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Dedication

For Tessie, who taught me more than she’ll ever know.
(On second thought, wherever she is, she probably does.)
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“We’re all smart women.
If there were one way to do this,
we’d all be doing it.”



INTRODUCTION

Why You Need Another Book About Motherhood

Baby and Child Care? Yep.

What to Expect When You’re Expecting? Certainly.

Your Baby & Child? It’s there.

Okay, you have them. You made sure they were on the shelf before you were a mother. But now that you are—now that you’re a working mother—are you finding what you need between the covers?

Is there a rundown of carpooling, packing for camp, cleaning your house, making Thanksgiving dinner, interviewing a prospective sitter, filling out your family calendar, shopping at the supermarket, finding a good plumber, meeting your child’s new teacher, and planning a vacation … all while holding a full-time job?

Not exactly.

Here’s a book about you. About your child, to be sure, but first about you. With the number of chores, duties and responsibilities that you have, you can often feel that you don’t get anything done or you don’t get the right things done, that the tiny details—which are still eminently important—overshadow the big things. You might even wake up in the middle of the night worrying about what you didn’t do. Your life feels out of control, that you can’t even tell anyone where to begin to pitch in. You’re exhausted, overwhelmed, and mess up simple tasks.

You’ve come to the right place for help.

Now that your life is inflated with children who are filling up their lives and their rooms with who they are, you want to downsize your life. Simplify it. Make it easier, more organized, less complicated.

In these pages you’ll find answers. You won’t learn how to be Supermom. After all, I’m merely a working mother, just like you. I’m not talking to you as a sociologist, psychologist, pediatrician, or organizational expert, although I’m not too bad at any of these. I’m a Doctor of Thinkology like the scarecrow in The Wizard of OZ. I can figure out a few things, and if I don’t know the answer, I know enough to ask. To find more strategies and tips for you, I went to our greatest resource: other working mothers.

And just because I say you can get organized doesn’t mean I believe, insist, or even faintly imagine that you can do it all. Your life is already crammed with compromises. There’s not a chance you can do everything and be everything, and you should not feel guilty about it.

This is a book to help you take a deep breath and categorize your life. It will help you put things in order and check off things you’ve done. But as much practical stuff there is to do every single day, always remember that we’re talking about bloodlines, not bottom lines. Find the joy in your family, your career, and the world around you.

We’re fortunate to live in a society that is acknowledging our responsibilities as well as our need to raise our children to be the best people they can be. Finally, we can keep pictures of our children on our desks, leave early to get to a Little League game, ask to work from home if a daughter is sick, or take a son’s call during a meeting to help him with his homework.

Never forget who you are. Always be proud to walk into a meeting and say, “Hello, my name is Mom.”



“I have no time to make time.”



1

The Secret to a Less Stressed Life: Get Organized

I know you don’t have a lot of time, so let’s get right to the point.

Organization Is the Key to Your Life

Oh, no, here’s somebody else telling you how to live your life to be the perfect mother-worker-wife. Fear not. I live far from the world of perfection, and I not only can’t draw you a road map to get there, but I’m sure a few of the bridges are out.

We All Think We Have to Do It

Go into any office tomorrow morning, at any level, and you’ll hear the women who are talking about potty training, pediatricians, day camp versus sleep away, and making brownies at midnight. How many working mothers do you know who say that all they want is a life?

The real reason we take it all on? We still see ourselves as good little girls. Would any daughter of a certain age sit at the dinner table and watch her mother clear and do the dishes? Don’t you make coffee and clean up the dirty mugs at the office?


WE HAVE A VISION OF HOW IT SHOULD BE

Louise is a bank executive specializing in risk management, but she has the good little girl still operating in her brain. When she was given a forty-page document to distill into a two-page report, she worked on it immediately. When her boss called to ask whether she’d even had a chance to look at the original document, she looked at the finished report sitting on her desk.

We also notice certain things that indicate whether we are managing the home scene well. Jane, a marketing executive, left for a business trip early one Tuesday morning before her two young children were up. When she returned home Wednesday, she saw that her children had been dressed again in the same clothes she’d put them in on Monday. “Don’t you think someone would realize it?” she wondered. A mother would.



We Better Be Doing the Home Job Very, Very Well First

We are still struck with this idea of expectations: our job—our real job—is to manage the home and family And even though boys are beginning to understand that they too live in a world that’s full of varied responsibilities, we know that if we want to have that other outside job, we have to become juggling masters.

Mothers Aren’t Surprised to Learn Any of This

The only surprise is that we’ve grown to like what we do outside the home, that there’s something rewarding about having responsibilities and making money, and that we want all the experiences life has to offer us.

If we want it, we better get organized.

Time Is Really the Problem

You’re going to have to find ways to put more space in your day and to make more of it available for the people and activities that you’ve decided are most important to you.

Have a Plan

There’s too much going on to keep it all in your head.


	Get an organizer. Any organizer. No matter what kind you use, from good old-fashioned paper to a sophisticated, patented system you were taught at the office, to software you installed on your laptop, be in charge of it.

	Live by lists. Keep the Mother of All Lists. Hidden between the lines on our lists to pick up the dry cleaning and buy more juice boxes are unwritten reminders to save for college, teach values, and get those college applications in on time, even if we’re the mothers of newborns. We have the whole twenty-five years in mind from day one.



Begin with the Organizing Principle: Prioritizing

No mother has ever regretted on her deathbed that she didn’t spend enough time at the office.


	Put your life into perspective.

	Spend a few minutes right now—not before every event of every day—deciding what is important. You’ll be able to make decisions about how to use your time much more easily

	Don’t just say it. Act on it.




KNOW WHAT YOU WANT

Shelly is the chief executive officer of a multinational company. Throughout her career she has known that her three children were most important to her.

“Three weeks after I was made a management supervisor,” says Shelly, “a client called to say he wanted me to attend a five-day off-site meeting. I looked at my calendar and saw that my middle-school son had field day, which I promised to attend. I told the client I couldn’t be at the meeting. ‘You’re kidding, right?’ he asked. I told him, ‘Three weeks from now you’ll never remember who was at the meeting, but my son will never forget I wasn’t at school.’ ”

Early in her career as a working mother, Shelly put this list together:

What I do:


	Clothes shopping

	Pediatrician

	Dentist

	Haircuts

	School plays

	School concerts

	Weekend dinners

	Birthday parties

	Homework



What I don’t do:


	School cocktail parties

	Adult dinner parties on Saturday night

	The gym



What I miss:


	Browsing through stores



Her son told her recently that he always knew if there were any important event she’d be there. “True,” she says. “And he said he knew that if he ever called me at the office, my secretary was always to find me. Not true, but I’m glad that he felt it.”



What to Ask Yourself to Come Up with Your Priorities


	How ambitious am I?

	How many hours a week do I want to spend at the office?

	How many evenings a week am I willing to work late?

	Can I have the kind of career I want if I switch to a part-time schedule?

	How many of those business dinners do I really have to go to?

	Am I going to have a career left if I don’t do any traveling?

	Am I willing to bring work home?

	What kind of help am I willing to get?

	Is my children’s appearance every day important to me?

	Can I live in a less-than-spotless house?

	Do I have to shop for everybody’s clothes?

	Do I want to know every single thing my children eat?

	Do I want to drive carpools?

	How active do I want to be in my children’s school?

	How important are my friends to my well-being?

	What kind of relationship do I want to have with my husband?

	Do I trust anyone to take my children to the doctor?

	How much do I need to be involved in the community?

	Do I have to do holidays just as my mother did?

	What can I give up to have the kind of career and family life I want?



There are always questions of agonizing guilt popping into your mind. This might be a good time to start a journal. Jot things down in a little notebook; don’t write great tomes. Keep track of what you’re thinking about.

Know the Kind of Person You Want to Be

Remember the kind of values and goals you developed when you were young and idealistic.

Goals that might have gotten lost behind the refrigerator:


	To be honorable

	To be someone who won’t shortchange a recipient

	To be someone to whom people (such as children, husband, colleagues) can come for guidance




YOU CAN DO IT ALL … EVENTUALLY

Even if you wish you could help out in your community, have every intention of doing it, and feel horrendously guilty every time you turn down an organization that asks you to volunteer, forget it Everything happens in time.

Kathy is an interior architect who adapts her schedule to clients who need to see her at their own crazy hours. What’s more, she decided that she couldn’t survive without having a social life—a private one with her husband and a rousing one with other families— and teaching Sunday school. She knows which invitations to turn down. “I’m not Supermom,” she says. “I don’t have time for all the charities I’d like to help. But I will do it when the kids are older. I plan on doing it all.”



Set Up a Life You Can Actually Live


	Have one calendar called Command Central. Blocks should be big enough so you can write down enough information.

	Make sure your calendar lets you see a year at a time.

	Give up organization by Post-its. Ever notice how they lose their stickiness? Take that as a sign.

	Keep your own personal calendar, too, that’s always with you.




A FAMILY NEEDS GOALS

If you have to meet quarterly projections at work, why not apply it to the home front? Have family goals, too, and write them down every three months.

Your goals could include having your kids signed up for piano lessons, taking a vacation, or selecting your child’s preschool. Set the goals, then work backwards to make sure they’re done. How do you get them accomplished? Call friends to find a piano teacher, get brochures from a travel agent, and locate the best child-care facility near your office.



What Goes on the Family Calendar


	Every single school event

	Anything special you have to send along with your child to school that day, from money to cups and juice for a party

	Changes such as a special bag lunch, a different pick-up time, or a change in your usual getting-home arrangements

	After-school activities and programs

	Parent-teacher meetings

	Who’s baby-sitting

	Your business trip, a business dinner, or social engagements that are going to impact the life of the family

	Birthday parties, with all the details about who, where, the phone number, and how your child is getting there. Invitations stuck to the refrigerator are not surefire reminders.

	Sports practices, sports events, and any changes.

	Lessons, performances of music or drama, and the ever-popular school play

	Everything you possibly know about camp



For day camp, write first and last days plus any special days you may know about so that you are not looking for a costume, aluminum pie plates, and a clean white T-shirt fifteen minutes before the children have to leave in the morning.

For sleep-away camp, forget the whole calendar. Take a vacation. But highlight the date you have to send the goodie packages.


	Holiday stuff, family events, Grandma’s visit

	Vacations and how child care is being handled

	Medical appointments




TIP FOR PRESCHOOLERS

Note on your Family Calendar things like the letter of the week or any other pertinent information the teacher sends home about what’s going on in school. It helps you stay connected with a small person who may not be able to articulate exactly what’s going on.



What’s on Your Personal Calendar?

Besides your diminished personal life and bloated work schedule, put these in your datebook:


	The school schedule.

	Any nighttime meetings.

	Any regularly scheduled lessons and appointments.

	Kids’ medical appointments and haircuts.

	Every school event for which you’ve volunteered.

	Transfer anything from the family calendar that disrupts your usual schedule so that you don’t miss it.

	If your schedule is on a computer or a personal digital assistant, back it up. Hard drives die; you’ll lose every date, every phone number, every address.




CARPOOL TIPS

Whenever you coordinate a carpool, or if you take your children to a school-bus stop, volunteer to collect all the names, addresses, and phone numbers, then enter the data in your computer and print out a list for everybody.

Include a schedule of driving responsibilities, if applicable. Obviously, not every working mother can drive a regular schedule. If parents (and sitters, nannies, or au pairs) change their schedule, have them call one another to coordinate. Once you’ve done the initial compilation, step out of it. You don’t have the time.



Live by the Numbers

No date book is efficient if it doesn’t qualify as the one possession you’d grab as you run out of a burning building. You need a lifeline to important people.

Keep these numbers in your datebook:


	Social security numbers of your family

	Frequent flyer numbers of your family so you can book a flight anytime

	Phone numbers of alternative sitters

	Phone numbers of your children’s doctors so you can make appointments when you think of it

	Phone numbers of pharmacies near work and home

	School phone and fax

	The number of someone you could call to pick your children up in an emergency




TAKE TIME TO MAKE TIME

Get in the habit of inputting schedule information into your calendar the minute you hear about it. Empty your children’s book bags, which will have notices that are going to be your only communication about events and calendars. Write down vacation dates, business trips, parties, doctors’ appointments, school meetings. It helps you plan for sitters, meals, and carpools as well as prepare young children for events and changes that are imminent.

Being on top of the schedule is exactly what a good secretary does. And, face it, you’re the family secretary.



Keep All the Important Information Near Your Family Calendar

You have to live on automatic pilot, and you can’t be the only one who knows all the important data like the plumber’s number. Put it in your computer, store it on your hard drive, and print out a list for the kitchen. Make sure everybody knows where it is.


	Emergency contacts

	Doctors’ and pharmacy numbers and addresses

	Health insurance information

	School/Day-care phone

	The class phone list

	Numbers for plumber, electrician, roofer, snow removal, tree surgeon, alarm company, exterminator, handyman, heating and air-conditioning service, pizza delivery




TIP FOR MIDDLE SCHOOLERS

You don’t get that nice class list anymore. In fact, you probably don’t get half the information you used to get. So do yourself a favor and get the phone numbers of your child’s friends. You are going to have to reach your child, you know. Try to update this list frequently. And, if possible, get the names of parents.



The First Principle of
Non-Supermom Is Asking for Help

You really don’t have to do this alone. Other people live in the house with you, and they can take some responsibility for making the



	Divide up responsibilities; don’t mete out chores.

	You’re both permitted to set standards of excellence.

	Don’t make your husband feel he’s helping you out. Women won’t be able to stop feeling angry about men’s not helping until women stop thanking men for doing stuff they should be doing anyway. Does anybody thank you for emptying the dishwasher or picking up the children?










HOW TO GET A HUSBAND TO HELP


	Tell him exactly what you want him to do. He doesn’t want to disappoint you.

	Let him know why you want help. Say to him, for example, “Have you ever had to worry when you open the diaper bag that diapers or wipes or a change of clothes won’t be in it? I make it easy for you, and I want you to make it easy for me.”

	Say something like, “Can you throw in a load of whites when the washer has finished?” Be sure you’ve already shown him how to use the washer.

	Understand that he probably didn’t grow up with a father who wanted to help as much as he does.

	Give him his own territory such as Little League or day-care drop-off, in which he can establish his own relationships.

	If he has a regular schedule and yours is crazy, have him pick up the kids and do dinner.

	Accept the man you’ve got. He probably can’t iron, and he won’t wipe the kitchen counters exactly as you would.

	Know when to give up. You just might be picking up his socks or packing lunches for the children for the rest of your life yourself.








Who Helps When You Don’t Have a Husband?



	Get a buddy at work, one who can help with responsibilities if you have to get a report out (although you also have to stay home with a sick child).

	Talk with your company’s human resources director or your supervisor about establishing an on-site support network. An employee-run group that meets once a week for a brown bag lunch can help one another with pressing issues.

	Actively seek carpools.

	Join a baby-sitting network.

	Take the help of everyone who offers it. Let friends take your child to the movies, to Little League, away for the weekend.



Learn to Turn to Resources Outside Your Home



	Your mother. Even if she’s in another city, call her up to vent.

	Assorted relatives who do live nearby. Call and ask. Sometimes your family is afraid you’ll think they’re criticizing or interfering.

	Local parenting papers. They will give you lots of information about resources in your community. The calendars, tips, and articles about schools, camps, and classes are invaluable for a mother who spends very little time standing outside the kindergarten room every morning talking to other mothers.

	Trust yourself. You have great instincts.



How to Give Back to Your Friends
Who Help (and We’re Not Talking Tiffany’s)


	Give in kind.

	You don’t have to build in any extra time for it.

	Give your friends’ children something from your work (old magazines, markers, computer chips, wallpaper, or flooring samples for art projects).

	If you’re running to the drugstore or convenience store, call and ask if you can pick something up for her.

	Have a buddy system with another working mother. If one of you is in a crunch at work, tell each other, then swap dinner duty during that time. Make easy dishes that serve a crowd, like spaghetti or lasagna and salad, and share the costs.









	She grew her hair longer and wears it in a ponytail.

	She changes into sweats or shorts and a T-shirt before leaving work so that she doesn’t have to spend time changing when she gets home and her kids don’t get dirty fingers on her suits.

	She leaves a supply of after-day-care snacks for her kids at work so she doesn’t have to think about packing them up in the mornings.

	Her kids brush their teeth in the tub at night, which saves ten minutes plus time for wiping up the sink, and sleep in the sweats they’ll wear to day care the next morning.

	She makes dinner and sets the dinner table the night before.






Are You Ready for Family Meetings?


THE FAMILY MEETING AGENDA


	Keep it short. We’re talking ten minutes … up to twenty.

	Go over the weekly calendar. Discuss who is participating in each event and how they are getting there.

	Once your children are old enough, give them their own calendars that they can bring to the meetings. They’ll feel so responsible.

	Figure out if you need to buy anything for an event, such as a birthday present, costume, or soccer shoes.

	Determine whether you need to get any baby-sitting help.

	Hand out money for school trips, lunches, allowances.

	Talk about any school projects coming up so you don’t have a hysterical child starting a research paper the night before it’s due.



Line Your Day with Time Cushions





	Try getting up earlier.

	Shower and dress before you wake the children.

	Make sure there’s gas in the car the night before.

	Pack all the your stuff and the kids’ at night and load the car. If that’s not possible, at least have it all by the door before you go to bed.











Time to Be



CREATE FAMILY RITUALS


	Don’t make plans with other couples on Saturday night. Stay home, make dinner as a family, rent a movie, sleep on the family-room rug in your sleeping bags.

	Have a baking project on Saturday afternoon, and let the kids plan it. Remember, a brownie mix is also baking.

	When you can, try to have dinner as a family, even if the children have to wait for you to get home.

	Talk with each child separately at bedtime about how the day went.

	Read aloud to your children for as many years as they’ll let you.

	Have a game that your family plays together—card game, board game, made-up game, or even charades. It’s the kind of ritual that grows up with the children.

	King or queen for a day: on weekends or holidays, spend a day with your child who’s planned everything from food to activities. Give a budget!

	Get your children involved in your work. If you bring one to the office, have him or her help in some way to see what you do all day.

	Make real plans for one day each weekend so that it doesn’t just drift away with errands or running to birthday parties or events.
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