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INTRODUCTION



My daughter, Risa, was three years old when I started my first documentary. I was thirty-eight . . . and a little scared. I’d never even made a home video before! Plus, I knew nothing about filmmaking, but as a writer, I knew how to tell stories, so I figured I’d learn as I went—cheaper than film school, if not a little more chaotic. I sent out a request to family and friends who worked in creative industries, asking if they knew anyone in the film business that I could speak with for inspiration or practical tips. It turned out that my brother knew a successful documentary editor living in Los Angeles who would speak to me. Gold! This guy (I’ll call him “J”) was a twentysomething editor with true Hollywood street cred, and he graciously agreed to answer my questions by phone, with one stipulation: it had to be that day at 2:00 PM because he was leaving the next day for Japan and wouldn’t be back for several weeks. So I said “no problem” and prayed my daughter would be napping at that time, according to schedule. (Yes, you are rolling your eyes right now because you know that kids don’t ever follow schedules when we need them to, and they certainly don’t fall asleep at a specified time. But you have to understand, I felt desperate.)


Before the editor’s call, I paced around the house, rehearsing the questions in my head, counting down the minutes, trying to remember everything I wanted to know. I put Risa down for her nap a few minutes before 2 PM. Not a hint of resistance; I closed the door quietly and breathed a sigh of relief. The editor called right on time, I gave him the project background, and just as we were getting to the good stuff (the tips I needed), I heard my daughter yelling from upstairs: “Mamaaaa!” I tried to ignore it, but her calls got louder. “MAMA!” Damn it. She’s fine, leave her, I thought, trying to focus on what J was saying. What if there is something wrong? I suddenly thought. Then tried to squelch that thought too: What could happen to her if she’s contained in a crib with a soft blanket? Then again, you hear horror stories about kids strangling on curtain cords! That was it. I tiptoed to her room with the phone cradled to my ear and opened the door as quietly as I could, trying to focus on the phone conversation. Just behind the door, my girl stood clad in diaper only, covered head to toe in diaper cream. Within the span of fifteen minutes, she’d apparently climbed out of her crib, found the cream, disrobed, removed the cap, and painted her face and body with the thick white paste. She looked like Casper the Friendly Ghost and seemed delighted with herself. At another time, any other time, this might have been funny.


I assessed the situation the best I could: There was no apparent damage; however, it would take just a few finger smears to the face to get that cream directly in her eye or mouth. (Could she go blind? Was it poisonous?!) Argh! The editor was now waiting for me to respond to something he’d said, and I had to make a quick decision. I looked around her room, grabbed a set of crayons and paper, and threw them (oh, yes, threw them) on the floor by her feet, closed the door, went to the stairwell, and finished the call. In the end, my daughter took the bait and distracted herself by making artwork. She lived to see another day, and I received helpful information on how to get started with my documentary. I can’t say I’m proud of my actions, but it was the best I could think to do in the moment.


I’m sure you’ve been there yourself. After all, more than 70 percent of women with a child over age one work outside the home, according to the International Association of Working Mothers.1 What do we all have in common? Guilt. In fact, if you Google “hardest part of being a working mom,” you’ll find pages upon pages of blog entries from moms around the U.S. worrying they are not giving enough of themselves to their kids. While some wish they could afford to stay home with their child, many of us want to be working and understand that if we were home making sock puppets or painting egg cartons with our kids on weekday afternoons, we’d end up sniffing too much Elmer’s glue. If you’re like me, you crave—no need—intellectual stimulation and an office of your own. We love being “Mommy” but also cherish our work title that connects us to the outside world and makes us feel needed in ways beyond parenting.


I learned over the past few years that we’re all sick of pointless and pressure-inducing mantras like “find the balance” and “you can have it all.” Please! We are big girls who know that juggling a career and family is messy and complicated. It was freeing to hear Anne-Marie Slaughter--a professor of politics and international affairs at Princeton University, and the mother of two teenage boys--say in her Atlantic Magazine cover story “Why Women Still Can’t Have it All” last July, “I’d been telling young women at my lectures that you can have it all . . . I’d been part, albeit unwittingly, of making millions of women feel that they are to blame if they cannot . . . rise up the ladder as fast as men and also have a family and an active home life . . .”2


Yes, let’s stop striving to “have it all,” and put our attention, as Slaughter suggests, on where it belongs: creating more flexibility in the work place so women (and men) can attend to both their career and their family—and not get penalized in the future for making a “lateral” move professionally for the sake of the family. We can also open up to each other about how and when we’re struggling with the work-parent juggle so we know we’re not alone in navigating this rocky terrain. Says Gina Robison-Billups, president of the International Association of Working Mothers, “When we share our guilt and that terrible feeling that we’re not giving enough of ourselves to our kids, we realize that other moms feel the same way—it’s incredibly liberating.”3 In fact, if you ever want to bond with another working mom, just ask her: “What was the moment when you almost lost your mind trying to balance career and family?” We all have at least one of these bad-mommy stories, and sharing these confessions is like offering one another gifts that say “Hey, we’re all struggling with this, and that doesn’t mean it’s not worth it.” Even though we choose this path, it’s hard, and we’re all making it up as we go.


Back to my “bad mommy” tale (and not my only one, mind you). After Risa’s body-painting session, I decided not to tell my husband—or anyone else for that matter. I felt awful about the whole thing and feared people would look at me with disdain or horror. But the next week, I had a change of heart and decided to tell several of my working-mom friends. Far from criticizing me, they gasped, laughed, sighed, and groaned. Each one shared her own bad-mommy stories—those special times they were certain that the Department of Social Services would come remove their child because mommy had gone too far. In all of these stories, there were no right answers or wrong answers (no one was talking about physical or mental child abuse, just less-than-stellar judgment calls), and we didn’t judge each other—we all understood how easy it was to stumble in panicky moments of juggling parenting and career. One thing is for sure, we all felt better after sharing our humbling stories. Plus, barrier broken, we started to truly open up to one another and ask, “What would you do in this situation?” or “What can I do if this happens?”


What a relief! Why hadn’t we gone here before?


My friends and I had compared dating horror stories and wedding fiascoes and pregnancy scares. We lived for sharing our new-mom confessions, snorting at what we’d done in our various states of mental and physical exhaustion: leaving the telephone in the freezer, more than once (that was me); driving around several times a week with wallets and coffee cups on top of our cars; weeping in front of the UPS man; falling asleep at high-level company meetings. Sharing our tales of embarrassment and woe deepened our connections and made us feel . . . well, less nuts. So why hadn’t we done this when dealing with our working-mom horror stories? What’s so different about this stress that made it untouchable?


Working-mom guilt is just different. It’s one thing to make bad choices because we are exhausted from giving so much to our children. But it’s quite another when we are possibly putting our own needs before our child’s. It starts when maternity leave is over and it is time to reenter the work world, which usually comes with a wave of anxiety and, let’s get real, for many of us, a wash of relief to be back in the company of actual grown-ups. Even while we feel pangs of separation from our child, we are enthralled with the idea of peeing alone and not having to figure out where to leave the baby. Many of us practically skipped back to the office (even with our doubts), and our worlds then split definitively into family and career. Now taking time away for work meant robbing the family and vice versa. Suddenly, our brains would be engaged in a constant state of tug-of-war.


When we open up about this burden, we help relieve our stress while bringing down our guilt. I know this from personal experience and from hearing it over and over from working moms around the country. That’s why we need to get over our embarrassment at not handling the juggle well—and our shame when we botch it—and talk to one another, so we don’t have to carry the weight of this alone. In addition to offering empathy and a listening ear, we often have sound advice to offer each other (or warn against) based on real life experiences. There’s no reason we each have to reinvent the wheel—at least not alone.


That’s what this book is all about: a way to open the conversation, help working moms see we’re all in this together, and offer strategies that have already been tested by moms as well as experts. Let’s not discount the fact that good advice from an expert can change our lives immediately if we are willing to hear it and put it into effect. In researching and writing this book, I talked with numerous child psychologists, women’s life coaches, pediatricians, daycare providers, teachers, business consultants, therapists, social workers, executive coaches, and others, and you’ll find the very best of their advice woven throughout this book. I know I’m already parenting differently and with more confidence having heard their wise words, and I’m excited to share them with you.


What’s Different About This Book . . .


There are so many self-help books on the market telling women not to feel guilty about being a working mom, and assuring them they are entitled to their happiness. That’s nice, but it’s not really helpful when your daughter is clinging to your thigh as you’re trying to get out the door to make the flight to your work conference; or your son is furious because you’re missing his soccer tournament due to a mandatory company-wide talk; or your coworkers are pissed off because you have to leave early to pick up your child for early dismissal while they pick up the slack; or your child has strep throat and you are due in a funder’s meeting in twenty minutes. Sure, you’re entitled to happiness. So what? You need a plan, not a platitude.


With so many moms in the workplace right now, I often wondered why there weren’t dozens of books like this out there already. Maybe it’s because only now is it starting to become socially acceptable for women to admit that they even like their jobs and prefer not to stay home with their children all day long. In a 2009 blog post on “Working Moms” (www.circleofmoms.com), a mother in one forum asked, “Am I the only working mom who doesn’t feel guilty about working?” Over 980 moms commented, the majority saying that they too like their work and would go stir-crazy if they were stay-at-home parents.4 In a 2009 blog entry in The Washington Post titled “What About Moms Who Want to Work?”—for which guest blogger Stephanie Himel-Nelson wrote about being a mother who loves her full-time job—hundreds of women wrote comments congratulating the author and thanking her for expressing how she felt. It’s a relief for women to hear publicly that it is not only acceptable to work if you’re a mom, but it’s alright to go ahead and enjoy it.5


The Moms I Connected With . . .


I started this book by creating a survey for working moms, asking what they enjoy most about their career and what their biggest parenting worries are. I also asked them to describe a particularly difficult emotional challenge, and the one piece of advice they would tell other working moms when it came to dealing with the juggle. I received over one hundred emails from moms who live in small towns, cities, and ’burbs all over the country, with kids ranging in age from infancy to late teens (with most under age twelve), and who represented a wide array of professions. I heard from marketers, filmmakers, organization directors, entrepreneurs, doctors, editors, teachers, managers, artists, and so on.


It was interesting to me that so few of the women said the paycheck is the “best part” of working, although clearly this is an enormous and often necessary benefit. Instead, they said the greatest reward is the sense of meaning and fulfillment their work provides them. They enjoy being stimulated intellectually by the work; by problem solving, engaging with bright adults, and feeling like they’re accomplishing something important. They love the feeling of adding something—an idea or product or service—to the world and the pride that stems from doing so. Some cherish the freedom of working for themselves with a flexible schedule while others enjoy being part of a large team and all the benefits that come from that. Other responses to the joys of working included “It’s so nice and quiet at the office,” “I can calmly read emails while drinking coffee,” “People listen when I talk!” and “I feel like me.”


The “hardest part” of working, most moms said, was the guilt they felt, and it came in two varieties: guilt over not being there enough for their children, and guilt for not doing enough at work because they were caring for their kids. Women also spoke of ongoing daily concerns, such as, “The worst part of my day is the hour commute from home to work when I can’t switch gears,” and “I can’t even remember going on a date with my husband”; or more specific concerns, such as, “I worry my one-year-old will feel less loved if I drop him off at daycare a few minutes early so I can get a coffee for my commute,” and “My son’s asthma and teething issues joined forces on the same night that I had to create an important questionnaire for work.”


I talked to dozens of working moms on the phone to dig more deeply into the survey results. The mothers I spoke with, I should point out, had little or no interest in being “supermoms,” a term used over the last several years by the media to describe mothers striving to be perfect and “do it all.” The moms I talked with have clearly tossed aside the goal of being perfect for enjoying their careers while raising well-adjusted kids. They don’t feel the need to bake brownies from scratch for the bake sale or make organic play dough for their children. In fact, this hardcore mommying seemed downright laughable to many of them. They want to know how to handle their supervisor’s wrath when they must leave early to pick up their child at school early during a work crunch. Or how to explain to their child that Mommy can’t come to the school picnic because she has to meet an important client or she might lose her account. They want to feel successful at working and parenting; they aren’t looking to be exemplary.


What You Can Expect from This Book . . .


I looked over all the interviews and surveys and divided them into the eleven most common worries, or “confessions” for working moms (I admit “top 10” is catchier but what can I tell you? There are eleven). I’ve given each particular confession its own chapter. Within that chapter you’ll hear from working moms who share their biggest worries, where they stem from, and how to combat them. In addition to reassurance, you’ll find specific, hands-on steps to creating limits and boundaries that minimize guilt and maximize confidence in your ability to juggle work and family. The strategies come from parenting experts, the moms I spoke with, and my own personal experiences.


Know in advance that this book validates, even celebrates, your desire to work. As for how to use it, you can read this book cover to cover, or skip ahead to the issues you find tough right now. As all of us know, the concerns we experience keep changing. Once you handle one, another pops up like an amusement park game of Whack-a-Mole. The idea is not to get to a place where there are no issues (oh, wouldn’t that be swell?) but to get a clearer understanding of what strategies make life easier for you and your family. This will give you more energy and strengthen your reserves, while boosting your confidence at work and at home. Why is this good? As the old saying goes, “If Mama is happy, everybody is happy.”





Chapter 1




THE SORRY LOOP



Confession: “I’m tired of apologizing when I can’t please everyone.”


The morning begins with you rolling out of bed, trying to get everyone, including yourself, dressed and fed—and apologizing to your child about something. It may be that you don’t have time to play hide-and-seek, help with his math homework (which happens to be due today), or search for the library books gone missing again. You don’t have time, you explain for the umpteenth time, because you have to get to work. You are late. Your child stares at you blankly or possibly emotionally unravels while you zip up your jacket and try to remain calm. You can sense the situation is about to devolve into a full-on explosion, and to defuse the situation, you offer an apology: “I’m sorry, sweetie, but Mommy really has to go to the office.” This leads to tears of frustration from your child (perhaps your own are forming), and even more zealous rounds of “I’m really sorry.”


On top of that, maybe you’re also apologizing to caretakers, teachers, supervisors, or coworkers on a fairly regular basis. After entering your child’s classroom, for instance, the teacher asks if you can stay for a few minutes because she has to tell you about a new development in your child’s behavior. Of course you want to hear it (although, oh please, let it be a good development), but you also have to haul your butt out of here because there is a work meeting starting in thirty minutes that you’ll just make if you leave this second. You head to work feeling horrible about bailing on your child’s teacher; or you can stay put, be late for work, and have to apologize profusely to your boss or coworkers. Someone is going to be ticked off—and you are going to be the bad guy.


In all of these situations, everyone will recover—hey, they always do—but at what and whose expense? What does it say if you keep making empty apologies to your child or coworkers? At what point will your apologies actually start to lose meaning? How does asking forgiveness so routinely affect your basic sense of worth? What you’d also really like to know is, given how hard you’re trying to make everyone happy, shouldn’t someone be acknowledging your efforts and accomplishments?






	

QUIZ: ARE YOU A BROKEN RECORD OF APOLOGIES?







	

1. Your child was expecting to go out for ice cream with you tonight but you just found out you have to stay late at the office due to an unexpected deadline. You:


a. panic because your child is going to be an emotional wreck. He was counting on this, and you hate being the villain.


b. decide, “Deadline be damned!” and when your boss is distracted, you sneak out of the office and back to your home.


c. explain to your child that you have to stay late at work unexpectedly, apologize sincerely, and pick a new date for your outing.








	

2. Your child is clinging to your thigh as you try to make your way out the door to get to the office. You’re already ten minutes late, so you:


a. spiral into an athletic reverse turn so your child loses his grip, and then you make a mad dash for the car.


b. give your child a hug, let him know you can’t wait to be together later, and head out the door.


c. take off your coat and try not to cry as you explain (just as you did yesterday and the day before) why Mommy has to work and when you will be home.








	

3. Your daughter asks you to make her an intricate French braid before play rehearsal, but you are supposed to be on a conference call in five minutes. You:


a. tell her you can’t right now but will do it happily for the next rehearsal if she wants.


b. make her the French braid; you’ll tell everyone on the conference call that your cell phone died.


c. distract her by telling her there are cookies on the counter if she wants to have one right now!








	

Answers: If you answered “c” for number 1, give yourself one point. If you answered “b” for number 2, give yourself one point. If you answered “a” for number 3, give yourself one point. If you received at least two points, you’re on the right track for not over-apologizing. If you received less, pay extra attention to the steps in this chapter because—sorry to say—you’re going to need them.








Reality Check


You’ve established a meaningful career that helps you maintain a sense of identity beyond “Mama” while allowing you to bring home the bacon to pay family bills. You’re a loving mom who wants to be there for her children, and while the two sometimes clash, that doesn’t mean you’ve done anything to apologize for.


Providing your child with a model of what it looks like to have a career and a loving family is something to be proud of. That’s easy to forget in the midst of trying to juggle the two—a messy and underappreciated job in itself. But reaping the rewards of work and family is a model we clearly believe in, which is why we deal with the hassles and occasional heartbreaks. We want our children to grow up to also find this balance, and to retain a strong sense of individual identity that’s not limited to their role as parent (and, hey, if their jobs happen to pay so handsomely that they can purchase us ocean-front property when we retire, that’d be fine too). It’s not our job to make this model look easy (which would be false advertising, at best). Rather, it should illustrate to our child that it’s worthwhile to experience both domains, in spite of the complications. Apologize for showing our kid this? No way.


I love what Sara, a foundation program director from Rhode Island, had to say about trying to balance her job with producing a film and parenting her one-year-old son, Oscar: “All working moms, no matter who they are or what they do, constantly hear a nagging voice of doubt echoing in their own brains. For me, in making a film in addition to my 9-to-5 job, it’s doubt and guilt multiplied. In that echo chamber, I hear myself asking: ‘Am I selling the film short? Selling Oscar short? Neglecting my husband? Performing well enough at work?’ But when I am able to push through this self-interrogation, I know that being a mom has given me a new sense of bravery. After years of supporting the artistic practice of others, it is only now as a mother that I have taken on a project with producing a film that I can truly call my own. I’m doing it for myself, yes, and for the greater good I think this story will bring to bear, but I’m also doing it for Oscar. I want my son to see his mother working hard to pursue her own dreams. For me, it’s important, for both his freedom and mine, to understand that we can be a close and loving family who supports each other in life’s adventures, wherever they may take us.”


Nor should working moms have to say we’re sorry at work so often for taking care of our child, as long as we’re meeting expectations and achieving goals. It’s all too easy to get wrapped up in apologizing for having to run out early or show up ten minutes late, and not be able to join our colleagues for post-work social outings. But caring for our child and making sure she is thriving comes first, every working mom I interviewed told me, and that’s not something we need to ask forgiveness for. We can’t control what our coworkers and/or boss think of us putting family first at these times; we can decide how we respond to any comments or accusations made about us when we’ve missed the occasional meeting or obligation to be there for our child. Reining in our apologies is the first step in the right direction, along with using them only when it is truly appropriate. Says Bonnie Marcus, a motivational speaker and president of Women’s Success Coaching: “Women tend to over-apologize because we are always trying to make everyone happy. If an apology is necessary because we made a mistake, we should apologize. We lose our integrity and power when we over-apologize. It may make us feel better in the short term because of our desire to have everyone like us. However, we pay the consequences in the long term when we lose the respect of our children and boss by taking a subservient position when it is unnecessary.”


So let’s talk about how to break the nasty habit of overdoing the apologies once and for all.


Step 1: Check your inner apologize-o-meter.


Linda, thirty-five, is an accountant with two boys under age seven who discovered one day just how much of an over-apologizer she was. “The two months leading up to the tax deadline are nuts, and I barely have time to breathe. I find myself apologizing all the time without even thinking about it—to clients if it takes me a few extra hours to get them my questions, to my family members because I’m sometimes absentminded during this time. One afternoon, I was hoping to get to the grocery store during this crazy period to buy the special grape popsicles my sons love as a surprise, but I ran out of time and couldn’t get there. I apologized to them both the second I got home for not being able to get the popsicles, and they just looked at me blank-faced because they didn’t know I was planning to do this. It was a strange moment, and I kind of realized I had been apologizing all day long. So it just fell out of my mouth.”


The first step to reducing needless apologies is realizing how much we are doing it. If you’re not sure, but suspect that you might be on the extreme side, follow the advice of clinical psychologist Janet L. Wolfe, PhD, who recommends keeping a log for one week.1 Record each time an “I’m sorry” pops out of your mouth, what happened just before the habit (in this case, apologizing without good reason), and how you were feeling at the time. The next step, Wolfe says, is to analyze the data and look at what your triggers are. Do you apologize when you’re feeling guilty or sad about upsetting your child or boss? Do you do it because you can’t think of anything else to say on the spot? All this tracking is not to make us feel bad about our behavior (heck, the last thing we need is more guilt) but to help us notice the pattern so we can tweak or change our behavior if necessary.


Plenty of women whom I talked with already had suspicions, or at least a hunch, that they were tipping the apologize-o-meter, such as one mom who admitted, “If I counted how many mornings start with me saying, ‘I’m really sorry, but I have to go right now,’ I would tape my mouth closed.” Another confessed, “I say ‘I’m sorry’ like some people say ‘hello,’” and yet another mom said, “When my boss sees me heading toward him after 3:30 pm, he says, ‘I know, you’re sorry; you have to get your kid. See you tomorrow . . .’”


Maybe this is the case for you, or maybe you’ll be surprised, even shocked, to learn how frequently you dole out an apology in a given week. If this is the case, don’t be alarmed or embarrassed. You are not alone. In fact, a friend of mine volunteered to try counting “sorrys” and told me, “I honestly didn’t realize how many times a week I apologize to my child for going to work until I kept the journal. It’s awful. What the heck am I even apologizing so much for?”


Don’t despair—the good news is that this is a habit you can break fairly quickly once you recognize the problem, and life is going to become a lot more pleasant as a result.


Step 2: Change your default settings.


When it comes to breaking any habit, a person needs to have not only a desire to change it, but also sheer determination (and if you’re a working mom, you’ve already got the latter in spades). Suggests parenting expert and therapist Carl Pickhardt, PhD, “The habit of automatic apologizing can be broken when you commit to catching yourself and immediately self-correcting.” When you realize you’re on the verge of saying “I’m sorry,” stop and take a deep breath (inhale until that breath reaches your heart before you exhale). Then, take a moment to consider whether you are doing anything wrong and whether apologizing is appropriate for the situation. For instance, is it really that wrong to feed your family Pop Tarts for breakfast every now and again because you have to be in the office extra-early for a meeting? Or hightailing it out of work early to pick up your child who broke out in some kind of bizarre hives at day camp? Most of us would agree these are stressful situations, but there’s no need to ask for forgiveness from our children or boss in either case.


So why exactly do we do it? Many of us use apologies as a default to make other people feel better quickly. Says Susanne Gaddis, PhD, an executive coach known as “The Communications Doctor”: “We are indoctrinated as children to pacify adults with apologies to get them off our backs. We quickly learn that ‘I’m sorry’ ends the uncomfortable situation, making us free to move on to other things. Because this behavior works, we carry it into adulthood.” So what can we say in these uncomfortable situations, if not “I’m sorry”?


Pickhardt suggests that if you do blurt out an unnecessary apology to your child (“I’m sorry that I didn’t have time to play another two rounds of Connect Four”), you can withdraw it, saying, “On second thought, I retract my apology, since I actually did nothing to be sorry for.” Then, we should express compassion for our child without holding ourselves accountable for doing something wrong.


It’s important that our children feel free to express their emotions, knowing that we can handle hearing even the difficult ones, says Dr. Victoria Samuel, a clinical psychologist who established The Parent Support Service in England: “Careful listening shows that you respect your child’s feelings . . . Being listened to can cause difficult feelings to evaporate . . . cue less moaning, less tantrums, less tears. Most importantly, if you listen to your child, she is more likely to listen to you.”2


I would just add that while we want our children to feel heard, we do not want them to think they have the power to make us alter the course of our workday by turning on the waterworks. Because most of us have seen that happen more than a few times.


In fact, children don’t even want the power really to make you miss your work event, because it means Mommy is not in charge. And if you’re not in charge, that means he or she is, and that is one wicked-scary idea for a kid. We have to remember that we are the parent here, and our children are looking to us to set the rules even when they’re no fun to hear. Says Gaddis, “Although our children may put up a fight or try to manipulate us by whining and complaining, ultimately they are best served by having us stand our ground. Rather than saying, ‘I’m sorry!’ acknowledge their feelings by saying, ‘I know that you’re unhappy with me right now. And that’s okay. But Mommy has to work.’”




Try This:


Rather than apologizing to my child when she’s bummed-out that I’m leaving for an evening or weekend afternoon work engagement, here’s what I found works (which I discovered by trial and error, really): Get down to your child’s eye level (by squatting, sitting, whatever you need to do to get down there) and acknowledge the sadness. Look your child straight in the eye and say, “I see you’re upset and that you will miss me.” Then give her a big hug (not one of those half-assed pats that says, “I’m partway out the door already”). You can add, “I’m going to miss you too and will peek in on you when I get home.” You say all of this while looking at your child directly (and not glancing at your watch or the door behind you), and then you leave, ladies. Saying the same thing over and over dilutes the message.





Step 3: Set boundaries before the crisis.


Many of us toss around apologies because we haven’t made it clear to our supervisor or staff members under what conditions we’ll put family matters ahead of work ones (i.e., “Maybe if I apologize profusely to my boss for missing the Christmas party to be at my child’s holiday concert, she will be less peeved when I tell her about it the day before”). The reason we don’t alert our supervisor ahead of time is usually that we had no idea what choice we would make until the last minute, and we haven’t figured out which family situations trump work obligations. Will we finish a meeting we’re leading before going to get our sick child at a friend’s house? If our child’s recital falls on the same day as a client meeting, which will we attend? Who knows? So we wait and wait, hoping for a bolt of clarity-lightning to strike. Then when it doesn’t, we make a last-minute choice and feel awful for not giving our boss or coworker a proper heads-up.


To avoid this situation, devise basic action plans ahead of time for how you’ll react for certain work/family situations that repeat themselves (the nurse calling to say come get your child, a client requesting an unplanned meeting during your child’s big event, a vacation getting interrupted with a call from the boss). Granted, much of parenting involves making up the rules as we go, and we can’t possibly prepare for every possible scenario (I mean, honestly, who is going to anticipate a game plan for what to do if our toddler shoves a peanut in his nose at daycare and no staff member can get it out?). But we can start to get a feel for what kind of parenting responsibilities will always take precedence over work so our coworkers will be more prepared. Establishing these limits when we’re clearheaded will also help us feel calmer when the situation rears its ugly head again, and that means we will be less likely to apologize.


K, a New Jersey mom with a daughter in high school, told me, “I have made it clear to my coworkers that when my daughter is competing in a big volleyball game, I’ll be going and sitting in the stands. I was an athlete when I was a kid and my mom missed almost all of my games, which I hated. So it’s my priority to be at most of them, and I’ve let my coworkers know that I’ll come in early or late on the days before to make sure they don’t get stuck with all the work. I never feel bad about it, and it’s as clear as can be.”


Make sure you stay consistent with the limits. The only way limits will be respected, says Ronald L. Pitzer, family sociologist at University of Minnesota, is if they are “consistently applied and enforced.” That way, when your colleague asserts, “I know you have to leave to pick up your child, but could you just . . . ,” we can respond calmly, “I need to leave now. As we discussed, I pick up my daughter this week at 4:00 pm.” It also works the other way around. If your child says, “Can’t you just give me and my friends a ride to the mall this one time after school?” you can reply, “No, you know that every Wednesday I stay late at the office.” End of story, no long-winded explanation or apology needed.




Try This:


Make a list of situations from the past several months where you had to tell your boss or client that you couldn’t deliver something or be somewhere on time because you had an important family obligation. (Obviously, if your child has to go to the ER, no one is going to quibble with you missing work.) What parenting situations can you actually predict will arise again? Once you know these scenarios, make them clear to your supervisor or client with a solution for staying on top of your work. Pitzer advises focusing on the positive in these situations, and what is possible. In an article he wrote about setting limits for kids, called “Setting Limits for Responsive Discipline,” he says to tell your child, “Play in the yard, not in the street,” instead of just saying, “Don’t go in the street.”3 When applying this principle to coworkers, say something like, “During my son’s karate demonstrations, I’ll need to leave early—and I will make sure the work is handed in the day before so you meet your deadlines.”





Step 4: Don’t ignore “bad mommy” feelings.


Jacquie, a forty-year-old physical therapist from Florida, and mom of a six-and a four-year-old, confesses, “The hardest part of the tug-of-war between working and parenting for me is feeling responsible to my patients, who go without treatments if I cancel appointments . . . and also feeling like I shouldn’t even hesitate to get home to my kids if they need me because they should unquestionably be my first priority.” Making it even more challenging, says Jacquie, is that “I make my own schedule so I have no one to blame but myself.” While labeling frustration or guilt doesn’t make the situation stress-free, it allows her to move through the feelings rather than letting them fester.


Unfortunately, there will be no end to the moments when we feel we’ve let down our children or coworkers because the two are so often and infuriatingly pitted against each other in our calendars. But we can control our response to these upsetting feelings once we acknowledge them. I’m talking about those moments when we feel like the worst mommy ever for not seeing our own son in his last school debate so we could balance the budget that is way overdue, or letting down our coworker because we did go to the debate and didn’t get the budget done for the company on time. It’s normal in these moments to feel sadness, resentment, and even grief—and it’s essential that we label the feelings that arise instead of trying to bury them. In a Psychology Today article titled “The Wise Open Mind,” Ronald Alexander, PhD, the director of the OpenMind Training Institute, warns, “The longer you avoid your pain and attempt to push it away, the more difficult it will be to break out of your paralysis.”4


The key for all of us is to take note of these moments (“I feel anxious and upset . . .” or “I’m worried how this pace is affecting the family”) rather than distracting ourselves by racing on to the next task. Alexander advises “simply noticing your grief or sorrow and experiencing compassion for yourself,” allowing the assortment of feelings to surface while taking deep breaths.5 Additionally, I believe in calling a good friend who can soothe our spirits or make us laugh while we weep about our latest maternal failing and assure us that many a mom has done worse. Lastly, soak in what Tobi Spino advised in her 2010 Urban Suburban posting in RivertownsPatch.com called “The Joys—I Mean Guilt, Wait, No, I Mean Joys—of Motherhood”: “Your kids love you for being you. And that means they love the working you, the stay-at-home you, the you that takes them to class, and the you that lets their favorite babysitter take them to class. They love every version of you—except perhaps the time-out-giving you.”6


Step 5: KISS (Keep it simple, sister).


Susan, a Chicago freelance writer and mom to a three-year-old, says, “My kindergartner will sometimes ask why I can’t pick her up from school like the other kids’ moms. It kills me. The answer is that I have to be at work, but she doesn’t care about that or understand what that means. What can I do except apologize?”


Just because children don’t always like that we’re working (until, of course, our paycheck allows them to get that cool new charm bracelet, remote-control race car, or iPod they’ve been eyeing), that doesn’t mean we have to apologize for the fact that we do work. Think of it like this: Our kids don’t like that we won’t give them brownies for breakfast either, but we hardly feel compelled to apologize for giving them something with actual nutrients. We can acknowledge their feelings in the same way we do for ourselves (see Step 4).


If your child does have more questions about why you work, keep up with the simple explanations for little ones. For instance, if your five-year-old daughter asks why you have to work, tell her, “I like that at work I can think and learn like you do at school.” Personally, I’m a fan of saying something like this as opposed to “Mommy has to work,” which sends the message that there’s no joy in having a job but we have to do it anyway. You can also add, “I get paid to work, and I like being able to help buy things for our family.” If this leads into a bigger discussion about how meaningful you find work or what you do there or why you enjoy being with coworkers because your child is curious about what you do, then fantastic!




Try This:


When your child is bummed-out that you’re going to work or staying late, psychologist Veola Vasquez, PhD, suggests you help him articulate how he is feeling if he is too young to put it into words himself. “Make your best guess as to why your child feels as he does,” she says (“I hear you are sad because you wish I could pick you up after school like some of the other mommies”).7 That’s it. If your child goes on to ask, “Why can’t you?” don’t get defensive and ramble about how hard it is to go to work sometimes. Instead, respond by saying, “I have to be at work.” Don’t apologize or go into a long drawn-out explanation of what you are doing all day long, and that if you leave early, it’s not fair to others and blah, blah, blah. It’s too much information when, generally, the child is just expressing a moment of frustration and simply wants a hug.





Step 6: Put faith in your child’s resilience.


Fern, a fifty-three-year-old RN consultant and mother of two from Pennsylvania, says that while she loves the diversity of the work she does and the opportunity to stay current on medical and nursing information, she often “battles with the guilt of not being home when I know the family is waiting for me!”


Kiki, thirty-four, is a marketing and sales director for a small company in Oregon and mom of a fifteen-month-old. She sometimes wonders, “Am I going to create an emotional scar if I need to answer an email real fast when I’m at home with my child. Or, if I drop [my son] off a few minutes early so I can get a coffee for my commute, will he feel less loved?”


We don’t want our children to hurt ever—and heaven forbid we are the direct cause of it. It is one thing to deal with our upset child after a bully torments her, or someone says something to our child that crushes her spirits (like, “Are you a boy or a girl?”). These moments feel harrowing enough; but it is a whole other deal when our child is looking at us with a tear-stained face, begging us not to leave the house, or calling us at work pleading for us to come home. Now we’re the cause of the pain, dagger to the heart delivered.


When my daughter was five, I had to travel cross-country for a meeting on the day of her ballet recital. I must have said I was sorry to her at least a half-dozen times. I felt awful and worried that my absence would mar her childhood and she would think I didn’t love her enough. The final time I apologized, she looked at me with pure exasperation and said, “I know! It’s okay, Mommy!” She was already over it, and I was the one who couldn’t seem to let go. It hit me that bringing so much attention to the situation over and over with my apologies was a lame attempt to let myself off the hook and wasn’t something that helped her in any way. That was the last time I over-apologized at my child’s expense.
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