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INTRODUCTION


MUCH INK HAS BEEN SPILLED instructing women how to have it all—thriving careers, happy children, and satisfying marriages. You will find no shortage of magazines and self-help books bursting with snappy, upbeat directives like “Lose the guilt!” “Lean forward!” and “Don’t let yourself go!” Taken together, their message is this: Work smart, keep a positive attitude, and everything will be just fine.


Years ago, when I was first coping with the competing demands of a new baby and a new job, I reached for those books with both hands. With their help, I learned how to “Stay ahead of my schedule!” “Make dinner in ten minutes or less!” and “Succeed at staying fit!”


I was so pleased with myself back then. No one was more organized, more efficient. When other working moms complained about how hard their lives were, I listened sympathetically, but secretly I thought, She’s just not trying hard enough.


But after my second child was born, the limits of positive thinking became clear. No four-week Power Program or Efficiency Work Flow or other Jedi mind trick could resolve the ridiculous demands on my time.


One day, I went home sick from work and never went back. I never even cleaned off my desk. I fell into a profound despair, plagued by panic attacks, insomnia, shame, and dread. After almost six years of “successfully” balancing a job and family, I had completely maxed out. A yearlong journey through medication, meditation, and therapy began. As I learned over the months to heal my body and my mind, I sought the answer to one question: What the hell happened?


My collapse didn’t make any sense. I was a smart, capable, healthy person. I had a loving husband, a supportive boss, healthy kids, great day care, a good income. If I couldn’t manage a career and a family, then how were other working moms doing it, women who didn’t have those advantages?


When I first attempted to write this book, a few months after I stopped working, I did so in a kind of feverish delirium, writing every moment I was not with my children. That first draft was what I thought of as a typical memoir—it was an intensely personal story about my life as a working mom, my attempt to “have it all,” and my miserable failure.


It was my story, but it didn’t tell the whole story. I knew I was not alone in my “failure.” All around me, I saw women staggering through their days, trying to make the best of their own difficult circumstances. At work or at the park they made self-deprecating jokes about exhaustion, but once you scratched the surface, it stopped being funny. They suffered from panic attacks and depression, heart palpitations and hives, migraines and mysterious coughs that wouldn’t go away. Many had tried antidepressants, antianxiety medications, or both. Most fantasized about quitting their jobs. Some actually did, trading their chronic time deficit for regular ol’ debt.


It seemed gauche—selfish, really—to complain. After all, we were all living the lives we’d chosen. We had what we thought we wanted—wonderful children and a level of financial independence that our mothers never knew. And yet, most days, it felt as if our lives were being held together by Band-Aids and Elmer’s glue. None of us could make sense of the wretched state we found ourselves in. What were we doing wrong?


I started researching the topic of women and work in earnest. In 2010 I launched a blog called Working Moms Break to share my thoughts about what I was learning. It was my own personal consciousness-raising period. Over the next couple of years, I heard from thousands of women and men around the world. Their stories helped me make sense of my own. So I rewrote the book. It’s still a deeply personal story, but in each relevant chapter, I include a short essay about something I learned in my research, often backed with quotations or stories that women shared with me on my blog.


It is time we realized just how maxed out this generation of women has become. It does not have to be this way. And frankly, we deserve better. My deepest hope is that if we can see this problem for what it really is, perhaps together we can do something about it.


If you feel profoundly, inexplicably alone in shouldering the triple burden of work, school/day care, and family, this book is for you. If you wonder whether ticking off all the items on a daily to-do list is really the apex of human achievement, this book is for you. If you’re working as hard as you can and it doesn’t feel like enough, this book is for you. And if you suspect that there is a better way to live, then this book is most certainly for you.




CHAPTER 1.


MARCH 2009


I was driving down an empty frontage road, alone, in our dusty Subaru Outback, near the I-80 freeway in Berkeley, California. It was Saturday. I had just dropped off our junk electronics at the eco-recycling place. The irony was not lost on me that my next stop was Target, to buy a jumbo box of very non-eco diapers. After that, the grocery store, to stock up on party supplies.


My husband, Brian, was home with our one-year-old, Jake, our six-year-old, Ruby, and our eight-year-old, Martha (my stepdaughter). We often divided up the weekends this way, with one parent hunting and gathering and the other being, well, the parent. Our family was part of a relatively new tribe in America, one that sociologists call “dual-earner, multiple-child, middle-class families.” In layperson’s terms, we had kids and we both worked. Like so many members of this massive and growing tribe (which now numbers a little under half of all American households with children), our weekdays were devoted to work and basic kid care, while our weekends revolved around the time-honored ritual known as Getting Shit Done.


But on this particular weekend, we were planning to break out of that routine. We were going to host a big brunch on Sunday to celebrate my and Brian’s birthdays, which were only four days apart. Brian had just completed a particularly grueling design project, one that had required him to work so many nights and weekends that his rare appearance at the dinner table caused the kids to gasp and leap out of their chairs, as if a real-life SpongeBob SquarePants had just strolled into the kitchen.


Now that Brian’s project was over, we wanted to celebrate the return to normal life. There was only one problem. I didn’t actually feel normal. I didn’t want to see anyone, not even our friends. Years ago, I had been a person with lots of friends. The phone rang regularly with invitations to parties and dinners and plays. But little by little, work and family obligations had squeezed out just about any social event that didn’t exist primarily for our children. At some point I had silently come to the conclusion it was too much effort to have friends.


I passed one gray warehouse after another on my way to Target. The black leather steering wheel grew sticky under my sweaty grip. I rolled down the window to let in some air, and sounds of freeway traffic rushed into the car, like the roar of a waterfall.


Suddenly, I knew the whole thing was wrong. The party was wrong. My attitude was wrong. Everything was wrong. The last few months had been a carnival ride of constant motion that left me dizzy and sick to my stomach. I wanted off. I wanted someone to pull the brake. I wanted to make it stop, but I didn’t know how to make it stop. I didn’t even know what stopping meant.


That’s when I got the feeling that something horrible was about to happen. It was a feeling I knew all too well, a ghost pressing down on my chest. I pulled off the road onto the shoulder, kicking up pebbles and dust. Adrenaline shot through my body like an electric jolt. The thing I’d been dreading was happening now. At least this time the kids weren’t in the car.


My heart pounded in my chest. My head hurt. My hands shook. I heard a familiar sound in my head, the electric drone of cicadas.


This will be over soon, I thought. This feeling will pass and you’ll still be here.


I took several slow, deep breaths.


The sun pounded through the windshield. A truck rumbled down the frontage road, piled high with stacks of cardboard held together with twine. I watched a crow the size of a large cat alight on a telephone wire. The drone in my ears slowly died to a faint hum.


I fumbled for my phone inside my purse. There was only one person I wanted to talk to in that moment. Brian picked up on the second ring.


“Honey,” I said. “Something’s wrong with me.” The voice that said these words didn’t sound like mine. It was a woman I barely knew.


“Where are you?”


I could hear the concern in his voice. I could also hear his tiredness. I closed my eyes and saw him, unshaven, leaning heavily on his elbows at the kitchen table, the phone pressed tightly to his ear, while our son Jake toddled after his sisters, whose squeals I could hear in the background.


“I’m in the car. I just had a panic attack. I’m sitting on the side of the road.”


“Oh, sweetheart . . .”


“I can’t do this anymore,” I said, my voice cracking. And even though Brian could take that statement a million different ways, he immediately knew what I meant.


“It’s time to quit,” he said. “It’s over.”


For a brief moment, I felt relief wash over me like a cool rain.


“It’s over,” he said again. “Just come home.”




CHAPTER 2.


BACK WHEN RUBY WAS A BABY, combining work and motherhood was relatively easy. Brian and I both worked as freelance web designers then. We set up our office in an upstairs bedroom in our Oakland home, a sweet two-story Victorian we’d bought when I was eight months pregnant. We had no family in the area, so I paid a friend to come to the house a few afternoons a week and hold the baby while I worked. When Ruby was hungry, I’d zip downstairs, nurse her, then zip back upstairs. This cozy arrangement allowed me to make a little money without having to be away from my baby. On my days off, Ruby and I did leisurely errands, took naps together on the couch, or met up with the other women from my birth class for tea and walks around Lake Merritt. All in all, it was a Mommy-Baby Love Fest.


These halcyon days of early motherhood were something I’d just stumbled into. I’d never planned to work from home. Actually, I’d never planned to be a web designer, either. I’d dabbled in various jobs, including magazine reporter and campaign fundraiser, before going back to school when I was twenty-five to get a master’s in journalism. My first job out of graduate school was working as an associate producer on a PBS documentary series based in Oakland. Although I was there for only a year, I thought I’d found my calling. I loved interviewing people and debating story ideas with my producer. I loved jetting around the country scouting locations and staying in fancy hotels on my company’s dime. But I had no health insurance and barely made enough money to pay my rent.


This was in the late ’90s, when the Bay Area was at the peak of the dot-com craze. It was a time of absurd excess. Salaries for kids just out of college were four times what I made for the PBS show. Everywhere you looked, start-ups sprouted like mushrooms. Not only did they offer health insurance, but they also beckoned to one and all with stock options and foosball tables. It didn’t take too many narrow escapes at rent time before I decided to take one of those start-up jobs, even though I had no Internet experience.


Six months later, I took a better job at a web design agency in San Francisco. With six whole months of experience under my belt, I demanded a signing bonus. I officially became a dot-commer.


At my new job, employees were given orange jumpsuits with the company logo as their “uniform,” a weird insider joke that I never did get. Free PowerBars and organic fruit lined up neatly in the company fridge next to the microbrews. It was common for companies like ours to sponsor team-building cruises, mountain-climbing trips, and lavish launch parties with open bars. I didn’t play foosball and I looked terrible in orange. I was pretty sure my stock options would never be worth the paper they were printed on (they weren’t). But I didn’t care. The work was challenging, the pay was great, and it was a relief to finally have health insurance.


BRIAN AND I MET AT THAT agency in San Francisco. He, too, had been a journalist, working at newspapers for more than a decade before joining the dot-com party. I knew right away Brian wasn’t my type. He was a country-music-listening, whiskey-drinking, football-watching kind of guy. I was more of a samba-yoga-tofu gal myself. But we enjoyed working together, and gradually, against our better judgment, we fell in love. By then it was 2001, and our company, along with hundreds of others across the Bay Area, spiraled down into the recession. Like contestants on a reality show, we survived a round of layoffs, then another, and another—eight in less than a year. Over and over we watched our stricken, twentysomething coworkers tearfully gather up their things.


“They look like those Galapagos Island birds,” Brian muttered to me, both sympathetic and scornful. “They had no idea there was such a thing as a predator.”


Our day finally came that fall when the president of the company announced we’d run out of money. We would be closing our doors that very day. After months of trying to hide our blossoming romance from our coworkers, it was a relief not to work at the same company anymore. Of course, now we had a new problem—neither of us had a job. We started freelancing, because that was the only option. There wasn’t a job to be had from Portland to Bakersfield. Luckily, we soon landed freelance gigs and found the lifestyle suited us well.


When Ruby was born, in 2003, Brian managed to do most of his work from home. He often took midday breaks to hold the baby, change her diaper, or carry her to the corner store to buy himself a Coke. Like all new parents, we were tired—okay, we were more than tired; we were exhausted—but since neither of us had a commute we could take turns letting each other sleep an extra hour, which took the edge off our sleep deprivation. Working from home also gave us time to adjust to being new parents together, and revel in the experience.


BRIAN’S DAUGHTER, MARTHA, was barely a year old when we got together. She was a thoughtful child with round cheeks, chocolate-brown eyes, and a mop of thick dark hair. She spent weekdays at her mother’s in San Francisco and weekends with us in Oakland.


Martha was two and a half when Ruby was born, and the presence of a new baby seemed to knit our little family securely together. Martha fawned over her baby sister, and about as soon as Ruby’s eyes could focus, they gazed at Martha with pure adoration. We took the girls on trips to the beach, to the zoo, to a children’s museum in Berkeley where Brian carried Ruby in the Björn while I helped Martha paint cat whiskers on her face. We delighted in each new milestone—Ruby learning to laugh and make raspberry sounds, Martha learning all the words to “Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head,” which she sang in her delightful Elmer Fudd accent (“Dooooose . . . waindwops keep faaah-wing on my head!”).


Really, everything was perfect. Except for one thing: We weren’t making enough from our freelance work to cover our basic expenses.


My entrée into freelancing had seemed relatively easy before Ruby was born, but now it was harder to find gigs that fit the hours I had available, and I had to turn down clients who wanted me at their offices in San Francisco or farther down the Peninsula. Brian was available for full-time gigs, but we were still in a recession, and there were often harrowing gaps between his projects when no money was coming in. Each month our credit card balance showed us going deeper into debt.


I obsessively added and re-added our budget, hoping we could find ways to cut back. We didn’t eat out or go to movies, for reasons that anyone with an infant can readily understand. There were no fancy vacations, unless you count visiting my folks once every two years. (Woo hoo! Schenectady!) Our cars were more than ten years old, but since they drove fine, we had no intention of replacing them.


Our mortgage was about average for the Bay Area, not much more than we’d been paying in rent if you factored in the tax break for homeowners. But still . . . When you added in the cost of covering our own health insurance, plus car insurance, child support to Martha’s mom, the payments on my student loans, groceries, diapers, utilities . . . it added up to a lot. There was no way around it: We had to make more money.


All the women from my birth class struggled with the same predicament—how to work enough (to pay the bills, to keep a foot in the door at their companies, to keep their careers alive) but not too much. I suppose “too much” was subjective, but we all seemed to agree that working five full days a week plus commuting was too much.


What I needed—what we all needed—was a decent-paying, stable, part-time job. Unfortunately, getting a good part-time job, even in a booming economy, would have been about as easy as a new parent getting a good night’s sleep.


This, by the way, is a distinctly American phenomenon. In case you hadn’t heard, we have the highest percentage of women who work full-time of any country in the world. Research shows 62 percent of working moms would prefer to work part-time but many don’t have that option. Those who do (26 percent) are seen as “time deviants” by their coworkers and take a big hit in pay. Consider this staggering fact: People who work part-time earn as little as 58 cents on the dollar for each hour worked. That’s on top of the prorated cut in pay and benefits.


One of the moms I knew was thrilled when she talked her boss into letting her work a “reduced schedule.” Later she told me she ended up doing more work on nights and weekends to make up for her day “off.” In the end, she did the same amount of work but made less money.


So what’s a girl to do—sacrifice her earnings and career status to have a little more time with her child (if she’s lucky enough to have that option) or suck it up and go full-time?


Back when Ruby was a baby, I didn’t think either was an option. No one was hiring.


MY FAVORITE DAY WITH RUBY was Friday. That’s when we went to our mommy-baby yoga class.


To some people, this class, which combined regular “grownup” yoga postures with baby massage, might sound like a Privileged White Mommy Thing, like aromatherapy bubble bath or playing classical music to your baby in utero. Do babies really need massage?


But there was nothing pretentious about the class, which was located on a busy street near our house, in a converted apartment with simple wood floors and bare white walls. It smelled pleasantly of apricots and cedar. The first time we tried it, I fell in love with the peaceful atmosphere, the quiet acceptance of life on Baby Time. The yoga poses helped relieve my postpartum aches and pains, and the baby massage seemed to help Ruby sleep better at night.


One Friday morning, I rested on my hands and knees on a yoga mat in a neutral cat/cow pose, alternately arching my back, then crouching, like a cat. Ruby, who was six months old, lay on her back on a towel beside me, fast asleep. Today, like most Fridays, the class was crowded with moms and their babies. Some of the moms stretched while their babies slept beside them. Other moms lay on their sides to nurse, or cooed softly as they changed a baby’s diaper. The morning sun glowed through gauzy white curtains.


A voice beside me cut through the gentle murmur of the room:


“I want you to come work for me.”


It was Stella, slumped against the wall in a very un-yoga-like posture. Stella was one of my favorite clients—the only one, in fact, who paid on time—and I’d invited her to the class. She owned a small up-and-coming web design firm in San Francisco called Dogstar, where I had done several freelance jobs. We had worked with each other for a few months when we realized, giddily, that we were both pregnant with due dates only a week apart. She was about ten years older than I. I was thirty-one; she was about forty and had another child, a boy Martha’s age, about three years old. Although Stella was, as Brian would say, a “strong flavor,” with her loud voice and sometimes off-color jokes, I looked up to her in a shy, little sister kind of way.


“Joan is leaving in the fall,” Stella continued a little too loudly, in her Staten Island accent. She had pulled her black tank top up on one side almost to her collarbone so she could nurse Claire, the infant daughter who nestled against her, naked except for a diaper.


I sat up quickly. “Joan is leaving?”


A woman with long blond dreadlocks looked at me sharply from her own yoga mat. Now I was the one being too loud.


Stella lowered her voice a notch. “She’s getting married and moving to the Peninsula. We’ve started interviewing, but we haven’t found the right person yet . . .”


She had my attention. Joan was the director of the user experience department, the group that did all the research, strategy, and interaction design for Dogstar’s web projects. It was Joan who’d first hired me as a freelancer. Her job was so glamorous. She was always organizing industry events or jetting to New York or Las Vegas to speak at conferences. Everyone in the web design world knew her. Her job was demanding, but I knew it had to pay well.


“. . . It could be a fantastic opportunity for you, Katrina.” Stella, sensing my interest, leaned in as if we were conspirators. “. . . The next step in your career. You know everyone loves working with you. We’d be lucky to get you.”


I was a sucker for this kind of flattery. Surely, in this job market Stella could find someone far more qualified. I had zero management or public speaking experience. She just happened to like working with me.


“It’s intriguing,” I said, not wanting to appear too eager. “I’ll talk it over with Brian.”


I returned to the cat/cow pose, which was working wonders for the lower back ache that had started during pregnancy and continued as I lugged Ruby around in her car seat.


“Think about it,” Stella said. She leaned back and inspected a stray hair between her finger and thumb. “Whoever takes the job is going to hire a whole team. I can’t guarantee we’ll have freelance work forever . . .”


Bull’s-eye. My biggest fear was that the little freelance work I had would dry up. I lifted my knees into a downward dog position, feeling the stretch spread from my hamstrings to my upper back. I took a deep breath in and then slowly out.


“All right, moms. Let’s take off those diapers!” said the teacher, a tall woman with a long white braid, who gracefully threaded her way between the crowded yoga mats the way a long-legged bird might pick its way through a marsh. “If your babies are sleeping and you don’t want to wake them, moms, by all means, keep doing your poses . . .”


I glanced at Ruby, who was still fast asleep. Her little fists were pulled up to her ears. Every once in a while she puckered her lips a few times, as if she was nursing in her dreams. I hated to wake her, even though she loved the baby massage. If I took a job, this class would be one of the first things to go out the window.


“. . . and now rub a few drops of oil into the palms of your hands to warm them . . .”


I ignored the teacher’s instruction. Still in downward dog, I lifted my right leg to intensify the stretch, and peered sideways at Stella under my right armpit.


“Damn, girl. You’re so stretchy,” she said to me as she stripped off Claire’s diaper and set her gently on a towel. I took a moment to consider Stella. She was striking, with high cheekbones and a wide mouth. Her thick hair hung to her shoulders in bold contrasting stripes of red, blond, and dark brown. It gave her a kind of Corporate Punk look when she was at the office, and a Mommy Punk look when she was hanging out with her baby.


I admired the way Stella ran her business. All dozen or so employees in her office were friendly and down-to-earth, without a trace of the aggressive, adolescent-boy energy that permeated so many web design companies in San Francisco. Dogstar employees (“Doggies” as they called themselves jokingly) were always bringing in homemade muffins to share and Anne Lamott books to swap. People kicked off their shoes and walked around the office in socks when there were no clients around, and there were free tampons in the bathroom, the signature mark of a woman-owned company. I had no doubt that Stella would make a great boss.


“. . . Now rub the oil gently in a clockwise motion on their bellies,” the teacher said in a soothing voice. “This is very good for digestion . . .”


Stella turned to me, as if she could hear my thoughts, and with all her big-sisterly charm she said, “Katrina, I’m a working mom, too. If you took a job at Dogstar, we’d give you the flexibility you need.”


I flashed her an upside-down smile and then switched legs. Ruby had just begun to stir. Her milky skin was so delicate I could see the razor-thin red vessels just beneath the skin of her eyelids. With her eyes still closed, she puckered her lips and let out a delicate squeak. I settled into a cross-legged position, then lifted her up high on my chest so I could rub my lips against the delicate peach fuzz of her hair, soft as baby chick feathers. With her eyes still closed she started tapping her face against my neck, rooting for milk.


She’s so little, I thought as I lifted my shirt and unsnapped my nursing bra. How could I possibly take a full-time job now?


A FEW DAYS LATER, THE PROJECT Brian was working on was abruptly canceled. The client had decided to take its business elsewhere without paying for the work that had been done. We’d heard of things like this happening to other people. It was one of the risks you took when you worked for yourself. Now it had happened to us.


We had barely enough in the bank to cover two months’ expenses, no income coming in, and we owed a small fortune in credit card debt.


The more I thought about the job with Dogstar, the more I realized Stella was throwing us a life preserver. Finally, one of us would have a steady paycheck, health care benefits and paid sick time. No one was offering jobs like this, not in the wake of the dot-com bust. What’s more, it would be a big step up in my career.


I saw myself in my new life, thirty-one years old, happy, confident, large and in charge. I’d hire a big team and learn how to be the best manager they’d ever had. I’d perfect the art of public speaking and jet around the country lecturing about design. I’d wear shiny leather boots and designer glasses. I would be a real grown-up, with a 401(k) and college savings accounts for the girls. Most evenings I’d make it home in time to have dinner with my family.


It would be hard at first, sure, but we’d work it out. Lots of mothers with young children worked full-time, some of them with babies even younger than Ruby and bosses far less understanding than Stella. If they could do it, I could, too.


The next day, I called Stella and told her I wanted the job.


Unfortunately, the job wasn’t mine yet. Hiring at Dogstar was a democratic process. Even though I had Stella’s vote, I still had to convince the project managers and the creative director who managed the visual design department that the job should go to me.


Brian watched Ruby and Martha all weekend while I put together my portfolio, a half dozen case studies with screen shots of web projects I had led. I spent a small fortune getting it bound at Kinkos. The following week, I donned my most grown-up black skirt, squeezed into my most uncomfortable shoes, and tucked extra-thick breast milk pads into my bra to keep from leaking through my shirt. Then I rode the BART train to San Francisco to interview with four other “Doggies” and try to convince them that I was the best-qualified candidate.


For two anxious weeks, I bit my fingernails and waited for an offer. Nothing came.


The longer I waited, the more I wanted this job, and the more certain I was I’d screwed it up. Why hadn’t I acted more interested when Stella brought it up in yoga class? If I didn’t get this job, we’d be back where we started, hustling for freelance gigs, hoping we had enough to pay the mortgage, and going deeper into debt.


Now that I had the prospect of this new job, I couldn’t stand the thought of not getting it. Money had been a constant source of stress for my parents when I was growing up. I didn’t want Ruby to grow up the way I had.


My parents had been very young when they had me—nineteen and twenty-two. When I was little, they worked minimum-wage jobs in Upstate New York—Dad was a gas station attendant, Mom a cocktail waitress in a downtown bar.


There were no vacations or dinners out. Instead, there were long waits for the bus in the dead of winter when we couldn’t afford to fix the car, long walks to the laundromat because our apartment didn’t have a washing machine. Later, when my friends wore designer jeans and Nike sneakers to school, my clothes came from the Next to New on Jay Street and never fit right. We moved about once a year, from one apartment to the next, as we tried to climb our way out of bad neighborhoods and into something that resembled middle-class status.


Our money problems were more than a source of instability; they were a source of embarrassment, too. My mother once told me about going to the local department store to buy a toy. She wanted to get me something special, something new—most of my toys were hand-me-downs—and she’d been saving up for it. We rode the bus to Two Guys and selected a doll. Mom was planning to pay with change she’d saved from her waitressing tips, but she hadn’t accounted for the tax. As she urgently searched through her pockets for that last quarter, a man in line behind us grew impatient and threw a crumpled dollar bill at her. She was mortified. The cashier picked up the dollar and handed the man his change.


I vowed I’d never live the way my parents did. Which was why I’d waited until I was thirty to have Ruby, and why I’d been so intent on buying a house before she was born, so my child wouldn’t have to know what it was like to move every year. And yet, here I was, a new parent, going deeper into debt each month.


Finally, Stella called.


“We all agree. We want to offer you the job.” She sounded as relieved as I felt. I could hear her wide smile through the phone.


The offer came with three weeks’ vacation and a six-figure salary—both firsts for me. She said I could even hire my own husband as a freelancer when there was a good fit, so not only was I going to have a steady paycheck, but I would also be able to help Brian get steady work.


We closed the deal with a drink at an upscale bar next to the Dogstar office.


“To you,” Stella said, lifting her wineglass.


“To Dogstar,” I said.


We brought our glasses together with a clink. I felt instantly lighter, as if the weight of my money troubles and freelance worries had been cast off, a hunk of useless metal thrown over the rail of a ship.


I was lucky. So very, very lucky. I couldn’t wait to start.












THE LACK OF PART-TIME OPTIONS


What if we didn’t have to choose between having a career and having enough time with our children? As I mentioned earlier, this lack of good part-time jobs is a distinctly American problem. The Dutch, for example, have already figured it out. They’ve made it possible for almost any worker to tailor her job to a part-time schedule and keep her benefits.


Seventy-five percent of Dutch women work part-time (as opposed to less than a quarter of American women). The trend is not limited to female-dominated sectors like customer service and education. Today in the Netherlands there are part-time surgeons, part-time managers, and part-time engineers, and about a quarter of Dutch men work reduced schedules. These part-time workers earn less than full-timers, of course, but they earn the same per hour—there’s no penalty for having a sane schedule. This solution has a nice side effect of helping to lower the unemployment rate.


I know what you’re thinking. This sounds like a huge hassle for businesses. Why would they agree to this if they didn’t have to? Actually, there’s something in it for them, too. Study after study shows companies that accommodate flexible schedules benefit in lower turnover, increased productivity, and higher workplace morale, and according to the U.S. Office of Personnel Management, working part-time may actually “increase employee effectiveness.”


So why don’t we do that here? Why does part-time work have such a cultural stigma, not to mention the brutal pay penalties? We’re told over and over that Americans are the most productive workers in the world. Are we really as proud of that as our political leaders say we are? Or are we just afraid of losing our jobs?












CHAPTER 3.


I WOKE UP TO THE SENSATION of someone tapping at my chest. I had a vision of a chicken pecking at grain in the dirt, but it was just my baby girl telling me she was hungry. Without opening my eyes, I pulled my T-shirt up so Ruby could nurse, then tried to enjoy the last precious minutes of shut-eye. When she was done, I nudged Brian awake.


“It’s almost six o’clock, sweetie. Can you take her so I can shower?”


“Just set her down next to me,” he groaned.


“She has to burp,” I said. “Sit. Up.”


It was Day 5 of my new job and we were still adjusting to the new morning hustle. Before the job, we took turns letting each other sleep in most mornings. But now we both got up with the baby so I could be out the door in time to catch the 7:35 train.


Brian sat up against the headboard. I set Ruby in his arms.


“Mornin’, Little Wonder,” he mumbled. Eyes still closed, he sleepily thumped her back. Ruby let out a loud burp.


Suddenly, Brian was wide awake.


“Damn it! Can you get me a cloth?” He scowled at the spit-up dribbling down the front of his pajama top. “Why does she only do that to me?”


“Because you thump her too hard,” I giggled. I took off my T-shirt and handed it to him.


Brian wiped himself off, then took Ruby downstairs. Soon I could hear the muffled clang of dishes as he unloaded the dishwasher.


I quickly showered and dressed, stuffing extra-thick nursing pads into my bra. They made me look like Jessica Rabbit but kept my shirts dry. Usually a B cup, nursing made me swell to a D, even without the pads. I didn’t have many work shirts that fit. That hadn’t been a problem when I worked in my pajamas. I made a mental note to go clothes shopping that weekend, then remembered with glee that I could afford to go to a nice place like Anthropologie instead of digging around the racks at the used-clothes store near the university.


By the time I got downstairs, Brian was assembling Ruby’s lunch (a colorful assortment of mashed things in small glass jars) while she sat in her high chair, trying to stuff fistfuls of Cheerios in her mouth, most of which wound up on the floor. Later, after I left, he would play with Ruby or read one of her Maisy books. Around 8:00 AM he would dress her and take her to day care so he could start his own workday.


It had been a near thing, getting Ruby into a full-time day care. I hadn’t expected it to be so hard.


I had set off on my search (with the naïveté of someone who has never had to directly confront the abysmal lack of quality child care in America) by calling two day care centers I’d heard moms at the park rave about. Both had good child-to-adult ratios and low staff turnover. They were pricey but less expensive than hiring a private Mary Poppins. One of them boasted a bilingual Spanish-English program. The other served hot, home-cooked, organic meals so parents didn’t have to pack lunch. I imagined some kind of serene baby spa with pristine, brain-building toys lining the shelves, classical music playing softly in the background, the aroma of bread baking in the oven, and a backyard garden bursting with flowers. I left messages, but a week went by with no return call. When I tried again a few days later, one of them picked up.


“I’m sorry, we have sixty-seven children on the waiting list,” said the woman who answered the phone.


I was incredulous. She went on to explain that some of the children on the waiting list hadn’t even been born yet. Apparently, getting into a baby spa was like getting a table at a hot new restaurant. You had to know someone.


Eventually, at the bottom of my list, was a brand-new day care. A woman named Thania picked up on the second ring. She was from Honduras and had worked as a nanny for several years. She had two school-age kids of her own. She was licensed and CPR-certified. I was in luck—she had one space open. When I visited her modest, two-bedroom bungalow the next day, Thania opened the door. She was heavyset with a kind, dimpled smile. When I walked into her home I was enveloped not in the aroma of baking bread like my fantasy, but in the equally pleasant aroma of beans and tortillas.


Before we enrolled Ruby in her day care, Thania watched her one morning, as a trial run, and quickly determined that Ruby liked her bottles extra-warm, thus solving a mystery that had confounded us for months: why Ruby was always so fussy when Brian tried to feed her. After that, Ruby knocked back her bottles like a Viking with a mug of mead, and I suspected we’d found our very own Mary Poppins after all.


“Whatcha got goin’ today?” I asked as I shoved two pieces of bread into the toaster. While we’d been waiting for my new job to start, Brian had snagged a freelance contract with a medical device company on the Peninsula.


“The usual. Meetings in San Carlos.” Like a lot of men, Brian had two modes of conversation about work—Ahab-level obsession and slacker-level indifference. This morning he was in Slacker Mode. “You?”


“Meetings and more meetings. Deliverable due to my bank client next week—might need to finish it over the weekend.” I restrained myself from delving into the details. Work was suddenly front and center in my life and I could talk about it all day. Brian was a good listener, but even he had his limits.


Brian handed me a mug of coffee. I took a long sip, then caught sight of the clock above the dishwasher. “Shit! It’s 7:20?” I slathered butter on my half-toasted toast. “Love you guys.” I pecked Brian and Ruby and darted out the door to catch the BART train, carrying a breast pump in one hand, a laptop bag in the other, and the toast between my teeth.


I drove ten blocks to the BART station, parked in the lot, and raced down the stairs. A San Francisco train had just arrived on the platform, packed with office-bound men and women reading newspapers or tapping out email on their BlackBerrys, and I got on.


Part of me was jealous that Brian had a more leisurely morning with Ruby, but another part of me felt liberated standing on the train alone as it thundered along under the bay. I gripped the metal commuter rail, wearing grown-up clothes and eyeliner and dangly earrings, the kind I could never wear around little grasping hands.


In my first week at the new job, I was surprised how much easier it was to be at an office than working at home. The go-go Internet world was a walk in the park compared to bouncing a baby on my knee while trying to sketch a wireframe and keep an eye on chicken soup as it bubbled on the stove.


At 7:50 AM, I emerged from the Powell Street Station and jog-walked eight short, foggy blocks south of Market Street, past men in business-casual blue button-down shirts, past chic women in their swanky leather boots, past homeless people nestled under dirty sleeping bags or piles of discarded newspapers, sidestepping litter and the occasional bit of dog poo, finally arriving at the Dogstar office on Folsom Street. I unlocked the metal gate, then the glass door, punched the code to quiet the beeping alarm, and climbed the creaky stairs.


I was the first one in, as usual. Official hours were nine thirty to six, but Stella let me work an early shift—eight to four thirty—so I could pick up Ruby on my way home before Thania’s day care closed at six. This was the best time of the day to catch up on email, read new proposals, or dig into anything else that required focused attention.


I left the lights off, preferring the gray light that filtered in the high windows and bounced off the white painted-brick walls. The office was a large, mostly open space with desks for a dozen people, although it could easily have fit twenty. It had a funky, artist-loft feel, with large rusty skylights, floors that sloped slightly toward the bay, and thin gray carpeting inexpertly applied, so that it bunched up from the floor in a few spots. The office wasn’t properly heated or insulated—I knew from my freelance days that it could be a sweat lodge in the summer, a meat locker in the winter—but Stella had a sweetheart deal on the rent. What we sacrificed in comfort we gained in job security. The wreckage of the dot-com bust was still fresh on our minds. Everyone had come down in the world. Once we might have complained if the refrigerator wasn’t stocked with the right microbrew. Now we shut up and dressed in layers.


WITHIN THE HOUR, my coworkers started arriving. By nine thirty, I was hustling from one meeting to the next. I built in discreet breaks at three-hour intervals to pump breast milk in the bathroom. Each day flew by until, suddenly, it was four thirty, at which point I’d excuse myself from whatever meeting I was in, pack up my pump and laptop bag, and speed-walk back to BART. Most days I managed to pick up Ruby by five thirty and get home by six. I was still expected to answer random emails or phone calls after I left the office, but my coworkers (even though most didn’t have children) were uniformly respectful; they contacted me only if they needed a response right away.


At home, the next two hours was the usual routine of B’s— Breast-feed, Bath, Book, Brush teeth, Bounce the baby (Ruby liked to lie flat on her tummy on a pillow that I bounced on my knees until she fell asleep), then—blessedly—Bedtime. Somewhere between the second and the fourth B, I’d give Ruby rice cereal and more mashed veggies for dinner, and I’d make do with whatever I scrounged out of the refrigerator for me—cheese and crackers or leftover soup, any thing that could be eaten one-handed. On the occasional weeknight that we had Martha, Brian entertained the girls while I cooked pasta or a stir-fry or some other Big Kid dinner that required a full set of teeth to chew.


It would have been nice if Brian could eat with us more often, but since he started his day later than I did, he usually ended later, too. Most evenings he joined us around seven or seven thirty, made himself a sandwich, then ate at the sink while he washed dishes. So much for the lauded Family Dinner. Oh well, it didn’t start with a B anyway.


Once Ruby was asleep, I’d check email for the last time, respond to anything urgent, and go back downstairs where Brian and I would catch up on our day (or, if he was in Slacker Mode, he’d give me the two-sentence summary of his day, and I’d give him the blow-by-blow of mine). If we had the energy, we might watch an episode of The Sopranos while we folded laundry together. By ten thirty, we were two lumps in the bed.


A few hours later, I’d wake from a deep sleep to the sound of Ruby crying in the next room. I’d carry her back to our bed to nurse, where she’d stay until morning. One of the things I loved about motherhood was cuddling up in a warm bed with a drowsy baby. The only catch was that neither Brian nor I slept well with Ruby in our bed—she was a wiggly little piglet in her sleep. If I put her back in her crib, she cried, and at 2:00 AM, I couldn’t stand to hear her cry. Which meant most nights we got two or three hours of real sleep. After that we dozed in a strange fugue state that was neither complete rest nor complete wakefulness.


Every new parent becomes intimately acquainted with sleep deprivation. Whether it’s something they’ve experienced before or not, it’s always a fresh torment. Our friend Tim once complained to his twin babies’ pediatrician about how little sleep he was getting.


“Yep,” said the doctor with a knowing nod. “Sleep deprivation’s a bitch. That’s why they use it for torture.”


When we don’t get enough sleep, our brains start to malfunction in all sorts of bizarre ways—we lose our emotional resilience, our tempers, and our ability to sustain logical thought. I once read that parents of very young children incur a “sleep debt”—an accumulated amount of lost sleep—of five months or more, just in the first two years of parenting. Which means the vast majority of parents with children under the age of two are the emotional equivalent of stumbling, bleary-eyed drunks looking for a fight or a warm place to take a nap.


At this point of our adventure as Ruby’s parents, Brian and I were no exception. We had not experienced a full, unbroken night of sleep for more than eight months. Between the nighttime nursing and soothing and diaper changing, our lack of sleep had been piling up like snow outside the door, threatening to trap us inside. Until my new job started, we’d managed by taking turns letting each other sleep in. But now there was no sleeping in, and it wasn’t long before the lack of sleep would start to take its toll.


THE REALITY OF BEING A full-time working mom was like diving into a cold pool. You can’t prepare for it. The exhilaration of that first week quickly gave way to a deep, numbing ache for the former days with my baby. Leisurely midday grocery-shopping trips were replaced by harried evening trips with a cranky baby in the cart. No more baby yoga, peaceful afternoons at the park, reading The New Yorker while Ruby napped on my chest, or walks around the lake with the moms from my birth class.


I missed my baby.


I was also worried about her. Although she seemed to be doing well, it didn’t seem right that she spent the better part of each waking day with someone other than me. Maybe I would have felt differently if she’d been home with her dad, or a grandparent, but that wasn’t an option. Brian’s parents lived in Detroit, thousands of miles away. My parents were even farther away—my mother in Upstate New York, my dad and stepmother in Connecticut. I was still getting to know Thania, and while I trusted her, she wasn’t family. When I added up the hours that Ruby was at Thania’s, the number shocked me. I half expected a social worker to knock on my door. Ma’am, we hear your baby is in day care forty-five hours a week . . .


“Keep in mind, hon, you and I are amateurs,” Brian said. “Thania’s a professional.”


He was right. Thania had more experience with children than I did—she’d read more books, she’d taken more classes, and she had two kids of her own—but that wasn’t the point. Mothers are supposed to be with their babies, I thought. How could I be sure that Ruby was bonding with me the way she was supposed to? What if she didn’t know how much I loved her? Was it really okay to be away from her so much?


I searched the Internet at night, when Ruby was asleep in her crib, looking for answers. What I read only made me more confused.


Some studies said that full-time day care could lead to psychological problems for a small percentage of children later in life, while other studies found that the effects of day care were negligible. Around the time I started the job at Dogstar, CBS ran a story called “The Negative Effects of Child Care?” about new research that showed longer stays in day care led to aggressive behavior later for some children. This could happen even if they were in high-quality care. The key to avoiding these behavior problems, one study concluded, was the mother: “The sensitivity of the mother could offset those negative effects.”


In other words, it was up to me—and only me—to make it all right that Ruby was in day care all day. No mention of the father’s role. I had already suspected this; now I had scientific proof. It was as if someone had just squirted an entire can of lighter fluid over the flames of my guilt.


So I did what I assumed any good mother would do in my situation: I tried to compensate for the time I was at work by devoting every extra moment to my daughter. I gave up exercise. I gave up seeing friends on the weekends. I continued to sacrifice sleep. At night, after Ruby was safely tucked in her crib, and before I started in on the laundry, I steamed and mashed and jarred fresh organic vegetables for her lunch the next day.


“You know they sell organic baby food now,” Brian chided me one evening as I scraped puréed carrots from the blender with a tablespoon. “You don’t have to do all this.”


“I want to do it,” I said stubbornly.


This was not entirely true. The truth was, my back ached from sitting at the computer and bending over a nursing baby, and I longed to collapse into bed. But the food I made—more nutritious than anything I could buy—was a way to care for Ruby when I wasn’t with her.


When Ruby woke up to nurse at 1:00 or 2:00 AM, I continued to bring her to bed and keep her with us until morning. I wanted to squeeze in every extra opportunity for togetherness.


“WHEN DO YOU WANT TO TALK ABOUT sleep training?” Brian asked groggily one morning as he filled the kettle from the kitchen sink.


I felt myself tense up immediately. Sleep training, in my mind, was a nice, clinical term for “Let your baby cry alone in her crib.” It was bad enough that I had abandoned my baby during the day. Now I was supposed to be away from her at night, too? I dismissed the idea with a frown and a vigorous shake of my head. “She’s too little still.”


Technically, this wasn’t entirely true. According to a book some friends had given us, Ruby had surpassed the “magic weight” of eleven pounds, which meant her body didn’t need a nighttime feeding. Physically she was capable of sleeping through the night. Brian knew this. After all, he told me that Martha was only four months old when she started sleeping through the night in her own crib. But Brian knew how bad I felt about being away from Ruby. Out of kindness, he let the subject drop. For a week.


“Hon, you can’t keep bringing her to bed,” Brian rubbed his eyes and slumped against the kitchen counter one morning. “We’ve got to start sleeping better.”


I poured boiling water into the coffee filter over my mug, too tired to respond.


“Katrina, are you listening to me?”


“Yes, but I don’t want to,” I sighed. “Stop bringing her to bed, I mean.” I breathed in the steamy aroma of Italian roast, willing the caffeine to enter my nose and go directly to my brain.


If I’d been thinking clearly, I would have seen that Brian and I both desperately needed to sleep, by any means necessary. If I’d been thinking clearly, I would have seen that the only way to function was to give up the thing I cherished. But sleep deprivation is a circular problem. I wasn’t thinking clearly because I desperately needed to sleep.


“Look at you!” Brian snapped.


I jumped, startled at the abrupt anger in his voice.


“You have circles under your eyes. You’ve only been at this job for a month and you’re running yourself ragged!”


“Thanks.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “I really needed to hear how shitty I look.”


“You know what I mean,” Brian said, his voice softening. “I’m just worried about you.” He put his hand on my arm, but I shrugged it away.


I had a feeling he was right—we had to do something—but I was so tightly cocooned in my own guilt, I had no room for compassion or understanding, neither his nor my own. The only other feeling I had room for was rage. How could Brian possibly understand what this was like? I fumed silently. He was the dad. The bar was so low for dads. Dads were like clowns at the party. Show up, make everyone laugh, take a bow, then disappear before the mess had to be cleaned up.
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