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Experience is a hard teacher because she gives
the test first, the lesson afterwards.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN
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The stories in this book are either from
interviews conducted with mothers
who volunteered to be included in this book,
or from highly disguised clinical studies.

In all cases, names and identifying information
have been changed to protect the privacy of
the women and their families.





Introduction

In my clinical practice, I specialize in the problems of motherhood. I'm also the mom of three kids, including one out of the nest, and I've been writing about parenthood for almost twenty years.

I know, personally as well as professionally, that the job can bring you to your knees. But you don't need to be an expert to realize that mothering is hard, maybe the hardest thing you've ever done.

You don't need a book to tell you that motherhood is marked by a series of tough challenges. You already know that sometimes it feels like an endless roller-coaster ride: just when you come up for air, you have to grab back onto the rails because there's another dark and scary patch immediately ahead.

And you surely don't need a psychiatrist to tell you that you will grow and change, developing as a mother as you move through these challenges, most likely for decades.

You might, however, need to be told that you don't have to worry so much. After all, we live in a culture of parenting that implies that you probably aren't doing enough for your child. We’re absolutely flooded with messages about the dangers that threaten our kids, including being a major cause of the things that can go wrong in their lives. We’re taught to hover over the tiniest developmental change in our children, encouraged to fret almost incessantly about how they'll turn out.

You also might want to find out more about what you need, how you’re turning out. You might crave more truth about the inner lives of mothers, long for credible, unsentimental accounts of how women become mothers. You might want to know more about how all moms make mistakes and get second chances, and that experiencing growing pains doesn't mean you’re failing.

Parenting experts rarely attend to the growth of mothers, focusing instead on the development of our children. But just as children develop physically, cognitively, morally, socially, and emotionally, so, too, do mothers grow and change over the course of mothering. This is a book of real women's struggles with each of the nine key challenges that show up predictably, repeatedly, and often uncomfortably, in the mothering life cycle. The forty women whose stories form the basis of this book come from two sources: case studies from my clinical practice, and women from all walks of life whom I interviewed about their experiences as mothers. In every story, at every stage of motherhood, you'll discover how moms, from pregnancy to the empty nest, face remarkably similar emotional milestones.

Brianna and Amanda, for example, are mothers who at first glance have little in common. Brianna, who didn't finish high school, became a single mother in her late teens, while Amanda was in her forties when she adopted a baby girl from China. Brianna lives at the poverty threshold, according to federal guidelines; Amanda is a college professor who resides in a middle-class suburban home that she and her husband own. Yet they echo each other's sense of the bittersweet changes in their lives as moms of babies. Both feel naïve when they look back on how they underestimated the changes that motherhood would precipitate.

Brianna mentions the negatives: “I can't hang out with my friends like I used to, can't come and go as I please. I have no free time, and all my money goes to the baby.” But she likes the good ways that she's grown up, how becoming a mom affects the important issues that teenagers struggle with: “I'm not silly anymore, and I don't get into petty fights. I'm more responsible.”

Amanda also mentions the losses that accompany new motherhood: “I still can't believe I thought I'd get all this work done while the baby slept. I'm behind on three projects I've promised to colleagues, and I'm so tired I can't imagine when I'll catch up.” But when the baby, fussing, makes it clear that Amanda is the one she wants to be soothed by, she glows. Just as Brianna uses other teens as a point of reference, Amanda refers to a fundamental issue that concerns her midlife peers as she soothes the baby. “This is it, right here. This [mother-child bond] is the meaning of life.”

Only a few months into motherhood, both women feel fundamentally different than they did before, and while richer for it, they know there's a price. Both are actively facing the first of the nine challenging milestones I'll be writing about, that of forming a new identity. Sorting pluses and minuses, they reflect on what it means to “be me, now that I'm a mother.”

What makes this a key challenge? In hindsight, saying that you weren't prepared for how motherhood would change your life borders on being trite. (No kidding. Duh.) But for Brianna and Amanda, it's huge because it's the first time they realize that mothering is inherently unpredictable, a path one cannot entirely plan out. This is a lesson parenthood will continue to demonstrate: stuff happens. Knowing that you didn't quite know what you were getting into can make you feel anything from a little wet behind the ears to foolishly incompetent, perhaps, depending on how much you expect or like to be in control.

And it's a big moment because it immediately requires adapting to the gap between what motherhood is actually like, and what we believe or have been told it should be like. Brianna and Amanda aren't different from the rest of us: they compare their insides to other mothers’ outsides. Other mothers talk about how wonderful motherhood is, and they leave off the exhaustion, the things you can't afford anymore, the freedom you no longer enjoy. If I breezed into their living rooms and asked how they liked being new moms, I am certain both women would give me the glossy eight-by-ten. But once they trust that I will not judge them, we spend several hours picking apart their experiences of parenthood. I admire mothers, and I hope that my appreciation of the work that goes into mothering is what allows the women described in this book to tell their truths.

Perhaps I even told Brianna or Amanda that I view the making of mothers as being like the making of Marines: the toughest job you'll ever love. There is a Marine Corps motto that describes exactly how, by facing tough challenges, new recruits are made into Marines: “Improvise, Adapt, Overcome.” This book is about how women learn to improvise, adapt, and overcome the nine developmental milestones that make them into mothers.

These challenges force internal shifts in how women think and feel about themselves. They trigger self-appraisal, and a mother's emotional muscles may ache in the beginning. The outcome of each—positive growth, stagnation, or disappointment in oneself— has an impact on the changes that lie ahead, as well as how a mother views herself and the emotional experience of mothering. They provide opportunities to reflect on the journey, and, quite possibly, to experience a sigh of relief.

A few children hop on a bicycle and ride with grace the first time; most skin their knees in the beginning. Most of us scrape our knees the first time we encounter the nine key challenges of motherhood, and yet we keep going. Our scraped knees may mean that we feel clumsy, inept, flustered, disappointed, overwhelmed, self-conscious. Or we may feel worse: anxious, deficient, guilty, remorseful, sad, angry, even miserable. We know we’re at a maternal milestone because our knees hurt; unfortunately, we can't always tell when we’re riding with no hands. This book is about recognizing the milestones, and it's about how to know when you’re thriving, even if you have no role model.

Perhaps it would help to know why I think I have something new to say about the experience of mothering. In part, it's because it's my job to study motherhood. My practice specializes in mental health issues for mothers, and I need to be able to reassure when appropriate, and confront when necessary. Time and again, I find that mothers are, well, simply terrible when it comes to appraising their own maternal performance. I've treated numerous terrific mothers who are panic-stricken that they aren't doing a good enough job, mothers who lack an internal compass that reassures them that they’re headed in the right direction. I have also worked with mothers who were heading off course, and helped them find their way to break the chains of a legacy of seriously flawed parenting. While grossly bad mothering is usually easy to recognize, conscientious mothers find that “good enough” is as hard to hold on to as the slipperiest greased pig at the fair.

In the course of conducting therapy with hundreds of moms, I developed a theory of the nine key challenges that put mothers to the test. Since many of the moms in my practice were poorly mothered themselves, and lacked an adequate role model, while others had burdens that made motherhood more difficult, such as postpartum depression or a disabled child, I wanted to find out whether their challenges held true for all mothers. In order to test my theory that these challenges were universal ones, I conducted longitudinal and comparative case studies with mothers in my community, using the grounded-theory techniques I learned in my postdoctoral fellowship at the University of Chicago Committee on Human Development. My results confirmed that these key challenges transcend age, ethnicity, socioeconomic and marital status, and even whether or not mothers wish to reject their own role models.

The forty women I will describe in this book are all mothers who have spent considerable time thinking about parenthood's challenges. Some I came to know in the therapy setting. Others specifically volunteered to participate in the study and haven't felt the need for professional help. As a group, they’re women who became mothers at sixteen, others who adopted in their late thirties. The moms are Caucasian, African-American, Latina, Jewish, Catholic, born-again Protestants, and multicultural. They’re single, divorced, married, and cohabiting. Some receive public assistance, some are working class, some students, and others are highly educated, accomplished, and affluent.

These mothers’ stories reinforce the truth every mother knows: motherhood changes you forever, and you can't know how it changes you until you’re there. You'll hear moms relate the challenges of the early years, stripped of sugar coating; the loss of time and money and freedom that accompanies parenthood; the discrepancy between what a mom thinks she should know and what she actually knows; the conflict that arises when baby intrudes on a romantic relationship; and the shock of discovering that there are moments when you don't like the toddler you love dearly.

I'll describes the challenges that show up in the early school years, when one woman can't bear to be away from her kindergartner, and another has to find a way to get away from her job in order to be at her son's side while he is in the ICU for asthma. I'll show why moms sometimes find it difficult to set limits, and how it happens that an otherwise capable woman cannot get her child to pick up after herself. I'll tell of moms’ painful encounters with the imperfect institutions that educate their kids, and how moms are tempted to push their own dreams onto their children. You'll hear about secondhand blows: a mom immobilized by how her teenager copes with the popularity battle, and another crippled by guilt when her child inherits the family's genetic illness. Finally, I'll describe how women empty the nest and build relationships with their young-adult kids, including a mom whose son became a solider in Iraq, another who left for college in fits and starts, and one with a so-called boomerang child.

Because first encounters with the key challenges are generally awkward and difficult, that's when moms are especially susceptible to the sinking feeling that their best isn't good enough. These are the times when psychotherapists get a very close look at what's really going on inside our patients, and we know how important affirmation is when a person hits the rough spots. As I share what I've observed about the inner world of mothers, I'll also tell you what I've learned about taking your own maternal pulse, more accurately assessing your performance.

Many, perhaps most, women enter motherhood with an idea about what kind of job they want to do: a perfect one. Some plan on compensating for what they missed or wished had been different for them growing up. Women who were poorly mothered are especially sensitive to the cultural idealization of motherhood, as they hope to avoid repeating the past by attaining perfection. But these days, no new mother gets off lightly.

Truly, no mom always feels sure of herself. You may have impeccable parenting credentials, but when your child refuses to go in the big-girl's potty, wipes your kiss off in disgust as he marches into second grade, slams her bedroom door in your face, or sits behind the steering wheel with a brand-new driver's permit, you’re unprepared. When it's your first encounter, chances are you improvise, wondering a millisecond later about what you said or did, or what you should have said or done. Uncertainty, years of second-guessing yourself, comes with the territory. There is no surefire way to figure out if you’re doing it right, no performance appraisal, no answer sheet at the back of the book to compare your results with the correct choices.

The myth of the perfect mother is rampant, the stakes so high, that any mother can succumb to the insecurity that accompanies the never-ending ambiguity of human mothering. Fortunately, the chorus of voices telling us to reject the modern mythology of motherhood is growing. In Perfect Madness: Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety, Judith Warner asks us to resist the “widespread, choking cocktail of guilt and anxiety and resentment and regret…. [that] is poisoning motherhood for American women today.” Psychotherapist-writer Janna Malamud Smith notes, “Messages from the culture encourage mothers to feel bad, and, in turn, they may believe that their only route to parenting virtue is to do until they overdo.”

Warner attributes the extraordinary pressure on mothers to attain what she terms “über-motherhood” to our competitive, winner-take-all mind-set. She notes that we fear that “if we don't do everything right for our children, they may be consigned, down the line, to failure. To loserdom.” Mothers toil under this pressure, while, as Anne Crittenden points out in The Price of Motherhood: Why the Most Important Job in the World Is Still the Least Valued, “The job of making a home for a child and developing his or her capabilities is often equated with ‘doing nothing.’ ”

Another reason you might be feeling worn down, Susan J. Douglas and Meredith W. Michaels observe, is that you’re being told that motherhood is “an individual achievement, something you and you alone excel at or screw up.” In The Mommy Myth, they describe the new “momism,” with “impossible ideals about child rearing,” that “insinuates itself into women's psyches just where we have been rendered most vulnerable: in our love for our kids.”

In addition to turning motherhood into an unwinnable rat race, we have come to idealize motherhood beyond recognition. As Naomi Wolf notes, “[A]ll too often, women are offered sugar-coated niceties to guide them on the journey, misleading information, half-truths, and platitudes.” After Misconceptions was published, Wolf discovered that “expressing fatigue, loneliness, or sadness, or even at times feeling overwhelmed ….” was labeled, by some, as “whining.”

These books go a long way to help women reclaim motherhood as a comfortable endeavor that sensible people can actually carry off and feel good about. They help us reject what Anna Quindlen coined the “Hallmark version” of motherhood. I hope to contribute here by sharing what I know about the psychology of maternal vulnerability, about feeling defective when we encounter the hard stuff. Toxic notions about motherhood encourage women to greet normal maternal growing pains with self-condemnation: if you feel bad, you must be messing up. My hope is that this book helps you soothe yourself when you feel overwhelmed, incompetent, frustrated, or defensive about good-enough, improvised parenting. I hope that when you find yourself feeling shamed by human imperfection, you opt instead to identify the key challenge that is making mothering tough at that moment. My wish is that the reader finds here the affirmation she lacks, recognizes that just because it's hard doesn't mean she isn't doing it right.

We will need to be honest, authentic, and gentle in our self-appraisal. If we accept growing pains as part of the deal, we will view mistakes less harshly. In general, those least well mothered are the ones who are most worried about how they are doing, but it doesn't always work that way. What I have found in my work with mothers is that rejecting perfection as a concept isn't as easy as it looks.

Part of what makes the myth of the perfect mother psychologically hard to abandon is the trap of comparative mothering. There's a saying that it's foolhardy to compare your insides with other people's outsides. Another mom's exterior may look perfect, while inside she's just as uncertain as you are about how she's doing, and may even think you’re the one who never stumbles. Mothers who try to judge their own performance by observing the actions of others often sell themselves short.

Why isn't it enough to instruct mothers to lighten up, resist the forces that ruin motherhood, stop believing that you’re the only one who ever slips? Unfortunately, I believe the problem of maternal self-esteem is as challenging for women as body image issues are. It's darned hard to overcome cultural pressures to feel inadequate if you have the smallest doubt about yourself, and who doesn't? To complete the analogy, we know in our heads that size-two-age-seventeen is an absurd standard for beauty, but in our hearts, almost all of us would be happy to weigh less than we do and look younger than we are. We may know in our heads that there is no such thing as a perfect mother, but we keep trying anyway. There are too many beautiful women who hate their thighs, and too many capable mothers who feel flawed.

To our chagrin, psychotherapist-mothers know that the idea that mothering should, or could, be flawless has deep roots in the history of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy. Sigmund Freud, the founder of modern psychotherapy, taught us to look to early childhood to locate the foundation of the patient's problems. In the model under which I was trained as a psychiatrist, there is no relationship as formative as the one between mother and child. It's where you hit psychological pay dirt. This is such a widely accepted truth these days that we almost don't hold individuals accountable for bad adult behavior, moving too quickly to examine the early childhood trauma that must explain it.

Even if we've taken this concept a bit too far, I doubt anyone could mount a serious argument that early childhood experiences, particularly around issues of nurturing, are not deeply important to subsequent mental health and well-being. Who could argue that your child's experience of being mothered doesn't bear heavily upon his or her identity and functioning as an adult? Undeniable— but it's not the whole truth.

The whole truth is that while the emotional life cycle begins with one's earliest experiences, human beings never outgrow the possibility of change and maturation. After I completed a clinical psychiatry training program, while pregnant with my second child, I was fortunate enough to learn an entirely new way of looking at what makes people tick than is typically taught in American psychiatry programs. After residency, I entered a fellowship in which I studied human development. My eyes were opened to a new way of approaching the human condition, a new way of helping people change. The faculty (made up of psychologists, anthropologists, scientists, and educators) cared less about how humans are stuck in the past than about the ways in which we constantly evolve, grow, mature, and adjust to ongoing challenges. From the perspective of a developmental psychologist, the only thing that is permanent is change.

As a mother and a student of mothering, this is incredibly reassuring. Like most mothers, I'd like my mothering to be enriched by the best pieces of my childhood, would be happy if my own strengths could be set in stone. And yet, I'd also like to be able to grow and change when I stumble, to better myself, and to shake off the mistakes that I've made. Developmental psychology offers a promise most mothers greet with relief: you get to grow into, and from, the role of mother. And there's more good news: your children keep growing and changing, too, even if you misstep.

Sometimes I stumble as a mother, and I'm disappointed in how I do. Sometimes it's awkward and uncomfortable. And yet I know I'm a good mom. If you put my feet to the fire, I'd confess that I'm a very good mom. I'm not a perfect mom, and here's the great news: you aren't either.

Why am I so certain that there are no Perfect Mothers out there? Because mothering is not a fixed trait. It's not like eye color, something you’re born with that doesn't change. The stories the women in this book tell demonstrate that mothering is a constantly evolving condition, with a predictable set of big moments accompanied by growing pains. The women in this book prove, beyond a doubt, that motherhood can be learned on the job.

It's a journey, not a destination.
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Identity
The First Key Challenge


In a sense, a mother has to be born psychologically
much as her baby is born physically.

—Daniel N. Stern, M.D., and Nadia Bruschweiler-Stern, M.D., The Birth of a Mother



Cecilia, age thirtyeight, and her husband, Michael, performed six separate home pregnancy tests, each showing the two little pink lines, and still they doubted that she was pregnant. The signs were there: nausea, sensitivity to odors, fatigue, hunger. But they'd been told by Michael's cancer doctor a dozen years ago that after the experimental chemotherapy he underwent, he was infertile. They had never used birth control, and fourteen years of unprotected sex without a pregnancy seemed to settle the matter.

When they married, they assumed their life would be childless, and they compensated as best they could. They became the aunt and uncle the nieces and nephews love best, the ones with the “fun house.” They filled their life with travel and play “We'd show up at the family birthday parties dressed to the nines. We'd stop in, but we were always on our way somewhere else for dinner or dancing.” They traveled at the drop of a hat. “Michael would say, ‘Hey honey do you want to go to Vegas next weekend?’ and we'd be off.”

In one of those examples that proves Life Isn't Fair, Cecilia herself got breast cancer six years ago. They caught it so early that she didn't need chemotherapy, but the surgery removed her milk ducts. When her cancer doctor told her that she'd never be able to breast-feed, she replied, “That's for sure, Michael can't have children.” Her cancer, following his, left her with a permanent sense that bad things can and do happen, that you can't tell yourself “that would never happen to me.”

In some sense, the fact that both were cancer survivors helped them adjust to being infertile—there are worse things than not having a baby. She never spoke of her longing for children to Michael, not wanting him to feel bad or guilty. He didn't bring it up with her, thinking that she would only feel worse if they dwelled on it.

When the doctor confirmed her pregnancy, they were ecstatic. Their world flipped upside down, and now they love it. The baby is named Jessica, because it translates to “God's grace,” and that's how they feel: blessed. They also understand John Lennon's statement that “Life is what happens when you’re busy making other plans.” They bought their first house a month before they learned she was expecting, and hadn't even moved yet. The room they'd planned to make into a party room with a deck overlooking a swimming pool was suddenly to become the baby's room. Cecilia immediately wished she'd considered the school system when picking a home, and began saving for Jessica's college fund.

Cecilia is a planner, quick on her feet when it comes to shifting directions. She responded to the sea change in her life by becoming an expert. “My sisters laughed at me at my baby shower. My wish list only included things the American Academy of Pediatrics approved. I know what the safest car seat is, what dishes a baby can't throw off the high chair, and how to try to avoid SIDS.” In general, she likes to be prepared, and she joined countless newmom chat rooms, read articles, and talked to mothers she respects about what to expect. In this, she's like her mother, who advises, “You always need a Plan B.” Her husband says she frets too much, suggesting that since Jessica is only four months old, there is no need to stew about where she's going to high school.

Cecilia attributes her tendencies to be a planner, as well as a worrier, to her childhood. She's the oldest daughter of three, and her mom and dad suddenly divorced when she was six, because her father had been unfaithful. Her mother, of Mexican descent, moved the family back from a distant suburb into a tight-knit urban Italian community where her former mother-in-law lived, so she could go back to work with the help of her ex-husband's family (her own mother was deceased). Cecilia grew up feeling the weight of the world on her shoulders. She was often anxious about whether they'd have the rent money when the landlord knocked on the door, and worried that her mother sometimes looked sad. Overwhelmed, her mom lashed out in anger on occasion. As the oldest of three, as soon as Cecilia was ten, she supervised her younger sisters after school until her mom came home from work.

She doesn't fault her mother, whom she describes as “wonderful.” She experienced her as “devoted,” always making the girls her priority. She recalls that her mother fed them first, eating what remained. If she had some leftover money, she spent it on the girls. She taught them pride: “It doesn't matter if your clothes are new; it matters if they’re clean and pressed.” She also taught her to be proactive, saying repeatedly, “If there is something in your life you don't like, you are the only one who can change it.” When her two sisters had children, she appreciated her mother's devotion with adult eyes, noticing how she gives her all to her grandkids.

When Cecilia became pregnant, she felt confident that she could repeat the best pieces of her mothering without idealizing her mother's human flaws. She, too, intends to put her daughter's needs first, and feels certain that she'll be able to convey to her daughter that she'll always be taken care of. She is certain that she'll repeat the maternal dedication she herself experienced growing up.

Her mother wasn't perfect, and Cecilia wants to do a few things a little differently. She says, “I want Jessica to be a child of her age. I don't want her to be aware of the pressures that the adults in her life have.” She also rejects the importance her mother placed on appearances. Perhaps culturally driven, in response to stereotypes about Mexican-Americans in those days, her mother was preoccupied with making her girls look pretty all the time. Cecilia says, “Don't get me wrong. On Easter, Jessica was gorgeous in her little dress and patent leather shoes, but when I buy clothes, I think, ‘Is it comfortable? Is it warm? Will it last?’ ” One of her sisters is just like their mother that way, but Cecilia says, “I don't obsess about how Jessica looks.”

Cecilia views her mother's shortcomings through the lens of maturity. She doesn't fault her mother for being overwhelmed at times. “I've got new props∗ for single moms now. I can't imagine how I would have been when I was teary and couldn't sleep and had indigestion if I'd been on my own with no husband, no mother, no money.” She gives her mother credit for wanting to do the best she could by her children, even if she sometimes stumbled. Her heart was always in the right place, and, in her way of thinking, that offsets any mistakes her mom made.

At almost forty, Cecilia entered motherhood with a strong sense of identity as a nonmother. Her work in accounting and bookkeeping is important to her, and she says, “I always try to be the best: the best employee, the best sister, the best wife.” She differentiated herself from her mother long ago: her marriage is thriving, she is financially self-supporting, and knows that she'd never be as broke or helpless as her mom was when her world turned upside down because of her father's unfaithfulness. When Cecilia became a mother, she was at peace with the ways she's like her mother (“my kitchen table suffers from mom syndrome—it catches every paper that comes in the house”), and the ways in which she isn't destined to be like her.

As a childless couple, Cecilia and Michael had their lifestyle well mapped out. They were very free and spontaneous, and yet they don't miss that existence. “Maybe it's because we got enough of it. We weren't in our early twenties, stuck home with a baby while everyone went out and partied. We'd had that, and we feel that Jessica is, literally, a miracle baby.”

Anticipating parenthood, Michael and Cecilia modified parts of who they were pre-baby. In addition to happily giving up the party room, they've switched careers. Michael, formerly a freelance construction worker, took a lower-paying union job with benefits so that if Cecilia needed to leave her job, they would have his insurance and job security. Just this week, after eight years at one company, she quit to stay home when the friend who was watching Jessica decided to go back to work herself. After visiting numerous infant care centers, Cecilia decided, “I can't drive up and drop her off with strangers like she's a package.” She'll work part-time in the evening when her husband gets home, and downplay other people's worries about how her career might be adversely impacted when she's ready to go back full-time. “I'll cross that bridge when I get there. Right now, I have to watch the cars in the road that are here.” Her identity as a professional conflicted with her identity as a mother. Motherhood easily triumphed, because, as a mom, the most important thing to her is to do what her mom did: be devoted, put the baby first. “We'll just have to manage on less money.”

Cecilia entered motherhood with a track record of being capable in her former roles. She doesn't like the feeling of incompetence that comes with new motherhood, and thus she prepared herself with all her energy. “I think I might be the only first-time mom who actually knew when her mucous plug came out because I had read every little thing about pregnancy.” Her one nightmare was when, a few weeks postpartum, she accidentally fell asleep on the couch and dropped Jessica eight inches, onto the carpet. She immediately called the pediatrician for reassurance, and he ran her through the danger signs, none of which were there. She still says, “I could have killed my own kid,” although her husband gave her the perfect soothing words: “Honey, you’re exhausted, and you’re doing the best you can. The baby's fine.” That day, they set up blankets and cushions on the floor so that it could never happen again.

I notice that Cecilia holds herself to a higher standard than she does her own mom, whose parenting mistakes she now overlooks. And she holds herself responsible for an injury to Jessica that didn't even happen. I suspect she'll get past this. Newborns are exceptionally vulnerable, and one way new moms cope with the awesome responsibility is to try to be superhuman. I think she'll grow into knowing that, like her mother, she can only do her best, because she's at peace with good enough mothering. Empathy toward your own mother's flaws is a good place to start learning to accept being only human yourself.

Truth Be Told, I Didn't Want This Pregnancy

Gretchen, the single mother of a fourteen-month-old girl named Diantha, was as shocked as Cecilia to find herself pregnant. Much of her background mirrors Cecilia’s. She's also half western European ethnicity, with a mom born in Mexico. Her parents divorced when she was young, and she and her mother remained geographically and emotionally close with her paternal grandmother, growing up in a tightly knit ethnic community in urban Chicago. (She still lives on the block she grew up on, where she says people are not only mostly from Mexico, they’re from a particular town.)

The similarity ends there. Gretchen was crushed when she learned, three days before her twenty-first birthday, that she was pregnant; she was completely unprepared mentally. She was single, living at home with her “hard-core Catholic” mom, and enrolled in college, which she paid for entirely by herself through scholarships, grants, and loans. She was on the dean's list, and worked part-time and summers. To spare her anguish, she lied when her mom asked her if she was sexually active, since her mom couldn't accept premarital sex.

Third in her class in high school, Gretchen is no dimwit. She always used birth control, but this one time, she “knew” she was safe. She'd just had her period, so “there was no egg there, nothing to be met.” Her next-door neighbor, Marisol, was a full month late getting her period, and she was worried for her. One day, Gretchen noticed a billboard that said in big letters “Are you pregnant?,” and she had her first fleeting thought that she might be. She dismissed it, saying, “Oh, you’re just paranoid because of Marisol.” She had the slightest nagging feeling because she had slept twenty hours one day, and her appetite had skyrocketed. But she hadn't even missed her own period yet. To support her neighbor, and get it off her own mind, she offered to do pregnancy tests together.

Marisol pretty much knew she was pregnant, and asked Gretchen to go first. She did, and was stunned by the positive result. She recalls saying, “ ‘Oh my God’ at least a hundred times.” She simply couldn't believe she was pregnant. She told Marisol, “This is yours. This isn't mine.” She immediately called her boyfriend Ryan, “hysterical.” She kept saying to him, “This shouldn't be me.” Her self-concept didn't include motherhood. She was a young woman with a great future, an honor student at a competitive university, and a good daughter who planned to buy her mom a house once she established her career. She didn't do unprotected sex, so how could this be her? Her response was “complete and utter disbelief.”

Her family had planned a big birthday celebration, so they put off letting everyone know for a few more days. When she and Ryan told her mother, it went as badly as she feared. She was furious and ashamed, especially because they weren't married. She blamed Gretchen's boyfriend for taking advantage of her, was angry at Gretchen for lying, and then blamed herself for something “she did or didn't do that must have made this her fault.” She nursed her grudge for months. At church, she told people the news as if someone had died, even when Gretchen was standing right there. Her mom cried a lot, and asked her repeatedly, “Why did you get pregnant?” She demanded that she and Ryan get married immediately.

Gretchen told her, “Look, Mom, you were married when you had me and that didn't even last a year, so maybe it's not so great your way.” This didn't sink in, so Gretchen sometimes had to leave the room when her mother wouldn't let up on the criticism and doomsday predictions. She went to the shower to cry in private. Everywhere she turned, she encountered negativity. Her father assumed that she wouldn't finish college. Her university was a Catholic institution, where “you just don't see a lot of pregnant girls running around.” Few of her classmates were supportive, and took it for granted that she wouldn't be graduating with them a year later.

She pushed back at people's expectations for her. She declined the dean's suggestion that she take a semester off during her pregnancy, and proved her dad wrong that she would drop out. She was back in school (part-time) one week after the baby was born, while breast-feeding, and at the time of our interview had just received her bachelor's degree in psychology. Gretchen also refused her mother's demand that she and Ryan marry. They live together in the apartment that is downstairs from her mom. She says, “I was thrown into motherhood, or you might say, self-propelled,” but marriage was something she could remain in control of. She won't get married until she feels more stable, and won't get married for her mother's sake. “We'll see.”

Pregnancy was a bad shock, a moment of recklessness that changed her life plan forever. Abortion was not an option she considered; she was becoming a mother and that was that. Gretchen coped well with this sudden change in her identity by differentiating the parts of her self she was forced to give up or change from those she wasn't. She didn't have to quit school, didn't have to be ashamed of her pregnancy at a Catholic university, didn't have to get married, and didn't have to please her mom. She even continued to work out at her gym until the day before labor, although since Diantha's birth she can no longer find the time. She did need to prepare to provide a loving home for her baby, and she's stepped up to the responsibility. She hung on to all that she could of her old self while making room for the new.

Women who are pregnant, planned or not, commonly note that their emotional attachment to the fetus grows as the baby becomes more real. Gretchen noticed this when she first felt the thrill of the bubblelike sensations of the baby's movement. Her loving feelings increased when she saw the ultrasound, and she and Ryan learned that they were having a girl. She brought the photo home, and the ultrasound technician had typed in “Hi Mom, Hi Dad” on the scan. This turned her mother around. They went shopping for pink baby clothes that day, and her mom began to shift from outrage into understanding that her daughter was really going to be a mom and it was time to put her disapproval behind her.

Gretchen is a very loving mother, and her interactions with her toddler give no hint that this isn't how she always meant it to be. During our interview, she's watching a friend's son along with her own daughter. When she tells them to wait a moment for a snack or a drink of water, they do, which is a sign that they expect her to be good for her word and see to their needs
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