it’s important (hunger) or tell you when you should let it go to voice mail (bored, tired). Other than a cry of pain, which is hard to miss—like when my baby slams her finger in a drawer, or her delicate ears hear the word “no”—I still can’t always tell the difference. And I don’t know any other mom who can honestly do it either.

Crying is like a foreign language. And since you don’t speak Baby and it’s not taught in any accredited universities, it will be faster to wait for them to learn yours. Yes, I know Daryl Hannah learned to speak English in Splash from watching TV over a long weekend. But you can’t compare yourself to that. She was a mermaid, and mermaids have a real ear for languages. So, until your little one develops some communication skills and can explain what’s wrong, you’ll have to attempt to figure it out.

At first when your baby cries, nine times out of ten you’ll find it’s because they’re hungry, and even on the one in ten chance that hunger isn’t the problem, feeding them certainly can’t hurt. Cure all: no. Mood enhancer: absolutely. Besides hungry, your baby could be tired, bored, stressed, teething, too hot, too cold, going through a nasty breakup—the list is endless. This is when you have to follow the clues to find your culprit. Did baby skip a nap? You don’t have to be Lieutenant Columbo to realize that Mr. Sandman might’ve set off your baby’s delicate car alarm. Of course, it’s not always that simple.

I’ll never forget one particular afternoon when my daughter was about eight months old. She cried for at least two hours off and on, for no reason I could suss out. I went through my checklist. She’d already eaten about ninety minutes before, and I’d changed her diaper so many times that day I was developing carpal tunnel syndrome, so that wasn’t it. Could her little gums hurt? I gave her Motrin (otherwise known as baby crack) just in case. No help. Was she bored? I played and sang to her, popped in a video, tried hugging it out, and even busted out my best Michael Flatley “Lord of the Dance” imitation, but her bad attitude persisted. After two hours I was ready to auction her on eBay. Luckily, no one met my reserve, or I would have had a bit of explaining to do to my husband.

So while she continued to cry, I pondered the situation over a nice cool glass of Diet Coke. That’s when it occurred to me that she might be thirsty, considering that she’d eaten a salty hot dog for lunch. I offered her some juice and she dove on the sippy cup, taking a huge relieved swig as though she were Courtney Love on her first day out of rehab. I guess I should’ve been pleased, but I completely lost it, the tears started rolling. What was wrong with my parenting skills? How could it have taken me two hours to think of thirsty! That’s, like, Mothering 101.

Of course, in the big scheme of screwing up, that was amateur stuff. You’ll get used to falling short of your mothering ideals time and time again. Give yourself a break. They’re babies, they can’t talk yet! Despite what the books claim, for a long time, when your kid is teary, it will take trial and error to figure it out. But you’ll do it because the motivation will be there driving you. This is exactly why letting-the-baby-cry techniques are too difficult for most moms. The sound is almost physically painful, and you will feel driven to find the reason for it and to help it stop. Imagine if a man with a brand-new Porsche had to listen to his car alarm going off right outside his window and do nothing about it. He’d be in therapy for a year.

So go through that mental Rolodex of possible causes a couple of times, and you should be able to solve most situations. Eventually.

Unless your baby is colicky. Then you’re going to be in a pickle.

The clinical definition of colic is: A condition of early infancy marked by chronic irritability and crying—so much crying that you may be tempted to commit a major felony in order to get some much-needed quiet time in the comfort of a federal penitentiary. Webster’s may have something different, but they’re a little outdated.

A colicky baby is a force to be reckoned with. Babies with colic can cry for three hours or more a day at least three times a week, seemingly for no reason. It usually appears in babies when they’re two to three weeks old, reaches its peak at six weeks, and is done after three or four months—much like most of my relationships in my twenties. Apparently there is nothing you can do to cure it. Isn’t that amazing? Scientists have found a way to remove all the fat from potato chips, yet they can’t get a colicky baby to stop howling for a half hour. It doesn’t seem fair. And every suggestion about how to help them stop crying, short of general anesthesia (for you), seems too soft to yield any lasting results.






OEBPS/images/a_9781416940838.jpg
Not for Chardonnay,

and OTHER THINGS | HAD
TO LEARN AS A NEW MOM

By Steanie Wilden=Taglon

G

GALLERY BOOKS

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi








OEBPS/images/a_cup.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781501124686.jpg
SIPPY CUPS ARE NOT FOR CHARDONNAY
NAPTIME IS THE NEW HAPPY HOUR, and
GUMMI BEARS SHOULD NOT BE ORGANIC

Stebanie Wildeo- Taylox

k NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR ‘





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MOMMY
MADNESS

SIPPY CUPS ARE NOT FOR CHARDONNAY
NAPTIME IS THE NEW HAPPY HOUR
GUMMI BEARS SHOULD NOT BE ORGANIC

Stefanie Wilder-Taylor

&

Y

Pocket Star Books
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi












