


[image: image]





[image: image]

[image: image]


Contents

Title Page

Dedication

Introduction: Our Inner Catfight Leslie Morgan Steiner



Neither Here nor There Sandy Hingston

The Mother Load Terri Minsky

Sharks and Jets Page Evans

Baby Battle Susan Cheever

Guilty Dawn Drzal

The Donna Reed Syndrome Lonnae O’Neal Parker

Mother Superior Catherine Clifford

Good Enough Beth Brophy

Big House, Little House, Back House, Barn Lois R. Shea

What Goes Unsaid Sydney Trent

I Hate Everybody Leslie Lehr

Before; After Molly Jong-Fast

I Do Know How She Does It Ann Misiaszek Sarnoff

Red Boots and Cole Haans Monica Buckley Price

Working Mother, Not Guilty Sara Nelson

Feminism Meets the Free Market Jane Smiley

Happy Anne Marie Feld

I Never Dreamed I’d Have So Many Children Lila Leff

On Being a Radical Feminist Stay-at-Home Mom Inda Schaenen

Being There Reshma Memon Yaqub

Russian Dolls Veronica Chambers

Peace and Carrots Carolyn Hax

Unprotected Natalie Smith Parra

Julia Anna Fels

On Balance Jane Juska

My Baby’s Feet Are Size 13 Iris Krasnow



Afterword: Ending the Mommy Wars Leslie Morgan Steiner

Acknowledgments

A Reader’s Guide

Questions and Topics for Discussion

Individual Essay Copyright Information

About the Author

Praise for Mommy Wars

Copyright




To Perry



Introduction

Our Inner Catfight


A few months ago, I celebrated a friend’s fortieth birthday at the Sulgrave Club, an elegant old mansion in downtown Washington, D.C. Dressed in a vintage black cocktail dress from my mother-in-law’s party-girl days, I stood chatting with a neighbor, a mom like me who works part-time in newspaper and magazine publishing. I told her about my idea for a book exploring the tension and confusion between working and stay-at-home moms today.

Another neighbor, a stay-at-home mom whose kids go to school with mine, joined us. This woman is the head of the parent-teacher association at our public elementary school, as constant and welcoming a presence on the playground as a greeter at Wal-Mart. My friend, a former Washington Post reporter who makes her living posing provocative questions, asked our neighbor what she thought of my book idea. Specifically, what she thought of moms who work. Without breathing, the stay-at-home mom answered, “Oh, I feel so sorry for them.”

My cheeks flushed like a child with fever. Fortunately, the guest of honor turned on the microphone and started thanking her husband for the party, so I didn’t have to disguise my response. This woman felt sorry for me? For all the moms at our school who work to support their families, to show their kids that women can work, who work to change the world, who work to keep their sanity?

My reporter friend was watching me closely. “She doesn’t feel sorry for me or you,” she leaned over and whispered in my ear. “She feels sorry in theory for women who work. It’s why she doesn’t work. Because she imagines that if you work, you don’t have time for your children, your husband, life. She doesn’t know what it’s really like to work. Just like you and I don’t know what it’s really like to stay home full-time. That’s why you’re writing this book—so we can end this catfight.”

She’s right, that is why I created this book. Motherhood in America is fraught with defensiveness, infighting, ignorance, and judgment about what’s best for kids, family, and women—a true catfight among women who’d be far better off if we accepted and supported all good, if disparate, mothering choices. For years I struggled to end my own personal catfight over career and family balance—and I tussled mightily to stop myself from disparaging other women’s different solutions. I still struggle. Along the way, I’ve perplexedly watched working women transmogrify into happy (and not so happy) stay-at-home moms, and seen others continue doggedly working, some happily and others with deepening resentment and anger over the drudgery and missed opportunities both at home and at work.

Nearly every week someone tells me how lucky I am—that I have the best of working and stay-at-home motherhood. Until two-thirty every day, I’m a working mom in the advertising department of The Washington Post. Then I tear down the office stairs (late, always late), speed-walk home, rip off my business suit and pantyhose, and pull on yoga pants and my Merrell Jungle Slides just in time to grab our two-year-old and pick up the older kids from school. But the truth is I feel like a hybrid—neither working mom nor true stay-at-home mom.

I don’t understand moms who find happiness staying home all the time, without work and their own incomes (however large or small). I can’t fathom why some working moms stay stuck in too-demanding jobs or careers that they openly resent because of the quality (and quantity) time they miss with their kids. But what I know for certain, because I see it almost every day from each side of the battlefield, is that the two groups misunderstand and envy each other in the corrosive, fake-smiling way we women have perfected over the eons.
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Before I tackle how this book came to be, let me explain my own choices. Three observations during childhood convinced me early on to combine work and motherhood:



• I loved children madly and knew I wanted several of my own one day.

• My father, a lawyer, was immeasurably rewarded for his work (he got to buy nice ties, choose whether or not our family went to Florida for spring break, decide when to divorce my mother, et cetera).

• My mom, a Radcliffe graduate and one of the smartest women I know, sipped rum and Coke from a little glass starting at 5 P.M. every day, threw shoes at us from across the living room, and at times became unhinged by the frustrations of staying home raising four children.



During my early childhood, I wore my mother’s unhappiness like an invisible cloak. I brought her handpicked daisies on May Day, tried to bring her breakfast in bed on Mother’s Day (she refused to stay put long enough), bought a trio of garish painted parrots for her birthday, cooked dinners and made my bed every day, brought home report cards filled with A’s, and took care of my youngest sister to lighten Mom’s child-care load. As I grew up, I abandoned my campaign to make her happy; I grew dismissive of her flaws and determined to never, ever, repeat the sacrifices that seemed to lead to her inescapable unhappiness as our mother.

Nothing was going to stop me, an optimistic Harvard student in the 1980s, from cherry-picking the best of my mom and dad’s worlds. My senior year, Judsen Culbreth, mother of two and editor in chief of Working Mother magazine, spoke on campus about the benefits of working motherhood. “The most important factor in a child’s life is a happy mom,” she said. Her advice flashed like a traffic light turning green; work would be my Route 66 to happiness, freedom, and good motherhood. I could and would have it all.

After graduating, I got a job in New York City at Seventeen magazine. My salary, though significantly less than a year’s college tuition, covered the rent on a shabby-chic basement apartment in Chelsea, the subway uptown to Seventeen’s offices, and five-dollar dinners at the Indian and Israeli restaurants lining St. Marks Place. I was deliriously happy. School was out for good. I was finally working—and at a ridiculously fun, engaging job writing and editing a publication every woman in America has read at least once in her life.

After two years love intervened. I fell (hard) for a brilliant young man I met on the New York subway, a man from a welfare family who dreamed of blue-chip business success. I knew exactly where he could get it. In college I’d organized alumni reunions for Harvard Business School and met dozens of graduates at all stages of their careers. All of them seemed more in control of their lives than any other adults I knew. I secretly wanted to get an M.B.A. too, despite feeling like a traitor to my literary ambitions. My lover figured this out and convinced me to leave the job and city I adored to run off to business school with him.

Despite my Ivy League background, in my world the feminine Holy Grail, no matter a woman’s IQ or accomplishments, was attracting men. As a child, I’d watched my mom in the space of one afternoon transform herself from a tear-stained, dirty-apron-clad wretch into a ravishing cocktail-party hostess in full makeup, gleaming black hair, and gorgeous halter dress greeting partners from my father’s law firm at our front door. Presenting a perfect front to the outside world of men clearly mattered tremendously. My primary quest had always been getting men to notice my legs, staying skinny, looking pretty at parties, in class, and on subway trains.

But I also craved economic independence. I simply did not want to be my mother. So I traded my glamorous, underpaid pink-collar publishing world for b-school.

         

Those first months I found myself dumbfounded by the academic material. I nearly broke down in accounting listening to professors discuss credits, debits, and accruals. The droves of former Wall Street analysts intimidated me to the point of muteness. What had I gotten myself into?

Toward Christmas, I went to New York with a study group to interview the founders of Wasserstein Perella, a renowned Wall Street investment bank I’d never heard of. On the train back to campus, three men in suits sat next to me. One tried to start a conversation. The two others joined in the mindless pastime of “Who can pick her up first?,” a game I’d played with decreasing enthusiasm for over a decade. I was no more real to the men than a Playboy centerfold.

The closest one asked where I was heading. “Business school,” I said.

I will never forget what happened next. The men sat up in unison, like marionettes. They leaned forward. One actually kicked me by accident. At once they dive-bombed me with questions. What did I think of the economy? Was a recession looming? Should they pull out of the stock market? Was it a good time to change jobs?

I held forth on the filthy commuter train, rattling off macroeconomic explanations that would have been gibberish to me three months earlier but sounded good now. When we arrived, the men hovered around me, wished me good luck. No one asked for my number. As I watched them go, a new cloak of equality settled over me. I’d become real. To my surprise, it felt good.

Would anyone understand my excitement? My mother? My Harvard classmates? My colleagues from Seventeen? I realized I already knew the women who understood—my female b-school classmates. I headed back to campus to find them. At that moment, like clay being hardened in a kiln, I joined the working-woman tribe.

         

A year later, I realized what I got in return. Before coming to business school, I’d married my subway lover. To my complete astonishment, this man who had worshipped me poured coffee grounds on my head one morning when I woke him too early. In a deserted corridor on campus he slapped me after I joined an all-male study group. Inside our Volkswagen he yanked the car keys out of the ignition as I drove sixty miles an hour down an interstate highway.

One December night during our second year he became so enraged following a discussion of where we were spending Christmas that he barricaded me in our bedroom. He punched me, kicked me, shattered a wedding photo over my head, and strangled me until I blacked out. When I came to, I saw in his reddened eyes that my own husband was on the brink of killing me. A terrified neighbor pounded on our front door until his fists started splintering the wood. My husband fled just before the police showed up. Rather calmly, they told me they might find me dead the next time.

I loved my husband, even then. But I left him. I hired a divorce lawyer, borrowed money from my mom, changed the apartment locks, and started sleeping with a dresser blocking the bedroom door. My husband began stalking me on campus and at job interviews. At night he paced the street outside my apartment. I thought I might have to leave business school just a few months before earning my M.B.A.

Then my female classmates began calling, asking how I was. My marketing professor took me aside after class to tell me she’d survived an abusive relationship as a young woman. Groups of women paid for my lunches, surrounded me at parties, gave me rides to recruiting interviews, never let me walk home alone. Soon I had five great job offers, three of which were hundreds of miles from my ex. My women friends, along with my mom’s support and the wallop of an Ivy League M.B.A. degree, formed an underground railroad to safety and financial independence, far out of reach of my ex-husband’s anger.

         

At twenty-seven, in possession of both an M.B.A. diploma and a divorce decree, I tried to focus on work and rebuilding my personal life. The career part came pretty easily. Outside of work, I felt like a debt-ridden fallen woman. I never blamed myself for being beaten, but there was no denying that of the millions of single men in New York, I’d selected one of the sickest to be my supposed soul mate. Dating again felt like tiptoeing on cut glass, trying to put my foot on the shards that would hurt the least.

I still trusted men as a species. The problem was that in my determination not to make the same mistake twice, I aimed a hot police searchlight on every potential Romeo. Three years following my divorce, after many brief romantic fiascos, I started dating an investment banker whose blue eyes and happy-go-lucky ways made my heart pitch to my toenails. He never balanced his checkbook, wore a Malaysian sarong on the weekends, and shook off my first-marriage confessions with gentle curiosity.

After a year, he proposed in Prague at midnight on the steps of the Jan Hus monument in Old Town Square. He got down on one knee. Tears streamed down his face as he explained that I was the most wonderful woman he’d ever met.

My reaction? Panic. Followed shortly by fury.

Didn’t he know that our marriage would probably end in divorce? In my mind, the best I could hope for was that he would cheat on me, surreptitiously cancel our joint credit card and checking account, and prance around in that sarong in front of someone ten years younger. How could he believe in happy endings when I never would again?

I fought my terrors. I humored his romantic dreams. He got his wish for a big white wedding and a long honeymoon. We cried together in our tiny Manhattan bathroom when the pregnancy-test strip shimmered with two blue lines. My husband’s faith in the goodness of life thawed me out enough to have a child. But I simply couldn’t climb aboard the “married happily ever after” Pollyanna train.

The earth moved for me when our baby was born. During the first weeks of motherhood, I realized I trusted my husband—and life—enough to toy with leaving the working-woman tribe and depending solely on Perry for financial support. By then, I was a marketing executive with Johnson & Johnson, the health-care giant. I’d launched a new product successfully throughout South America, the Middle East, and Australia. I had a shiny United Airlines premier card and change from twelve different countries in my desk drawer next to my dog-eared passport. Chairman Ralph Larsen knew my name.

Still, rocking our newborn son felt like mainlining Valium. I thought I might stay home. My ob-gyn, a mom with three kids, tried to stop me. “You don’t want to make such an important decision during maternity leave,” she said as I lay on the examining table for my six-week postpartum checkup. “You’ve got hormones and exhaustion clouding your judgment. Life is long. You can always quit after six months, a year.”

I went back to my job the Tuesday after Memorial Day. Max’s three-month birthday. I was amazed to be paying another woman to do what I craved most in the world, to stay home with my little bird. While I drove out the driveway, dressed in a black coatdress and full makeup for the first time in weeks, my heart lay beating on the changing table.

I got through the day with a single vow: not to cry.

Soon enough, my boy came to work with me, spending his days at the plush, 22,000-square-foot Johnson & Johnson employee day-care center. I could see his nursery window from the boardroom window. I breast-fed him during lunch. My boss said yes when I asked to work at home two days a week, granting me a gift more priceless than a briefcase of stock options: time with my child.

Due to his time at day care, my son learned to sleep amid chaos, to talk before he turned a year, to trust other people. Ralph Larsen still knew my name. Over the next five years, I worked a variety of part-time and full-time jobs, my career progressed, and I had two more children. I have no doubt that my life, as well as my family’s, is immeasurably richer due to my decision to combine work and motherhood.

         

Of course, it’s rarely easy. I don’t often have ironed clothes and blow-dried hair on the same day. I could store my three kids’ winter clothes in the bags under my eyes. It’s not likely that I’m going to be president of any company before I turn forty next year.

I once left my daughter Morgan crying in her high chair during a conference call, shutting the kitchen door with my foot so my colleagues wouldn’t hear her wails. More times than I can count, colleagues have wrapped up jobs so I could get to the day-care center before my kids were turned over to foster care. I have not slept for more than four hours uninterrupted in at least six years. I’ve taken phone calls locked in my bathroom with the fan on to muffle the kid noise in the next room. I just stopped writing to fish my youngest child out of her booster seat, clean spaghetti off her face, hands, arms, shirt, and belly button, wash her dishes, and get her settled playing with her older brother’s electronic math gizmo, all so I could scribble a few more lines.

The problem with straddling caring for three small kids and working at a wonderful job is that at times work seduces me into giving more than I should. I rush along deliriously busy, in love with some project. Until bam—I miss my children so much it’s as though a large block of ice has suddenly replaced my stomach. At times like this I bury my head in my baby’s curly hair, smelling her sweet sweat, reminding myself these days are short. I hold my five-year-old’s hand all night long when she crawls into bed with me. I let my six-year-old stay up late to keep me company while I take a bubble bath. I pull back from work, reorient myself, and start all over trying to find the right balance.

I don’t think staying home full-time would be any easier.
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When I was thirty-two, three years into my blessedly peaceful second marriage, sixteen months into the motherhood gig, five months pregnant with our second child, I sat on the floor of our New York apartment in stunned silence. My husband had just come home from work. He stood in the middle of the living room explaining that he’d been offered the presidency of a hot Internet start-up. For context, this was amid the late-1990s dot-com frenzy—twenty-year-old Internet millionaires, triple-digit stock-price increases, companies with funny names like Google and iVillage and paymybills.com springing up like mushrooms. One teeny problem: The company offering Perry the job was in Minneapolis. Since we’d been married he’d changed jobs frequently. In less than four years I’d moved four times for him.

         

Soon I was lying on the parquet floor of our two-bedroom, rent-controlled Manhattan apartment, trying not to weep. Within a ten-minute walk lay my son’s favorite playground, my sister’s apartment, my in-laws’ condo, Gymboree, a pediatrician as kindly as Big Bird, five or six Starbucks, the Reebok gym, and at least a dozen museums. I pounded the floor with my fists, arguing that we couldn’t possibly move again, even for his dream job.

My husband calmly explained that we were very lucky and really had to go. Millions of dollars in stock options, he said. Besides the money, I heard in his voice that he wanted this job more than he’d ever wanted anything—except perhaps me. This job will make my career, he said. It was going to cost us, big-time, in terms of my career and quality of life for our kids. But I knew we had to go.

Johnson & Johnson, bless them, let me work long-distance, part-time, from our Minneapolis apartment overlooking Lake Calhoun, which seemed frozen ten months of the year. My salary barely covered the kids’ day care. I worked and tried to build a temporary life for us while my husband stayed at his office until the darkness of the midwestern winter threatened to swallow me whole.

I’d promised to go to the arctic tundra for two years. Day after day of working at home, alone, bundling two toddlers into and out of snowsuits four times a day, calling frantically in from business trips to remind Perry not to miss the 6 P.M. day-care pickup, convincing the kids that Omi, Pop-Pop, Aunt Perri, and Grams were human people, not just voices on the telephone. After a year and a half, I resigned from J&J—long-distance, part-time work with no benefits and a minuscule hourly salary wasn’t worth it any longer. For the next six months, I was kind of okay. I volunteered at the kids’ school. I started writing a book about my first marriage. I brought up moving back East.

“Oh no,” said the man with whom I’d borne two children, given up my job and the Upper West Side, abandoned my kids’ world-class day-care center, walked away from a big salary and stock options of my own. “I earn more money than you, and I think we should stay a few more years,” he told me.

More money than me? A few more years? Every single day in Minnesota had felt like exile, a sacrifice for his happiness. I thought of the mornings I’d cried in the shower so that the kids wouldn’t hear me. The evenings I’d begged my husband to come home in time to read the kids a bedtime story and he’d replied he couldn’t because of a meeting with “someone really important” (as if we weren’t). The time, just a few weeks before, with our daughter in the backseat, I had been in a terrifying head-on collision; when I called to tell my husband we were okay, he asked if he could finish up some paperwork before he came to get us. It was suddenly, horribly clear that he was oblivious to the reality of my life and what I’d given up for him. And I’d helped create this monster, by moving for him, by keeping quiet when he worked late month after month, by playing the role of supportive wife just like .  .  .my mother.

I was so furious that for the first time in our marriage I was speechless. I didn’t sleep that night. I lay stiff as a board next to him, listening to the wind howl off Lake Calhoun.

The next morning, my friend Jodi met me for breakfast during our kids’ swim lesson. A few years older and with an M.B.A. from the University of Chicago, Jodi started out when women M.B.A.s wore floppy white ties and bulky suits like armor. Happily married for several years, Jodi was an institutional saleswoman at a large Minneapolis investment bank. She’d paid for her mother’s breast cancer treatments, bought her a mink coat when she recovered, and taught her three daughters to water-ski barefoot on a Wisconsin lake where she’d bought a cabin—all with money she’d earned herself.

“This is what you do,” she began with a Mona Lisa smile, cradling a mug of steaming coffee.

I knew something dreadful was coming. Something along the lines of what I imagined wives told one another in moments of marital stress: Time to accept the worldly art of feminine subservience. Visit a therapist. Start going to church once a week. Charge a piece of jewelry to his credit card. I wasn’t sure I could stomach this kind of retro advice, especially from her.

“Move back,” Jodi told me instead. “Tell him—nicely—that you understand he may need to stay longer. Tell him you and the kids will welcome him back East whenever he’s ready.”

Later that day I checked my Johnson & Johnson stock fund. If I sold all the shares I’d earned over eight years, I’d have enough to move East, rent an apartment large enough for the kids, pay for day care. Barely enough. What if I hadn’t saved that money?

I sent my résumé to the paper I grew up with in Washington, D.C. Three weeks later, the publisher called to tell me of an opening at the Sunday magazine. My dream job this time, a chance to combine what I’d learned at business school and J&J with my passion for publishing.

I didn’t break all our china or stage a three-hour fight. I told my husband it was his turn to move for me. And then I shut up.

I think few things frighten a man as much as an opinionated wife who suddenly falls quiet. One morning at breakfast Perry cleared his throat and said, “I’ve been thinking about what you said about moving back home. I guess you’re right. I’ll start looking in D.C. right away.”

We left Minnesota in February.

         

Washington welcomed us with pink and yellow springtime fireworks—sunshine that made us lift our faces skyward, daffodils and cherry blossoms lining the streets like our own ticker-tape parade. Perry and I bought a house less than two miles from my childhood home, settled into our new jobs, decided to have a third baby, and got pregnant on the first try. He had moved for me. I carried that fact around like a kid with a new puppy at the end of a leash. Perry also promised we’d never have to move again. I tried to believe him.

A happy ending.

But those white-knuckled weeks of fury in Minnesota had hacked a new pathway in my working-mom psyche. The job at the Post required full-time work, at least at first. The hours away from my kids were worth the leverage my job would bring. Not just worth it to me, but worth it for the kids. Repeated moves for a parent’s career do not make an idyllic childhood. Max had never had two consecutive birthdays in the same state. In four years he and Morgan had been in five different nursery schools, had been terrified by shots and exams by four different pediatricians, had gotten attached to and detached from countless babysitters. The trade-off I faced as a mother was crystal clear: work, earn money, have a voice in where and how my family lived, or depend on Perry 100 percent financially and give up our right to protest his career choices despite the short- and long-term emotional costs. Going back to full-time work was the road I had to take.

But along the way to renewing this commitment to working motherhood, ironically I also learned to swim in an ocean of sympathy for stay-at-home moms who feel they can’t object when told they have to move to (or stay in) places they or their children hate. However, I still didn’t understand these moms and their lives. We all started out kind of the same. School. Work. Marriage. Babies. (Not always in that order.) How—and why—do some moms know to stay home? How do others decide not to?

I’ve struggled to find my own balance. One crisp October morning my car key wouldn’t turn in the ignition. My reaction was to sob for four hours, which made it difficult to go to the office. Once I stopped crying, I thought hard about my life. I’d been working full-time running The Washington Post Magazine for nearly two years, clocking long (and admittedly thrilling) hours and sleeping even less than usual. I’d moved into an old house that we were renovating, cared for our two toddlers, and gotten pregnant. I was moving so fast I could hardly slow down to snuggle my children in bed.

No wonder I couldn’t stop crying. That day I resolved to cut back at work, and a few months later I reduced my hours (and my salary) by 50 percent, although I’m happy to say I kept the parts of my job that continue to thrill me.

But finding your own balance between work and family can be a torturous task. The easy divining rod—financial need—explains only a portion of working-mom choices. On my block there’s a family who cannot afford for the mom to stay home. But they rent a small apartment, go without a car, and send their children to a mediocre public high school so she can. Two houses up the hill lives one of D.C.’s most successful Realtors, a mom with two small kids, a cell phone permanently attached to her ear, and a rich husband who could easily support a stay-at-home wife. Both women (and their kids) seem happy to me. The fundamental question remains: Why are some moms still ardently working and some so happily not?

The far more troubling query: Why is there this catfight between working mothers and stay-at-home ones? Despite the snarling most of us witness at times (and engage in ourselves), aren’t we moms ultimately united in our quest to stay sane, raise good kids, provide one another with succor and support, and protect humankind from the overly aggressive, overly logical male half of the species?

The evidence, unfortunately, does not support a united sisterhood among women. Just a week or so ago, dressed for the office at 8 A.M., I (somewhat) frantically dropped my kids off at their schools while my husband sat on a plane to Atlanta (I think—could have been Chicago or Vegas or anywhere not here). In the space of twenty minutes on the playground, three different stay-at-home moms lobbed greetings that felt like sly, wholly unwarranted commentary on my life:



Mom number one: Oooh, pantyhose! I’ve forgotten what those feel like!

What I heard: I haven’t had to work in so long. Aren’t you jealous?




Mom number two: Oh, don’t bother slowing down! You are always rushing somewhere!

What I felt like retorting: Yes I’m in a rush! My husband is out of town—again. I’ve been up since 5 A.M. feeding, dressing, and cajoling three savage small people. I didn’t even have time to brush my hair. Now I’ve got to go to the office when I already feel I’ve worked a whole day! And you expect me to chat?!




Mom number three: I don’t know how you do it. (Accompanied by patronizing smile.)

What she meant: I don’t know why you do it. You must be in really desperate need of money or self-esteem if you are willing to neglect your children in order to work. Not me—I love my children more and am clearly the superior mother.



But at least the stay-at-home moms talked to me.

Later that day I was dressed in sweats, sitting on the floor at the kids’ weekly computer-enrichment class, trying desperately to (a) stay awake, and (b) amuse our toddler for an entire hour with props from my purse. A slew of working moms rushed in to pick up their kids, clad in child-unfriendly leather skirts and high-heeled boots (quite similar to the ones I had recently peeled off), impatient for their children to finish up. They glanced at me on the floor as if I were an oversized rodent. In lieu of a greeting to their children, each spit out a version of “Hurry up—we’ve got to be—” One just rapped on the glass door to get her kid’s attention. Maybe she didn’t remember her kid’s name. (Strike that: way too bitchy.) In one day, I rocketed from damning the holier-than-thou stay-at-home moms (no one loves their children more than I love mine!) to damning those snotty working moms (What makes them think their contributions to the world are more valuable than mine?).

There is no good reason for working moms to treat stay-at-home mothers like dirt (invisible dirt, but dirt nonetheless). Working moms might conceivably be grateful to moms who stay home and run our schools, our communities, a good chunk of our kids’ worlds. And stay-at-homes might arguably appreciate the working moms staying late to get the big promotions, fighting to increase women’s presence on company boards and the front page of The Wall Street Journal, campaigning to win elections. Without the money, the power, and the loudspeaker successful careers bring, women will never have the collective bargaining power to make the world better for ourselves, our children, and all the women who can’t leave abusive husbands, the ones who wear veils, the moms who earn less than minimum wage cleaning houses and don’t have choices about birth control or prenatal care or any other kind of care.

That same morning on the playground, right after the stay-at-home moms had had their verbal way with me on the blacktop and I was scurrying out of the school yard, my daughter’s pre-K teacher beckoned me with one finger.

“Shit,” I thought. “I don’t have time to talk to her.” But my inner-mom voice prevailed—she must have something important to say about my daughter. So I went to her.

She had on one of her thirty-three-year-old son’s old Redskins T-shirts, pulled down over a faded purple Indian batik skirt. Her long white hair hung to her elbows. Her red lipstick was on crooked. If you’d put a crown and shimmery dress on her, she’d have looked just like an aged Good Witch Glinda headed for the Wizard of Oz nursing home. The other parents and I call her the Goddess of Pre-K. In a city renowned for its expensive, elite private preschool programs, this public school teacher, who’s been in the same classroom for twenty-six years, rules with an imaginary golden wand, turning a crop of tearful, terrified four-year-olds into calm, well-behaved, curious five-year-olds who love going to school each day.

She gently but firmly grabbed my elbow, exactly as I’d seen her do to my daughter on Morgan’s bossiest days. She’d overheard those stay-at-home-mom comments. Wisdom radiated from her green eyes, almost buried in their wrinkled pockets. “Did anyone ever tell you how beautiful you are?” Mrs. Rahim whispered so that the swirling crowd of stay-at-home moms, lingering by the school door, couldn’t hear. “You are a happy mom. Your face glows with it. That’s what matters most to your kids. I think you should have ten more children. Now go to work.” I could tell she wanted to pat my Liz Claiborne–clad tush as I walked away, smiling as if she’d tied a pink balloon to my wrist.

         

Today, right before lunch (i.e., a quick hop to the cafeteria to get ice for my Slim-Fast), I ran into another working mom in the hallway and spent ten precious minutes commiserating by the water fountain.

“How are you?”

“Well, I was up at 3 A.M., nursing the baby and writing a PowerPoint presentation for the VP group that I have to give in fifteen minutes. How are you?”

“Oh, yeah, no sleep here either. Last night Morgan kicked me all night, Max peed on me, and when I woke up at 5 A.M. Perry wanted to have sex.”

Conversations like this sustain me for days. They provide psychic nourishment when life feels like a bizarre twenty-first-century game show with me as the lone contestant. Throw her a child who vomits on the way to school the day of a big presentation! Chuck an irate client across her path! Have the cat swallow a phone cord at 10 P.M.! Make her go to New York with only twenty-four hours’ notice! Break her cell phone, the dryer, and the microwave on the same day and see how she reacts! Working moms understand me in ways stay-at-home moms—even my own mom and close friends—never will.

I have to work. I wouldn’t be myself if I didn’t. My job (most days) makes me feel energized, important, successful—a happy mom to my kids. I have combined the best of my mother’s and my father’s worlds, largely through years of education and careful career choices that have afforded a handsome prize: rewarding, lucrative part-time work that leaves time for my family. Financial independence factors mightily in my decision to continue working. As I hope I’ve made clear, I could never leave something as crucial as my family’s income solely to someone else, even if that someone else is my husband.

Even so, say that life and luck conspired against me and I had to choose between a demanding fifty-plus-hour-per-week job that left no time for my children or no work at all. I’d choose my kids every time (assuming I could find a way, financially). Because as much as I prize economic independence as a crucial element of providing for and protecting my children, their psychological well-being and the joy I get from being the emotional linchpin of their lives mean more to me. Much more.

The time I do have with my kids is a scarce resource, precious as black pearls. During the week I don’t go to girls’ night out, to client dinners, or anything else. You’re never going to find me on a moms’ retreat away from her children. My kids know I can never get enough of them. The biggest punishment Morgan can muster is to put her hands on her hips, stomp her feet, and command imperiously, “Mommy, you go back to work!”

Working motherhood offers a surprising and invaluable benefit: It forces my husband to be a more involved father and a better husband. Because I work, my husband orders our groceries online, makes the kids breakfast every day, periodically takes them to doctors’ appointments, and occasionally even makes our bed. Last week was typical: He took Max to school every morning, came home one day at four forty-five to coach the kids’ basketball team, and squeezed what he assured me should have been a three-day business trip to California into one day.

He wouldn’t have done any of this if I stayed home all the time. Sure, he’d want to. He’d have the best intentions. But the immediacy of his work pressures as the only breadwinner, coupled with my availability as a last-minute substitute, would make it too easy for him to put work first. Honey, can’t you take Max to school today? Babe, all the other guys are staying for the whole trade show. But we have to move to Arkansas—I won’t get this opportunity again. And so on. Like many families with stay-at-home moms, we’d become artificially divided—Mom doing the June Cleaver thing, Dad whistling away at work. My husband probably wouldn’t realize what all of us had lost until he became a grandfather.

What puzzles me is that despite the fact that I’ve crafted a pretty ideal work/family situation, I’m still jealous of the trust stay-at-home moms seem to have in their husbands and in life, a breezy Carol Brady belief that everything will always turn out fiiiine. Some days I dismiss their confidence as sheltered naïveté. Other days I’d kill for even a small dose of faith that neither my husband nor life will leave me stranded destitute on a highway someone else chose. That I’ll never need to foot my kids’ tuition bills with my own money. That a car accident or sagging economic times will never rob my family of financial stability. That the nagging ache in Max’s knee is definitely growing pains, not bone cancer, so I’ll never need my more generous health insurance to hire cancer specialists to save his life. That the man I depend upon for food and shelter won’t betray my trust.

Whether it’s luxurious blindness or a kind of faith I lost long ago, I don’t know. Whatever it is that separates me from true stay-at-home mothers makes me sometimes hate them. For a minute.

Then I regain my equilibrium and remind myself that it’s my life I should judge, not anyone else’s. I know that twenty years of work, coupled with surviving a disastrous first marriage, means I make profoundly wiser choices today. I’ve learned that some scars never heal, but the wounds don’t kill you, either. Being responsible for my life, my children, my choices, sustains me in even the darkest hours. The gift of facing life headfirst is knowing that self-reliance, not just the paycheck that makes it possible, is the true key to happiness (or something close to it).

         

So I’m back where I started. How can some moms stay home? Why is it that others, like me, so clearly cannot? Do we all fight our own private battle about whether to work or stay at home? Does that explain why we’re so bitchy to women who’ve made different choices?

My confusion and curiosity about other moms’ lives is what led me to create this book. I needed to hear from happy stay-at-home mothers and hard-driving career moms about what life is truly like for them. To bridge the gap between working-mom fantasies and fears about stay-at-home lives (and vice versa), twenty-six writers have laid out, step by step, how they’ve made their choices and why the decisions are right (or not so right) for them, their children, their husbands, the world. I found it provocative, in the best sense of the word, to juxtapose the stay-at-home mom elucidations with the working-mom ones, and to mix in a few hybrid part-timers like myself. In order to end this catfight and emerge united, we need to explain ourselves to one another.

Most of the debate in the United States about the benefits of working versus stay-at-home motherhood has been taken over by experts: researchers, academics, politicians, journalists. Many of them aren’t women. Some aren’t even parents. The most authoritative (and fascinating) answers come from moms themselves.

So let’s hear from them.



Neither Here nor There

Sandy Hingston



People often ask how I found this book’s contributors. In truth I could have stood outside my house and flagged down the first twenty-six minivans driving by; every mom has a unique story about why and how she combines work and family. But I found our first contributor via one of womankind’s most tried-and-true methods of connecting with other women—an old boyfriend. I asked one about his favorite female writers, and he recommended Sandy Hingston.

Sandy lives in Pennsylvania with her husband and two teenage children. She is a senior editor at Philadelphia magazine and the author of nineteen historical romance novels, including The Suitor and The Affair. In 2004 and 2005, her parenting column, “Loco Parentis,” was recognized with the Gold Award from the City and Regional Magazine Association; it has also won the Clarion Award from the Association of Women in Communications.

Some of us working moms find ourselves caught in a gray zone between work and home. We are working but have scaled back our ambitions. Our employers, our colleagues, even our husbands, may not comprehend what we’ve given up in order to have more time and energy to devote to our children. But we know. Sandy’s essay brings to life the pros, the cons, and the frustrations of having it all and ending up in the middle of nowhere.

Eight years ago, when my son had just turned three, I went for the first job interview I’d had since quitting work the week before he was born. The woman who conducted the interview was funny and charming. I felt an instant bond. I aced the copyediting test she gave me. We spoke about the magazine I’d be working for if I got the job, and she pumped me up. We went to lunch in the company cafeteria and discovered that we both loved egg salad and were Lithuanian American (which doesn’t happen often). Things were moving right along.

Then, over cups of herbal tea, the woman said, “You say your son is three. What makes you sure you’re ready to go back to work now?”

I was prepared for the question. I’d practiced my answer. I held my hand up and ticked off my fingers: “Jake’s in prenursery school two mornings a week now, and doing fine there. The same school has full-time day care, so that transition should be smooth. His sister just started kindergarten, and he’s jealous of her ‘big-kid school’ anyway. He’s very verbal, so he’ll be able to express himself if something at day care is making him unhappy. And—well, this job just seems perfect for me. It’s time to go back.”

That was all five fingers.

But the woman wasn’t looking at my hand. She was staring at my face. Because right from the word prenursery, I’d been crying, silently crying, great fat slobbery tears rolling down my cheeks and throat and onto my neatly pressed blouse.

She handed me a tissue. I dried my eyes.

We both knew it was the end of the interview.

         

Two years later, different interview, different magazine, different job offer—one I could say yes to without sobbing. For one thing, my male predecessor had structured the position to accommodate his novel-writing aspirations: He was in the office the first two weeks of every month, when the magazine was in the throes of production; the last two weeks, when things were slower, he worked from home, via computer—a setup that sounded heavenly compared with conventional full-time. And no one could say I’d asked for special consideration because I was a mother; I was simply inheriting the status quo.

For another thing, Jake had finally begun kindergarten. My husband’s work as a musician could be arranged so he’d be there for the kids after school. I would have it all: a real job, a great job, decent money, terrific people to work with, plus those two weeks a month when I would be a full-time mom. I sat Jake and his sister, Marcy, down and explained how wonderful life was going to be from now on.

And it was a wonderful life. While I was at the office, I never thought much about what the kids were doing. When I was home, the office seemed very far away. I had more patience for playing Legos or leading the Brownie troop when I knew that in only two weeks I’d be dealing with adults who respected my talents again. True, the commute was a bear—an hour and a half each way. In the weeks I was working, I dropped Marcy and Jake at school in the morning and didn’t get back until it was time to tuck them in. But—though it took me a long while to admit this to anyone, even myself—I loved my time alone in the car, alone in the silence, or in noise, if there was noise, of my own choice and making, in contrast to the unending tumult that was Marcy and Jake.

And oh, how I loved the homecomings, turning the key in the front door in the violet glow of evening and being greeted like the Allies liberating Paris, by the kids, yes, who threw themselves at me in delirious adulation, but also by my husband, Doug, passing the child-care baton with weary gratitude. Then it was upstairs—“Up the blue waterfall!”—to the pleasures of the tub, and into jammies that I had washed and folded on the weekends, and bouncing into Mom and Dad’s big bed for half an hour of The Boxcar Children or Little House on the Prairie or Winnie-the-Pooh.

Part-time parenting was pleasurable, and I was good at it, as good as I was at fixing dangling participles and sorting out faulty parallelism and conjugating lie and lay. I was the Selkie Girl, sleek as a seal in my dual roles, better than anyone else because there were two of me.

         

It took some time for the fragility of the construct Doug and I had created to manifest itself. There were foreshadowings, ghostly intimations that all was not well in Toyland. That first year in kindergarten, Jake pushed a fellow student hard enough that we got to meet the principal. In the autumn of first grade, he hurled his lunch across the room and then hit a girl named Enjoli with a chair. The spring after Columbine, he took a nail clipper to school and damn near got expelled. (“It’s not a weapon,” he said scornfully when we attempted to explain how the world had changed. “It’s a nail clipper.”) The following year, when a teacher suggested that Jake hadn’t done his best at a task, he locked himself into a bathroom stall and refused to come out, announcing his intention to “just kill myself.” This tripped a school-district alert process that landed him in anger-management therapy. All this time, Doug and I presented the perfect concerned-parent front, siding with the school in every instance, promising disciplinary action on our end, doing our best to impress everyone involved with how dedicated we were to putting things right.

What was needed, the therapist and Jake’s teachers and the principal and Doug and I agreed, was consistency and follow-through: consequences laid out in advance, punishments doled out as threatened. It sounded great in theory. But what it ran up against was my deep conviction that Jake’s problems were at heart my problems—that if I was a real mom, there for him every day at pickup and not just half the time, he wouldn’t be hostile and impatient and sarcastic and rude. I felt this way even though I loved my job—maybe because I loved my job. Instead of coming down harder on Jake, I came down harder on myself, and doubled up the perfection: perfect Christmases, birthdays, summer vacations. The Halloween costumes I sewed were museum-worthy. Cupcakes for class parties were Martha Stewart fantasies of fondant and flowers.

And I justified the hours I was away with the money I was making. New Nikes? You got ’em. Another Barbie? You betcha. A $120 collectible Star Wars helmet? Little man, nothing’s too good for you.

Somehow, it wasn’t helping. Jake just got angrier. I felt so lucky to have Marcy, solid and sensitive Marcy, with her straight A’s and goody-two-shoes ways. She was her brother’s perfect foil. I’d fallen into writing a parenting column for the magazine, producing gritty, drawn-from-life portrayals of child rearing as it really is. Only—they weren’t, really. I skated on the side streets of Jake’s problems, riffed drolly on Marcy’s entrée into the teen years, each column neatly tying up the issue of the month—racism, Britney wannabes, attention deficit disorder. I heard from lots of parents who said they loved my stuff. My mistake was taking praise for the columns as praise for me: What a good, wise mother! And all the time we as a family were devolving, heading into a tailspin, catalog-shopping for the emperor’s new clothes.

         

My daughter, in the summer before she began high school, took all the willpower she had hitherto directed at earning good grades, excelling at trombone, and making varsity in three sports and turned it to one purpose: getting very thin. It is proof of just how far my head was stuck in sand that Marcy dropped nearly forty pounds before I noticed how odd her eating habits had become.

I knew she was dieting, but I’d dieted when I was her age. I had just never done it so obsessively—or successfully. Holding herself to less than a thousand calories a day, sobbing when circumstances forced her to consume foods with uncertain nutritional values, working out feverishly at the gym, my daughter reduced herself to a wisp, convinced that in radically altering herself, she would change her world.

Shylock never paid more dearly. For her meticulous troubles, for her painstaking efforts, Marcy began her freshman year at high school and discovered .  .  .that nothing had changed. That the boys she idolized still preferred girls she considered idiots. That though she was rail-thin, she was still agonizingly self-conscious and shy. Instead of coming to what seemed to Doug and me the logical conclusion—might as well start eating again!—she curled up on our sofa and fell into what Jake’s therapist (we were all seeing her now) diagnosed as depression.

My perfect family had become a perfect mess.

         

Like Alice down the rabbit hole, I was plunged into a new world, one with its own vocabulary and rules of order. Therapy was as foreign to me, the child of parents who’d never admitted there were problems, let alone discussed them, as the Cyrillic alphabet. It took all my concentration, in the face of our therapist’s gentle questioning, to keep my good-mother persona intact. Now and then I flubbed it big-time; on one memorable visit, in my daughter’s presence, I referred to her as a “whack job.” The therapist stared in shock, then asked me to repeat what I’d said: “I’m sure I must have misheard you.”

“No, she called me a whack job,” Marcy confirmed. “But it really didn’t bother me. She says things like that all the time.”

In the therapist’s narrowed eyes, I read something no one had ever, ever, accused me of before: I was a bad mom.

We didn’t dive into quarry-deep psychological waters in our family therapy; we only dabbled our toes. But it was a strange and different way of thinking about our relationships to one another, brought into focus by a woman who knew only what we showed her about ourselves. What I learned from it was that the more I showed her, the more I felt we were getting somewhere.

As a mom, I came to see, I was pretty bad. Failure was new to me, and I found it liberating. The key to what had gone awry at home—what fed my daughter’s unfeeding, and my son’s fits of temper—was precisely what made me so good at my job. Each month, it was my responsibility to see that the magazine was perfect: no typos, no grammatical mistakes, no errors of logic or omission. When you spend your days aggressively seeking out imperfection, you begin to see it everywhere: in the bedspread that’s askew, in the lawn that’s mowed haphazardly, in the A-minus that could have been an A.

Before we could heal, I would have to learn to turn off my relentless drive for finding flaws. I would have to understand the truth in those weary platitudes: “It’s not the end of the world.” “Everyone makes mistakes.” I strove to loosen up. Occasionally, we did something on the spur of the moment—and it turned out okay. I became braver in dealing with situations that had once made me panic: asking directions, making reservations, packing for vacations, all those control-freak moments that filled our daily lives with high anxiety. I had a responsibility to my children to try to become, in my late forties, a grown-up at last. And part of growing up was figuring out how I felt about the decisions I’d made when it came to my job.

Conventional mother wisdom tells me I’m right to work because my family won’t be happy unless I’m happy. What does it mean, then, if my work makes me unhappy—but maybe less unhappy than staying home would? Conventional mother wisdom says that the best, the finest, gift I can give my children is to be interesting and involved, and that I can’t have that without a career. Maybe not. I’ll never know what our lives would be like if I’d stayed home full-time, been there for all the concerts and parent-teacher conferences and hockey games. Maybe Jake wouldn’t be so angry. Maybe Marcy wouldn’t be so thin. Or maybe they would.

What I do know is this. We women, we’re supposed to be the ones making the choices these days, calling the shots, controlling our destinies. And despite my desperate efforts to keep it all together, I’m really not in control of anything—not my family, not my career, not my relationship with my husband, not who becomes president of the United States. I’m not even in control of me. When I’m at work, I wish I were home. Tending to my children. When I’m home, I think longingly of work—where I have space, can breathe. The only time I feel as if I know who I am anymore is in the car, when I ride bareheaded between my two hats, neither here nor there.

This realization, the recognition that having it all is the same as having nothing, has had the effect of making me softer, more tolerant. Childless women, the ones who’ve made or been forced into that choice—I’ve stopped seeing them as doppelgängers, my thinner, richer, infinitely more leisured lost self, what I would be if my womb had never come through. And where once I pursed my mouth when prospective mothers announced their intention to return to work full-time in six weeks, now I tell them how much I admire them, how sure I am they’ll cope, thrive, be fine. When I wheel my grocery cart into the checkout line behind a woman whose toddler is screaming for candy, I smile at her, thinking, “Bad day” instead of “Bad mother.”

We are all good mothers, the best we know how to be.



The Mother Load

Terri Minsky



Terri Minsky is the creator of several television shows, including Lizzie McGuire, Less Than Perfect, and The Geena Davis Show. She is the executive producer of The Lizzie McGuire Movie, and has written for Sex and the City, Flying Blind, and Central Park West. She lives in New York City with her husband and two children and frequently can be found three thousand miles away in Los Angeles. Stay-at-home mom, part-time working mom, eighty-plus-hours-per-week working mom—she’s done it all and lived to write about it.



Here’s one of my mother’s favorite stories of my childhood:

At the age of nine, I come home from school weeping: I have no friends; no one plays with me during recess. My mother, in what becomes her lifelong trait of taking my misery as her own, comes to school the next day and hides behind some shrubbery, where she watches me on the playground racing around and jumping rope and clearly not lacking for company.

My mother repeats this story every time I tell her I’m feeling insecure. I think the moral is “You’re not insecure, you’re just delusional.” But now that I have a nine-year-old daughter of my own, and an eleven-year-old son, I realize what the real lesson is: I can’t be a stay-at-home mom because I would spend every waking hour behind shrubbery.

My mother’s story suggests I’m hardwired for hovering. Add to that three years I spent on the fertility roller coaster, riding the hopeful highs and the crushing lows, feeling as if I were the only woman in New York not pregnant or pushing a stroller. I went out of my way to avoid the many playgrounds on the Upper West Side. I was a sullen baby-shower guest. I completely stopped speaking to a friend who told me she planned her pregnancy to ensure that her child had a spring birthday.

The moment I learned I was pregnant in early 1993, life became all about the kid for me. I took the oath of our generation that I would not, would never, give my child any reason to mention my name in therapy. I wanted my children to feel they’d hit the mommy mother lode.

Year one, I was a stay-at-home mom. My days consisted primarily of photographing Sam, often while he was sleeping (in fact, entire rolls of that), then running down to the one-hour developing shop and ordering double prints, which I picked up exactly sixty minutes later. I made albums and scrapbooks and journals and carefully labeled and stored all the negatives and extra prints. My idea of an “event” was a sale at Monkeys and Bears, the tony children’s wear store in the neighborhood. I arrived a half hour before the store opened the first day of the sale. My own wardrobe was black and entirely elastic.

I shunned all store-bought birthday-party invitations and made my own. One year I sewed them. Every playdate was an arts-and-crafts extravaganza. Finger paints and Play-Doh didn’t cut it for me. When a child came to our house, I produced googly eyes, Sculpey clay, Shrinky Dinks, Mod Podge, special scissors that cut fancy deckled edges, bags of cloth swatches, boxes of beads, fabric paint, glitter glue, stamps and ink pads, the Eric Carle set of designed tissue paper, decorate-your-own T-shirts, picture frames, treasure chests, puppets. I wanted to be the gold standard by which all kids judged their parents.

Just to be clear: I’m not bragging about this.

I wanted only what every parent wants—for my children to be happy. But first I had to define happiness for them, and I went with excess, constant surprise, wish fulfillment before the wishes were made, before my kids even knew what wishes were. As a two-year-old, Sam formed his first material attachment, to a four-dollar Lion King figurine. Inevitably, it slipped from his hand during some stroller nap, and rather than wait a day—okay, an hour—to see if he could love another toy, I rushed to the store and bought four more, all they had in stock. He was never without it again, until he discovered T. Rex .  .  .well, I think you see where I’m going with this. I’m actually too embarrassed to describe the riches that befell my children as rewards during the potty-training process. Let’s just say it was Christmas with a toilet instead of a tree.

I was constitutionally unable to see them suffer. Discipline, time-outs, denying my own flesh and blood a sixth bottle of juice just because it would, quote unquote, “rot her teeth”—all of that fell to David, my husband. As did the dreaded Ferberizing—following Dr. Ferber’s method of teaching your child to fall asleep by letting him cry for increasingly longer intervals until he figures out you’ve discontinued the blissful experience of rocking him to sleep. I don’t know who suffered more, Sam or me, but I do know David had to Ferberize us both at the same time.

Annie was born when Sam was seventeen months old. Two months later, I went back to work as a writer on the television series Central Park West. If nothing else, I had to support this insatiable shopping habit I’d developed on behalf of my children. But it really was too good a job to pass up—a TV show shooting in New York, the brainchild of zeitgeist master Darren Star, who already had Melrose Place and Beverly Hills 90210 on the air.

As it turned out, this wasn’t the hard-core office job that kept me away from my kids. I could get to work late, I could leave early, I could write at home, so neither my children nor I had to deal with major separation issues. It had been more than two years since I’d spent any significant time in all-adult company, let alone as the only one with children. I was about as clueless as a German tourist trying to decipher a New York City subway map. I couldn’t remember the last book I’d read that didn’t rhyme. I had no good industry gossip, and nobody here wanted to gab about breast-pumping machines and babyproofing your apartment. The job itself lasted only a matter of months until the show was canceled. For the next five years, I was a work-at-home mom, which I kept telling myself was the best of both worlds, but when I look back on it, I see now it was also the worst.

Work was a distraction from Sam and Annie; Sam and Annie were a distraction from work. It turns out I’m not all that good at compartmentalizing or managing my time, but until this point I had never really had to be. I had always gotten things done before. Now I was turning in scripts late and sometimes not at all. I would sit bolt upright in bed at 3 A.M., freaking out about how I was going to do my share to support this family, vowing to myself that today I would get all the work done that I hadn’t managed to do yesterday and the day before that and the day before that and the day before that. I would shut the doors to my living room, determined to concentrate, and then look up to see a little face staring mournfully at me through the glass. Was I really going to ignore that just so I could stare at a blank screen? Of course not. The mommy part of me was never going to take a backseat to the writer part of me.

Unless I had forty-five minutes left to go in my workday and had produced barely half a page of stuff I didn’t loathe. I’m one of those writers who needs hours of staring at the computer to write anything worthwhile, and now I had to weave those hours around parent-teacher conferences and ear infections and making cookies for a bake sale and jumping up to see what that horrible crashing sound was. I would set very reasonable, not overly ambitious goals for myself: Write five pages today. We’re talking sitcom script pages with wide margins and double-spaced dialogue—I wasn’t giving Proust a run for his money.

As my available work time ticked away, I would become increasingly tense. Mommy wasn’t opening the doors for a hug; it was the Writer, and she was snapping, “You have to leave me alone! I have to get this done!” Which was then followed by Guilty Mommy, who wouldn’t let Frustrated Writer do anything until she apologized. You know, it’s scary when you see the last scene of Psycho, where Norman Bates is in a padded cell and his two personalities have finally merged and you’re thinking, “Wow, he looks relaxed.”

So, I had the Holy Grail of “it all”—marriage, family, career—and, for the first time in my life, antidepressants. Yet everything I did felt half-assed. I hadn’t written more than a script or two a year for five years. I spent entire days in my bathrobe, and it wasn’t a particularly attractive bathrobe. I had an all-purpose sleep/work/gym wardrobe of leggings and oversized T-shirts, and had been known to go forty-eight hours straight in the same clothes. My main mode of transportation was bicycle, which I could ride with four grocery bags suspended from the handlebars. It took me a really long time to figure out I couldn’t handle “it all,” even longer to stop feeling horribly incompetent about that.

In the mid-1990s, having children was considered a serious liability for female television writers. One executive, a woman who knew of my fertility problems, greeted the news of my second pregnancy with this sentence: “You’re as useful to me now as if you had a brain tumor.” I thought, Oh my God, she’s going to realize she said this grotesque thing and call me back any minute, begging my forgiveness. But she never did; actually, she thought her sentiment so apt she repeated it to my agent. I take tremendous satisfaction in the fact that a script I wrote for her, which died at ABC, was picked up in 2000 by the Disney Channel and became the series Lizzie McGuire.

This same year, I wrote a pilot about a fabulous single girl who marries a widower with children and becomes Instant Mom. It wasn’t my idea, and I had no higher expectation for this script than anything else I’d written. But this one was picked up, and Geena Davis agreed to star in it.

This is like you just passed your driver’s test and somebody hands you the keys to a Jaguar. You have to drive it. Even if you feel like you’d be happy with a beat-up Toyota. And everyone keeps saying, “Boy, you’re so lucky, what a fantastic car, better not let it get dented or stolen or scratched.” Which is what you know for certain is going to happen if you so much as get behind the wheel.

Sitcom writing is not the job for people who want to spend time with their kids. For nine months of the year, you just don’t get to. Eighty-hour weeks are typical. An “easy” job is one where you sometimes get home before midnight and have some weekends off. You eat most of your meals out of Styrofoam delivery boxes. And you spend nearly all this time in a conference room from hell, sitting at a table covered with cold French fries and empty soda cans and used napkins and open soy sauce packages and the trade papers, which everybody’s reading while they’re supposed to be working from the hundred various drafts of
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