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It’s just the kind of person I am. Well, more accurately,
it’s just the kind of person my Dad is. My entire life he
has responded to questions regarding the functionality
or features of various gadgets and toys with a very
simple answer: RTB.

REdd he bOOK.

New stereo for Christmas when I was 10?2 Wanna
know how the CD player works?

RTB.

A few years ago while on vacation, Dad and I were
fumbling through the pages of the owner’s manual
for my camera trying to figure out the multi-shot
function - bcause of course, I had the owner’s manual
with me. In the camera bag. At the pool. For just such
an emergency.

RTB.

It’s a mantra. And a useful one.

Right this minute, in a filing cabinet in our
guest bedroom is a big fat file containing
nearly every instruction manual I have ever
owned. Admittedly, many are for devices I no longer
own, but I dutifully hang on to them - every last toaster
and mini-disc player and piece of baby equipment.
Because you just never know.

But there’s one instruction booklet that eludes me.
The Parenting Rule Book. Right? You hear new
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parents say it all the time, “they don't come with an
instruction manual!” And it’s true. Babies don’t come
with instructions. Sure, there are endless books filled
with advice and perspective and poignant stories, but
no actual instructions. There are psychologists and
pediatricians and teachers everywhere, but it’s all just
“context”. There’s no answer key. No cheat sheet.

Being an RTB-er, I wasn’t wild about this five years ago
the first time I stared down the barrel of motherhood.
Without a doubt, I would have preferred to come
home from the hospital with both my new baby AND
the instructions. (While were at it, I would have
preferred to have the Pregnancy 101 book, too!) But it
just doesn’t work that way.

Now that a bit of time has passed and I can look back
on those early days of parenthood, 'm downright
relieved there’s no manual, for two reasons. First, 'm
relieved that I don’t have to worry that I did it “wrong”
Starting the minute a new mama finds out she’s
pregnant — she begins living her own, unique story.
Pregnancy is a deeply personal time yet is also shared
with friends, family - and in the wake of the 21st
Century - the social media world. Steps taken during
pregnancy - planning, preparing - are all unique to
each mama and each family. Then, the baby arrives!
Have you ever heard a woman tell her child’s birth
story? Have you ever heard two stories alike? That’s the
beauty of it. We each have a story to tell. And they are
all “the right way”

We each take a slightly different approach to sleeping,
eating, potty training, childcare, bedtime, nutrition
- and just general boundaries. Can you imagine a
world in which everyone did that the same way? This
way, there’s no right way or wrong way. Children
can grow up healthy and happy in countless sets of
circumstances. Families can thrive in any number of
ways. That (thankfully) non-existent manual would
create a standard that would drive that uniqueness



and individuality right out of the equation. A rule
book would make parenting a pass/fail activity. And
who wants that?

The other reason for that feeling of relief is an
appreciation I've gained for the unexpected. Brad
Paisley recorded a song a few years ago called “Letter
to Me” in which he reminisces about the things hed
tell his 17-year-old self if he could. An if-I-knew-then-
what-I-know-now story. There’s a lyric of advice in the
song that ends with, “on second thought, forget it, that
one turns out kinda cool” That’s exactly how I feel. At
first you think, “yes! A manual! Then T'll know what
to do!” But then you live a little, make some mistakes,
learn a few things the hard way - and you have your
own Brad Paisley moment. “On second thought,
forget it, that one turns out kinda cool” If you knew
then what you know now, you might want to change

things — and correcting all oflife’s “mistakes” is terribly
overrated.

Think of all the things your family would miss out on
if you had to follow a set of rules. Thered probably
be no staying up past bedtime, eating junk food and
watching a movie. Thered be far fewer messes (made
while having innocent, well-intended fun) and far
more stress. Sure, thered probably be more eating of
vegetables, but thered be fewer stops for ice cream
on the way home from soccer practice and thered
definitely be no eating dinner in front of the TV.

Whether it’s the little things in life that “break the
rules” sometimes or just the comical consequences of
inexperience, every parent has stories and memories
of things that didn't go quite “right” And if we're
honest with ourselves, they are some of our favorite
memories. They are the stories we tell and retell,
and sometimes — even as they play out — we think
to ourselves, “I can’'t wait to tell my kiddo this story
someday.”

Parenting isn't a test, it's an adventure, and that
adventure lies in the mystery, the unforeseen, and the
unknown. In this life we have no choice but to face
parenting without a rule book, and I for one couldn’t
be happier.

This year, celebrate motherhood with this in mind.
Celebrate the uniqueness of each and every mother
you know. This Mother’s Day - celebrate the absence
of a User’s Manual.

Written by Sarah Hood. Sarah lives in Fayetteville
with her husband Jeff and their four-year-old kiddo,
Colt - cheering the Razorbacks and soaking up as
much Fayettechill culture as possible. Sarah blogs at
Musings of Mother Hood where she writes what she
knows: full-time parenting a preschooler, a full-time
job in advertising, a running habit -- and somewhere,
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