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			To Ben, whose love makes me brave
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				Nothing can be more absurd than the practice that prevails in our country of men and women not following the same pursuits with all of their strength and with one mind, for thus, the state instead of being whole is reduced to half.

				—PLATO

				[Kids] don’t remember what you try to teach them. They remember what you are.

				—JIM HENSON

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Your going-back-tomorrow guide to this book
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			In a perfect world, you’d read the whole thing at a leisurely pace while pregnant. But if it’s too late for that, here’s a quick skim de la skim of a bunch of the tips inside. Zip on over to whatever info you need most now:

			
			How to pump breastmilk on an airplane (or, ugh, in a bathroom)

			How to look like you slept when you didn’t

			The only reasonable way to ask for a raise right now

			Your new sixty-second get-out-of-the-house beauty routine

			Two at-home duties your partner wants to take over now

			Five things that stop any “I want to quit” attack

			The secret way to work from home and actually get shit done

			What to do about weekend emails

			Your daycare tour, totally decoded

			What military science knows about working through sleep deprivation

			The most crucial things to ask in a nanny interview

			The new date night you actually can squeeze in

			The surprising truth about bosses who don’t have kids

			Daycare or nanny? The gut-check that makes your decision easier

			The best work clothes if you’re pumping

			How to know if it’s more than “just the baby blues”

			How to turn your commute into a mini–therapy session

			Me-time for women with no time

			The exact week your partner should take off—its impact lasts years

			How to win over any resentful colleague

			A massive rethink of mommy guilt

			A freezer trick every pumping mom needs to know

			How to recover from an outburst at work

			The only fashion piece to spend money on now

			How to convince underlings to do more and actually be happy about it

			The boss-approved way to ask for flextime

		

	
		
		
			
			Introduction

			As soon as I heard my husband’s shower running, I changed my mind.

			I’d been up since 4:30 a.m., hanging out on the couch, having a much calmer early labor than I’d imagined. My water hadn’t broken, and the pain wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. I’d felt just not-right enough to get out of bed, proud of myself for resisting the urge to nudge my sleeping spouse awake. Ben, who was finishing up his first year of medical residency at a big hospital nearby, worked hard. We both did. And I wasn’t about to pull the rookie move of waking him up just to watch me have one manageable contraction every twenty minutes. If these things even were contractions. Surely I’d have at least one round of false labor, I thought.

			By the time Ben’s alarm went off at 6:15, I was pacing the floor, as much as one could pace in our little apartment.

			“Definitely shower and go to work,” I told him breezily, as he gave me a hug and wrinkled his forehead, looking one part skeptical, two parts impressed. “I’m fine. It’s going to be so many hours.” I figured—if this was even real—I’d call him when things got interesting. I’d grab a cab, and he’d leave his department and meet me a couple of floors down at Labor and Delivery. Simple. Low-maintenance mother-to-be. That’s me. Plus, it was a Monday. I’d finished up my last day of work on Friday, spent the weekend getting organized like a maniac (nesting…right…that must have been nesting), and wanted at least half a day to sit around and do nothing for the first time since college. Maybe I’d go to a movie or watch all the junk TV I’d never had time for. I didn’t even know which channels were the junky ones.

			
			My cervix had other plans. Over the course of Ben’s four-minute shower, I had two contractions. And as I leaned over the desk chair in the living room swaying my hips—in a way I’d never been comfortable doing on a dance floor—I changed my mind. We were having a baby. Today. Now.

			On our way out the door, Ben grabbed the bag I’d so lovingly packed a full two months earlier: a blanket, a first little “going-home” outfit, our good camera, nursing bras, maternity yoga pants. We looked at each other, wide awake and thrilled. Here we go.

			“Oh my God, wait!” I said as we buzzed for the elevator. “I forgot my folder!”

			“Your folder?” he asked. “Why do you need a folder?”

			I ran back in toward the bedroom, stopping to have another contraction leaning over that same chair—sway, sway, sway, done—and grabbed a yellow folder that held everything I would not want to be doing during my time in the hospital: insurance paperwork; maternity leave disability information from my employer, a big media company; and, yes, some actual work that I took with me from the office before tearfully hugging my boss at Glamour magazine goodbye on Friday. I’d do it in labor, I thought. Ha! There was a famous story inside my industry about a particularly She-Ra–like editor-in-chief who’d faxed back edited copy to the office minutes before pushing out her fifth child. My own boss’s boss had taken a quick two-week leave with her first child, and was photographed and interviewed by The New York Times (dressed in Miu Miu, in her beautiful Soho loft) just days after having her second baby. This was what women did, I thought. They balanced!

			
			You know how the rest of this story goes. I did not do any actual work at the hospital.

			What I did do was: have a pain freak-out, then an immediate epidural (I’d arrived at four centimeters dilated—still proud of that). From the hospital bed, I did a little bit of texting, a lot of moaning, and made a couple of elated high-on-the-epidural phone calls to friends and family—not the office—and then, finally, I gave birth. Easily, thankfully, with my awesome husband cheering for me harder than he’s ever even cheered for his beloved Pittsburgh Steelers. Our son was born. And with eyes nearly swollen shut and a face full of baby acne, he was the most gorgeous thing I’d ever seen. That work folder? It sat.

			I brought the folder home from the hospital, and it sat some more. On a table right next to the bassinet, actually (like I said, small apartment). Eventually, it was covered up by piles of baby detritus: gifts, half-written thank-you notes, an unused Boppy. Still, it haunted me a bit every day. I knew it was there, a little time bomb, just ticking off the minutes until my twelve-week maternity leave would be over. Worried about money, I filled out the disability paperwork, then shoved everything else right back under that pile.

			Our baby, Will, was six pounds of wonderful, but over those three months, I had what is kindly referred to as “a hard time.” He wouldn’t nurse well or soothe easily. He seemed so tiny; that “going-home” outfit I’d packed for him was miles too big. My body was torn up from top to bottom for weeks. I worried and had crazy, frightening thoughts. Young for parenthood—by NYC standards, anyway—I had no close friends who’d been through this yet. It took all I had just to stroll the carriage one block to the drugstore for diapers. A perfectly capable person, I’d made it through college, moved to New York City, broken into publishing, and was on leave from an executive-level position at one of the biggest magazines in the world. In my real life, my work life, I led an award-winning team of editors. I negotiated with celebrities (or, rather, with their “people,” which is harder). I won awards and got promoted and edited stories urging the women of America to live full lives and demand what they deserved at work, and to do it all in fabulous shoes, damn it.

			
			And now, suddenly, simply crossing the street with my newborn baby gave me heart palpitations.

			After a few days, Ben went back to work, and his life resumed some semblance of normalcy, except for the crazy wife who now greeted him desperately at the door when he arrived home. Used to be, I was the one who worked late.

			I told everyone that Will was an easy baby, assuming the problem in this equation was me. When he was fussy I relied, appreciatively, on the bible of baby soothing, Dr. Harvey Karp’s The Happiest Baby on the Block. Dr. Karp advised swaddling, shushing, swinging, and a whole bunch of other S verbs meant to replicate the feeling of being in the womb. The first three months of a full-term baby’s life, he explained, were actually premature. Because of the size of our brains and heads, human babies are born three months early and essentially have a “fourth trimester” outside of the womb. By around week twelve, the good doctor reassured me, my baby would start to wake up to the world. He’d laugh, hold his own head up, and look me in the eye and connect. He would be slightly less fragile and fussy, and maybe even start to sleep six hours in a row and nap at the same times every day. I just had to soldier on to week twelve.

			Week twelve? The irony slapped me hard. That was exactly when I’d be going back to work.

			—

			And thus, the idea for this book was born right alongside my son. Sure enough, Dr. Karp was right. By about week eleven, the hormone clouds started to part over my head. I had loved my child from the beginning, but now he was giving something back. I experienced pure baby joy for the first time. And also, suddenly, work dread. I’d never disliked work, always loved the ladder climb and even the late nights. I adored the people I worked with: mostly women, a handful of cool, creative men. All so smart and funny. Incandescent personalities. These were people who preached the gospel of feminism and also gathered round the conference room TV together to watch the world debut of J. Lo’s twins.

			
			But the thought of leaving my baby—who now, newsflash, loved me back—killed me. How could I trust this nanny I’d just hired? How could I possibly pump enough milk to feed my child? How would I not make an idiot of myself on the job running on only four hours of sleep a night? This going-back-to-work thing was going to be hard. Maybe even harder than what I’d just gotten through.

			And if I—a person with a stellar partner, a decent-paying job, a fair boss, and a supportive work environment—felt this ambivalent about looming working motherhood, surely millions of other women did, too.

			What I needed was what’s in this book.

			(What I really needed, let’s be honest, was three more months at home with my baby. But that wasn’t an option because as the primary breadwinner back then, I also needed an income, and a career that didn’t move on without me.)

			So instead: I needed camaraderie. I needed new ideas and solutions. I needed the actual words to have the conversations that were going to make this transitional period surmountable.

			I needed to know that it really was just a transitional period, simply a Fifth Trimester.

			—

			As predicted, reentry was rough at first. I hardly recognized myself. I sat in the same office as before, with that same yellow folder of work poking out of the pocket of my breast-pump bag on my commute, but I was a changed person with new priorities, and a new identity. I saw myself differently now that I was a mother. I could tell that my colleagues saw me differently, too. I’d never, ever, ever been the kind of worker to “just get by,” and now that’s what I felt like on a good day. At the office, I mostly kept it together. But at home, I picked fights with my husband over little things that were really about one big thing: He didn’t feel as completely at the end of his rope as I did 24/7. I resented friends who made us all reservations for 9:00 p.m. dinners. On the phone, I worried my poor mother endlessly and only took her good advice after rejecting it, tearfully, first.

			
			Thank God, it was all temporary. Just like my baby, this working mom had been simply thrown in over her head about three months too early. Maybe you’ve seen the pie charts friends post on Facebook about the United States’ maternity leave policies compared with the other nations in the world. It’s abysmal. In Croatia, women get more than thirteen months of paid leave. In the U.K., it’s fifty weeks, also largely paid, that you split up with your spouse. In France, workers are paid for at least sixteen weeks at 100 percent of their salaries. Even Japan—a country that employs people with sticks to smush commuters onto the crowded subways so they get to work on time—grants mothers fourteen weeks at 60 percent pay.

			Here in the United States, the Family and Medical Leave Act requires employers to hold a job for you for twelve weeks (if you’ve been there longer than a year, and work full-time, and your company employs more than fifty people)—unpaid. Zero dollars. The only countries with lousier stats than America are Papua New Guinea and Suriname. (Oman, which used to be on this naughty list, recently got with the program.)

			The reality is that stronger parental leave policies do not negatively impact the economy at all. Of the seventeen countries in the world with the highest consistent economic performance, the United States is the only one that doesn’t guarantee paid leave for new mothers. And the United States and Switzerland are the only ones of the bunch that don’t also have guaranteed paid paternity leave.

			Why? Why do American parents get so little when 182 other countries around the world prioritize paid leave? We’re a young country, and we were founded on the American Dream: Work hard and move up fast so one generation laps the next. Don’t look back, don’t press pause. It’s not that different from how I felt working in magazines in my twenties. I worked insane hours, often until 2:00 a.m. at one start-up. As a twenty-two-year-old editorial assistant in 2001, my annual salary was $30,000, but I took home nearly double that thanks to overtime. It was an investment in my future, I thought, and I got a lot of experience very quickly and moved up and out to bigger jobs at bigger magazines. I didn’t realize back then that things actually would get less flexible as I advanced in my career.

			
			The problem with U.S. maternity leave policies has become front-page news and talk show fodder as the situation gets more and more obviously wrong. More than half of mothers of infants under one year old are currently in the U.S. workforce. And as HBO’s John Oliver so perfectly put it in his 2015 Mother’s Day episode of Last Week Tonight, there’s “nothing we wouldn’t do for moms, apart from [this] one major thing.” In late 2013, and again in 2015, the Family Act, a bill led by New York senator Kirsten Gillibrand and Connecticut congresswoman Rosa DeLauro, proposed twelve weeks off at two-thirds pay, financed by a minuscule 0.2 percent salary contribution to Social Security by all workers (to give you an idea, that would have been $60.00 of my editorial-assistant base salary annually). Sounds sensible, but it hasn’t passed yet. Representative Carolyn Maloney from New York has been proposing some form of a similar bill on the federal stage, regularly, doggedly, since 2000. And in the 2016 primaries, the issue burned bright. Bernie Sanders cosponsored the Family Act, Hillary Clinton called for paid leave and affordable childcare as key components of her campaign, and Marco Rubio proposed tax credits for companies that offer paid leave. The plans were debated, but the general consensus on both sides of the aisle was that something must be done…or, at least, as Donald Trump put it, “Certainly there are a lot of people discussing it.” But no dice, yet.

			Meanwhile, that leaves the private companies out there to decide to do better than required for new moms; perhaps you work at one of them like I did. Even still, only 11 percent of American workers in the private sector are eligible for paid family leave.

			
			A few companies, blessedly, bravely, are sticking their necks out extra far to redefine the norm by offering much more. The tech and big finance industries in particular—booming, competitive, healthy companies fighting to woo and keep the best and the brightest workers—have made enormous strides recently. And guess who runs those companies? Parents. Sons and daughters. People who get the importance of supporting the next generation of workers and thinkers—and the mothers who turned their bodies inside out to give them life. When Richard Branson announced in June 2015 that Virgin Management, a division of his Virgin empire, would extend the new shared parental leave, nearly every news outlet showed pictures of him with his own three grandbabies, all born within the previous year. “As a father and now a grandfather,” Branson blogged, “I know how magical the first year of a child’s life is, but also how much work it takes.” Hopefully soon that magic will be offered to the tens of thousands of Virgin employees who aren’t top executives, too.

			In March 2015, Vodafone, a massive telecom conglomerate in thirty countries, changed its policy globally to grant a minimum of sixteen weeks paid maternity leave to women who would then return to thirty-hour workweeks (at 100 percent pay) for the first six months they’re back. This isn’t just goodwill. Vodafone commissioned a report from auditing firm KPMG that showed that the money saved by retaining talent—by not losing good workers and having to search for and train new ones—would far outpace the cost of this new benefit. Globally, the report claims, businesses could actually save $19 billion per year by offering sixteen weeks of paid leave.

			And for those economists who argue that these kinds of “accommodations” ultimately harm women’s earning power and seniority—because businesses will be less likely to burden their budgets by hiring women—I offer up these two rebuttals:

			
				
				1) Paid paternity leave. For every month of parental leave a father takes, a mother’s future earnings increase by almost 7 percent. And…

				2) the sunny state of California, which began offering paid family leave in 2004. By 2010, 91 percent of businesses said that paid leave had a positive effect on profitability or no effect at all. And get this: Between 2007 and 2015 the percentage of women in director and highest-paid executive positions for companies based in California increased by 40 percent. To be clear, the percentage of women in those highest-level positions is still crap, at just over 12 percent ( just under the national average), but the graph is headed northward, and fast. (It’s also worth noting here that longer maternity leave has been shown to increase job satisfaction.)

			

			Changes in federal and state policies around new parenthood absolutely can and should happen. But in my experience—having worked for sixteen years with countless new mothers at all levels of seniority—the most effective cultural changes come from within. That headline-making policy at Vodafone? It was approved by a male CEO, but the idea was pitched and championed by a woman, Sharon Doherty, the company’s Global Organisation and People Development Director. Doherty had noticed that employee retention rates were higher in countries where the company was required to offer a transitional period for women returning to work after maternity leave. So here was one person, noticing one nuance in her work environment, who acted on it and changed things not just for her own company’s employees but raised the bar a bit for everyone, globally.

			When I attended a small roundtable discussion with Chelsea Clinton at the height of her mother’s 2016 presidential campaign, she told me that when she was born in 1979, Hillary’s law firm—the oldest west of the Mississippi—had no maternity-leave policy at all. “No one who had worked there and become a mother had come back to work full-time,” she shared. So Hillary wrote one, for both the lawyers and the support staff. “Parental leave is an important issue to my mom’s heart because of her own story with me,” Chelsea said, gesturing at her own then-nine-months-pregnant belly. “This is very much an issue she’s been working on on a policy level but also literally on a personal level my whole life. We’ve come a long way, but we have a long way to go.”

			
			Call it Leaning In, call it Not Opting Out, but in order to achieve change—whether on a corporate policy level, or just at the water cooler—women have to stay in the game. And in order to stay in successfully, during those first few months back at work after a baby, you need some basic tools. You need to know how to have difficult conversations that mix personal and professional topics in ways you may not always find comfortable. You need to know how to do your job well and still feed your baby. You need to know how to trust someone else to care for your child while you’re away from him, and to actually want your baby to adore that caregiver, without resenting the whole situation.

			—

			It took me a few years and a second baby to have the perspective to dive into this project. The Fifth Trimester started as a conversation with my downstairs neighbor and dear friend, Allison, while she was on leave from her job at a financial firm to care for her very premature twins (and to recover physically—she’d had a complicated delivery). Allison’s experience was as hard as it gets, but she went back to work nine weeks after her boys were able to come home from the NICU, and then she got promoted, within eighteen months. I wanted to know how she did it, how we all did it. I kept talking, to friends, to coworkers, to any new mom in line at Starbucks, bleary-eyed, with a baby carriage and the telltale two iPhones (one for work, one for life).

			Eventually, I got official about it and wrote a fifty-question survey and posted it online, asking American mothers to share all the intimate details of what worked and what didn’t during their first three months back in the job after maternity leave. Hoping for one hundred answers, I ended up with 732 respondents from all over the country, hundreds of whom offered up their cell phone numbers and email addresses saying they’d love to talk. Just taking the survey, I heard again and again, was cathartic. I interviewed more than one hundred professionals of every background and talent: Fortune 500 executives, minimum wage earners, middle managers, business owners, freelancers, and independent contractors. I talked to single moms and primary breadwinners, women who worked because they had to or because they wanted to, or both.

			
			Their answers and stories were eye-opening and quite validated the experience I’d had myself. Unsurprisingly, 75 percent of the women I surveyed wished that they had been able to take a longer maternity leave, but given the option of how much extra time they’d want, the most common response was that “a few more months” would have made all the difference (many had been able to cobble together about twelve weeks, using disability pay, some paid leave, and vacation time). That wish made sense, given that it took the average respondent five and a half months after having a baby to feel physically back to normal, and almost six months to feel normal again emotionally.

			The majority of women I polled—71 percent—said that in the first three months back at work, they fought more with their partners at home than they had before. For some, that was the beginning of the end of their marriages. For others, the hard times actually brought them closer to their partners.

			Their babies’ milestones synced up in an incredibly ironic and challenging way with their work schedules. First real smiles happened at just shy of two months old. Naps solidified and became more regular at almost five months, on average. The typical baby started sleeping through the night (which I decided to define as seven hours straight with no feedings) at just over seven months old. These numbers agreed, roughly, with the studies out there in academia, too.

			
			“At twelve weeks old, they’re still what I call an alien baby,” said Michelle, an advertising exec and single mother who I interviewed. “All they do is eat, poop, sleep, and do nothing.” Nothing, that is, except require a tremendous amount of care. On workdays, mothers reported spending two hours and thirty-three minutes total with their babies during the daytime. The babies were so young—unable to sit up and hold a toy, still eating eight times a day—that the average working mom spent only six minutes each morning simply enjoying her baby and not doing basic baby care. And forget enjoying time to herself; 79 percent of the women I polled spent one hour or less per week doing something just for themselves in their first three months back.

			In short, it’s a mess. The typical professional mother in the United States goes back to work very, very sleep deprived. She’s just started getting positive emotions back from her baby, and she’s about to experience the rockiest period ever in her relationship. She has no free time. Every three hours her body makes milk that leaks onto her lovely work clothes if she doesn’t do something about it. And baby and body aside, she’s about to come back to a job that other people have been covering for her with various degrees of happiness and resentment about that fact.

			“I was surprised by the expectation that I was one hundred percent back, or close to it, particularly given how gentle everyone was when I was visibly pregnant,” Laura (not her real name), a tenured professor at one of the top business schools in the country, told me. “But of course, it was far easier to have a typical pregnancy than to care for a newborn while working, so the irony was a shock.” She made it through, negotiating with her superiors and educating a whole slew of colleagues about the challenges of new-working-parenthood along the way.

			Often—because of fear or finances—women don’t take advantage of those opportunities that we do have to redefine the company norm. “When I was hired, I was newly pregnant with my first child,” says Lila (also not her real name), who now runs human capital for a global finance company, approving things like benefits and leaves. “And I remember when I told the woman I reported to, she was so supportive and said to me, ‘Look, if I can’t make this work in human capital, then I’m a failure.’ ” Still, when it came time to take her own maternity leave, Lila didn’t push the envelope. A few women at her company had taken six months (but they were all in-house lawyers, who seemed to have their own little subset of cultural expectations). “I never would have asked for all that time,” she says. “Personally, I thought it would set me back. In the finance world, a significant part of compensation is bonus, and I didn’t want to be perceived as asking for more time off than I’d earned. I’d already been out longer than I’d imagined because my baby was born a week late. It’s a long time to be out.” As we see around the world, three months is actually not a long time to be out—we just perceive it as such because it’s what we’re used to.

			
			Michelle (of the alien-baby comment) has learned, out of necessity, how to break new ground. “There aren’t many working moms in my field of advertising, which makes it really hard. The hours are terrible,” Michelle says. “I learned pretty early on that there weren’t any role models for how to do it, that I was the role model for younger people, and that really scared me. I was like, ‘Oh, you people need better! This is not good!’ ”

			Actually, we don’t need better than Michelle—she’s fantastic already—but we do need more women like her. And that’s my goal here. I don’t have all the answers, but collectively, we sure do. The hundreds of women who contributed to this book—to this Fifth Trimester movement—have learned through trial and error about how to make those first three months back more than just an exercise in treading water. That complicated, challenging time can lay the groundwork for a whole career of working-parent balance and success. And together we can foster a more compassionate working culture. We can change the rules. We can make things fair and right. And we can show our children how to lead and live. “I want to demonstrate to my daughter, Sydney, that she can both contribute to the world and enjoy what it has to offer her,” Michelle told me. “When I ask her what she wants to do when she’s older, the actual occupation changes quite frequently, but the promise that she can do it all is just automatic. She’s got a whole list. This and that and the other. It’s the ‘and’ that I love. There’s no ‘or’ in my daughter’s mind.”

			
			I laughed when she told me that, because both of my own sons, now ages four and seven, have those long lists, too. I flipped through Will’s baby book recently, and as you could probably guess, it’s a bit of a joke as far as baby books go. (And Teddy, baby number two, doesn’t even have one, poor guy.) It starts out with a few painful, sleep-deprived entries about how much we loved him but also how surprised I was that everything was just so hard. By mid-September, when I went back to work, the entries stop abruptly and permanently. In fact, the only other thing in the book is a printout of an essay that my husband and I wrote about Will years later, when he was four years old and we were applying to kindergarten for him. “Until recently, our son Will was pretty set in his decision to be a fireman when he grows up,” we wrote. “Then a few weeks ago, he amended that: ‘Actually, I will be a fireman, and a doctor, and a Ghostbuster, and a daddy,’ he told us. ‘I think I can do the balance of that.’ ”

			He thinks he can do the balance of that. I think you can do the balance of that, and that your babies can one day, too. Let’s cheer one another on and get there.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER ONE
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			Who’s taking care of your little person?

			“And what would you say is the hardest part of caring for small children?” I asked hopefully, meeting the kind eyes of the stranger sitting two feet away from me on our navy blue couch. She had been all polite smiles until now, and suddenly she grimaced a bit, pursing her lips. I waited, as I had learned to do in interviews at work, forcing her to fill the silence. Near her knee, I spied a milk stain on the couch between us, and realized that Ben and I were about to make a financial commitment that would keep us from being able to replace the sofa for quite some time.

			“That’s easy,” Jean said quietly. “It’s saying goodbye to them when you love them so much.” Apologizing, she began to cry a little, telling us about how hard it was to leave her previous family. The mother’s job and hours had changed, and so here she sat on our couch, for the eighth and final—and only good—in-person interview in our search for a nanny for our ten-week-old son. This was after twenty-two phone interviews and many months of agonizing about this moment.

			Did Jean smoke? No, of course not. Did she have twenty years’ worth of glowing references? Absolutely. Could she describe how she’d spend a rainy day with our baby, now at three months, and later at nine months, or eighteen? Yes, yes, and yes. (Could we afford her? Barely.) But that basic list of interview questions, all check marks and lots of check-plusses, hadn’t prepared me for this moment. With that tearful response, so pure and honest and loving that it embarrassed her and then didn’t, Ben and I knew she was the one.

			
			A week later, as I got ready to return to work, we spent two days in sync, the three of us: Me, Jean, Will. In retrospect, we should have had much more than two days to transition, as it was a bit of a crash course (for me, let’s be clear, not her). But selfishly, I wanted every bit of alone time with my baby that I could get. I’d only just started to emerge from a shaky postpartum period.

			On the first day together, we strolled to the park, slowly, at the pace of a nanny enjoying an outing with her charge, not a mother trying to get someplace. A bird pooped on Jean’s head. An auspicious sign if ever there was one. I reached for a burp cloth; she hesitated to use it, first making sure there was a spare for her new little prince.

			On the second day, we strolled to another park (also slowly). This time, she pushed the stroller and I walked alongside, feeling useless and a bit usurped. At the park’s entrance she stopped. “It’s okay,” she said, “you know, if you have things you need to do? Errands to run or anything?” I wasn’t sure whether to go. She urged again, “He’s safe with me. You can trust me.” And just like that, I turned around and cried my way to the drugstore to go buy toothpaste.

			I’m glad Jean forced me to take that practice run, because on the third day, my first back at work, I handed Will over to her and then cried some more as she embraced me in an awkward group hug. In the arms of a woman whose perfume I didn’t know yet, I dried my tears and took a deep, shuddering breath and went to work.

			Thus began seven years of Jean, who got our boys through teething, sleep training, and potty training while Ben and I got through the daily and yearly triumphs and challenges of our jobs.

			
			My one mistake, looking back, was in hiring someone so much like myself. I’m a bit (okay, a lot) messy, and while Jean was tidy, maybe if I’d employed a total neat freak our little apartment would have been cleaner. I’m no disciplinarian either, and perhaps if she’d been tougher, my boys would eat carrots like every other organic baby in Manhattan. But Jean snuggled my babies with endless delight and love. And she taught my boundary-pushing toddlers the meaning of no, spoken calmly, firmly, gently, eye to eye, while holding their hands in hers. I was comfortable with her style right from the beginning because it was my own, even if I didn’t know what that meant yet. We’d made the right choice.

			We actually had a few good choices, more than we realized at the time. We ruled out daycare because of our work hours and Ben’s inability, during residency training, to miss a day of work due to a sick kid. We ruled out a nanny share mostly because we didn’t know anyone else with a baby Will’s age. Our parents lived out of state so family care wasn’t a possibility. But in retrospect, we actually could have made any of those options work—we could have moved, could have hired a second-shift babysitter to do daycare pickup, could have used a nanny-share agency to hook up with another family—if that had been what felt right.

			The options and work-arounds are actually pretty easy to weed through from a practical standpoint, and I’ll happily help you do that in a moment.

			Much more challenging is the emotional transition of peeling your baby out of your own arms—where she’s been leeching on you cozily for several days or weeks or months—and leaving her in someone else’s care. That’s what most of this chapter will be about. Because finding good childcare for your baby is as much about making peace with the model you’ve chosen as it is about finding the right model.

			—

			Back in 2006, the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) released a massive report, the culmination of hundreds of studies on how “differences in child care experiences relate to children’s social, emotional, intellectual, and language development, and to their physical growth and health.” Good stuff. The NICHD had been cooking it up for years, following more than one thousand children from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, in childcare centers, childcare homes, and in-home care (meaning, the child’s own home, but with a non-mom relative or a nanny) across the United States, from infancy into their teenage years. Predictably, the media and the mommy bloggers went nuts searching the fine print for a definitive answer about just how bad or good it is for women to go back to work.

			
			The upshot (kind of ) is that daycare can be:

			
				a) potentially better for small children’s cognitive and language development than other forms of childcare,

				b) potentially bad for their behavior as they get older, and

				c) potentially better academically if kids start there as toddlers and not as infants.

			

			I say “kind of” and “potentially” because the researchers found two enormously compelling mitigating factors: the individual child, and the individual parent. Yes, really.

			The individual child, of course, at the point you’re returning to work, is sort of a blob (or a tabula rasa, a blank slate, if you want to be fancy about it). Who knows what kind of kid you’ve got on your hands, beyond the info that a good look in the mirror at your own temperamental DNA (and your partner’s) can provide.

			What you do know—and what you can act on—as you make the decision about what kind of childcare situation is best for your family, is what feels right to you: what’s going to make you happiest and least stressed out. Because that’s what ultimately matters, both according to the mothers I interviewed and—surprise—to the NICHD. I’ve incorporated many of the NICHD’s findings throughout this chapter, as noted, but the thing that impressed me the most about its excellent report was this sentence: “Parent and family characteristics were more strongly linked to child development than were child care features.” Yep, fifteen years of painstaking analysis generated a lot of useful ways to evaluate your childcare options, but the most important predictor for how well your child will thrive in someone else’s care is you.

			
				
				
					So calm down about finding childcare. (Easier said than done, but, really, here’s how.)

				

				“Finding childcare was the most stressful thing I hurdled with both of my children, and I realize it was my own stress over the situation; nothing to do with the kids,” says Jen Lucky, a project director at a Bay Area nonprofit who spoke to me just after returning to work following the birth of her second baby. Maternal stress, unshockingly, is bad for babies, another strong predictor of “externalizing behaviors” (kids acting out and having bad impulse control). Let’s fix that: To make a good decision for your own baby, first do what you can to reduce your stress around the childcare search. These strategies can help:

				EXTEND YOUR LEAVE…This one’s obvious, but let’s keep beating this drum until things change: Longer maternity leave is associated with better postpartum mental health. That’s been proven time and again, so for goodness sake, if you’re lucky enough to be able to add on some weeks, do. With her second daughter, Jen negotiated and took eighteen weeks of leave, even though much of the time was unpaid. “At twelve weeks she just looked too tiny to me to leave,” says Jen. “My body wasn’t ready. I wasn’t ready. That extra month and a half was so pivotal for me in terms of feeling confident and ready to return. And the childcare all fell into place in that time.”

				…OR, “EXTEND” YOUR LEAVE. Most women don’t have workplaces that are as flexible as Jen’s was. If that extra leave time isn’t an option for you, consider finding a way to faux “extend” your leave setup for the baby, keeping him, temporarily, in the care of someone you already trust before you hand him over to daycare or a paid caregiver. I spoke to several women whose parents and in-laws provided that interim care. Even better: Many moms told me that their partners deferred some or all of their own parental leave for just this purpose.

				
				Eileen Yam’s husband, Elliot, took a month at home when she went back so that their son, Everett, wouldn’t be quite so small when they left him at daycare. “We get sixteen weeks of unpaid leave here in D.C.,” says Eileen, a researcher with an international development NGO/nonprofit. “But the visual of dropping off a baby who can’t even sit up yet—who doesn’t really have a personality yet, and isn’t yet responsive—in an institution, made me pretty uncomfortable.” That extra time with Dad at home also meant they were all closer to sleeping through the night—very stress quelling—before Everett went to daycare.

				In Boston, Renée Farster-Degenhardt took a week off from her job so that her wife, Nathalie, who had given birth to their daughter, wouldn’t have to make two major adjustments at once. “She could transition to work, and then we could transition Zaila to daycare a week later,” says Renée. “Plus, that week at home caring for my daughter transformed my relationship with her. It was daunting and hard and incredibly special.”

				CONSIDER YOUR EMOTIONAL NEEDS, NOT JUST YOUR LOGISTICAL ONES. Ideally, what you’re looking for is a childcare plan that helps reignite, or at least maintains, your identity as a working woman, says Laura Morgan Roberts, PhD, professor, executive coach, and CEO of RPAQ Solutions in Atlanta. “For me, childcare arrangements weren’t simply about what would work with my lifestyle and schedule but also for my identity,” Roberts says. “I needed a plan that gave me the comfort and security I needed to become re-immersed and reengaged in my work.”

				So you might think that your childcare choices look like this:

				DAYCARE IS BEST IF…

				
					• your work hours are predictable

					• you want your baby to be on a schedule

					
					• you want your baby to be socialized with lots of other kids

					• you prefer an environment with lots of resources and toys

					• you can afford a predictable “all-inclusive” bill each month

				

				A NANNY IS BEST IF…

				
					• your work hours are less predictable, especially in the evenings

					• you travel for work

					• you want one-on-one attention for your child

					• you want your baby in a home environment

					• you are flexible with money, able to spend a bit more some weeks, a bit less others

				

				Makes sense. All those logistical bullet points are valid. But I talked to dozens of women who’d used daycare or nannies or both and uncovered a whole treasure trove of additional less tangible benefits and drawbacks. Ask yourself about more gut-check emotional desires as well. Perhaps your list would look more like this:

				DAYCARE IS BEST IF…

				
					• you don’t want to have to “manage” anyone in your personal life

					• you anticipate being jealous of the bond your baby might have with a nanny

					• you want to make new friends with other parents

					• you like the idea of splitting drop-off/pickup duties with your spouse

					• you don’t like the idea of having someone in your house all day

					• you feel most comfortable with the “safety in numbers” that a whole center full of staff gives you

					• you need to be able to compartmentalize at work, without interruptions from a caregiver

					• you enjoy organizing and stocking your home yourself (or have a partner who does)

				

				
				A NANNY IS BEST IF…

				
					• you want a close, family-like relationship with your baby’s caregiver

					• you want your baby deeply bonded with someone in your absence

					• you don’t want to have to socialize with a crowd of parents at pickup at the end of the workday

					• daily packing/unpacking stresses you out

					• you’re wary of resenting your spouse for not doing more around the house

					• you want to be able to check in all day long, receiving texts and pictures of your baby

					• you trust your instincts about people and know that you hire well

					• you are good at delegating little household tasks, like keeping the pump parts organized and the onesies washed

				

				These are the more emotional needs and desires that came up in my interviews. Surely you’ll think of others, but do take the time to consider them as you make your decisions.

				THINK OUTSIDE OF THE BOUNCY SEAT. In my survey of those more than seven hundred moms, 33 percent opted for daycare, and 32 percent used an in-home caregiver (who was not a family member or spouse). The remaining 34 percent had either a partner home with the baby (10 percent), another family member stepping in (20 percent), or a nanny share (4 percent). Seems pretty straightforward, right? Well, I proved myself wrong on that once I started doing my longer-form interviews.

				Turns out, many, many women made themselves more of a pupu platter of childcare options that suited the life and careers they wanted to have. I spoke to one woman who had a seventy-hour-a-week nanny every other week. Her work was one week on and one week off, with days that ranged from zero to eighteen hours. Another new mom had arranged to work a four-day week, as had her husband. So they each covered one day of childcare, and then had Grandma babysit one day a week, so the baby only needed to be in daycare two days a week. The mom, who had been very emotional about returning to work sooner than she liked, took great comfort in knowing that her son was being cared for by family most of the week.

				
				Later on in this chapter I’ll give advice from women who found several nontraditional ways to arrange their childcare. Maybe one day the United States will catch up with the rest of the world, and we will have high-quality universal childcare (dream it with me). But until then, it’s reassuring to know there are so many options.

				AND, MOVE UP YOUR SEARCH SO YOU CAN DO A TRIAL RUN. If at all possible, many new moms I talked to suggested touring daycares during your pregnancy—both to have the best chance at grabbing a spot at the most popular centers and to avoid the drama of hauling your newborn around on your search. Do a revisit once the baby has arrived, and schedule a start date at least a week in advance of your first day back at work so you can practice the morning and evening transitions. Marion Campbell Kammer, a talent agent in Los Angeles, actually started her baby, Charlie, in daycare a couple of weeks early and found herself so at a loss for what to do with her time at home alone that she returned to work early. “For peace of mind, I just needed to rip off the Band-Aid and go back,” she says. Since her office wasn’t expecting her anyway, she worked half-days, picking Charlie up after lunch, and had a true phase-in period, both for herself and the baby.

				Nannies tend to be available with less lead time—they don’t want to sit around, unpaid, waiting for you to give birth. Still, start your search about six to eight weeks before you’re set to go back to work—for those with shorter leaves, that might mean looking before you give birth. Then do a one- or two-day tryout, with you present the whole time. “I recommend families do trials of two different candidates,” says psychologist Lindsay Heller, otherwise known as The Nanny Doctor, who provides consulting services for families and nannies. “You might be surprised that the person you thought was your second favorite quickly becomes the front runner.” At a minimum, have them work for four hours—paid, of course—which covers about one newborn cycle of eat, play, nap.

				
				Once you’ve found your match, budget in as much time with all three or four of you at home as you can afford. Sarah Davis, founder of the nanny placement agency Olive.You.Nanny (cutest name, right?), based in Austin, Texas, says a month of overlap is ideal. I know that was more than I could afford back then. Still, “if that’s out of budget for this particular nanny, or if she isn’t okay working part-time until you go back, then it’s not the right fit,” says Sarah, who worked as a nanny herself before starting her business, which has placed childcare for more than three thousand families in five cities. “Most nannies, when they find a family they love, will work to make it fit because they know that this is potentially a long-term, five-year relationship.”

				Stephanie, a director and sales team leader at a major (like, really major) tech company, says that pre-kids, she would have assumed that she needed only a couple of days of overlap with a caregiver before going back to work, but circumstances dictated otherwise: Stephanie was diagnosed with breast cancer while she was pregnant and spent the last part of her maternity leave recovering from a mastectomy. (She shares more of her incredible story and insights in later chapters.) “Having Carla there for a whole month with us was one of the real silver linings of my situation,” says Stephanie. “I couldn’t lift my baby for two weeks, which was super heartbreaking, but it also required me to take the time to really walk Carla through all of the little tasks of a day at home. Before I even went back to work, she knew things like exactly what to get at the grocery store. At work now, I have two women out on leave on my team, and I’ve encouraged them to do a one-month overlap. Long-term, it pays off exponentially for everyone.”

				If your nanny is going to be buying supplies for the house, or making other financial decisions—even just how many diapers to buy online to get free shipping!—it will save you money in the long run to show her firsthand how to manage those costs. And with fewer questions to answer during your workday, you will be freed up to, you know, earn more money.

				
				HAVE A PLAN A AND A PLAN B. No matter what choice you make for plan A, you will sleep better knowing you’ve got backup for when the babysitter’s sick or the daycare center loses power: a relative, a stay-at-home-mom neighbor, an underemployed friend who’s happy to take a day’s work, or a backup daycare center (call around—some keep a few spots open daily). Of course you or your partner could always take the day off, but what if this special form of new parent hell happens on the day of your annual review or your spouse’s work trip? You need a plan.

				Katie Fiamingo, a senior brand manager in charge of innovation at Nestlé Purina PetCare in St. Louis, pays an annual fee to a backup babysitting service. But her first line of defense for these little emergencies is her Sunday-night planning with her husband. “It’s arduous, and I hate it, but it alleviates the most stressful part of being a working parent—the idea that at any moment I could get a phone call from daycare that my kid has a fever, and my whole day is destroyed, eight meetings. So, Steve and I open up our calendars every Sunday night and make a plan for who’s covering which days and nights if something goes wrong. These conversations are quick, we don’t linger on them, but we have to do them. These are the things you have to do to keep life from feeling fragile.”

			

			
				
					Right away, let’s talk about the jealousy issue

				

				“I’ll admit, one of the main reasons we chose daycare over a nanny was that I did not ever want to feel like I was competing with one other person in the role of mothering my children,” says Hayley Williams, a lawyer and mother of three in Cleveland. “I didn’t want to feel like somebody was at home, at my house, doing my job—or what society says is my job, or what I feel like what should be my job. I was never even able to contemplate a nanny.”

				
				I personally disagree. But I think it’s great that Hayley knew herself and her stressors well enough to make the decision that would give her the most peace. She made the right choice for her family. And if you feel as strongly as she did, that’s A-okay by me. But I want to make a case here for why having your child bonded to another person—a nanny, or a special caregiver at daycare—can be beneficial all around.

				Hayley’s feelings were heightened, she realizes, because she’s an adoptive mom. “I didn’t have the bonding time of pregnancy,” she tells me. With her first son, she felt, in the beginning, like she was already his replacement mom. She didn’t want someone else replacing her. But when I heard the same sentiment from several other mothers over the course of my interviews, I started asking everyone I talked to: Did you feel jealous of the person taking care of your child? And if so, how did you deal with that? I remember being jealous of the time our nanny had with my son. I didn’t love it, at first, when I came home from work, and he was dressed in an outfit I wouldn’t have picked out. Petty, but honest. But very quickly, I became comfortable with how much Will loved Jean, which felt like a much more crucial issue. Whenever a pang struck, I remembered: I’ve chosen well; I’ve made sure he’s loved and feels love when I’m away from him. That helped.

				“I remember the first time my baby called our sitter Mama,” says Jen, the nonprofit project director, who was surprised at how little this very common slip bothered her. It’s the classic movie scene about the guilt-wracked working mom; cue the dramatic Rachmaninoff. And yet, in reality, it’s not that big of a deal. “It doesn’t take away from their love for you,” Jen explains. “Why wouldn’t you be happy that your child was with someone all day long who is like a parent to them, rather than their feeling ‘I wish I was with my mommy’ all the time? That would give me mommy guilt.” Robin Fredriksz, a film and TV makeup artist based in Pennsylvania, told me that she was reassured by this quote that a friend shared with her: “From the moment your child is born, you are saying goodbye to your child, so don’t forget yourself in all of this.” Robin found that especially true going back to work. She explains, “One of the first times you say goodbye to your child is when you let someone else care for him, and allow him to have that emotional closeness.”

				
				And this bond is not at all limited to nannies. There are more staff members at a larger daycare center, of course, but babies tend to be assigned, in small groups, to the same couple of caregivers. Babies between the ages of six and thirty months have an “attachment-seeking response” that can be soothed by “a lasting secondary attachment bond with one caregiver who is consistently accessible to them,” research has found. These babies are able to avoid stress and anxiety. Who wouldn’t want that?

				Still not convinced? Sarah Serafin, a medical transcriptionist in Chagrin Falls, Ohio, had to work from home for many years because she couldn’t afford a nanny and couldn’t find appropriate daycare for her daughter, who has special needs. To pay the bills, Sarah started her own in-home daycare, taking in other children. As a caregiver for other toddlers, and as a mom who finally, finally got to hand her own daughter over to schoolteachers after several years, Sarah says she’s learned this: “You don’t own your child or their affections. I was so eager for other adults to become important to my children. I wanted them to learn to respect, enjoy, and grow with people other than me, because Lord knows, I absolutely don’t know everything, nor can I give them everything.”

				Your feelings are your feelings. I can’t argue with that; only you know what’s right for you. But your baby’s feelings are your baby’s as well. Let him have them.

			

			
				
					Is managing your childcare provider the same as managing at work?

				

				Answer: Yes. (But it sure doesn’t feel like it.)

				Nanny Doctor Lindsay Heller has a private but star-studded roster of clients, people who employ management teams and answer to corporate boards and the

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
					
					
					
				

				
				
				
				
			

			
				
					Doing daycare? Here’s how to master the tour circuit.

				

				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				
					And now, the “what about”s…

					WHAT ABOUT FAMILY CARE?

				

				
				
				
					
					
				

				
				
				
			

			
				
					WHAT ABOUT STAY-AT-HOME DADS?

				

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				
					WHAT ABOUT AU PAIRS?

				

				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
					WHAT ABOUT NANNY SHARES?
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