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Preface




With appropriate apologies to Shakespeare, I come to praise at-home moms, not to bury full-time working moms. This is not another missile attack in the mommy wars, nor is it a debate on day care versus mommy care. This is also not a treatise on the benefits to children of being with a loving parent rather than with hired help or in an institutionalized group care setting. I will leave these arguments to wiser folks than I, and statistics and research results are generally appreciated only by those who wish to feel convinced or vindicated by them.

I will admit to being surprisedno, amazedthat a whole generation and a half of women have been so easily enraptured by the suggestion that what they have to give their child is easily replaced by a nanny, babysitter, or day-care worker. A baby is conceived in a womans body, is nurtured there for nine months, and then suckles at her breast, more aware of her voice than anyone elses in the universeand then her arms, kisses, laughs, tickles, warmth, coos, and so forth can be substituted for with a routine of feeding, diapering, and snacks? Well, since so many people say it is so, I guess it must be so; therefore, no argument from me.

I am personally moved by and interested in the lovely stories of warmth, love, and sacrifice told by families whove structured themselves to focus on enjoying every possible moment of their childs journey in developmentand Im sure there are equivalent emotional highs from watching ones childs journey via nanny cam and day-care worker daily reports.

I would never dream of telling a woman what she should do to make her life fulfilling, exciting, and purposeful. There are, of course, many ways to achieve personal satisfaction. I would never dream of telling a woman that she is needed more by her family than anywhere else on the planet, because I wouldnt want her to suffer any guilt or sense of loss if she chose to be in a full-time career. I would never dream of telling a woman that the special sweetness and nurturance that only a woman can bring to a home might bring her a depth of joy and peace that she never imagined, because I might seem offensive to those women who dontand I certainly dont wish to offend anybody.

No, I am not here to condemn anyone for anything; I am here only to let you know of the lives of families with at-home moms. I hope you will be touched, tickled, moved, and entertained by what follows.










Introduction




Until I was thirty-five, I never wanted to be a mother. At least, thats what I thought, largely because of having been in university during the 1960s, when I was brainwashed (aka had my consciousness raised) into being a feminista for whom a career, with its promise of personal importance, power, and success, was what a real woman was supposed to aspire to. I knew for sure that I was definitely not going to become like my perpetually angry, frustrated mother, who always behaved as though being a wife and mother were tantamount to self-immolation even though neither my dad nor circumstances ever kept her from doing anything she wanted to do.

Nope, no Little House on the Prairie beginnings for me.

The problem was, no matter how many successes I had, there was that constant something missing feeling. It didnt dawn on me that the empty feeling had to do with my uterus, breasts, and arms; I was clearly missing being a mommy. I woke up to that fact while watching a PBS NOVA presentation on the miracle of life. Using fiber optics, they showed sperm swimming up through a womans cervix into the uterus, where they made their way into the fallopian tube to meet the egg newly ejected by the ovary. The moment of fertilization was recorded, as was the embryos trip down into the uterus to implant in the wall and continue development. The magical miracle of the whole subsequent nine months of gestation was condensed into sixty incredible minutes. The final scene was the baby born vaginally and placed naked, wet, and surprised onto the mothers belly while Mom and Dad cooed and whooped.

By the tears on my face and the ache in my chest, I had found clarity as to what was missing. After a marriage, many infertility treatments, monthly disappointments, and one tubal pregnancy later, finally my quest ended in an emergency C-section wherein a nine-pound son was delivered from his petite momand our lives were never the same again.

The first three months were hellsleep deprivation and a constantly crying baby made me wonder what I had been thinking! My husband kept reminding me that this phase isnt permanent, but it was difficult to believe him. And then one day, exactly three months to the minute after his birth, our son slept through the night.

As my mother had chosen to abandon both her then adult daughters, I had no motherly advice or assistance. It doesnt matter how book-learned you are about children and parenting; when youre postpartum, all intellect evaporates and youre simply an emotional heap of worry, self-doubt, confusion, fear, and exhaustion. The other problem for me was recovering from the C-section. We did hire a motherly woman for two weeks to come in and show me how to handle things. She was a godsend.

In the years before my son started kindergarten, we did try two preschool-like establishments to see if they had any benefit for him. One of them lasted one day. When I came at 4:00 PM to find that he hadnt stopped crying, that was the end of that. The headmistress gave me the usual argument that he needed to adjust, but I saw no reason to torture my child with my absence until he accepted his loss. The second time was when we were financially desperate, and I needed to do some part-time radio fill-in for some extra money to survive. At first he liked the experience, but after a few weeks the routine became boring, and he yearned to be with me, doing all the stuff wed do in a day: playing, reading, errands, dancing, artwork, words and spelling, cycling, hiking, and so forth. So that was the end of that.

I am grateful for every moment Ive had as a mommy. I have great memories of twirling my son around in a shopping cart in a local Target stores parking lot (a lot cheaper than Magic Mountain), or of us walking through a forest, pretending that we were being tracked by monsters, selecting sticks for swords and spears, and working together to get to safety. Now hes a paratrooper in the U.S. Army!

My husband and I came to the practical conclusion that I needed to go back to radio work to be our familys primary financial support, while he would manage my career, the home, and our finances. Nonetheless, I refused to take any job that would require me to be out of the home every day while our son was home or awake! I would take care of him all day and then go to work on radio, leaving the house at 9:00 PM after putting him to bed. Eventually, when he started kindergarten, I landed a daytime shift while he was in school.

In order to do the writing and necessary research, I would get up at 5:00 AM and work a few hours before I woke him up to get ready for school. I always worked my career around my family, never the other way around.

The first book I published, Ten Stupid Things Women Do to Mess Up Their Lives, required me to travel up and down the West Coast for interviews. I got all my sons teachers to give me his work for the week and took him with me. He did his work and had a blast traveling, meeting people, and keeping me company. He did cost my publisher a pretty penny, eating all the goodies in the minibar. Then I found out about satellite interviews; I could do twenty-five local and national television shows in one early-morning session, I discovered, so I didnt have to leave home to promote my book.

I have been attacked incessantly for supposed hypocrisy concerning this issue of child care; I couldnt possibly have done all the things required of my career without neglecting my son, the argument goes. Well, those critics are just plain wrongand clearly defensive out of some well-earned guilt. It is so very doable if you are:


	[image: image] committed to the priority of raising your children yourself;

	[image: image] part of a marriage, which obviously provides two parents;

	[image: image] willing to sacrifice some opportunities for the sake of family;

	[image: image] willing to do without many thingsbut not family time and attention; and

	[image: image] not willing to compromise on your conviction, no matter how pressed you get by circumstances or naysayers.


None of these efforts, I should say, guarantees that your kids will never be a pain in the butt or get into stupid situations. I will say, however, that your children are less likely to be major pains in the butt or to get into horrendous situations. The closer the family and the more hands-on time spent with children, the more likely those childrenas impulsive and impetuous as they normally arewill set some limits on their youthful experimentation and nonsense.

Of course, it is also possible for a child brought up mostly in day care, or by nannies and/or babysitters, to be successful, personally and professionally. I wouldnt dream of suggesting that there are any real benefits to children from having at-home parents; its just a choice, like French or vinaigrette dressing on your salad. Isnt it? Well, sure thats right, because if you knew you were going to be recycled and come back as an infant with a choice, youd choose a mommy, a nanny, a babysitter, or a day-care worker for yourself with equal enthusiasmright?

There used to be a guilt factor about parenting your own kids versus paying someone else to. Guilt is not the motivator it used to be, as folks have shifted from should to feel like/or not. These days, the feely answer usually wins out. The freedom from responsibilities that dont lend immediate gratification, compensation, or glorification may be a surprise freedom from having deep meaning in ones lifebut you cant have everything.

During 2007 a spate of berfeminist authors laid guilt on women who didnt abandon their children to other care, lest they do the universe and their children actual harm (no, Im not kidding or exaggerating) by staying home with them. All the morning television talk shows glorified, in a largely one-sided manner, of course, the necessary course of action for a woman to avoid wasting herself in the mire of her childrens needs and her husbands desires.

Thats when the feminist movements mantra of choice got confusing: the decision to be a homemaker and full-time mother became a stupid, gross, dangerous error instead of a respected opportunity for self-expression and a deeper valuing of family life with regard to the well-being of a woman.

However, in all fairness, thats why it is called the womens movementit is for, by, and about the well-being of women, not children or families. Wait, dont women benefit from the joy of motherhood and the bonding of marriage? I guess feminism does not see those as significant enough to warrant making the sacrifices necessary for the commitment to child-rearing and wifeing. I get so confused.

I recently received an e-mail from a young girl doing a pro-con report for school on day care versus mother care. She wanted me to give her information, as arguments in favor of the mother-care side seemed difficult to find. What research could I give her that would not be vulnerable to dispute? I pondered that question for an entire morning.

The answer came in the form of an e-mail that arrived just before I turned on my microphone to do my daily radio show:


As I sit to write this letter, my hope is that if just one mother can hear what I have to say and holds her child just a little tighter today, I will have fulfilled my reason for writing.

By the time I was 29 our family was complete. I had three beautiful children, a loving husband, and although never money to spare, we found ways to get by. I had stopped working full-time and started part-time shortly after my first child was born because I loved being with her. Although I had my mother and mother-in-law to babysit whenever I needed, by the time my middle son was born, I knew I could not work anymore. Something inside of me told me that I had to spend as much time with my children as I could. My husband worked extra hours, I made do with what we had, and we made things work for us. My husband would work at night or at home, but if there was a baseball gamehe was there. I cut everyones hair, including my own, did my own nails, and never bought anything that was not on sale. We were happy.

There were many days where I was pulling out my hair, found myself screaming at them, and was totally exhausted by the end of the day, thinking to myself, Any other work would be a pleasant relief. But there were also many moments I would never trade in for any job, no matter what the pay. Those moments when your child gives you a smile or a look you never forget, moments when they would give you a kiss, a hug, or just hold your hand for no reason. Those are the moments a mother treasures in her heart forever and they can never be replaced, not even by a grandmother.

I was selfishI wanted my children to know me, and I wanted to be that special person in their lives. Although I didnt know it then, and on certain days may have told you otherwise, my life was perfect.

Maybe life isnt meant to be lived perfectly. Perhaps I took too many things for granted. But our life is no longer that perfect storybook tale. Two years ago my middle son was killed in an auto accident. He was 22 years old. He was away at college when he decided to get in a car where the driver had been drinking; ten minutes later he was dead.

Our lives will never be the same again; the world as we knew it has been destroyed. We miss our son terribly. My husband, surviving two children, and I will never be the same, but we are trying to hold on to each other and pick up the pieces, one piece at a time.

Dr. Laura, there is only one thing I can say. I am so grateful for those moments I had with my son. Those moments, the good as well as the crazy ones, I will forever hold close to my heart. All those precious years I spent with my son now are what help me get through the day.

So please, Dr. Laura, never stop preaching to all the young moms who feel they cant handle it, are struggling with making it through the day, who believe they need to work instead of being with their child, just how much it might someday mean to them to have spent those precious moments with their children. Hopefully other moms can just take my word for it: Dont let anyone or anything prevent you from holding them, hugging them, playing with them, memorizing their smile, their laughter, their heart.

Our children are such special gifts that should never be taken for granted, and life is so unpredictable, we never know if today we will breathe our last breath.

Lisa



As obviously touching and compelling as Lisas letter is, Im sure the berfeminists would recommend that the touching alternative would be to stockpile reports and videos taken by day-care workers, nannies, and babysitters, so that if the worst does happen, and a child is lost, you still have those memoriesjust through the eyes of other people.

Close enough?

This book is dedicated to the praise of at-home moms; from one mommy to so many others.

Affectionately,

[image: image]
DR. LAURA C. SCHLESSINGER

I am my kids mom








Chapter One

The Decision





There was a time, long ago, when parents agonized over the sad necessity of finding some sort of child care due to deaths, financial disasters, and other catastrophes. Under these conditions families often struggled with feelings of failure, guilt, and loss at having to outsource the warmth of parenting to hired help.

The greatest generation isnt limited to those folks who served valiantly at war; it embraces the folks who worked on the farms and in the factories, toiling at difficult jobs to not only serve their country but provide for their families. Little mentioned are the women who birthed their babies, raised their kids, and managed the home and the budget so that there would be food in the familys tummies and clothes on their backs, taught their children right from wrong, and made sure they washed behind their ears and got to school on time. In those days there was very little bellyaching about finding yourself, time for me, or what is my identity?; women were respected for their commitments and talents, and in spite of hardships, they felt important to their families and communities.

Just in case you think this is all anachronistic, contemplate this recent letter from a listener:


As Ive been thinking and listening to your show, Ive realized that our terminology surrounding women who choose to stay at home with their families has changed. Weve become stay-at-home moms or, often negatively, housewives, rather than homemakers. My suspicion is that women have coined themselves SAHMs because theyre wanting to be competitive with their working mother counterparts (as if staying at home isnt working!).

Perhaps weve believed the lie that being a homemaker is old-fashioned and therefore irrelevant. However, I have come to realize that though my primary motivation for spending my days in my home is in fact taking care of my children, I do much more than that. I spend my days making a home, not just for my children, but for my husband and myself.

Cleaning and organizing, playing with and teaching my children, shopping and running errands, taking care of finances, doing laundry, taking care of doctor appointments, communicating with teachers, organizing the family calendar, cooking meals, and making our home a comfortable, cozy, and welcoming place for us and our extended family and friends, among other things, is not just being a stay-at-home mom. I am making a house a home, and I couldnt be happier with my job.



I have always told women who call my radio show agonizing about their decision and how it might impact their self-worth that the woman is the soul, spirit, and center of a home.

Then came the Alice Walker types; Walker, revered as a trail-blazing feminist and author who touched the lives of a generation of women, proclaimed motherhood as about the worst thing that could happen to a woman. She compared being a mother, raising children, and running a home to slaverythats right, slavery! Follow that up with Gloria Steinems declaration that stay-at-home moms were valueless, and what young woman in her right mind would choose to become a valueless slave?

Since that time young women have barely given a thought to this sacrifice of personhood, and have sought independence whatever the cost to their children and marriagesassuming theyve even bothered with marriages, when shack-up situations give you the freedom to hit the eject button whenever the mood strikes. Obviously, womens independence requires childrens independence; hence the drive toward kids being separated from parents and home as early as possible, going into day care or preschool or the care of nannies or babysitters for up to twenty-four hours in a day, regardless of illness and ferocious tears. GPS cell-phone combos now enable busy moms to enjoy the fantasy of being wirelessly connected to kids who are who knows where, and fifty-fifty custody arrangements give moms that career and dating time.

Lets be serious: Who in her right mind would give up all that freedom and opportunity to cook, clean, fold clothes, and keep children busy all day, and then have to cater to the needs of a husband who saunters through that front door at night after having a fun day at work? Yipes! When you put it that way

Like Mother, Like Daughter

People generally plan to have households and relationships that run about the same way as their original family. It therefore shouldnt surprise anyone when the adult daughters of stay-at-home moms (SAHMs) choose to do the same; after all, it is what they are most familiar with, and therefore what they imagine and hope they will get the most family support for. For these women, a childhood with a SAHM gave them a sense of purpose and positive identity with respect to hands-on parenting. They also often describe a sense of obligation and duty as a mother to be their childrens primary caregiver, in spite of an all-too-common societal perspective that this amounts to servitude.

Those women whose mothers worked generally also intend to work, because their own moms have given them the idea that being a SAHM is boring and unfulfillinga curious thing to say to your children about taking care of them, dont you think?

Some women had mothers who offered day care in their own homes so they could stay at home. These women, having seen with their own eyes how their moms spent more time with those children than their own parents did, may have decided that they wanted to be the ones raising their own children.

One woman wrote to me of her very own family experiment. It seems her mother was a SAHM while she was growing up, but then went to school and started to work more and more, so that the writers younger sisters got less and less of their mom. She described their lives as being punctuated with shacking up, eating disorders, an abusive husband, divorce, poverty and a child born out of wedlock. I got the best of our mom. Recognizing the difference between our lives, it made me want the best for my future children: a SAHM.

Now, of course I realize that this is an anecdotal situation that cannot be generalized to all family situations, but it does seem logical that hands on, face-to-face interactions during the length of a day between a child and his mother ought to have some kind of profoundly benevolent impact that lasts a lifetime. Or do we really want to believe that human children are no more complex than a goldfish, whose emotional, psychological, and even physical needs might be satisfied with any bowl in any environment as long as there is food to consume? Or is logic not a part of the discussion? Perhaps not.

Unless their mothers ran cathouses or often lay prone on the couch in a drunken stupor, women who had SAHMs describe always feeling safe and cared for, and they want their children to have that same sense of security. I remember feeling the same way; even though my stay-at-home mom lacked the warmth I yearned for, nonetheless having her home made a big emotional difference to me.

Some women hear their own moms regrets that they didnt stay home, whether for reasons of ego or finances. They hear their moms lament at not being there for all the important moments that seem so small but are huge when infused with regret and loss: the first cookie, the first boo-boo, the firstanything. And it
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