
[image: Cover Page of Finding the Magic in Mommyhood]


[image: Title Page of Finding the Magic in Mommyhood]


The aim of this book is not to belittle any mama’s hiccup or disregard challenges they may be facing in what is probably the most significant journey in and of their life. In fact, I am fully mindful and conscious of the struggles of many mamas and how lucky I have been to interview a few for my “every mama has a hiccup” series. They speak of their children as being resilient but the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Let us all share more and just “be” more.
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To my mama … because I get it now. You showed me that
the hiccups are there for a reason because there would be no
rainbows without them. You made me believe that I could
so I would.

To my Daddy for showing me that every
hardship has a lesson, a chance to succeed, and
a potentially great story in it
waiting to be told.

Mr. Excel for introducing me as your wife, a writer, before
I believed I was one and for always putting the spotlight on
what really mattered and then reminding me to jot it down
on a Post-it note.

To my three little puzzle pieces for making me see the light
through every crack and for making every tiny moment all
that much brighter. You three make the puzzle of
my heart complete.
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A NOTE FOR MY LITTLE PUZZLE PIECES

Adriana (Adsi)

I wrote everything down with you and fretted and made resolutions and rice pudding. I cried just as much as you over every vaccination, if not more. I went overboard on your birthday, and sanitizing, and Gina Ford, and trips to the organic food store. I felt overwhelmed because I didn’t understand that I could stay my silly self with you. Exaggerated dance moves included. You had hip dysplasia and it was then that I learned all about perseverance. I mean, why wouldn’t you crawl while wearing a hip brace?

Rayan (Rio)

It’s like you knew there would be one soon after you. I was chill with you and actually flew to New York when I was seven months pregnant. You forced me to see that nothing was really that big of a deal, unless it was. I was calm, cool, and collected until my water broke at thirty-six weeks. You seemed to take your time to see if you really wanted to be a part of this family, and you realized you didn’t have to smile unless you wanted to. No, not even for a picture. You’ve got your own groove. And, yeah, there’s beauty in nonconformity but you have to wear pants to school. They warned me.

Ramsey (Rambo)

I’m sorry that you were squashed in my jeans for so many days and grew in utero off the remnants of your siblings’ breakfasts, lunches, and dinners. I was paranoid and extra careful with you—steroid shots and all—but survived on mostly chocolate and memories of Mykonos where you “Braxton Hicked” the night away. Well, until eleven. You taught me that I always have time for one more smile and one more dance.


A LETTER TO MY DIGITAL MAMAS

Times they are a changin’ and nothing has been spared—least of all pregnancy and motherhood. I think it’s great that I can order Pampers, new Havaianas, and the latest New York Times bestseller with one click. But our days are sprinkled with the fake … okay, doused with it. I’m swimming in it: Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest. All the time. If I’m this “taken” by the virtual, then how affected by technology will my kids be? As a mama this is and will eternally be my number one concern. Oh, that and the monumental collective panic that comes along with it. The days of buttering toast and giving it to our kids with a sore throat (something about the scratchiness helps) are long gone because our gatekeepers—anguish and anxiety—barge in with red flags about gluten, cholesterol, and crumbs.

Don’t get me wrong, there are perks to being a digital mama to digital natives, I’m sure, but here are my hopes, fears, and kind requests on keeping it “real.” Our kids aren’t growing up like we did and there is a presumption that what was good enough for us, isn’t good enough anymore. Why can’t we watch Sesame Street and enjoy Oscar the Grouch or the Cookie Monster? The show’s first five years from 1969 to 1974 now come with a warning that the content may be inappropriate for today’s children. Why? Because Cookie Monster smokes a pipe, Oscar doesn’t learn that happiness is a choice, and Big Bird never grows old. I don’t know about you, but I’m okay with all of that. It’s how I grew up, and I want my kids to experience those little bits I remember fondly with my high-pitched “Remember?” (And, yes, some of those remembers usually involved the mention of Punky Brewster and Doogie Howser.)

So, before communication is reduced to emoji-only, and I get deep into Mark Manson-esque rants in this book, here’s a letter to my digital mamas. And, by letter, I mean list. Because attention spans are, well, not what they used to be. “Ohhhh, look! I got another follow and three more likes.” You still with me?

1.   Breathe in deep and savor the smell of crayons. No scientific journal has yet to prove that there are harmful toxins in inhaling them deeply. (Sticking them far up your nose is another matter, though.)

2.   Scratch scratch ’n’ sniff stickers until the tip of your finger is numb.

3.   Please don’t let “My battery’s low” be what your little one hears you say more than “I love you.”

4.   Don’t live your life through social media and forget that the messes and cracks are where the magic lies. Live the mess. You don’t always have to record it.

5.   I dare you to venture out on the other side of that glass window. Don’t be afraid to get scraped knees and tousled hair from the wind. It builds character, and the scars on your elbows will make for some of the best stories and conversation starters at coffee shops or dinner parties. You know this. Don’t shy away from it.

6.   Having a profession is not a bad thing! Don’t be intimidated by the mamas who post that they’re #blessed being a mom. It’s okay if sometimes you post #overit.

7.   When’s the last time you even saw an actual puzzle? You must think me calling my kids “puzzle pieces” is as bad as if I called them, “ma little Rubik’s cubesters.” Confusing and annoying as hell.

8.   Will you even have the attention span to read this whole list or will you be too busy comparing baby announcements and who has a cuter Anne Geddes–style newborn photoshoot?

9.   You probably stopped reading this halfway through to Google “mindfulness” and how to manage your newborn and your platform.

I think we need to be okay with not preparing our children for every possible kind of future hoping one of our efforts may pay off. We’re unable to code for this, so let’s all hold hands and step outside. Smile and make eye contact. Stop posting pictures of our newborns and go smell them instead. And in case you’re reading this on a Kindle, at least read it with sunshine on your skin. Deal?


INTRODUCTION

(WOULD YOU LIKE SOME MAGIC WITH THAT BABY, MA'AM?)

Pregnancy is a time of optimism, nausea, and relentless bouts of scrolling through Instagram wondering how those mamas appear to have it all together. There’s all the other stuff, too. The hormone overload and the growing suspicions your butt will never be the same again. Impossible cravings and absurd outbursts and a busted willpower button. You overshare the latest about your bowel movements with drug store staff and ask your hairdresser for tips on how to deal with your mother-in-law (MIL), what to eat to have twins, whether or not you can still color your roots when you’re six months pregnant, and if he’ll come to your delivery room to give you a fresh blow dry so you look good in those first moments and thousands of pictures that capture the birth. You’re as excited as a teenager with new acne medication or a millennial who’s coded a new algorithm to increase organic followers: stupidly hopeful about something essentially beyond your control.

Then you become a mom. A state in which your patience and core is tested. And I mean really tested, as you clench your teeth and remind yourself that you really love your baby. Of course, you love them, but that poop now seeping through their onesie? That tantrum about not wanting to use the same fork for corn and chicken? Let’s just say that moms, too, have a breaking point. Things aren’t what you expected, nothing “snaps back into place,” and you find yourself losing your phone once a day having to ask your partner to call you only to always find it in one of two places: your closet or beside the toilet.

Oh, the list of things we promised ourselves that we would never do. It’s almost as long as the list we promised ourselves we would always do. Both need amending with this tiny footnote: Subject to moments of #parentfail. Because that happens. Not only do huge tectonic shifts happen multiple times on the baby-making ride, but these shifts bring about unplanned moments of #parentfail. And that’s okay, too. Both pregnancy and motherhood teach us how to be okay with endless chaos, hormones, and poop. It is a permanent state of frazzle. You officially have a one-way ticket to a place where the scent of sweat, tears, and mashed-up peas has replaced the heavenly fragrance of freshly shampooed hair. There are no exit visas from Mommyville, so you may as well embrace that it is far from predictable or easy, but it is also worth every doubt, tangible trepidation, and life-changing beautiful shift. It’s a trifecta of accepting, adapting, and adjusting. And between these cracks lie an infinite number of silver linings, perpetual rays of sunshine, and a little bit of magic. You just have to know what to look for.

I Believe Every Uterus Is Unique …

Every circumstance in life hardens, softens, or defines us in some way. Motherhood elegantly does all three. If you bought this book and are not a close relative, I’d like to thank you, send you a virtual hug, and awkwardly high five you. To give you a better idea of who I am, what makes me tick, and what my pet peeves are, rather than detailing how I love spontaneity and absolutely cannot tolerate people who are rude to waiters … I’d like you to take a minute and close your eyes. Now, imagine that fairy godmother who knows what matters. She knows things will work out in the end even if it involves a few singing mice. (And no, I’m not your fairy godmother.) I’m more like the journalist interviewing her, getting it all down for you, and fact-checking her shit.

We all hit that deer-in-headlights feeling when someone asks you to “tell me about yourself.” Ugh. Which is weird because I am probably one of the chattiest people you will ever meet. I’m that girl who goes into the bathroom and comes out with three new besties. I talk nonstop. About the weather. What I had for breakfast. When I last shaved my legs. What I think the couple at dinner is fighting about (and it’s usually carb intake). So, yeah, I talk. All. The. Time. I’m a wife, a daughter, a sister, a crazy aunt, and a friend to even my Starbucks barista. I’m also a mama. That trumps them all.

I don’t want to pretend to be an expert and I’m really not accredited or authorized to give any professional advice to anyone. I am, however, skilled in illuminating the silver linings to pregnancy and motherhood mostly through my own shortcomings and mess-ups. All from the lens of a child-at-heart, perpetual optimist, and clumsy frazzled mom. So, yes, that makes me credible, okay? Who’s with me?

Why I wrote this: Partly because I longed for a voice to reassure me that packing four diaper bags full of unnecessary items the first time I left the house with my newborn was totally normal. That it was okay to jump on www.babycenter.com every time my baby sneezed. I desperately searched for the lighter side while hosting a human body and tried to tough it out by YouTubing a C-section—all while ignoring the always awkward gas. And I’m writing this from an Arab perspective since I’m half Lebanese, half Palestinian, and have 463 relatives, so you’ll get to hear about the perks of that (such as having your mother-in-law visit for … seventeen weeks). But, I mostly wrote this because I found the journey to becoming a mama more than a little bizarre and couldn’t find any literature calling it what it really is: a different time–space continuum where the only way to survive is to repeat the mantra: “It’s shit now, but you’ll laugh later.” Where were the parenting books promising me that?

I want to be honest here, mama-to-be. You’re about to face an uncharted journey into irrational feelings, judgment, confusion, and the sense that something else is now in control of everything. Yes, your partner might be supportive by casually prying that fifth cookie from your hands, but the hormones hold you hostage. From how you feel and look, to what you wear and how long you can hang around the meat section of a supermarket before you gag. (Answer: 0.9 seconds.)

So, I’ve tried to write the book I wanted to read when I was pregnant and during my first year in the bottomless abyss of motherhood. I wanted to read about a woman who stayed up all night panicking about her baby’s twelve-week scan. You know—normal femur length, normal head circumference, and that the baby doesn’t have your ears. I looked long and hard for a book about that mom. The one who so anxiously wants to do it all and look okay doing it and remain herself. Not so much the one who prioritizes the importance of manis and pedis, although a part of me was that mama. (I am half Lebanese, after all.) I wanted to read not so much about the mama who calls herself a hot mess and goes out to buy diapers in her slippers with a trail of vomit and merlot stains on her shirt. (Although, that’s okay, too. I enjoy merlot.) More the mama who can’t help freaking out about how she’ll handle it: lice, vaccination shots, their eyesight, diarrhea, and, “What if I vomit when they vomit?” (The smell of my own puke makes me gag, let alone someone else’s. Who cares if they started life by growing inside of me?) I was after a book about that mom-to-be. She’s worried about all of that—the latest in the New England Journal of Medicine—and more. I kept looking for something honest. A book that would offer to hold my hand and tell me what so many women refuse to admit: that it’s not easy. That you’re supposed to feel lost and overwhelmed. That hating your (fill in the blank): thighs, hair, eyes, butt, mother-in-law, even partner is a basically a prerequisite to having a baby. That it’s normal to want to strangle everyone who tries to touch your bump and everyone who doesn’t try to touch your bump because that’s equally as annoying. And it’s fine to cringe hearing baby group moms mispronounce your kid’s name for months. (Fair play because you really can’t remember their kids’ names, or even the moms’ after five seconds.)

This is a book that says it’s okay to despise almost everything about pregnancy—from ugly maternity tops to advice not to drink coffee (seriously, who follows that?)—and yet absolutely love the child growing inside you. Especially when this bump allows you to skip to the front of the snack line at the movies and gives you the last bulkhead seat on the plane. It’s okay to sob, “How can I cut my eight-week-old’s pinkie nail?” And normal to have no clue what you’re doing 99.9 percent of the time. This includes the first time your baby poops. Or looks hungry. Or blinks.

Let me be clear, this is not a “how-to” book with bullet points of advice. There are enough of those out there. If I were to dish out advice it would be this one thing: Almost everything can be fixed with a catnap. And some yummy takeout. Confession: I rarely indulge in the first but love me a good kung pao shrimp takeout. I’m not here to tell you how to get your baby to sleep through the night or how to deal with your husband when he turns into a bigger baby than your newborn. Instead, this is a how-to-laugh book that focuses on the laugh bit of: “It’s shit now, but you’ll laugh later.” This is a parenting manifesto that accepts the rocky road for what it is—unique to every one of us and barely manageable. And, also, a book that potentially can bring us all closer together because this book promises a toolkit of rose-colored glasses and perspective to see the whole mess—cracks and all—and how light shines through those very cracks that frustrate us in today’s pressured world of perfectionism in parenting. But when we’re with a non-judgmental, fun girlfriend who offers you that cup of tea/glass of white wine/shot of vodka/box of chocolates? Hell, yeah, we want to hear it all and share our secrets—the “giggle stories” and the “ugly cries.”

There are many commonalities for modern moms-in-the-making across the globe. From Tokyo to Tennessee the challenges of sanitizing bottles and singing lullabies in acceptable harmonies potentially worthy for The Voice are the same. And, well, if you weren’t too sure how to strike up a conversation with that woman you just met from Sweden or Kenya or Jordan I encourage you to mention one of two things that will turn a casual icebreaker into a lifelong friendship: husbands or mothers-in-law. Because, after all, who doesn’t have a husband to bitch about and a mother-in-law to deal with?

In some strange way it might just help us cope with changes to our bodies, souls, relationships, and lifestyles if we saw someone else flailing around in desperation and struggling to get their shit together. I would love to think that I bridge differences and unite frazzled moms with my all-inclusive approach. Dare I say this could be just a tad empowering for all my worldwide readers (ummm, I do have a cousin in Senegal and another in Paris, you know!). But, then again, maybe not and maybe this book was really more for me than any of you. As a sort of therapeutic cleanse. Only, my kids are still here and in no way do I feel like I just got back from a yoga camp in Bali.

Laughter is what makes motherhood manageable. Fact. It is the pause that lets some light through. As a mom, you depend on these breaks to keep your sanity while on the hunt for that special sparkle everyone has told you motherhood is. That magic is the realization that it’s okay to snort at a random stranger’s advice. It’s okay to lose it at your sister when she asks how little sleep you got last night. It’s really okay to laugh so much you pee, and to pee so much you laugh. Every unbearable, exhausting milestone offers an opportunity to laugh at the absurdity of it all. And then we return to our lifeline, Google, for real research into what we should worry about. It’s all about perspective. That is the mommyfesto. A manifesto of guidelines that proclaim there are no rules, that you have to go through it yourself and laugh and cry and google and get on with it.

As soon-to-be mamas and new mamas, we have a boatload (this is the first time I use this expression so let’s applaud me on not saying “shitload” shall we?) of stuff to do. We worry and obsess and have those annoying prenatal checks and tests to show up for. But the best thing you can do right now is grab a hydrating beverage and sit down, or even snuggle with me to read (skim-reading is fine, no judgment here) Finding the Magic in Mommyhood: How to Create the Illusion of Sanity amid Raging Hormones, Sleep Deprivation, and Diaper Rash. Yes, it’s an extended rant and mommyfesto. Yes, there’s “how to” right there in the title but it’s meant kinda ironically. So, let’s skim-read and start some sort of a revolution or parental backlash. You deserve a pause to laugh, in advance or in retrospect of the crazy journey that pregnancy and mommyhood inflicts upon you. Your journey’s been unique. Say it with me: every uterus is unique. And my unique uterus and I have loved getting this down on paper (or e-reader, or smartphone) for you and yours.

Oh, and I should clarify that I didn’t write this entire book two minutes after coming home from the doctor’s office with a “We’re pregnant!” confirmation. I didn’t even write this on day three of being at home with my newborn. Nope, I’m writing this three bambinos in. I’m writing it with a bit more composure and a hell of a lot more knowledge than the first few days of motherhood. (Okay, who am I kidding? I’m just more okay with the fact that I mess up all the time and that it’s the ultimate journey of ups and downs. Motherhood really is the ultimate journey in gut management.) A lot of these sections were jotted down on my phone or on restaurant placemats or on the back of four-year-old’s aquarium drawings. They were ideas scribbled down on my bathroom whiteboard mid-shower. They were typed up at night while the lull of the breast pump drowned out any chance of background silence and Zen. Little did I know that making use of the edges would allow this to happen despite the distraction the random LEGOs, birthday-party attendance pressures, stubborn stains, and efforts to wear mascara and buy more undereye concealer.

When Toni Morrison was asked how she found the time to write as a single mother, she responded that she wrote, “in the edges of the day.” Honest truth? I almost let the edges slip away from me in a wave of excuses of pregnancies, hip dysplasia, breath-holding syndrome, vaccines, fevers, and all of that. Almost. Until I remembered that I just had to be ready to jump right in and catch the words. Excuse-free.


B.C.

(BEFORE CONCEPTION)
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1

PELVIC PRESSURE

(THAT TIME YOU MARRY THE KID YOU SAT WITH IN A TREE)

I remember loving the monkey bars. All those blisters made me feel accomplished. I was the frizzy, dark-haired girl who could barely hit the tetherball and so I would choose to swing, but not too high, with one-too-many girlfriends badly balancing on that tire swing. Sure, it was always lopsided, but that was the beauty of it. No rules, no judgment. Free play. Literally.

Playgrounds are a breeding ground of germs—like one big petri dish. I know this and you know this. But we underestimate the prophetic power they have. In a way we have conveniently brushed aside possible predictions or potential precognition of the future that playgrounds may and do show us. We bring out kids to the jungle gym when we want to sip our cappuccinos and lattes and chat with other mamas about the latest tantrum we’ve had to endure. (And 99.9 percent of the time, socks are at the root of all tantrums. Just FYI.) Tetherball requires a stationary pole, a rope, a ball, and some serious coordination. Awkward incoordination came easy to me, as did the fear of tipping over on the tire swing. The physical impact both these acts (and so many others) had on us as kids was obvious. Liquids were often excreted in excitement at going down a slide backwards, bones were broken trying to dodge a ball, and knees were given the opportunity to get intimate with gravel. The physical side can be healed. Cover it with a bandage, get a few stitches, and abracadabra—the boo-boo is all better.

But the playground was also where we encountered the purest form of brainwashing and inception. It was indirect which made it all the more effective. This is also why passive aggressiveness always wins an argument. DOESN’T IT? What am I talking about? Pick even the most childlike, innocent playground chant you can think of, and the odds are there’s a deeply disturbing story behind it. Not convinced? Let’s look at the “K-I-S-S-I-N-G” song, shall we?

After careful consideration and deconstruction, “Sa-ra and Om-ar, sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N-G” really holds a deep lyrical agenda. It doesn’t work better if your names aren’t two syllables. “Jane and Joe” just doesn’t have the same ring. Sorry guys, but I really hope you didn’t end up together. And if you did, I hope the divorce was fair and not too messy. “Sa-ra and Om-ar” is an entirely different case, however. Not only because he’s a Libra and the perfect match for a volatile woman like me. So, yeah, K-I-S-S-I-N-G all the way. But then: “First comes love, second comes marriage, and third comes the baby in the baby carriage.” Wait, um … says who? First of all, only in an ideal world does love turn up first. Sometimes friendship, intrigue, or even the fact that the boy or girl you like is a “giant poo-poo” overshadow any possible glimpse of love, but that wouldn’t sound as sweet, now, would it? Second comes marriage. Usually, yes. But, again … not always. Third comes the baby in the baby carriage. What, no mention of pregnancy and days filled with white chocolate and radish cravings? And who calls it a “carriage” these days? There was my name and a boy’s name and sitting in a tree and kissing and marriage and a baby. Life had been reduced to three milestones.

You may have noticed that I’ve put myself in that tree with a kid whose name begins with O. That’s my husband. But I shall henceforth refer to him as Mr. Excel (and no, it has nothing to do with how we conceived). It’s more to protect his privacy and for the purposes of not pissing him off … and because my parents are going to be reading this. Awkward. We met in second grade with that awful song ringing in our ears. It apparently did have quite the impression on me because we followed the lyrical instructions down to a T.

First, we fell in love somewhere on the back of his Ducati Monster on our way back from Bear Mountain in NYC. Second, we got married in Villa Accra in Ghazir, Lebanon with a duck-filled pond and a first dance to Bob Marley’s “Is This Love.” Yes, it was, Bob. Is, even. Third, we had a baby in a baby carriage. We actually had one, two, three babies. Our puzzle pieces. But I’m getting way ahead of myself here. Let’s rewind like a VHS tape of Full House.

The Perfect Host

Second grade may have been the start of societal pressure to get hitched and have some “little ones,” but the ball only continues rolling from there and doesn’t stop. We’re raised in a world in which we cave under pressure. Our teen years are intense: Have a cigarette, or an overly addictive smartphone. Have a drink. Go ahead and buy those fluorescent-colored skinny jeans. Yes, splurge on that all-plaid-and-sequined dress—it suits you. Now, I’m not saying I got married due to peer pressure. I’m just saying that women are often brainwashed to want the same things. A great man, a solid marriage (definitely better than their parents’), and a baby or three. And, of course, the ability to indulge in pizza and beer with zero repercussions regarding the state of cellulite on their ass.

Wait a second—is this why I married a big-eyed boy with a chin dimple from Mrs. Gilbert’s second-grade class? Did he fall in love with me after an intense morning of coloring? I guess I really was good at staying inside the lines. Suddenly it all made sense. A few days before our “love affair” began (with the brief and clumsy exchange of sticky, doily-covered Valentine’s Day cards we hid in our respective cubbies), some cosmic shift happened.

Eyes newly recovered from conjunctivitis … locked.

And so, I had met the perfect man. By “perfect” I mean that I was convinced his every flaw was fixable and whatever wasn’t was tolerable. We all have preconceived notions about how our marriage proposals and weddings should be. Nothing could have been further from mine. When my husband proposed, there was no violin player or bended knee. For the nuptials, there were no Kim Kardashian–inspired fireworks or a castle waiting for me to decorate. Free from all clichés, there was a ring in a backpack, motorcycle helmets, and promises to keep things exciting … even at eighty.

Enter social media. Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, Pinterest, Twitter. These platforms have really left no monumental event spared of its retouching and airbrushing and trite hashtags. They have also given us space to jump off of something into a galaxy of “na na na na na na” that torturous teasing jingle. But rather than going on this TEDx-ish rant of why social media is bad for us and present you with the stats, I will instead tell you that never before have I been so concerned with our futures. Remember that drug awareness campaign in the eighties? It was part of a large-scale, anti-narcotics campaign in the US where a guy holds up an egg and says, “This is your brain,” before pointing to a frying pan and saying, “This is your brain on drugs.” He then cracks open the egg and fries it up with a side of bacon and hash browns. Kidding about the sides, but point taken. A yummy breakfast I’m sure, but I never did drugs. Leo Burnett needs to pitch a modern campaign for social media. First shot: “This is your life.” Cut to someone sitting with a cup of coffee and daydreaming. (Remember daydreaming?) The next shot should be “This is your life on social.” Cue a montage of camera shots depicting short attention spans, huge waves of inadequacies, and injured index fingers from scrolling too much. Social media really skews all of our expectations. So … don’t do drugs. Detox off social media every once in a while.

Anyhoo, suddenly, there we were, newly married and fighting (as all newlyweds do) about a long list of things. It was, and still is, the tiny things. The “ant fights,” as we call them. Sure, one ant isn’t annoying, but get a whole army of them and the picnic is ruined. I can never understand why he can’t clear his empty coffee cup and why the Financial Times ends up scattered across our entire apartment and why he still reads the hard copy, but I love him for it. But, before anything came crashing down, buildings came up … in the desert of all places, and we ended up in Dubai. Yes, “tallest building in the world and island built in the middle of the ocean” Dubai. He was here two years before me where we endured a test of long distance, but that’s an entirely different story. And maybe an entirely different book … a sequel? We are an international family. And by international, I mean immigrants. My dad immigrated from Palestine to Lebanon in more of a refugee way than an expat way. I’ve lived in five different countries, Mr. Excel’s lived in four. We are so eclectic, belief-wise, nationality-wise that we celebrate everything. From Christmas to Diwali to Eid.

Living in Dubai means that I’m three hours from home: Lebanon, which was particularly accommodating as it gave me the opportunity to follow through on my occasional shrieks of, “I’m outta here!” because I could be enjoying my mom’s warak enab (stuffed grape leaves) in three hours, after all. It gave me the chance to spend many weekends with my sister and her (at the time) two little boys (she now has three despite all her efforts at a strictly dairy-salt-free-stand-on-your-head diet). I was there for it all: birthdays, potty-training accidents, life-threatening jumps into the pool, and jars of glitter. Spilled over my head. I still find a few golden glistening flecks on my scalp that no amount of rigorous shampooing can eradicate. Festive at times, but mostly frustrating. Trip after trip, my sister fell into a pattern. No, not hugging me tight or crying with sadness at the thought of me living in another city. Instead, she would grip my arm and whisper in a creepy rasp to “Enjoy my free time” before having kids. I would be sitting in the Emirates airport lounge in Beirut with her advice ringing in my ears in between final calls for “Fatima Majeed,” who was clearly partaking in some serious duty-free shopping.

I realized that nothing could fix this “pelvic pressure” apart from some good old-fashioned research. There was so much to do before I even considered sacrificing my body to another being. Like a newlywed who suddenly realizes dinner guests are about to arrive and hasn’t yet figured out how to make pesto, I panicked. I wanted to be the perfect host. If little girls on the playground didn’t get much say as to their future, modern society didn’t realize our secret weapon: Google. I wasn’t going down without proper intel. I’m a list girl. And a fan of the Pomodoro Technique, which is essentially a time management method developed by Francesco Cirillo in the late 1980s. The technique uses a timer to break down work into twenty-five-minute intervals with a five-minute breather. (Thank you, Wikipedia.) Basically, every headless chicken’s dream because otherwise we’d be sure to waste half our day talking about tasks and “researching” how to focus. So, like many flights before, I spent that entire flight googling and scribbling on those sturdy paper vomit bags stashed in the seat in front. I made a list. What did I have to do before my life would completely and forever change—in addition to the things I knew I should do before getting pregnant and becoming a mom? It ended up looking like this:
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“New-mama magic. . . . If you're a new mom or mom-to-be,
you need this book!”
—DANA B. MYERS, AUTHOR OF THE MoMMy MoJo MAKEOVER
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