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For Nancy Moshenrose Maley,
 
my mother, who showed me with her encouragement, love,
creative tidbits, humor, and wisdom exactly how it’s done.
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An Invitation




Hello, fellow mother, this is your invitation to join me for a cup of tea. I know, there isn’t time. You need to be multitasking—licking envelopes or changing diapers while we chat—or you’ll never fit all your daily tasks and responsibilities into the allotted time. Me too—I just returned from a meeting and have ten minutes before the kids arrive and the homework begins. But if I don’t take five minutes for a break in my day, if only for a moment—I’ll be bitter and irritated by nine—so please join me.

Pull up a chair, have a cookie. As mothers, we sometimes need reminding what all the homemaking, cooking, loving, working, and growing is for. I know because I forget myself—I get caught up in the day-to-day grind, with a list of things to do scrunched in my hand, feeling completely out of touch with the happiness I thought this mothering job would bring. I forget to shine a light now and then on the glorious success I am in all areas of my life—even on the most hectic days.

I try to remind my friends who are moms (and they do the same for me) that they are glorious successes—amazing, take-action, problem-solving, creative, compassionate women. We have learned our skills the hard way—through raising kids. We’ve triumphed over potty training, craft projects, bullies, broken hearts, driving lessons, and college applications—all while juggling our own lives.

On the following pages, you will find snapshots and excerpts from your own life. Don’t worry: I haven’t been looking through your window, eavesdropping on your most intimate conversations with girlfriends, or reading your diaries—but you may think I have. That’s because we live remarkably similar lives as we try to raise great kids, have loving relationships, establish fulfilling careers, and still find time to grow into the women we want to be. But we have a tendency to lose our way. We focus on what isn’t working instead of all the things we’re doing well twenty-four hours a day. We may look at another mother and think, how does she do it? Well, here’s the secret: we already know.

So please pull up a chair and give yourself a moment to get comfy as you settle in. I hope the following stories give you strength to face whatever this day may bring and help you to celebrate your monumental accomplishments as women and as mothers.









1.

Celebrate Yourself


I’m tough, ambitious, and I know exactly what I want. If that makes me a bitch, okay.

—MADONNA





This year on my birthday I did something unusual. Instead of staying home and waiting for someone to plan some special event for me, I signed up for a gardening workshop for the entire day. I left before anyone asked me to make breakfast and returned to a dinner ready to be served!

At first I felt guilty, thinking my kids would be hurt if I chose to spend the day away from them. But with age I’m learning how to listen to my inner voice to determine what I want—and then to have the courage to make it happen. I used to sit back and hope that my children or husband would climb into my thoughts and figure out exactly how I’d like to celebrate my special day. I wanted them to demonstrate their ability to put my needs and wants first—like I do for them. Then at the end of the day, if they did not live up to my expectations, I felt unloved.


So this year when they asked what I wanted, I thought long and hard and gave them a specific request: I wanted my yard weeded. Smirks and frowns appeared. I was asking for their time instead of a trip to the mall for a quick and easy purchase. Of course, the kids had their excuses and planned events that prevented them from giving me what I asked for—although the lawn was mowed and some weeding had occurred. But this year I didn’t care. I felt happy after spending the day learning about something I love.

My lesson this day was one I will remember. The little things in life that annoy, disappoint, hurt, or upset us don’t seem so big or even worth considering when we’ve taken the time to nurture and care for ourselves.

 

Today I will do something that nurtures me.








2.

Laugh Now, Clean Up Later


Don’t get your knickers in a knot. Nothing is solved and it just makes you walk funny.

—KATHRYN CARPENTER






One day when my son was still a baby, I came home to find him with bits of wet cement stuck to his clothes, skin, and diapers. He’d gotten into the wheelbarrow where his dad was mixing cement to make a small walkway. Instead of capturing the hilarious sight of him on film, I immediately swooped in and cleaned him up—after cursing his father for not keeping a better eye on him.

As my children have grown up, I remember many an incident that, when I look back on it now, would have made America’s Funniest Home Videos look boring. But instead of laughing or getting some perspective on the situation, I chose to assume the role of responsible adult.

Laughing, after all, would have given my kids the wrong idea. It would have been positive reinforcement for a negative behavior—according to all good parenting literature. The doll with the broken arm who got bandaged with my best silk scarf and the home movie I found where the boys were jumping from the high branches of the redwood tree onto the trampoline both make me laugh when I think about them now.

When I remember all the funny scenes, I am the one in the middle putting everything back together, teaching my kids what better choice they could make next time. Yet these are the scenes I remember most. They are the things the kids talk about around the dinner table for years afterward, laughing hysterically. I wish I could have laughed in the moment and cleaned up later.

Since my children continue to make unusual choices, there’s still time to laugh first and clean up later! From now on, I will laugh for as long as I like, without worrying about what behavior I’m reinforcing. Then, when the time is right, I’ll sit down like a good mom and explain the consequences.

 

I can learn to put my responsible adult self aside and laugh in the moment.









3.

Forget the Spoonful of Sugar


It’s not true that life is one damn thing after another; it is one damn thing over and over.

—EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY





Scattered’ is the word I’ve always used to describe my life,” said Sandy, the mother of two teens. “Nothing ever seems to be in order, I don’t have time to keep my house clean, and most of the time I’m not sure where anything is. I don’t exactly like my life this way; it’s just the way it’s turned out! But there are days when I dream of that scene from Mary Poppins where all the mess in the kids’ room magically dances back into place!”

For most of us, having a clean, orderly, presentable home brings great satisfaction. We just don’t have the time or energy to achieve it! It may be important, but in the scheme of our lives it seems to take a backseat to our everyday responsibilities. Maybe you’ve avoided your house’s closets and drawers because there are so many—cleaning just one would make no difference whatsoever. Or perhaps you’ve experienced cleaning binges, devoting a day or two to the garage or your closet, just to find it a complete mess a month later—so why bother?


Yet most of us would admit that we love the feeling of being able to see our clothes and walk through our living room without tripping on piles. Our home reflects what we value—we want to feel happy and comfortable while enjoying it. So the question becomes, how can we achieve this with as little effort as possible? And how do we teach our children to organize and clean up after themselves?

In as little as thirty minutes a day, your entire life can become organized so that the word “scattered” no longer defines you. As always, organization begins with a list! Write the name of each room in your home you’d like to organize. Under the room, write the jobs that need to be done. Decide when you’d like to do your thirty-minute daily routine. Then, on day one, set your timer and start at the top of the list. Stop at thirty minutes. Entertain yourself with your favorite music or a book on tape. This technique works for kids too, but have them set their timers for ten minutes. They can organize their rooms, toy boxes, desks, the bathroom, or the yard! At the end of a few months you’ll have made it through your list without having to set whole days aside for a major home overhaul!

 

When confronted with a messy, disorganized house, I will take care of it in manageable, short chunks of time.









4.

“You Never Listen to Me”


Listening is a magnetic and strange thing, a creative force. When we really listen to people there is an alternating current, and this recharges us so that we never get tired of each other. We are constantly being re-created.

—BRENDA UELAND






Good, consistent communication seems to be the key to everything: lasting marriages, positive parenting, even the training of pets! Most of us don’t have a problem with the talking part of the communication equation—where things break down is on the listening end.

I once overheard a conversation between two twenty-four-year-old men who had just hours earlier expressed to me their frustration at not being able to create a lasting relationship. One of them was advising the other, “You just need to keep asking questions, nod your head, and pretend you’re listening. That’s all women want—to get a chance to talk.”

What they obviously hadn’t figured out yet was that listening can be a loving act that establishes intimacy. If you are just nodding and asking more questions without mixing in a bit of compassion, understanding, and interest, you are wasting your time.

Mothers in general are the best of listeners, yet sometimes a child will say, “You never listen to me. You think you know me, but you don’t.” This is the time when it’s most important to model great listening skills—so instead of defending yourself, use this opportunity to prove you know how to listen.

Respond with, “So you don’t think I’m listening,” and then encourage your child to talk. Hear what she says and then repeat it back to her in a different way until you are clear on what she means. If you actively listen in this way long enough, staying focused on what your child is saying instead of defending yourself or going off in a new direction, you will get to know what she really thinks or feels.

As mothers, we do more listening than anyone in the family, which means that our children and spouse see the example we set. If they fail to learn this listening technique, a little education on your part may produce compassionate, understanding, and interested communicators instead of a bunch of nodding heads.

 

Listening is an act of love.








5.

Stories We Tell Ourselves


Most of the shadows of this life are caused by our standing in our own sunshine.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON






For the last few months I’ve been paying close attention to all of my negative thoughts,” said Andrea. “I haven’t tried to change or manipulate them; rather, I’ve approached this as a detective might, observing how my brain works. What I found was that I don’t really have negative thoughts. In fact, my individual thoughts are pretty positive. Instead, I have entire stories I tell myself.

“I took a day to write down the stories as they drifted into my mind and was surprised by the frequency of these negative tidbits and the fact that many of the stories are ones I’ve been telling myself since I was a teenager! For example, when I wanted to pick up a book to read for an hour, the story in my head began, ‘People who take breaks in the middle of the workday are lazy and will never accomplish their goals.’ Later that day, when my husband asked what something had cost, the story continued, ‘He is trying to control me by questioning my right to spend my own money.’

“These stories went on all day, and the scary thing was that I acted on them as if they were real—the truth of my life. As an experiment, I decided to catch each story in mid-track and ask myself relevant questions—like, when did I start to believe that relaxing was the definition of lazy? What if my husband was just curious about the cost and didn’t care at all about what I spent?”

Pay attention today to the stories you tell yourself—about your love life, relationship, kids, parents, or friends. What career stories do you repeat when you’re overlooked for a promotion or even given exactly what you’ve asked for? Look at the daily judgments you make and then try to figure out where and when the stories you now believe became a part of who you are.

“Once I understood that these stories were merely ideas that live in my head, I felt great relief,” said Andrea. “It means they can be rewritten to suit the woman I am today, a woman who can choose to live and believe anything she wants. After all, they are my stories to begin with.”

 

The stories I’ve told myself may not be true for me now—I am the writer of new stories.








6.

Not All Children Are Created Equal


Likely as not, the child you can do least with will do the most to make you proud.

—MIGNON MCLAUGHLIN






Yesterday I struggled (and cried) over the realization that my kids are not created equal. Yes, I love them all the same beyond description, and I’ve made the effort to point out all of their individual and unique talents, but some of them have talents and skills that far surpass the others’. That’s hard to explain to a kid—why he or she isn’t nearly as good at something as a brother or sister. It is even more difficult if the child noticing this inequality has obvious disabilities.

I can usually come up with very creative solutions to every family issue, but this one has stumped me. I’ve been preparing for this since my son was diagnosed with high-functioning autism, building him up, pointing out all the ways he shines in the world. But the truth is that he doesn’t shine the way he wants to, and there isn’t anything I can do to make it better. He has amazing strengths, like his ability to keep his room neat and clean, his love of animals, and his creative moviemaking skills—but those aren’t the ones being valued out in the world.

He wants to be just like everyone else, scoring high on math tests, understanding basketball plays without having to study them, or talking without thinking. In his view of the world, he is the only one struggling while the rest of us sail through our lives with little to no effort. In some ways he’s right. I tell him that his time will come, that things will get easier with practice. All he says is, “When?”

Sometimes we love with all our might and yet we still have to stand back and let life happen, admitting that we have no power to make it better for our children. To love another human being so much it hurts is life’s greatest blessing. Being able to accept the lives our children are given can be a challenge. Helping them to see and accept themselves for the unique and loved persons they are is our job.

 

Today I will allow my children the dignity of their own struggles.









7.

The Compliment Cure


Children are likely to live up to what you believe of them.

—LADY BIRD JOHNSON





Given the fact that few of us have any real mothering training before our first baby is placed in our arms, raising kids is tantamount to conducting one experiment after another. My latest experiment is in the use of compliments. I collected data and found that for every one positive compliment I gave my children, I had made five to ten negative corrective comments.

My new plan was to try to catch the kids doing something right and then compliment them on their behavior, instead of pointing out the wrong. This is a complete reversal for me—I’ve always given compliments, but never with the intent to mold my kids’ behavior.

So far the outcome has been promising. Instead of scolding them for forgetting to put their dishes in the dishwasher, I gave massive praise to the one child who actually carried an empty glass from his bedroom to the kitchen. Taking note, the other kids made the comment that it wasn’t that big a deal. Why was I being so nice about a stupid glass?

But guess what? The next day I saw many dishes in the dishwasher—and I hadn’t put them there! Children, no matter what age, blossom when you take the time to point out what they are doing right.


After a week of sleuthing for good behaviors, I’m a believer that better behavior is shaped more by positive compliments than when negative observation is used. We all want to please those we love, so get in the habit of pointing out really great things about your child every day. Catch him doing something good and watch what happens.

P.S. This works equally well on a spouse!

 

Today I will notice all the great things about my kids and let them know how special they are.








8.

“You Let Your Kid Do What?”


When I stopped seeing my mother with the eyes of a child, I saw the woman who helped me give birth to myself.

—NANCY FRIDAY





When my daughter attended her last high school prom, I had the pre-prom party. Over a chocolate-covered strawberry, I told one of the fathers that Wesley and a few friends had rented a hotel room in San Francisco. The man looked shocked. It was in this moment that I realized how much I trust my children. That isn’t to say I expect them to go through life never getting into trouble and always making the right choices. Rather, over the past few years I’ve worked on the concept of letting go and believing that the hours spent teaching, modeling, advising, and loving my children will be enough to see them through.

Our children will not always live within sight, and they grow and change in ways we cannot control or even direct. I’ve struggled often with what choice to make, but in almost every situation I’ve been willing to listen to what they’ve wanted and tried to work within their plans. In return, I’ve been blessed with open communication—I know when there are drugs at a party, which of their friends is having sex, and when they are faced with serious problems or difficult choices.

We cannot make the actual choices for them. They will be confronted with temptations and opportunities we would like to ignore or pretend
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