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FOREWORD
THE PERFECT ENOUGH MOTHER
Kathryn Black
My friend laughed, that slightly hysterical oh-my-God laugh, when I told her my dismaying story. In rounding up a gaggle of children from our elementary school to escort them home, I’d forgotten a neighbor’s child. I was laughing at seeing myself as recipient of the “Bad Mother of the Month” award, able to laugh because it turned out fine. The girl was a fourth-grader and snagged a ride with someone else. Her mother and I had been trading care of our children for a good decade by then, and she’d let me off easy.
“No worries,” my laughing friend told me, “You’re a good enough mother.”
The label stopped me short. I know it has soothed many an overworked, harried, well-meaning mother; in other words, most of us. Over the decades, though, the “good enough mother” has suffered what a marketing expert might call “image creep.” A Google of “good enough” turns up uses like these: “second best, but good enough” and “good enough for government work.” These connotations are useful if we’re discussing any number of duties that simply aren’t worth full-out effort, such as tidying up for company or tackling post-vacation  e-mail. But mothering? Second best isn’t what most of us had in mind for ourselves or our children.
I’d been mulling this concept over for a while, when in yoga class one day my teacher suggested we each try for a perfect pose. She’s not a yogi who pushes and demands. She surely knew that none of us could achieve, on this day, perfection of any kind. But still she said, “Try.” As we moved into a cobra pose, she instructed us, “Relax into it. Lead with your heart.” That day, I held my cobra a fraction longer, a trifle higher, and much more joyfully. And I thought about mothering.
I decided that, like yoga, it’s not whether the outcome is perfect, but whether we’ve led with our hearts. That’s what matters to children. Like every mother I know, I get caught up in that how-much-is-enough/never-enough thinking. Because, in truth, we can never do enough. But we can  be enough for our children.
What if instead of seeing our mothering as “good enough,” we thought of ourselves as “perfect enough,” like my cobra pose—not without flaw or fault, but aiming to be full, complete.
Home after yoga, I looked up what British pediatrician turned psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott, who coined the phrase “good enough mother,” had to say.
He didn’t talk about starting a three-year-old with Suzuki violin lessons, ensuring that my eight-year-old never ever has to wear a dirty soccer uniform to a game, or buying your teen the designer clothing and big-screen TV everyone else has. Winnicott’s prescription was devotion—abiding, affectionate attention. Lead with your heart. He maintained that every infant needs a mother whose faithful care literally keeps her baby alive. Then as the child grows and develops, the mother, in  a natural way, meets her youngster’s needs less completely, thereby allowing the child’s self to emerge.
This is what Winnicott meant by “good enough.” Too little devotion and the infant cannot live, too much devotion as the child grows and you stifle him. And we’re more likely to hit that just-right dose if our intentions point high. Were Winnicott with us today, I think he would look at what’s become of “good enough” and write instead of the “perfect enough mother.”
By ditching “good enough mother” we throw out the second-rate implications that now go with it, dragging us down. Just thinking of myself as the “perfect enough mother” makes me stand a little straighter, step a bit more firmly.
With all this in mind, I began to move through my days of juggling the tasks and concerns of motherhood, aware of that contribution Winnicott saw in my daily mothering. I began to see that the distinction between “perfect enough” and falling short isn’t in whether my children wear handmade Halloween constumes this year or whether the cupcakes for their birthday parties have sprinkles on them. It lies instead in my heart.
I’ve stopped asking myself, “Do I do enough?” I ask instead, “Do I lead with my heart?” Each of my days with my children embodies my dedication when I am open to them. Sitting around our kitchen table over dinner—whether it’s packaged mac and cheese or roast beef with all the fixings—we are giving thanks, talking to each other, laughing, and I am demonstrating the dedicated care Winnicott spoke of. Are we mothers merely “good enough” who sacrifice, console, cajole, nourish, sustain, cherish, guide, shelter, and love, year after year? No. We are perfect enough.

INTRODUCTION
MY PLAY DATE WITH THE DUCKS
Therese J. Borchard
If trauma is good for anything it makes for great conversational bits at the public park. And in between the covers of books.
That is how this collection emerged—out of a potentially tragic event, one that was publicized on the front page of the Annapolis Capital, forcing moms I hadn’t met before out of their hiding places to console me with their confessions of just as bad, sometimes even worse, mishaps.
As the official winner of the Mortified Mom Award I became the renowned sympathetic ear to hundreds of other moms plagued with guilt, a local celebrity unintentionally soliciting tales of near-death, neglect, regret, remorse, and all that great stuff usually broadcast on Oprah shows.
Intrigued and fascinated and relieved by other mom’s stories, I pursued even more of them with the hope that one day I would have a collection of stories that might shed some of the unnecessary weight shouldered by most moms in our society.
Not that I wanted in any way to celebrate sloppy mothering or glorify reckless and indifferent parenting. Instead I aspired to initiate a conversation, like the spontaneous ones that have happened at the coffee shop, parks, and street corners where I hang out with my two kids.
Ash Wednesday of 2004 was a holy day for me. Because the boy under my care could have easily died had his guardian angel not been eating sushi on the edge of the city dock in Annapolis, a picturesque setting where the Spa Creek of the Chesapeake Bay meets the quaint downtown shops.
A fellow preschool mom asked if I’d take her two-and-a-half-year-old, Will, for an hour or two so that she could run to the gym to tell some woman to pump more iron and run faster. Stacey is a physical trainer who usually uses the child-care center at the facility, but rumors of lice made her seek an alternative for this day. (Her son would have been better off with lice.)
I was partially relieved at her request, because I wanted to contribute an act of charity on Ash Wednesday, something easier than dragging my two-and-a-half-year-old son, David, and four-month-old daughter, Katherine, to church.
“No problem,” I said, as I strapped her son’s car seat between my son and my daughter. “It’ll be fun. We’ll get lunch, ice cream, and then feed the ducks.”
It was a perfect day for that: sunny and in the forties. So after Will and David fueled up on sugar (mistake number one), we headed to the harbor to feed the ducks what was left of the boys’ grilled cheese sandwiches. I had Katherine strapped onto me in order to manage the quick movements of the two-yearolds with both my hands, which is why I couldn’t do anything but scream when David pushed Will into the frigid water of the creek, which was at least fifteen feet deep. As I frantically tried to unstrap Katherine from my chest, a man sitting nearby dove into the water and rescued Will.
I couldn’t have lucked out more. A former lifeguard, Chris LaPanta had swum the polar bear swim competition in his hometown of Duluth, Minnesota. By the time I had one strap  off my shoulder, my angel with cowboy boots on his feet and ashes on his forehead held Will with one hand and was swimming with him toward the nearest ladder.
The rest of the afternoon played out like a bad episode of  ER. Although most of it was a blur, I can recall a few details: two restaurant owners stripping little Will and forty-one-year-old Chris of their glacial clothes to prevent hypothermia and wrapping each in white tablecloths; Chris’s white briefs baking in the rotisserie at the poultry joint downtown while the locals commented on his chiseled six-pack abs; David screaming at Will because I had given the blue-lipped boy my son’s winter coat, and then demanding to ride in the “fun truck” (ambulance) with his friend, not in Mom’s gold sedan with no lights and sirens.
Mostly I remember asking myself what I was going to say to Stacey. I had begged her a few times to let me take Will since she seemed a bit stressed, and as the professional people-pleaser that I am, it was my responsibility to relieve her. We weren’t great friends. We hadn’t even made it beyond preschool small talk.
Question after question fired off in my mind: How was I going to explain this mess? How did I manage to screw up this bad? What should I have done to prevent this fiasco? (Stayed home and watched cartoons? Stuck the baby in a stroller? Restrained my son with a harness?)
In the ten minutes it took me to drive from the duck’s diner to the hospital, all my bad mommy moments flashed before me. I was only two and a half years into the game of parenting and embarrassed of my scorecard.
There were those countless times I let David cry it out at  four in the morning to try to teach him how to fall back to sleep on his own, not knowing he was suffering from a painful ear infection. Would he bill me for the shrink visits twenty years hence that would result from this neglect?
I should have eliminated caffeine completely from my diet during the first trimester of my pregnancy with Katherine. Maybe that was the cause of her irregular heartbeat. And why did I fly with her when she was a wee two months old? Did I really think her immune system could fight off the nasty bacterial infection she caught on the plane, which almost had her hospitalized?
Instead of checking e-mails and making business calls, I should have devoted every second of David’s first two years to educational interaction, naming every damn thing I saw (apple, boat, tree), like a few of the annoying moms I met at the park. Had I not planted him in front of a Baby Einstein video occasionally to get a little work done or had him amuse himself with puzzles, blocks, and Legos, maybe he wouldn’t be speech-delayed.
In fact, so immersed in my own world was I that one-year-old David had managed to wander into the utility closet to squirt tub and tile cleaner into his eyes while I was checking my voicemail. After I flushed out his eyes, a neighbor drove us to the emergency room since I hadn’t a clue if he had swallowed the stuff. Five hours later I learned he was okay.
Yeah, loser mom, I was driving yet again to the ER, this time with a kid who wasn’t even my own.
I was shaking and crying and practically hyperventilating as I tried to reach Stacey to explain that we had taken a little detour that would delay her son’s drop off. Since I had conveniently forgotten my cell phone that day, I waited until our  family of three landed safely at the waiting room of the hospital before making a beeline for the public phone, dialing her cell about twenty times only to hear the same message over again.
“Answer your phone, damn it!” I yelled under my breath.
“What street does Ms. Hopkins live on?” the nurse asks me with a phone to her ear.
Not fair. I had to page through the thick white pages for Stacey’s home number, while the nurse had an efficient computer system to dial up the number. Like a contestant on Jeopardy, or Who Wants to Lose a Friend? , I glared at the woman in blue scrubs while my fingers frantically dialed Stacey’s number trying to reach her before the hospital spilled the beans.
“We talked to her, and she is on her way,” the nurse with a calm grin finally told me.
The good news about this whole story is that little Will was released from the hospital a few hours later in tiptop shape. He suffered an ear infection or two due to the polluted water at the city dock (and the fact that, having tubes in his ears, he was supposed to wear plugs if submerged in any water at all), but seems to attach no negative feelings to his afternoon with Ms. Therese.
Stacey arrived at the hospital with wet eyes and smudged mascara. Can you believe she went to hug me first, and then realized she had better first console her son? The most empathetic and forgiving woman I have ever met, she did not once judge me or condemn me for my lack of prudence on Ash Wednesday.
“Accidents happen, Therese,” she said, hugging me with all the strength she had left after an afternoon of physical training. “It could have happened to anyone.” A few hours later the  Hopkins family made an after-dinner field trip to our home to see how  we were doing.
Yes, accidents happen. We read about them every day in the paper. A truck plummets off an overpass onto a busy highway at rush hour, killing people in the cars below. A water taxi capsizes in gusty winds, leaving twenty-five people stranded in the water.
But when accidents happen to moms, we feel responsible. And very, very guilty.
I’ve heard my share of mom horror stories since everyone read about my afternoon with the ducks, which was printed on my birthday (no less).
A good friend of mine didn’t mean to give her two kids food poisoning when she fed them bad meatballs, which they threw up for a day and a half. Another friend turned her back for a second to find her two-year-old at the bottom of some stairs with a broken arm.
My mom told me about a friend of hers who was building a snowman with her son. She ran into the house to fetch him a hat, and when she returned she couldn’t find him because he had disappeared under a snowdrift, eventually freezing to death.
Of course there are also a variety of non-life-threatening regrets: the mother who thinks her decision to go back to work created a son with special needs; or the mom who finds her absolute devotion to her kids during their younger years has left her washed up, incapable of any passion or ambition of her own, now that she has time to herself. One woman feared her strict parenting style might cause her daughter to rebel as a teenager—in promiscuity or an eating disorder—and another is afraid her relaxed household might rear a hippie son who  smokes too much dope and never takes responsibility for himself.
The timing of my big debut as Imperfect Mom couldn’t have been more ironic. A month before the release of my new book entitled I Love Being a Mom, I was psyching myself up to utter sappy-sweet sound bites about the nothing-but-happy moments of motherhood. Still feeling the euphoria of my epidural and narcotics offered (okay, demanded) at my C-section, I entitled the last part of the book “Stretch Marks on My Heart.”
There is no denying that my heart has expanded with the first eight pounds of love, and then the second seven, transforming me from a somewhat selfish writer and editor into a compassionate Mother Teresa who can occasionally change a diarrhea diaper without uttering a profanity and find my cell phone in the microwave without wanting to throw it at the little boy who hid it there.
However, I am now suffering the physical and emotional consequences of that heart enlargement, with stretch marks everywhere else to prove it. Dark circles under my eyes advertise my children’s sleep schedule, and coughing attacks and green snot showcase the last infection that attacked our household.
When I called up an editor at a local parenting magazine about featuring a piece on my book, she responded with a pregnant pause.
“I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, Therese.” she said, “But, having been through the recent incident at the dock, would you ever consider writing a piece on being an imperfect mom?”
I almost hung up. I was already flashing her the bird. But then I had one of those thoughts that would make my father, the savvy businessman, very proud.
If people read the story and felt sorry for me, maybe they would buy my book.
“Uh. I guess I could do that. Sure,” I said, hushing my ego, which wanted to direct her to a steamy place without lemonade stands.
“You’re not going to write it, are you?” asked my husband, who knows what I’m thinking before I’ve had a chance to think it.
“Don’t stoop that low. You’re a good mom. A great mom,” he said.
“It’s not about being a good mom,” I explained. “It’s about not being perfect. And besides selling a few copies of my book, maybe some other mom will sleep a little better knowing she’s not the only one who beats herself up and has messed up from time to time.”
The piece, “Confessions of an Imperfect Mom,” further established me as the all-too-human mom who admits it and who won’t judge you if you have almost killed your kids or someone else’s.
Moms surfaced everywhere I went with their tales of imperfection. At the pool (where my kids now don bright life jackets), moms confessed every kind of water horror story I’d ever like to know; at the park, they told me about jungle gyms gone bad and swings that bite the dust; and at street corners, stories about close calls with cars and bikes and trucks.
But more meaningful to me than the accounts of everything that could possibly go wrong, and everything you could worry about, were the candid tears, strong bear hugs, and sharp fears  and regrets shared by the perfectionist moms among us who demand of themselves nothing short of a ten-point score.
One mom admitted to bawling at her office desk, exhausted and torn between pursuing a career that satisfies and stimulates her but steals time away from the little faces Scotch-taped to her computer monitor. Another recounted the sheer rage she feels when her daughter’s bedtime routine takes an extra half-hour, eating away minutes from her coveted and nearly extinct personal time.
When I sent word out to writer and editor friends that I was looking for imperfect mom stories, my e-mail inbox was instantly flooded with confessions of all sorts. Some themes emerged, which make up the sections of this book.
In the first part, writers lament events and incidents that caused a kind of false start into motherhood. Award-winning novelist Caroline Leavitt tells of the traumatic first year of her son’s life, in which she fell critically ill and nearly died. Unable to hold her infant for the first six months, the road to a loving relationship involved its share of work and patience. Former Working Mother executive editor Gail Belsky recounts the emotional torture that led to the secret circumcision of her son. Freelance writer Maria Rodriquez divulges her “failure” at labor that resulted in a planned C-section. The Imperfect Parent Web site cocreator Jessica Carlson relates the scary birth of her premature son. Freelance writer Kelly Johnson Harrington crafts a somber but important piece on her multiple miscarriages. And writer-activist Asra Nomani sounds off against critics who see her, an unwed mother, as a criminal in the eyes of Pakistan’s Islamic law.
The second section includes a variety of near-miss stories,  like veteran journalist Judith Newman’s accident that landed her and her twins in the emergency room; bestselling author Andrea Buchanan’s story on how a pile of dirty laundry saved her son’s life when he fell from the changing table; award-winning novelist Gayle Brandeis’s tale of the camping trip from hell; Ladies’ Home Journal deputy editor Margo Gilman’s harrowing details of the time her daughter fell fifteen feet onto a brick patio and survived; and Beliefnet managing editor Wendy Schuman’s hair-raising tale of the afternoon she and her daughter took a wrong step onto a steep ledge on a highway overpass.
A third set of essays offers a selection of lighter testimonies, replete with humorous misgivings of every kind. Like bestselling memoirist Helene Stapinski’s piece on the week she and her lactating breasts took off on her husband and son, leaving both high and dry, as she did shots at an old bar with a friend. Or American Baby managing editor Kate Kelly’s hilarious argument on why tadpoles don’t make great house pets. Philadelphia Daily News columnist Ronnie Polaneczky comically relates her afternoon tea at the Four Seasons Hotel, “shrink insurance” she calls it, for the time her daughter fainted while mommy gave blood. Bestselling author Muffy Mead-Ferro confesses to her slacker summer, three months without one organized activity. Real Simple senior editor Jenny Rosenstrach offers the resolution she and her husband made after one “Itsy Bitsy Spider” song too many. And author and zine publisher Ayun Halliday depicts the bizarre and intense catfights that went down on a discussion board of a parenting Web site.
The fourth group of essays highlights all the grayness coloring motherhood, like the constant lowering of the culinary (and nutritious) bar, as Salon Table Talk host Mary Elizabeth Williams describes it, from breast milk for her infant to handfuls of M&Ms for her four-year-old; the “camp angst” that has Boston Globe columnist Louise Kennedy wondering when to pull her six-year-old son from such fun as kids’ archery and treks through poison ivy; Redbook contributing editor Shana Aborn’s dilemma of how far to go in childproofing your home; Trish Dalton’s decision to keep working, even if it means missing her daughter’s birthday celebration at day care; the nearly impossible balancing act that  Baltimore Sun columnist Susan Reimer performs daily in order to love her children equally but differently; and novelist Pamela Redbook Satran’s argument on how becoming assertively imperfect has made her a better mom.
In Part V of this book, contributors expound on certain dreams gone awry, everything from getting expelled from car-pool when losing a husband and a bit of sanity, in bestselling author Jacquelyn Mitchard’s amusing but poignant piece, to accusations of being too lenient from the type-A neighbor who seems to have it more together, told with humor in Beliefnet senior editor Deborah Caldwell’s essay. Working Mother contributing editor Katherine Lee expresses the guilt she feels for not choosing a better mate; Canary Times editor Teme Weinstein Ring describes the frustrating effects of chronic fatigue syndrome on mothering her two sons; and Ladies’ Home Journal editor Nancy Bilyeau sorts out her questions and fears on raising a son with special needs.
The last section of pieces concentrates on generalized regrets of the past. Award-winning novelist Katherine Weber writes on not fighting back hard enough against the harmful message of our culture’s media when her kids were preteens. Freelance writer Gabrielle Erickson wishes she hadn’t cared so much about doing things the right and perfect way, and instead taught her kids a few more practical life skills. Novelist Rochelle Shapiro  explains where she went wrong in overmothering her daughter. Baby Einstein creator Julie Aigner-Clark pens a beautiful piece on missed time and opportunities with her two daughters. And Ladies’ Home Journal editor Lorraine Glennon assumes responsibility for a can-opener-impaired teenager.
The book opens and closes with two important essays. In her foreword, award-winning journalist Kathryn Black tells moms to ditch the term “good enough mother” and replace it with the kinder and more accurate “perfect enough mother.” And in the epilogue, bestselling novelist and Child columnist Suzanne Finnamore toasts the readers in a much-needed celebration of imperfection.
What I have aimed for in this diverse collection of writings by new moms to veteran moms, humorists to memoirists to novelists, is a kind of support group in print for women with secret misgivings they take to bed. From amusing accounts of bad mommy moments to contrite confessions of regret, the essays compiled in this book, I hope, will make moms everywhere breathe a sigh of relief and relinquish their pursuit of perfection. Because there is no such thing as a perfect mom.

Part I: False Start
Two o’clock in the morning courage:
I mean unprepared courage.

—NAPOLEON
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