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Praise for Lyss Stern and Motherhood is a B#tch!

“Her hilarious writing will make you laugh out loud, but, more importantly, it will make you feel understood. Don’t listen to the mommy noise. Follow your gut, do the best you can, and ‘lyssen’ to Lyss!”

—Jill Kargman, author and creator and star of Odd Mom Out

“Finally, a book that doesn’t sugarcoat the idea of what it is to be a mother. Basically, we are f#cking warriors.”

—Rebecca Minkoff, fashion designer

“Lyss tells it like it is while making us laugh at all the craziness and chaos that is motherhood. Her message is empowering—go forth and be fierce! Her book is an eye-opener that every modern mom needs to read!”

—Kelly Rutherford, actress

“Lyss represents every mom in her quest to do it all in a ‘fabulyss’ way! She’s savvy, strong, smart, sexy, and confident. But her most appealing trait is her passion for helping other moms find the tools within themselves to create their own ‘fabulyss’ worlds.”

—Jenny Hutt, host of Just Jenny on Sirius XM Satellite Radio

“There’s much to be admired about Lyss Stern. [She’s] tireless with a strength and purpose to help other women who secretly struggle. She’s a beautiful person who puts her vanity aside to just make us all feel empowered … and that’s something to be applauded.”

—Sasha Charnin Morrison, pop culture connoisseur and author of Secrets of Stylists

“Nobody tells you that [the] giggling baby in the Ivory Snow commercial is never going to let you sleep. Nobody tells you [that the] adorable toddler in bows is going to come home one day with a nose ring … Lyss tells you what nobody else will while showing you how to be the most ‘fabulyss’ mom, wife, and success you can be!

—Erika Katz, author of Bonding Over Beauty

“Wait, I know your husband. Is that him on the front cover?? (I’m never letting him forget this.)”

—Samantha Bee, comedian, writer, producer, political commentator, and host of Full Frontal

“We all lose ourselves when we enter the sisterhood of motherhood. So, let’s laugh, learn, and embrace the moments together. After all, there is perfection in the imperfection.”

—Sukanya Krishnan, lead anchor of PIX11 Morning News and five-time Emmy Award winner
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This book is dedicated to my three children: Jackson, Oliver, and BlakeyBleu.

You have given me the strength to write this book for all the moms out there in the world who need to find their voice and breathe!

And to my loving husband, Brian,

who always says “yes,” even when he should be saying “no.”


FOREWORD

I was a loner mom. When I shat out my now-teenager, I had no friends with babies. I pushed the stroller solo, observing the preened cliques of bedecked mothers and their perfect offspring. The girls’ grosgrain bows were large enough to be helicopter propellers. The boys were not sandbox filthy and wore lederhosen. The moms had designer diaper bags containing little Ziploc bags of cut-up grapes, diapers lined up like soldiers, and an extra-squeaky giraffe.

I always felt sloppy or weird in my black ensembles that looked like Urban Outfitters threw up on me, while the Lilly Pulitzer army was pulled together flawlessly. They had every hairin place and my nonkeratin’d jewfro was frizzing to Staten Island. Their kids were counting to ten—in French—and my daughter would yell something about vaginas.

I endured raised eyebrows and dirty looks when I gave my kids something that fell on the floor (five-second rule!), and I often felt like everyone else’s homes were immaculate and perfect, while mine looked like it was walloped by a Fisher-Price cyclone.

But then one day I turned a corner. I realized that if the grass is always greener, it’s probably AstroTurf. It’s a mirage, a barely cobbled-together snapshot that unravels when they go home. Or, they have half of Manila in their penthouse, bolstering them. Or, they actually ARE perfect … but the kids are so micromanaged and controlled they may be fuckups later. Who knows. What I do know and appreciate is candor. When I met Lyss Stern, our kids were in kindergarten. I knew I was in the presence of a real mother and not a fembot construct. We didn’t use baby talk or never lose our cool. We didn’t have hot and cold running help. We commiserated about our kids’ silly behavior in music class, our exhaustion, our desire to bring back the fabulosity, or should I say “fabulyssity”!?

With Divamoms, she created a touchstone for busy city mothers to connect and peel back the bullshit. To get a break, a drink, a moment out of the house during what most people call Happy Hour, but mothers know it is actually Crappy Hour.

Years before I had my TV show, Odd Mom Out, she celebrated me and my books, and I will never forget it. She celebrates other women and understands the communal aspect of honesty and speaking up, swapping horror stories, and, above all, laughing.

Her hilarious writing will make you laugh out loud, but, more importantly, it will make you feel understood. The only problem with this book is that I wish I’d had it fourteen years ago—it’s a comforting chorus of the voice I only experienced in my head. I would’ve felt a little less stressed about all the mommy noise of “you have to get into this class,” or “everyone is going to this pediatrician to the stars,” or “you must do this or your kid will wind up in jail.” Don’t listen to any of it. Follow your gut, do the best you can, and lyssen to Lyss.

—Jill Kargman


INTRODUCTION

Once upon a time there was a girl who loved her career, her body, her friends, her life. She went to yoga and spin class five times a week; she never missed an episode of Scandal or an issue of Vogue. She looked fabulous and felt invincible.

Fast-forward twenty years: that “princess” is now frumpy, frazzled, and baking banana bread at 5:00 a.m. for her son’s fourth-grade class. She can’t remember the last time she got her hair colored, her nails done, or had time to pee. (Was it yesterday?) She looks in the mirror and doesn’t recognize the person staring back at her. What happened? Where did she go? Was she abducted by aliens? The Demogorgon on Stranger Things?

Sound familiar? Welcome to my world. For the longest time, I thought I was living a freakin’ fairy tale in reverse. I felt out of control, out of sorts, and out of my mind. How did other moms manage to be so put-together? What did they have that I didn’t have? “Kelly Ripa … Beyoncé … JLo,” I pleaded to the TV screen, “what is your secret, you BITCH?”

I would cry and complain to anyone who would listen, which is exactly how this book came about. One morning, when I went to grab coffee with a friend, I had an epiphany. As we stood there, waiting for the barista to whip up something extra-large and extra-strong to pry my eyes open at 8:00 a.m., I launched into my usual tirade, bemoaning my lack of sleep, lack of sex, lack of a life period. “Motherhood is a b#tch!” I proclaimed, maybe a little too loudly. Then it dawned on me, if that were the case, then that’s what I needed to become: a bitch—and not just a little one, mind you. I had to become a woman who kicked ass and took no prisoners. I needed to fight back against anyone who has ever sugarcoated what mothers go through on a daily basis (just about every motherhood book out there). I was sick and tired and not gonna take it anymore.

All the way home, I pondered the question: could I find a way back to the woman that I once was and still be a great mother, wife, and class parent? Could I get my act together and stop smelling like eau de spit-up? Could I ban elastic waistbands from my wardrobe and make my husband and kids treat me as more than just chief cook and bottle washer? Could I stop the endless cycle of exhaustion and exasperation? As Sarah Palin (bitchy mama extraordinaire) would say, “You betcha!”

So, here’s the bad news: there’s no fairy godmother out there for harried moms on the verge of a nervous breakdown. If there were, someone would have hired her years ago and given her a reality TV show. Now for the good news: you don’t need a magic wand to transform yourself from a pumpkin into a human being. Just follow the ten easy steps in this book in order to up your game and regain your life.

Get off your ass and start bitchin’!

Being a bitch is not about ranting, raving, or ripping someone’s head off for the fun of it (but, hey, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it). It’s about confidence and control and knowing when and where to dig your four-inch heels into the ground. It’s about standing up for yourself and giving voice to your needs and feelings. It’s about asking for help and demanding support when you’re at the end of your rope (which, in my case, is daily). And, you don’t need Beyoncé’s bank account to do it. Truly, it’s not about the money, honey. It’s about the ’tude.

People may call you a bitch. So what. If they don’t say it, they’re probably thinking it. Why? Because women are supposed to be sacrificing all the time. They’re supposed to mama martyrs. If you’re not, then clearly you must be a bitch. And therein lies the problem: most people say “bitch” like it’s a bad thing. Why? Because they don’t want you to make changes and stir things up. They don’t want you to assert yourself—that’s threatening to them. The world isn’t supportive of bitchy moms. And, sometimes, the very people we thought would always back us up (spouses, friends, relatives) let us down the most. Disappointment is a bitch, too.

But once you become a full-fledged bitch, everything changes. People see you differently. When they’re looking for a patsy or a pushover, they have to set their sights elsewhere. When they want to be critical or catty, they must think twice before opening their mouths. When they see you coming, they step aside and pay you the R-E-S-P-E-C-T you deserve. Yes, Aretha, there is a Santa Claus. I’m giving you this amazing, powerful, earthshaking gift. You are gonna be one happy, healthy bitch with family, friends, and frenemies alike falling at your feet. You’re going to look good, feel good, walk proud, and never, ever apologize. Trust me, I was in your playground-friendly shoes (you know, the Aerosoles loafers with the memory foam insole) not that long ago. I know it’s hard. I know it takes cojones. But you can, and you will, do it. There are no more options. This is reality calling, and it’s time for you to answer; you simply can’t live like this anymore. It’s them or you.

Stop saying, “I can’t, because …” and start saying, “How can I make this happen?” Seek out the choices that put you on the path to where you want to be. I mean that sincerely: the power is in your hands and no one else’s. Marianne Williamson wrote, “Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.” So, I dare you: be powerful beyond measure. Be bold! Go forth and be a bitch!

Quiz: Do you have bitchy mama potential?

1.   A mom grabs you in the schoolyard and asks if you “wouldn’t mind” watching her kid … for the next three hours. Her nanny phoned in sick, and she has a shrink appointment and some errands to run. The correct response is:

a)   Of course, I’ll watch him! We mentally ill people have to stick together!

b)   Sure, I don’t mind at all. Would Billy like to stay for dinner?

c)   I’m sorry. All playdates need to be arranged at least twenty-four hours in advance. Clearly you mistake me for someone without a life.

2.   Your husband gets the AmEx bill and flips out over how much you spent this month. You reply:

a)   Perhaps Babies“R”Us will give me diapers, wipes, and formula for free if I ask, “pretty please.”

b)   You’re right, honey. I’ll start coupon clipping tomorrow.

c)   No prob … I’ll just return that sexy new lingerie I bought to wear for you this weekend.

3.   Your mother-in-law remarks that you look like you’ve gained some weight. You answer:

a)   Gee, Mom, I guess giving birth to twins will do that to ya.

b)   You’re right. I should hit the gym more often.

c)   Have you looked in a mirror lately?

4.   The PTA in your kid’s school needs someone to organize a bake sale. You say:

a)   As long as you’re not worried about that little food poisoning incident the last time.

b)   I’m so flattered!

c)   I’d love to, but I have a root canal scheduled for that day. And, frankly, it’s more appealing.

5.   Your babysitter asks for a raise after six months. You reply:

a)   My baby sleeps for six of the eight hours you work for me. I’m sure you’re severely underpaid.

b)   How much do you want? I’ll get my wallet; please don’t leave me!

c)   There are a dozen “nanny position wanted” flyers on the supermarket bulletin board. You sure you wanna be going down this road?

Answer key:

Mostly As—You’re a woman who keeps her bitchiness bottled up. You have potential, but you need to let it fly! You tend to hide behind snarky remarks rather than saying what you want/feel. Your anger is bubbling under the surface, and that’s just not healthy. One day you’re going to explode. Say what you mean, mean what you say, and begin the 10-step program today!

Mostly Bs—You must like shoes, because clearly you are a doormat. How much abuse can one woman take? Are you trying to be fifty shades of pathetic? Honey, stop suffering and start standing up for yourself! You need to begin with step one and learn how to make your life a whole lot easier. I feel your pain, truly I do. Time to bitch.

Mostly Cs—Now you’re talkin’, girlfriend. You’ve got a mighty mouth and lots of natural bitchiness in you. Brava! Now you just need to hone those skills so people aren’t offended, but they’re putty in your hands. Read on.


STEP 1

EMBRACE THE BITCH


“We need to reshape our own perception of how we view ourselves. We have to step up as women and take the lead.”

—Beyoncé



You bitch. Some women are so afraid of the word, they can’t even say it. Besides its original meaning (a female dog), it commonly refers to a woman who is overly aggressive, rude, and belligerent. Some women get offended when they’re called a bitch. I say bring it on! Being a bitch is every smart woman’s birthright. I’m not interested in being Miss Congeniality anymore. I want to be Miss Bitchy Mama, crown and all. She’s a woman who feels sexier, stronger, and more gorgeous after she has a baby. A woman who understands that loving your child doesn’t mean hating yourself, and that being a mother can be the most fabulous time of your life. It’s not about stepping on other people or cursing like a New York City cab driver (though, don’t knock it ’til you’ve tried it). It’s about working hard for what you want and not settling for less. It’s about being self-determined instead of always self-sacrificing. A bitch is not less feminine. Au contraire! She has sex appeal and femininity up the wazoo! She just knows how to play those cards to her advantage.

You have a bitch in you, I promise. And maybe you’ve finally been pushed to the breaking point and are ready to learn how to set her free. Brava! They don’t teach you this in college. I also don’t want you to think this book will turn you into some heartless, evil wench. Bitches are not evil. They’re smart. They’re in control. They’re not mean (just maybe a little snarky). I want you to redefine the word “bitch” and own it!

Let me spell it out for you.

Be the woman you want. Visualize her. The first step to your bitchy mama metamorphosis is channeling the vibe. Get your head in the game, girlfriend. If you think “I am a doormat,” you will be a doormat. If you believe, “I am queen of the world,” you will rock a regal attitude in everything you do.

Initiate. Saying you’re going to change is nice, but useless (kind of like that Snuggie you got for Christmas). You need to actually take some action. Baby steps, babe. One day at a time. Lay out a list of how you are going to do things differently. For me, it started with getting my ass back to the gym at least once a week. That was doable. Making just one small move in the right direction will get you on the right track.

Time-out. This is one of the most important rules of being a bitch: give yourself a time-out whenever you need it. You’ll learn later how (and how often) you should indulge and pamper your body and soul, but for starters, take 10 minutes out of every day to simply breathe. Mommies don’t have a time-out chair where they can go to de-stress and quiet their minds. I’ve been known to hide in my walk-in closet. When you need some downtime, take it. Don’t apologize. Don’t feel guilty. Park your kids in front of the TV and go in your room and stare at the ceiling for a few minutes.

Care. Mommies are nurturers; we care about and for everyone in our lives. But what about ourselves? I want you to care that your nail polish is chipped, care that your scale says you gained five pounds in a week, care that you haven’t seen a movie (Finding Dory doesn’t count) in months. Do not sweep your needs under the rug because you’re so busying taking care of everyone else. Make yourself a priority, too.

Help. Ask for it. Demand it. Hire it. You are not freakin’ Superwoman, able to leap monkey bars in a single bound while changing a diaper. For God’s sake, get yourself an extra pair of hands. If you can’t afford a sitter or a nanny, then ask your relatives and/or neighbors to pitch in. Divvy up duties with Dad—oh yes, he can do a load of laundry, too. Get over the whole I-can-do-it-all-by-myself crap. You can’t. You shouldn’t. You don’t have to. Bitchy moms know when to send out an SOS. Martyrdom is not flattering on anyone.

Time for a new mind-set

Think of it as a little bitchy brainwashing. First off, I want you to look in the mirror—ignore the roots and wrinkles and Cheerios stuck to your shirt—and see the potential. Don’t avoid your reflection; she’s not just your friend, she’s your cheerleader.

Now, repeat after me, “I’m a bitch and I’m proud of it!” I like to think of it as flipping the bitch switch. Madonna had the right idea when she said, “I’m tough. I’m ambitious. I know exactly what I want. If that makes me a bitch, okay.” Oh, it’s more than okay, Madge. It’s necessary.

You don’t have to feel disheveled and downtrodden on a daily basis. You don’t have to be a self-sacrificing doormat who puts everyone and everything before her own personal needs. You don’t have to walk around feeling whipped and saying, “woe is me.” This is your moment to take back your life—push and shove those oppressors out of the way and grab it if you have to! Acknowledge that you are a wonderful woman: brilliant, beautiful, badass. When you can look in the mirror and see that in your reflection (or at the very least, the potential), then you’re ready to take the steps.

I spent a few years in therapy. There, I said it. Although not a lot of women will talk about it (as if paying to bitch is a bad thing), so have they. Go ahead, take a survey: How many women do you know who are popping antidepressants and/or Ativan like candy? How many of them have a shrink on speed dial? More than you think. Why? Because we’re unhappy. We’re stressed to the breaking point. We may smile, but it’s all bull. I’m grinning from ear to ear right now, and I’m pissed as hell that my kid is interrupting me while I’m trying to write for five freakin’ minutes! But I’m smiling!

We’ve become really good at faking it (and I don’t mean in the sack, but yeah, that, too). We don’t want anyone to know how fed up and miserable we are. If you say your life sucks, doesn’t that mean you’re a failure? No, it means you’re human. You know it shouldn’t be like this. But maybe you’re stuck: you don’t know how to break the cycle. You think that if you do, the foundation will crack and you’ll let everyone down. Not so; they’ll all survive just dandy. Don’t guilt yourself into thinking this is what your life has to be.

So, what did I learn from my therapy sessions? That I need to be heard. Instead of bottling up my feelings, I need to talk about them and have someone actually hear me. Once those feelings were uttered (several times, very loudly), I felt a whole lot better. I felt relevant. I felt acknowledged. Too bad I had to pay someone $200 an hour to listen!
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