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PREFACE

Mom Rules is dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. And that all women are created way beyond equal, because women are the ones entrusted with the world’s most important job: being a mom.

If you think that we’re overstating the importance of motherhood, consider that without moms, there’d be no dads. And without dads, who would moms poke fun at? Without moms, there would be no children. And without children, there’d be no messy garages, college tuition, or Pee-Wee Herman.

Mom Rules is based on personal experiences and insight as well as the unique and humorous experiences of scores of moms we talked to in writing this book. Their unique and loose “rules,” plus their off-center perspective on the joys of motherhood, are guaranteed to put a smile on your face.

For example, here’s a Mom Rule from J. B. Whitney of California: “If you want to expand the variety of foods your kids are willing to eat, send them to someone else’s house.”

And this rule comes from Carolyn Schmidt of Vermont: “Make your kids take naps for as many years as you can. When they get too old for daily naps, call it ‘quiet time.’ When they’re too old for ‘quiet time,’ call it ‘mom time’ and install a lock on your bedroom door.”

But we didn’t limit our interviews solely to moms, because the title Mom Rules has another implication. We also talked to children of all ages and asked them to complete the following sentence: “My mom rules because_____.”

Here are a couple of their responses:

“My mom rules because she’s kind and unique,” said nine-year-old Adrian Enzastiga of Nebraska.

And here’s why eight-year-old Morgan McIntyre says she has the best mom in the world: “My mom rules because she can’t cook and we get to eat out a lot!”

So, whether you’re a woman considering motherhood or an expectant mom, a new mom, a longtime mom, a married mom, a single mom, a step mom, or even an octomom, you’ll quickly see that Mom Rules offers a loving look at both familiar and unique styles of mothering.

Finally, we believe that Mom Rules can be best enjoyed once the kids are asleep, the laundry is done, and your significant other is in front of the big screen, his eyes glued to Monster Tractor Pull or something equally challenging. So put your feet up, enjoy a cool glass of your favorite beverage, and it won’t be long before you’ll see that no matter what Dad may say, the evidence is indisputable: Mom Rules.
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ONE

A WORD OF CAUTION

Before we go any further, you should know that there is one disconcerting aspect of motherhood that separates it from every other important profession. This cold, hard fact is not pretty; but, alas, it’s true. To become a mom, a woman needs absolutely no qualifications or prior training. Consider...

To become a doctor, one needs to not only navigate the physical and intellectual rigors of medical school, but also put in at least two additional years of internships before receiving a license to practice medicine. Likewise, a lawyer must complete law school, and then pass a demanding and highly competitive exam to be admitted to the bar. And an undergraduate degree and at least one year of student teaching is required before one is certified as an educator.

Now consider this...

Women take many different roads to motherhood: some of us wait until we meet Mister Perfect; others insist on financial and professional security before even considering having a child. But no matter what our motivation, the sobering truth is that all we really need to become a mother is a cheap bottle of wine and someone to whisper, “Of course I love you.”

And then, several weeks later, we have to be able to pee on a stick.

Can you imagine the kind of world it would be if other important professions operated under such lax standards? What if the only training required to become a police officer were presenting an oral critique of an episode of Cops and passing a blind taste test to identify various types of donuts? And what if, when we were hospitalized, the person providing us with TLC were allowed to become a registered nurse simply because in her high school yearbook she wrote: “I, like, so totally want to help people.”

And would anyone ever get on a commercial airliner if “Sully” Sullenberger earned his wings simply because he never gets airsick? Or because he looks really cool in a uniform? Don’t think so.

So although motherhood ranks at the top of the importance scale, it seems to be the only critical profession in which no first-hand understanding or experience is necessary—or possible—until after you become a mother. And don’t fool yourself into thinking that you gained all the mothering experience you need just because you used to babysit your little brother when you were a teenager. Warning a four-year-old that he better stop his whining while you’re on the phone with your boyfriend or you’ll use his Lincoln Logs for firewood does not necessarily make you mom-ready.

Of course, there are pre-mom courses that are intended to teach moms-to-be what to expect. Birthing classes can teach you important breathing techniques that will help you during labor and delivery. What birthing classes cannot do is guarantee that you’ll remember these techniques when the moment arrives and you feel like one elephant is jumping on your uterus while another one is kicking to get out. And though wearing a pregnancy suit can give you a taste of what walking around with a fifty-pound water balloon in your midsection might feel like, try wearing it 24/7, like when you have to get out of a chair. Or use the toilet. Then, add to this the fact that by now, your feet have expanded to the size of Big Foot’s, and you’re only getting close to what it’s all about.

So although there is really nothing to accurately prepare you for the act of childbirth, we’ve developed a few experiments you can try before your baby is born—or even before you choose to become pregnant—to experience what your perfectly calm and tranquil life will be like once a very little version of you begins calling you “Mommy.”

The first of these requires that you grab your tape recorder and go to your local kiddie pizza restaurant. If you do not know where one of these is located in your town, simply look for a big neon sign reading PIZZA AND GAMES. If the parking lot is full of pickup trucks and men carrying pool cues, keep going until you find a parking lot crammed with SUVs with child safety seats in back. Go inside and grab a table right in the middle of the action (i.e., somewhere between the video games and the juggling clown). Then take out your tape recorder, set it on the table, and begin recording with the volume all the way up so you can get the full impact of the piercing shrieks of young children. “Mommy, look what I can do!” several bellow. “Mommy, Jimmy made soda come out of his nose and got it all over me!” screeches another. And of course, the most popular: “Mommy, I need more money!” Then, when one child calls out, “Mommy, I have to throw up!” you’ve got pretty much everything you need, so you can turn off the recorder and go home.

Keep the tape and the recorder in a drawer near your phone. Then, when you receive a call from a friend who wants to have a nice, quiet, adult conversation about the latest art film, or to review a recent concert, or just to talk about the vagaries of life, take the recorder from the drawer. Then, with the telephone pressed to one ear, insert the recorder’s earpiece into your other ear and crank up the volume from the pizza place. Now, try to carry on intelligent conversation with your friend while a child’s voice booms, “Mommy! Mommy! Look what I can do!” Voila! You have a taste of what it’s like to be a mother.

A second suggestion to approximate what lies ahead once you join the wonderful sorority of motherhood is for you to go to your local fast-food restaurant and rummage through the trash cans for discarded food wrappers and bags. (Note: For obvious reasons, you should do this very late at night, very early in the morning, or in a neighborhood very far away from yours.) It’s important that you find at least three bags that contain a fair amount of half-eaten, discarded food. (Day-old french fries soaked in catsup and remnants of bean and cheese burritos are premium finds.) Then return to the pristine car that you clean inside and out every Saturday morning and spread the contents of the food bags throughout the vehicle, making sure to get the greasiest and most odiferous food items into nooks and crannies that would seem to be impenetrable.

Then, if you’ve been lucky enough to find a packet of any condiment (mustard is fine, but mayonnaise is far and away the best), open the packet and rub its contents all over your hand. Then press your fingers against every possible inch of window space and chrome accessory. Finally, the most important part: When you drive off, be sure to turn on the heater to “high” and leave it blasting for the next two weeks, allowing the aroma of greasy and aging food to permeate your floor mats, seats, and roof liner.

These are just a few glimpses into the joys of motherhood. But don’t get the wrong idea; it’s not all fun and games.
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TWO

ONE FINE DAY

“Choosing to become pregnant is like choosing to row across the Atlantic to Paris all by yourself. In a bathtub. You’ve always dreamed of seeing Paris, and in preparation for your trip you’ve talked to other women who have made the journey. You start out in calm waters, rowing strongly and gliding though the silkiness with ease, which makes you question what those other women told you. “This isn’t so difficult,” you say to yourself; they must not be as strong as you.

Then, as you reach the halfway mark, the seas become rough and choppy and all of a sudden you feel someone else in the boat with you, which means that you have to row even stronger because now you’re rowing for two. Your back begins to ache, your legs and arms throb. And if this weren’t enough, you begin taking on water. Lots of it.

But you row on, determined to experience the beauty of Paris; but you’ve been at sea for eight months and begin to question why you undertook such a long and exhausting endeavor. You wonder if it is worth it.

Then, just when you think you can go no farther, you see lights glowing in the distance. Paris! You will be there soon! You are so overcome by a feeling inside you that you begin screaming, partly out of joy and partly because of all the exhaustion you’ve been through. You row harder than you’ve ever rowed before, closing your eyes and screaming louder and louder all the while.
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Then, suddenly, there is calm. You open your eyes and you are in a beautiful and peaceful park on the Champs d‘Elysee. And as you take in every wonderful feature of the city, you realize that the journey was well worth the effort. Paris is absolutely more beautiful than you could ever have imagined. And as you caress the city, making it a part of you, you know that your life will never be the same.

—Grandma Carol, Los Angeles, California
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It’s about 5:15 P.M., and as you drive home from school in your hybrid, that strange new sensation comes over you again. You feel a bit lightheaded and dizzy, just like you felt when you were a little girl and your dad took you on your first spinning carnival ride. You also feel warm and notice a trace of perspiration forming on your upper lip. Your mom just went through menopause, and she described the same feelings. But you’re only twenty-eight, so you couldn’t be going through “the change” yourself, although you guess anything’s possible, considering that Enquirer story you scanned while waiting in the supermarket checkout line about the woman in Singapore who gave birth to triplets at the age of eighty-seven.

But you suspect otherwise, because you’ve been experiencing this weirdness for the past week; most recently earlier in the day when you were leading your kindergarten class in a rendition of “The Turkey in the Straw.”

“Oh, there was a little chicken, and she wouldn’t lay an egg,” your group sang with the enthusiasm, pitch, and volume only attainable by five-year-olds.

That’s when you felt just a little woozy; and when you sat in one of the tiny little kindergarten chairs—your knees touching your chest—you were glad you chose to wear slacks to work, and not that skirt that your husband says makes your legs look “awesome.” You stayed seated until the children finished their song and the lunch bell rang. Then you hurried to the teachers lounge, but you couldn’t eat much because your appetite’s been a little bit squirrelly the past several days. But the two full glasses of water sure tasted great.

As you get closer to home, you can’t help smiling as you try to wrap your brain around the possibility. Could it be? Well, you’re period’s later than it’s ever been, and the truth is, you and your husband have talked about it a lot lately, and he was as excited about the prospect as you were. You both have good jobs, you’ve managed to save some money, and since you both have health insurance, the expense of having a child wouldn’t turn you into paupers. And your house has enough room for one more. So what if you have to give up a home office?

You begin calculating back, and determine that it probably happened—if it happened—about thirty-six days ago. Then it hits you: your neighbor Jill’s thirtieth birthday party. You recall every detail of the evening, especially slow dancing with your husband under the warm August moon in Jill’s tiki-torched backyard. There was something incredibly romantic going on with you two that night, and you smile when you think back to how you gazed romantically into each other’s eyes while Barrry Manilow sang “Weekend in New England.”

Then he whispered something into your ear; you responded with a sexy nod, and before the song had ended, the two of you had hightailed it out Jill’s side gate and were quickly headed home for some private time.

You got back to the party an hour or so later, just in time to sing “Happy Birthday,” which was followed by a group plunge into the pool. You got home at 1:30 A.M., removed your soaking clothes, and immediately hopped into bed.

But not to sleep. Again.

Then, as you begin to consider names—maybe “Sara” for a girl, “Jake” if it’s a boy—you realize you are getting seriously ahead of yourself.

So you pull into the local pharmacy, determined to get an answer right away. You select a home pregnancy test and head for the register, but then you turn around and grab a second one from the shelf. This is because you’re a female and, unlike your male counterparts, you are able to plan for almost any eventuality. This is just one of the many reasons women are given the responsibility of bearing offspring; if males gave birth—and even though they had nine months of preparation—once the baby emerged, they’d be, “Well, looky here! Where’re we gonna put him?”

The reason you bought two pregnancy tests is because you didn’t want to get your husband’s hopes up by telling him you might be pregnant, only to have it be a false alarm. You know he’s excited about starting a family, but you also know that he doesn’t handle disappointment well, even though he’s a lifelong Chicago Cubs fan. So your plan is to take the first test as soon as you get home; if it’s negative, sure, you’ll be a bit disappointed, but at least it’s only disappointment for one, and you won’t mention a thing. But if the first test is positive, and after you get done screaming your lungs out, you can collect yourself and calmly call your husband at work to make sure he’ll be home at the regular time for dinner. Then later, when you tell him you think you might be pregnant, he’ll insist on accompanying you into the bathroom while you take the test. And since you already know the result, the only dodgy part of this scenario will be for you to act as excited as you were a few hours earlier. But that should be no problem, because women have known how to fool men about their level of excitement for centuries.

So you go into your bathroom with the pregnancy test. It’s the first time you’ve ever used one, and the difficulty of hitting the target makes you think that these devices were likely created by men, for whom urinating on a stick is not only easy, but probably has the potential to become their next big drinking game. But hitting the spot is not so easy for a woman, unless she’s a yoga instructor or has a neck like E.T.

But eventually you get it right. And then you see the results.

For the next two hours before your husband arrives home, you will alternate between loony laughter and thankful tears as you set the table with the china and crystal goblets you received as a wedding present four years ago, and that you only use for very special occasions.

Then you begin to prepare his favorite meal—fettuccine carbonara—for which, of course, you are required to use the recipe that his mother thrust upon you at your engagement party. While the water boils and the sauce bubbles, you round up some wrapping paper and ribbon so the gift you have for him will look just perfect when you present it to him after dinner.

With everything right on schedule, you still have time to put on your sexiest dress—the one your husband’s mother told you “shows entirely too much cleavage. You’re a married woman, now!” And as you slide it over you, you realize that tonight might very well be the last time you’ll be able wear this hot little number for awhile.

When your husband walks in fifteen minutes later, the lights are down low and you greet him with a hug and a long passionate kiss.

“Wow,” he says after you separate. “What’s the occasion?” he adds, looking around the candlelit room. You can tell that he’s mentally scrambling for some important date that’s slipped his mind.

“Nothing special,” you answer, knowing full well that your impish smile is saying otherwise.

“You look hot,” he says, putting his arms around your waist and eyeing the low cut of your dress. “Are your boobs getting bigger?” he asks playfully.

He noticed it, too, you think to yourself. You thought you detected a slight change when you put on the dress, but chalked it up to your imagination.

“Oh, c’mon... How could that be?” you say dismissively, and he just shrugs. You’re bursting to tell him the truth, but you have to stick to your plan: dinner and then his present. So you lead him to the dining table.

“Have a seat and I’ll get the salad,” you say, heading to the kitchen. As you go, you can feel his amorous eyes on you. You like that.

When you return with the salad, you see him uncorking a bottle of red wine; he pours himself a glass then moves to you.

“Wine, hon?”

“Sure,” you say without thinking. You don’t drink much, but what’s an Italian dinner without red wine? Then, just as he’s about to pour, you realize your mistake and cover your glass with your hand. “No!” you say. “No wine for me!”

Your husband eyes you curiously. “Are you all right?” he asks.

“I’m fine,” you say, wondering how you can possibly keep the secret throughout dinner. He shrugs, and as you watch him dig into his salad, you smile. He is going to be such a great father. You observe him a while longer, then ask, “So how was your day? Anything exciting?”

“No. You?”

“Okay, you caught me,” you blurt, caving. “I guess there’s just no surprising you!”

Then you reach under your chair and grab the brightly wrapped present. “Here,” you say as you hand it to him. He’s completely baffled.

“What’s this for?” he asks, now certain that he’s forgotten an important date.

“You’ll see,” you tell him as you feel the perspiration forming in your palms. “Go on, open it.”

He begins unwrapping it methodically.

“Faster!” you urge.

Obliging, he tears away the paper to find himself holding an unopened home pregnancy test. He studies it momentarily, then looks up to see you smiling at him.

“Are you saying that you... ” he stammers, stunned.

“Could be,” you tell him. “Should we go see?”

“Hell yeah!” he shouts, leaping from his chair.

He hands you the test and you both head for the bathroom, but then he returns to the dining table and nervously slugs down what’s left of his wine.

Three hours later, you’re both lying in bed. When your husband saw the positive result, he picked you up and swung you around the bathroom; then he quickly but gently set you down, so as not to hurt his delicate, pregnant wife.

After he kissed you two or three thousand times, he ran out to call his folks. They were ecstatic, although his mother did opine that “it’s about time.”

Then you called your mom and the two of you alternated between laughing and crying for the next forty-five minutes. Then you called your dad, and he was equally thrilled. “I can’t believe it; my little baby is gonna be a mommy herself,” he kept saying.

While you were talking to your father, your husband was online, setting up a savings account for your child. Then he had two more celebratory glasses of red wine, toasting you with your mineral water.

Because of the wine, your husband is soon fast asleep. But you’re not at all tired, and your mind is racing. What color to paint the baby’s room? How long will you be able to work before taking maternity leave? Natural childbirth? Who should we ask to be godparents? As these and other questions buzz through your brain, you realize that—for the first time in days—you are absolutely starving. In all the excitement, you completely forgot to eat. So you get out of bed without waking your husband and go into the kitchen, where you eat two heaping bowls of pasta, which you wash down with some guava nectar.

Then, you turn off the kitchen light and head back to the bedroom. As you cross your moonlit house, you get an image of the little child who will soon be scooting about your hardwood floors. Then you think of the wonderful man asleep in the next room and ponder all the spectacular things you will soon be experiencing together. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, you feel tears running down your cheeks.

Congratulations. Your adventure in the bathtub boat has begun.
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