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Preface



My mother once told me, “Never be at the financial mercy of anyone else.”


More than any other advice she gave me, it stuck.


Throughout her life, my mother worked. She never stopped. Not after having my sister Emily in 1971. Or me in 1974. Not after finishing her medical residency in 1975. Not after having my sister Jill in 1976, and not after having a fourth child, my sister Dana, in 1979.


My mother worked to be independent. She worked so that she would have an identity outside of her marriage and her four children. She worked because it made her happy. She worked to be free from the ever-present stress and misery of the near poverty that defined her childhood. She worked to set an example for her four daughters.


And she did. All four of us went to college and graduate school. We are all mothers who work full-time.


My mother lost her father when she was three. He died of a heart attack early in the morning on February 17, 1948. He was thirty-one. “It was completely shocking,” she said, “and devastating.” An engineer with the Department of the Navy, he had been the family’s sole breadwinner. My mother’s mother, Edith, was left alone to raise a toddler. She had no savings, no job, and no money aside from her husband’s five-thousand-dollar life insurance policy.


The next two decades of my grandmother’s life were marked by her struggling to make ends meet while battling severe anxiety and depression. She could no longer afford the rent for the New Jersey apartment she had shared with her late husband and had no choice but to move with my mother to Baltimore to live with her parents, with whom she had a contentious relationship. Even when my grandmother could finally afford a small garden apartment in a nearby neighborhood, she and my mother shared a bedroom. That remained true until my mother left for college. Edith worried constantly about money, at times relying on her younger sister and brother-in-law for support.


My grandmother had a college degree, but in the late 1940s, the options for women—particularly women with small children—were limited: teacher, nurse, secretary. After substitute teaching for months, she found work as a middle-school English teacher in a Baltimore public school. Her students’ previous education had been severely lacking and they struggled with the curriculum. Edith was frustrated by the way that the system had failed them and her; she was grossly underpaid—as most teachers at that time were and continue to be today. From June through September, when school was out, she had no salary at all. Her dream of living a middle-class life with a husband and a houseful of children behind a white picket fence had shattered. She went through bouts of depression and repeatedly threatened suicide. “Not having money drove her crazy,” my mother said, “and she could not adjust to her life.”


In response, my mother focused on her education. She skipped two grades and got a full scholarship to Bryn Mawr College, a prestigious all-women’s school, where she was premed. It was 1961, and she was sixteen years old. A few months later, she met my father—her first and only serious boyfriend. Toward the end of college, she began applying to medical school. Her mother and grandparents advised against it. “They told me I would never get married because no man would want me if I had a career.” She ignored them. My father was not put off. Several months into her first year of medical school, he proposed. They were engaged on New Year’s Eve 1965 and got married six months later; my mother was twenty-one, my father, twenty-three.


Getting married did nothing to stop my mother’s ambition. “We had a saying at Bryn Mawr,” she told me: “Only failures only get married.” From 1966 to 1969, she and my father, a law student at the University of Pennsylvania, lived in a basement apartment next to a country club. My dad was an avid tennis player but he wasn’t allowed on the courts; the club barred Jews from admission. But, as my mother pointed out, they couldn’t have afforded it anyway. Instead, their lives revolved around school and homework. In 1970, my mother graduated from the Medical College of Pennsylvania. First in her class.


The more I dug into my mother’s story—over hours of interviews spanning more than a year—the more it became clear that my father’s role, and their relationship, were complicated and complicating factors in her success. On the one hand, my father was supportive of my mother’s professional aspirations, which was relatively unusual for their generation. On their first date, at the Bryn Mawr College Inn, my mom, seventeen, told my dad, nineteen, she was going to be a doctor. He said, “I thought it was great. It showed ambition. It showed determination. It showed wanting to do something that was important and useful. It showed independence.”


On the other hand, my father made it clear that for the marriage to work, my mother needed to make sure their kids were fed, dressed, and transported to various activities, dinner was on the table on time, and the house was clean. In figuring out that logistical equation, she was mostly on her own. She outsourced the housecleaning and some of the cooking and childcare; we had housekeepers and a babysitter who worked full-time for my family for more than a decade. But my mother also drove the Hebrew school carpool and took us to the pediatrician, the dentist, and—three of us—the orthodontist. She brought cupcakes to school on our birthdays. (Back then, sugary treats in the classroom were still legal.)


Of course, growing up in my parents’ house, I was aware of this dynamic. For all of us to thrive, or even function, my mother had to treat the domestic sphere as a second job—and that meant she worked very hard and seemingly nonstop. What I didn’t understand until I started writing this book was the sacrifices she made continuously along the way. Some of those sacrifices were professional. Some were personal. My mother spent decades plagued by guilt that she was shortchanging her daughters and her patients. As an ambitious mother, she experienced a peculiar kind of loneliness, part of which stemmed from the decision to keep her angst private for fear of inviting further judgment.


I think of my mother as a pioneer. Still, her story isn’t one of linear triumph. She succeeded within the constraints of a marriage that was, at its core, conventional. Her success required yielding: her leisure time, her emotional energy, and some of her aspirations. “I had almost no close friends when you were growing up,” she told me. “I never had time, I could never have lunch with anyone, and I felt that Nana [her mother] and Gamma [my dad’s mom] disapproved of me. Dad wasn’t discouraging as long as it didn’t interfere with him.” I asked if she resented my dad, who returned late in the evenings from his law firm, regularly worked weekends, and, as far as I could remember, had never cooked a family meal. She said, “Would it have been nice if Dad had been around more? Of course. But that’s not Dad. He was never going to be different than who he was.”


Although my mother’s chosen profession of medicine made her unusual for her time, her story is not unique. Countless working mothers have found joy and fulfillment as well as a vital means of security in their careers. But nearly the same number have felt lonely and suffered quietly from guilt, shame, and the fear that what they wanted for themselves in the workplace was at odds with being a good mother.


It isn’t. Professional success is emotionally fulfilling. It is also liberating. It allows us to be role models, to show our children that by pursuing our dreams and ambitions, we are strong, independent, and eminently capable. Think of how much more free and joyful women’s lives could be if they accepted this truth: their work benefits themselves and their children. But the truth is a hard sell because it runs counter to how we have constructed and enforced gender norms, particularly when it comes to child-rearing. It is vital that we accept—and tell—this truth now.


Millennial and Generation Z women need to hear this message. We know, having lived through the Great Recession of 2008 and now COVID-19, the worst pandemic in a century, that economic circumstances can shift abruptly and for the worse. A partner’s once solid job can evaporate. Seemingly perfect marital unions can fall apart. Opting out—the much-buzzed-about term to describe wealthy women with elite credentials who chose to leave the workforce to raise children in the early aughts—simply isn’t an option for most American women.1 And that includes some of the women who thought it was.2 Many of them discovered, years later, that the choice not to work was economically and emotionally unsustainable.


For some of us, work means having the economic freedom to leave unhappy relationships or radically reframe them, to weather divorces, economic downturns, disease, and even widowhood, knowing we can provide for ourselves and our children. That freedom is integral to our ability to be good mothers.


But we don’t say so in polite company.


The truth—that striving for success in the workplace has the potential to make women better mothers, not worse ones—remains controversial. It challenges the enduring belief that a “good mother” is a woman who subordinates her own desires to her children’s needs. It contradicts stereotypes of what is considered acceptable feminine behavior: being modest, self-effacing, and deferential.


As an ambitious working mother of two young children with multiple professional identities—law professor/litigator/writer—I have found myself judged. Some of that judgment is externally imposed; some of it is self-directed. As a young mother, when I was offered a professional opportunity that separated me from my children—a trip out of state to give an academic presentation, a sought-after writer’s residency to finish a book, a legal battle to exonerate a client incarcerated hundreds of miles away—I took it. These opportunities were stepping-stones, yes, but they also fed my brain, which was always hungry for new ideas and professional engagement. They fed my soul—there is nothing as exhilarating and life-affirming as watching the prison gates open and an innocent person walk free, knowing that I played a part in making that happen.


And yet. Because time is finite, the deficits add up on the other side of the ledger. My choices inevitably meant I was less available to my children. One could argue my choices cost me my marriage. What kind of example is that? For more than a decade I struggled with these questions, agonized over them, sought an escape route that would free me from my guilt, shame, and conviction that I was a Bad Mother. For years, I raced like a mouse in a maze in search of the work-life balance finish line that would signal that I had found my way out. I ran and ran, believing that if I rebounded from the dead ends and survived the booby traps, I would arrive in this magical Eden.


But there is no such place. The Work-Life Balance and the Selfless Mother are false gods. I wrote this book in the hope that it will convince you to stop chasing the same mirage and punishing yourselves for failing to attain the impossible. I wrote this book as a resource, a refuge, and a source of reassurance. It isn’t selfish to want to feed your brain or your soul. It isn’t wrong to think that doing so requires something more than being a mother. It isn’t detrimental to focus on the ability to support yourself or your children or to make sacrifices early on for the flexibility that comes with rising higher in your field or having more professional choices.


Quite the opposite. Choosing professional opportunities, prioritizing your career—not all the time, but some of the time—models valuable lessons for your children, including independence, resilience, and the importance of using one’s talents and abilities to help other people. Nor need these choices come at the expense of a marriage if a woman chooses her life partner with these truths in mind. There is no glide path to nirvana; there is instead a bumpy road of everyday beauty and mess. Mothers shouldn’t go it alone; we should bring our families (in all of their iterations) and our partners (in all of their iterations) as we stride forth, clear and confident about our value and purpose in life.


Recently, a former standout student of mine, newly married, asked me to write her a letter of recommendation for a competitive position. After I sent it off, she wrote to thank me. Referring to a New York Times op-ed I had written in 2019 about women and ambition,3 she said, “Your article… was the first time I had ever been told that it was ok to prioritize my work. Hearing that I could be both a (future) mother and a passionate lawyer was so incredibly liberating.” She concluded, “Thank you for empowering me and showing a generation of young women that we don’t have to settle.” Reading her note, I blinked back tears. I also thought, If only someone had said those words to twenty-something-year-old me.


Now, when American women are both empowered and imperiled as never before, it is important to tell this truth. Ambitious Like a Mother delves into the lives of ambitious, economically independent working mothers who are raising happy, healthy kids—my mother’s story, my own, and that of so many others. This book is a call to tell our stories out loud and with pride. It is a call to put the antiquated trope that ambitious women are selfish, aggressive bitches in the junk heap of history where it belongs. And it is a call to stop trapping professional working mothers in a cycle of shame and self-recrimination by demanding that they squash their ambition, hide it, or sacrifice it.


We need to change the conversation. Too many women face the same impediments to success that confronted our mothers and grandmothers. Entrenched gender bias in the workplace, including sexual harassment, sexual assault, and the “motherhood penalty,”4 presents barriers to advancement. For women of color, these threats and inequities are compounded by deep-seated racial biases and stereotypes. We live in a political climate where targeted legal assaults on our reproductive rights are the norm, posing a threat to our ability to control our bodies. At home, we face additional stresses and burdens; we’re expected to shoulder the lion’s share of the labor while being made to feel as if we still aren’t doing enough. The COVID-19 pandemic, which drove women out of the workforce in record numbers, laid bare the reality that one sidestep in the performance of this high-wire act sends many of us into free fall with no social safety net to catch us.


Data shows that one-third of households are headed by single women5 and that in most two-parent households, both parents must work to make ends meet.6 Whether women work by necessity or out of love of the job or some combination, they are entitled to equal pay and opportunities for advancement. They deserve to live in a world that is responsive to the complexities of their lives as mothers who are also human beings with needs—financial and emotional—that cannot be satisfied solely by mothering.


Of course, there has been progress, most recently with #MeToo, steadily rising numbers of women reaching the apex of their professions, and more parity with male partners in the domestic sphere.7 But for the most part, society has refused to put working women on an equal footing with working men. And so working women have been stuck. Many professions are still tied to a centuries-old model designed for men with wives at home to take care of the house and the children: early-morning to late-afternoon hours in the workplace with little or no flexibility. In some ways, it has gotten worse; with advances in technology comes the reality that no one is ever more than a text or an e-mail away from work. Before the pandemic, most jobs demanded a strict nine-to-five in person and then more work at home on nights and weekends.8


This is not a book that advocates for women to accept these strictures or work themselves to the bone as a prerequisite of being ambitious. It is a book that argues for change from the inside—from inside the home, the workplace, and the institutions that establish hierarchies and norms that set women up to fail. There is strength in numbers when women as a collective push back and say, “No more—we are going to shift the paradigm.”


The social and political upheaval of the past five years, culminating in a global pandemic, has made one thing clear: we cannot continue to have the same debates today about work, children, love, and family that we did a generation ago. Working mothers are demanding more support, more flexibility, and more recognition from the government, from partners, and from bosses. But the recent muscular push for gender equality will succeed only if we stop undermining ourselves. We have got to stop buying what social media and other powerful institutions—cultural, political, familial—are selling us: perfectly curated images of svelte, selfless, self-effacing mothers flawlessly executing the work-life balance all on their own.


Let’s get real: Achieving the perfect work-life balance isn’t any more possible than being the perfectly selfless mother. What we have instead, as one grown son of a full-time working mother put it, is “sliding weights from one end of the scale to the other; family to work, work to family, with rare times in perfect balance.” That imbalance is healthy and necessary, and it involves the sharing of sacrifices and burdens that should not be a mother’s to bear alone. He went on:


You can’t always give your children your time or full attention (no one can), yet there is little doubt that you always give them your love. While young people can get attached to things and events that society and our culture reinforce as important, nothing is more important than love, safety, and a sense of available support. I like to think of it as the way an AC electrical current is always available and ready, even when something is not plugged in. You yourself, and with the aid of others, ensure this crucial foundation is in place.9


What would it take for the electrical-current analogy to take hold in the public imagination so that working women could be supported economically and emotionally by partners, peers, and society? A cultural shift. A legal shift. A reframing that does not pit work and life against each other in a zero-sum game. It is starting to happen. The pandemic is a natural jumping-off point for this high-stakes cross-profession negotiation. It has changed what work looks like for tens of millions of Americans, many of them women. While there is no understating the grossly disproportionate impact and stress the yearlong lockdown inflicted on mothers, who exited the workforce in droves,10 it also changed the rules about work. There is growing recognition that many aspects of a job that doesn’t require face-to-face interaction can be successfully and efficiently performed remotely.


Moving forward, particularly now that a demand for labor has created, at least temporarily, a job seeker’s market, women are positioned to bargain for schedules that better accommodate their needs and the needs of their children.11 These workplace accommodations save time and money by reducing the costs and time-suck of commuting and other expenses associated with a five-day-a-week office schedule. Soft pants mean hard savings in dry-cleaning bills; at-home lunches translate into big savings in meals not eaten out.


The pandemic has also reopened the conversation about expanding the social safety net to provide benefits that would transform the lives of working mothers, such as more robust unemployment insurance, paid family leave, child tax credits, and high-quality, low-cost childcare. The $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan that President Biden signed into law on March 10, 2021, provided some of those benefits, albeit in temporary form. Even if Congress fails to make these benefits permanent, many states can, and some already have.12


But no real change is possible until working mothers let themselves off the hook and stop trying to be all things to all people—perfect at work, perfect as partners, and perfect as mothers, with each role entirely cabined off. Rather than engaging in the futile struggle to always put their children first while treating motherhood as a role that must be kept hermetically sealed from workplace schedules, struggles, triumphs, and woes, women need to embrace the seepage and come to understand that the messiness is a good in and of itself.


I have made that shift in my own life, intentionally choosing to raise children who see why my work is important. That holds true for so many professions—if what you do brings you and other people joy, provides a vital service, puts money in your bank account, or, hopefully, some combination of these things, your children will appreciate that your work makes the world inside and outside of your home a better place. They will understand that they can’t—and should not—always come first. At the same time, they will know that their existence inspires and motivates you. 


When I was coming up for tenure, a well-meaning colleague advised me never to mention my children or even have their pictures in my office. I was also advised never to say that they were the reason I could not attend a work function or take on an extra assignment. I rejected this advice. I wanted to set a different example for the mothers who would be in my position some day in the future. I wanted to be able to tell those young women, “I was clear and direct about my childcare responsibilities and the limitations they would sometimes impose. I proved through my work ethic and my achievements that being a mother of young children is not incompatible with being an academic worthy of tenure. Yes, at times it was stressful and even scary, but it worked out in the end, and it will for you too.”


My mothering isn’t perfect. There is no such thing. But it is real and it is good. My children know that my love for my job does not diminish my love for them. They see me pay our bills on time and in full. They see me able to support them and myself through dedication, grit, and hard work that I love. We have had sunny days and darker ones; they have seen me struggle and they have seen me overcome. In the process, they have learned that there is strength to be found in a place of vulnerability. They have learned to be resilient.


I know because they show me. When my daughter was seven, she wrote a poem called “Getting Up.” She recited it in front of her entire elementary school at an assembly. It reads:


If something hard and heavy is weighing you down and you fall, get back up.


If someone says it is impossible, it makes me feel like it is more possible to get back up.


If you get back up, don’t think I am not going to talk to this person ever again.


Think I will try again and even if they push me again, I will get back up.


I don’t know if I have learned this the hard way or the easy but I have learned, and you can learn too.13


This book tells the story of ambitious mothers living in the United States in the twenty-first century who get pushed down and get back up. Diverse across race, age, ethnicity, sexual orientation, class, profession, geography, and country of origin, they are married, single, divorced, and widowed. What they have in common is their fierce love of work, their ability to help support—or, in some cases, solely support—their families, and their belief that striving for professional achievement and economic stability makes them better mothers, not worse ones. They know that a perfect work-life balance is impossible. But rather than apologize for what they can’t give their children, they celebrate what they can: a lifelong lesson in independence and self-confidence that will give them the tools to thrive and the courage to chase down their own dreams.
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CHAPTER ONE



LOVE, MARRIAGE, BABY CARRIAGE


The vast majority of adult women in the United States become mothers. Eighty-six percent of women between the ages of forty and forty-four have children.1 When it is a choice, even the culmination of a long-held dream, having a baby should bring unmitigated joy. But for ambitious working women, that joy is often tinged with anxiety. What does becoming a mother mean for women’s work lives when time and money become scarcer and priorities shift while work structures remain rigid? For women who want to have biological children, when is the “right” time to have a baby to minimize the impact of these concerns and maximize the chance of getting pregnant and having a healthy child? The anxiety that women experience around becoming mothers is exacerbated by a torrent of conflicting messages delivered by the media, which alternately warns them about waiting too long and advises them to put off pregnancy and childbirth until they have achieved a certain economic, professional, and emotional stability.


In my late twenties and early thirties, as I ping-ponged from one headline to another, I felt unsure of what or whom to believe. Marriage is an important institution in my family, and my parents’ example hung over me, inspirational and daunting. My mother met her one true love at age seventeen, married him at twenty-one, and enjoyed five years of happily married life alone with him before having her first child at twenty-six. As far as I was concerned, she’d won the lottery. My dad was handsome, good-hearted, smart, successful, charming, and funny. Like any other couple, my parents fought, but it was clear that they were deeply in love.


It was also clear that theirs wasn’t going to be my story. As the years ticked by and I hadn’t found my own dreamboat, I started to worry that I was running out of time. Looking back, I realize how silly that seems. I was in my early thirties and there was no reason to believe I would have trouble getting pregnant. But I was scared by the statistic making headlines in the early 2000s: that a woman’s fertility generally begins to ebb in her late twenties and drops substantially by her mid- to late thirties.2 Scientists attributed these changes to the “decline in the quality of the oocyte”—which is to say, eggs do not age well.3


In 2005, I turned thirty-one. I was gainfully employed, owned my own home, and had a close circle of friends, but I was still single. The same year, a study came out that nearly lit my hair on fire. Women between the ages of thirty-five and thirty-nine are half as fertile as women between the ages of nineteen and twenty-six; on average, it takes them twice as long to get pregnant, it said.4 Further, more than one in four women between the ages of thirty-five and forty fail to get pregnant after a year of trying—the marker at which doctors suspect fertility problems rather than simple bad luck5—compared with 13 percent of women ages thirty to thirty-four.6 I vacillated between freaking out and drawing hope from regularly generated media hoopla around celebrity moms who gave birth to adorable cherubs when they were in their late forties.7


In retrospect, the headline-making news on both ends of the spectrum was equally misinforming. The chances of giving birth in one’s late forties or early fifties are not zero, but they aren’t high either. However, much-cited studies about women’s diminished fertility were often misinterpreted, based on samples too small to be statistically significant, and used to fearmonger. Millions of women in their late thirties and early forties conceive babies naturally every year.8 But this news doesn’t generate clicks—outlier stories do. Some women, after anxiously scanning the headlines or listening to friends or relatives recount their fertility struggles, come away believing the same unforgiving timeline will apply to them. These external messages create a self-imposed pressure to nail it all down—the perfect partner, the kids, and the career—before it is “too late.”


Economist Sylvia Ann Hewlett put an exclamation point on this fear in her 2002 book Creating a Life: Professional Women and the Quest for Children by proclaiming: “At mid-life, between a third and a half of all high-achieving women in America do not have children” despite wanting them desperately.9 Hewlett, who focused her research on elite, high-earning, white-collar professionals, cited “career constraints and relationship difficulties” as the primary drivers of childlessness among these women.10 Having suffered miscarriages and struggled for years to get pregnant after having her first child at thirty-one, she told her readers: “Learn to be as strategic with your personal life as you are with your career.”11


The problem with that proffered wisdom is the inconvenient fact that falling in love and coupling up—which, for many women, is arguably the most important precondition of becoming a mother—are not life events that lend themselves to strategy. When, how, and if they happen is outside of our control. The heart wants what it wants, not what it is supposed to want, never mind the fact that the person on the other side of the equation has to feel the same way.


Hewlett was critiqued by many for inciting a “baby panic” while failing to take into account the reality that women’s personal lives do not synchronize with ticking clocks. In 2002, a quartet of single female comedians on Saturday Night Live—Tina Fey, Amy Poehler, Maya Rudolph, and Rachel Dratch—took turns mocking her. Dratch, in a voice dripping with sarcasm, said: “Sylvia, thanks for reminding me to hurry up and have a baby. Me and my four cats will get right on that.”12 Three of these four female comedians went on to have children after the age of forty; the fourth, Amy Poehler, had a child just before turning thirty-nine.


More recently, other experts, including Dr. Jean Twenge, an author and psychologist at San Diego State University, have criticized Hewlett and others as relying on “questionable data.” Writing in The Atlantic in 2013, Dr. Twenge countered Hewlett’s claims with a study showing that European women over the age of thirty-five were nearly as fertile two days before ovulation as their twenty-something counterparts and a study of Dutch mothers who were nearly as fertile at forty as they had been at twenty. Twenge also included her own story. She and her husband naturally conceived three children when Twenge was in her late thirties.13 Between the ages of forty and forty-five, however, the odds of getting pregnant without medical intervention decrease.14 “By age 44, the chances of spontaneous pregnancy approach zero,” Dr. Jane van Dis, an ob-gyn, told the New York Times in 2019.15 Twenge advised: “Plan to have your last child by the time you turn 40. Beyond that, you’re rolling the dice, though they may still come up in your favor.”16


However, advances in science have increased the chances of becoming pregnant after forty with developments in assisted reproductive techniques (known as ART), mainly involving egg-freezing and in vitro fertilization (sometimes using donor eggs). How much store women should put in ART is a fraught question. These methods are expensive, usually not covered by health insurance, and far from foolproof. The chance that a woman over the age of thirty-five using ART will conceive and deliver a healthy baby is 22 percent, according to the Centers for Disease Control; after the age of forty-two, she has only a 6 percent chance.17


Further complicating matters is the anxiety about the health risks associated with childbearing after the age of thirty-five. These are “geriatric pregnancies,” so called because of the heightened risk of complications, including miscarriage, stillbirth, genetic deformities, and low-weight and premature births.18 (The first time I heard the words geriatric pregnancy applied to my thirty-six-year-old, newly knocked-up self, my mouth dropped open, but yes, that’s the medical term.)


Dr. Laurie Green, the managing partner of Pacific Women’s Obstetrics and Gynecology Group in San Francisco, has delivered more than seventeen thousand babies, including mine. She adds varicose veins, heightened risk of breast cancer, hemorrhages, gestational diabetes, hypertension, and high C-section rates to the geriatric-pregnancy-risks list. For women over forty, those risks increase. The chances that a woman under twenty-five will have a baby with Down syndrome is 1 in 1,200; at age thirty-five, it is 1 in 350; at forty, it is 1 in 100; and for a woman over the age of forty-five, it is 1 in 30.19


Studies show that fewer women are rushing to have children today because they want to establish their careers, pay off student debt, enjoy their independence, and find the right partner. A 2017 report issued by the U.S. Census compared the ages at which women marry and have children using two different cohorts. Members of the first cohort were, like my mother, between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four in 1975, spanning the baby boomer and silent generations. Those in the second cohort, contemporary young women, were eighteen to thirty-four in 2016, spanning the millennials and Generation Zers.


The differences were stark: “In the 1970s, 8 in 10 people married by the time they turned 30. Today, not until the age of 45 have 8 in 10 people married.” Nearly 70 percent of the older cohort were mothers by the age of thirty; for the younger cohort that percentage had dropped to 46 percent.20 These figures are not surprising. Far greater numbers of women today are finishing college and graduate school and entering the workforce, and they want to be on sound financial footing—loans paid off, a decent-paying job secured—before becoming spouses and parents.21 Women in the second cohort have more professional opportunities than those in the preceding generations but also more burdens, including the rising cost of higher education, which can result in crippling student debt, and wages that have stagnated for all but the highest-paid, most elite workers.22


Which path is best, becoming a mother in one’s late twenties to early thirties, which may mean putting a career on pause, or waiting until one’s mid-thirties or early forties, when having a child might be harder?23 It is helpful for women buffeted by waves of often conflicting information to orient themselves by keeping the shore firmly in view. Disputes about women’s fertility are long-standing and heated, and while some general principles can be extrapolated, the individual characteristics of each case mean that every prediction is shadowed by uncertainty. Yes, women become less fertile as they get older. Which women, and to what degree, are impossible to predict with any certainty. Many women in their late thirties and early forties will have no trouble becoming pregnant. Others will succeed with ART. Still others will not be able to conceive either naturally or with technology. Fertility studies, which are based on limited samples, can speak only in generalities, probabilities, and debatable statistics. Stories like Hewlett’s and Twenge’s—stories like mine and yours and our friends’—can speak only in anecdotes. Every woman has her own fertility narrative, and it is unknowable unless and until she decides to write it.


We need to create space for more and different stories while fighting off the ingrained societal impulse to label women with a sell-by date at which they are expected to be partnered and pregnant. The fact remains that nearly a quarter of the way through the twenty-first century, women who pursue their professional ambitions and enjoy their independence well into their thirties are told that they are being too single-minded and shortsighted. Or, worse, that remaining single and childless isn’t a choice, an accident, or irrelevant; it means something darker.


Sara Eckel, a freelance writer, wrote in a 2011 Modern Love essay in the New York Times,24 about the dread she experienced when a new date asked her when she had last been in a relationship. “I didn’t want him to know the truth: that I was 39 and hadn’t had a serious boyfriend in eight years. I had seen men balk at this information before—even when the numbers were lower. They would look at me in a cool and curious way, as if I were a restaurant with too few customers, a house that had been listed for too long. One man actually said it: ‘What’s wrong with you?’”


Few people would ask that question if Sara were a thirty-nine-year-old man named Sam. Studies reflect this divide and also its impact on women’s thinking and priorities. Young women are statistically more likely than young men to elevate the importance of parenthood by considering leaving a job or a city for a future partner with whom they envision having children, according to research presented in the 2005 journal article “I Can’t Wait to Get Married: Gender Differences in Drive to Marry.”25 The authors did note, however, that women’s interest in settling down and having children correlated with their stance on gender roles more generally: those who hewed to a more traditional view of women as subordinate partners and primary caregivers were more driven to make sacrifices to marry and become mothers.


In 2013, Scott Stanley, a psychology professor at the University of Denver, citing a study by the National Marriage Project, wrote that men, unlike women, “reported almost no societal pressures to marry.”26 This blasé attitude is rooted in the belief that there is no rush—a man in his forties or fifties can marry a younger woman and still expect to produce children.27 For example, a 2018 study of twenty-one men between the ages of twenty-one and forty-six who were in fertility counseling with female partners found that not one of them was concerned about his ability to have biological children. At the same time, “many shared doubts about having children because they felt a sense of ambivalence about parenthood and/or did not feel ‘ready’ to do so.” Readiness, to these men, was a psychological state. One participant, age forty, stated: “I have been a crazy teenager until I was about 38 or so, so I was much too irresponsible for that.”28


Meanwhile, despite the celebration of some single women in popular culture and the fact that a record number of adults over the age of eighteen are unmarried—over 45 percent, according to U.S. Census data29—the stigma associated with being a single woman “of a certain age” remains embedded in society. This stigma has a long history. The phrase traces its roots to eighteenth-century England and, according to the late columnist William Safire, “suggested spinsterhood.” Famous British writers used the term disparagingly. Lord Byron wrote: “A lady of a ‘certain age’… means certainly aged.” According to Charles Dickens, a woman “of a certain age” was just like “a very old house, perhaps as old as it claimed to be, and perhaps older.”30


Twentieth-century single women continued to face condemnation and unrelenting pressure to marry, driven in part by their lack of access to well-paying jobs with the promise of stability or upward mobility. In a 1981 study published in the American Journal of Psychiatry, the authors noted that “an unmarried woman was seen as unattractive, unworthy, and unwanted.”31 A woman’s diminished social status combined with her economic needs made her feel that partnering off was imperative.


Most single mothers were, like my grandmother, widowed or divorced—their situation was not of their choosing. Negative qualities were attributed to them; according to the same study, one in four people believed that single women were less emotionally stable and said that they were more likely to feel awkward around them. This, too, jibed with my mother’s experience growing up in working-class Baltimore as a latchkey kid. She and her mother, she said, were looked down upon. “I didn’t have an ordinary family so I didn’t fit into any social group,” she told me.


Beginning in the 1970s and coinciding with the women’s liberation movement and the decision by many all-male colleges and universities to admit women, the numbers started to change.32 The percentage of women attending college more than doubled from 1952 to 1979, rising from 6 percent to 12.2 percent.33 By 1981, more women than men were earning bachelor’s degrees. With the influx of women pursuing higher education came the promise of increased economic stability and a different take on marriage, family, and career.


In 1962, when my mother was a freshman in college, 98 percent of her contemporaries expressed a strong desire to get married. “Most women learned early in their lives that the choice of a husband, not a career or job, was the most important determinant of future status,” the authors of the 1981 article wrote. By 1972, only 60 percent of college-educated women were firmly set on marriage, with fewer viewing it as necessary for economic security or a prerequisite for having children.34 “College Women Want a Career, Marriage, and Children” was the title of an article published by psychologist Arline L. Bronzaft in 1974. Surveying 210 women on the cusp of graduating from the City University of New York, Dr. Bronzaft found that 79 percent “hope to have it all” and less than 10 percent viewed their identity as “centering upon home and family.”35 These women, it seemed, were leading a new trend, as the percentage of women with four-year college degrees jumped from just over 10 percent in 1974 to more than 38 percent in 2020.36 With that level of education came greater opportunities and less economic incentive to marry as a way of assuring oneself of a secure financial future.


And yet.


Decades after Dr. Bronzaft’s study was published, the same judgments continued to attach themselves to unpartnered women. In 2003, Phyllis Gordon published “The Decision to Remain Single: Implications for Women Across Cultures” in the Journal of Mental Health Counseling. Gordon found that, even in the twenty-first century, the terms never-married and unmarried were associated with “a state of lacking.” Dr. Gordon urged mental-health professionals to “reexamine their own biases.” She critiqued default thinking of marriage as “the norm” and the ingrained impulse to view all single women as lonely and unloved rather than as a diverse group that included many people who had made a deliberate choice. Those single women deserved validation, not pity, she argued.


High-profile single women, with and without children, have worked to dispel the stereotypes Dr. Gordon addressed in her research. Some of these women, including Kate Bolick in her 2015 memoir, Spinster: Making a Life of One’s Own, take on a misogynistic trope directly and turn it into a battle cry of empowerment. Tellingly, though, the book begins this way: “Whom to marry, and when will it happen—these two questions define every woman’s existence.”


Verna Williams, who is the dean of the University of Cincinnati College of the Law, met her husband, David, in 1995, when she was thirty-four. Both were hard-charging public interest attorneys; Verna was living in Washington, DC, and David in New York. Verna found dating difficult. As a strong, successful Black woman, she was constantly being told, “You are too intimidating, you are too smart.” Verna, who graduated from Harvard Law School, said she had expected to meet someone there. She hadn’t. As the years went by, she said, “I am thinking, Oh, gosh, my mom was twenty-five when she got married and had me. And I didn’t see marriage and kids happening anytime soon. In the back of my head, When is it going to happen? was playing on repeat.” Verna and David got married two years after they met. She had their daughter, Allison, at the age of thirty-nine.


The pressure to conform to the nuclear-family model remains strong. Dr. Gordon noted that first-generation women from some immigrant groups faced particularly intense social pressure to marry and have children at a relatively young age due to cultural norms and familial definitions of respectability. I found this to be true among some of the women I interviewed.


Diana Luong came to the United States from Vietnam on August 29, 1994, with her parents and four siblings. She was fifteen. I asked her what she knew about America before they arrived and she said, laughing, “Nothing.” Enrolled in a large public high school, Diana learned English by carrying a heavy dictionary in her backpack and looking up the words she didn’t know. She also watched every episode of Friends. “It was funny and it helped me a lot with communication,” she said. “My favorite character was Rachel. I loved her because she was so beautiful.” But Diana’s life looked nothing like the carefree singletons’ on the show. After living briefly with her grandparents, her family moved to a cramped one-room apartment in the Tenderloin, a low-income, high-crime neighborhood in San Francisco.


Diana met the man who became her husband in tenth grade, shortly after immigrating. He, too, was Vietnamese, but he was two years older and seemed far more worldly. Diana said that her initial attraction was emotional: “He always took really good care of me.” He would cut school, go home, make her the lunches she craved—eggs with rice and noodles, homemade sausage—and take the bus back to school to hand-deliver them. When the subject of sex came up, Diana was clear: “I told him I didn’t want to be a bad girl who is having sex and gets dumped later on before I got married because I have very traditional ideas from Vietnam, so he said, ‘Let’s be husband and wife.’” His promise cemented the relationship. They became intimate, and he proposed a few years later. Diana, still a teenager, put him off to finish school. They got married after she completed her associate’s degree. She was twenty-two. Her husband, she told me, had been her first and only boyfriend. Their children, Sarah and Brian, were born before Diana turned thirty.


Diana, although born more than three decades after my mother, made remarkably similar choices. Both of them married their first and only real boyfriends, whom they had met as teenagers. But while my mother’s decisions blended in with the national culture at the time—and with the liberal coastal city where she lived37—Diana’s conformed with the expectations of her immigrant community but were anomalous in the liberal coastal city where she lived. Today, there is a cultural and class divide, with poor, lower-middle-class, first-generation, and immigrant women getting married and having children at younger ages than middle- and upper-class American-born women, who are more likely to delay those decisions.38


The norm for women living in San Francisco is having multiple partners before marrying in their thirties. Fewer than 18 percent of women under the age of thirty-five have children. Today, younger mothers in the United States are more likely to be conservative and religious and hew to traditional gender norms, forgoing a career to stay at home. They are also likely to be less well-educated and less economically secure.39 As a young wife and mother, Diana fit that mold in some ways, but when it came to her career and her role in the family, she smashed it. (More on that in chapter 5.)


There is also a geographic divide. The pressures on women who live in the South and the Midwest are different, pushing them toward earlier partnering and childbearing. Kenzie and her wife, Abbie, got married after a little over a year of dating. Abbie, who grew up in Minneapolis, had recently moved back to her hometown to take a job as a hospital chaplain after graduating from Harvard Divinity School. After attending college in Los Angeles, Kenzie, who grew up in nearby St. Paul, had also moved back to work as a policy director at a social services nonprofit.


Kenzie and Abbie met as they were emerging from long-term relationships. Both described feeling similar “panic moments.” Abbie said, “I was thirty when my relationship dissolved and I realized I really wanted to have kids. Thirty here is like forty-eight somewhere else.” Kenzie, then twenty-eight, described feeling as if she were “back to square one. Some of my close friends were starting to get married and have kids. Maybe it is the achiever in me, but I was looking at where am I in relation to my peers and the other piece of it too is that I have always felt called to pregnancy, to experience that and have a child.”


In the Midwest, they both noted, earlier marriages and childbearing were common. Even then, they had watched some of their friends struggle with fertility issues. But there was another factor. Abbie put it succinctly: “Because we are queer, we have to be so intentional. Everything has to be planned out.” Kenzie added, “We want to be realistic. Lesbian friends of ours had to go through multiple rounds of fertility treatments to get pregnant. We know we could be gearing up for a long fertility process. We can’t count on the fact that we are going to try once and have a kid nine months later.”


When Abbie discovered that her health insurance covered intrauterine insemination, they decided to get started right away. They tied the knot over the Christmas holidays in 2019 and bought a house with a big backyard. COVID put their reproductive plans on hold for a few months, but in May 2020, Kenzie got pregnant after the first round of IUI and gave birth to their son, Dashiell, on February 25, 2021, when she was thirty.


Poring over the empirical data and competing narratives from my interviews with dozens of women, I thought about my own life choices and how much they were shaped by media-driven fears and a fervent desire to conform to my family’s norms. In my twenties and early thirties, I had a thriving career as a trial lawyer in the Office of the Federal Public Defender in Los Angeles. My salary was in the low six figures; I did battle with the federal government in high-stakes trials where my clients faced years, even decades, in prison. I had a healthy social life; with friends and on dates, I went out to restaurants, movies, museums, and concerts. As a relatively new transplant to California, I traveled all over the state, wine-tasting on the central coast, hiking in Joshua Tree, and taking in the orange-red majesty of the Golden Gate Bridge as I walked across it, high as a kite. Looking back at pictures from that time, I see a young, vibrant, successful woman living her best life in the big city.


Still, that’s not entirely how I felt. I was proud of myself, yes. I knew I was a good lawyer, a good daughter, a good friend. There was plenty of external validation to corroborate those feelings. But the drumbeat in my head starting in my late twenties often drowned out my accomplishments—the countdown to what I feared was a fast-approaching sell-by date. I enjoyed hanging out with my girlfriends and spending time by myself, but anxiety about the future tinged everything. Several long-term relationships ended in breakups. The idea of remaining single well into my thirties scared me. Like Verna Williams, I heard the same when-is-it-going-to-happen drumbeat. In the game of musical chairs that was matching with a life partner, I feared I would have nowhere to land. I feared I wouldn’t have children.


The implicit family comparison also nagged at me. There was my mother, of course, perfectly in keeping with her generation: married at twenty-one, a mother at twenty-six. Then there was my older sister, Emily, and my younger sister Jill—both were married at twenty-seven and had their first children before they turned thirty. In my early thirties and after a particularly bad breakup, I went to visit my parents in Philadelphia. When I confessed my fear that I would remain single and childless for the rest of my life, my mother observed: “Well, most people meet the person they are going to marry in college or in graduate school.” When I pointed out the obvious—that those years were long past for me—she just nodded, looking thoughtful.


When my husband and I started dating seriously in late 2006—after an earlier, failed attempt—we were both thirty-two. Looking back, that seems young, but at the time all I could picture was my diminishing supply of healthy eggs. Matt, who had gone to law school as an older student after working for eight years, graduated and landed a prestigious clerkship with a federal judge in San Francisco. He moved north in August of 2007. In January of 2008, I left my Los Angeles life behind—my job, my friends, my house—just like the women in the “I Can’t Wait to Get Married” study. Matt was happy about the move—he had grown up in Marin just across the Golden Gate Bridge and his family still lived there.


For the next year, I struggled to transition to life as Matt’s live-in girlfriend in a city where I had no friends and worked remotely on a death-penalty case I found hopeless and uninteresting. I was unhappy and at a professional crossroads. But here, I want to be careful about oversimplifying. The professional crossroads was entirely of my own choosing. After seven years as a public defender, I had crested a long, steep learning curve and was hungry for a change. Starting in 2006, I spent three semesters teaching once a week as an adjunct at LA’s Loyola Law School, and I was hooked. I did some writing—a few op-eds about legal issues that mattered to me—and seeing my ideas out in the world gave me great joy and satisfaction.


I set my sights on what I secretly called “the Five-Million-Dollar Bet,” a tenured job as a clinical law professor and what I estimated it was worth over a twenty-year period. This very particular kind of job would allow me to do what I loved—write, teach, and litigate—in precisely the way that I wanted. With tenure came job security, earning power, and almost complete autonomy; I could choose my own cases and speak my mind. Having tenure would let me set my own schedule, which meant I could parent on my own terms. The life of an academic allows for a crazy-quilt schedule; as long as I was productive, I could write from home on my nonteaching days and even take the day off to do whatever I wanted without raising any eyebrows. After years of 8:30 a.m. court appearances, ever at the mercy of mercurial judges whose rulings could destroy dinner plans and even entire vacations, I wanted out. And so, newly determined to transition to a career in academia, I spent my days home alone writing a law review article and scouring the internet for job postings.


I didn’t say the words Five-Million-Dollar Bet aloud to Matt. I worried, perhaps unkindly, that if I did, he would shake his head at my grandiosity and foolhardiness in thinking I could pull it off. Tenure-track positions at law schools—really, anywhere in academia—are notoriously hard to get, and for clinicians, they are rarer still. Many law schools view clinical teaching, in which the professor operates a pro bono law firm within the school and litigates cases side by side with the students, to be less prestigious than “podium positions,” where professors lecture to a large class and often interrogate students using the Socratic method. As a result, many law schools do not offer tenure to clinicians. And even for those that do, the climb to a secure permanent position takes years. I was not an established scholar and had very little teaching experience. The chances of a position coming open in Northern California and my getting it seemed unlikely. I worried, correctly, that if I insisted on leaving the Bay Area or even the state for one of these jobs, Matt would push back hard.


Matt and I were passionately, frantically in love, but our relationship was deeply problematic. Even during our happiest times, we fought constantly, seemingly over everything but in particular about my preoccupation with my career and my feeling that Matt failed to support me in my ambition or appreciate my success.


Couples who divorce always tell you that, looking back, there were red flags. Here is one of mine. Late in December 2007, several weeks before I moved to San Francisco, I tried my last criminal case in federal court. My father, who had never seen me in trial, flew across the country to surprise me. To this day, rounding the corner and seeing him sitting on a bench outside the courtroom remains one of the most joyful moments of my life.


The case, even by the generous standards of a public defender’s office, was a dead-bang loser. My client, an elderly man suffering from mental illness, had walked into a bank in west Los Angeles and passed a note to the teller that read This is a bank robery [sic] give me all of the money. The teller, who was eight months pregnant, did as she was told. Her coworker pressed a safety alarm that was a direct line to the police. When they arrived, my client was in the lobby, crumpled bills in hand.


The incident was captured on surveillance cameras. Even the judge couldn’t hide his disbelief when we rejected the prosecutor’s offer to plead guilty in exchange for one hundred months in prison. When I proudly introduced the judge to my father, he jerked his head in my direction and told my dad, “I have no idea what she thinks she is doing here.”


But I did know what I was doing. To convict my client, the jury had to find that he used force, fear, or intimidation. Otherwise, it was just plain old theft—a lowly charge the government had not bothered to bring. As witness after witness testified, the jury was left confronting a different kind of evidence: a frail old man, shaking and muttering at counsel table beside me and my trial partner. As I explained in my closing argument, the fact that my client thought he was committing a bank robbery didn’t make it true. The only thing that mattered was whether the tellers were actually scared. And, despite their dramatic proclamations to the contrary, they weren’t. The FBI agent who interviewed both of them was an honest guy and admitted as much when I made the gutsy choice to call him to the stand and question him as a hostile witness.


The gamble paid off; the jury acquitted. Afterward, my trial partner and I were ecstatic. Some people go their whole careers without a win in federal court. This was my third acquittal. I was going out on a high. But when I called Matt to tell him the news, his voice was flat. “That’s great,” he said in a tone that signaled he thought it was anything but great. I went from feeling like a conquering hero to feeling like a swatted fly in seconds. The contrast between Matt’s indifference, my colleagues’ hugs and high fives, and my dad’s heartfelt congratulations felt extreme. For whatever reason—for many complicated reasons—Matt could not express happiness for my professional success. At least, that is how it seemed. It is important to point out here that there are two sides to every story. I write about my relationship with my ex-husband well aware that the reader is hearing only one side: mine. I am describing the way that I felt being on the receiving end of a communication that seemed dismissive and hurtful. That is not the same thing as claiming to know what Matt intended.


For a time—during which I mainly flailed in my pursuit of my academic dreams—that issue abated. Other problems quickly rose to fill the void. But I was far more invested in getting Matt to marry me than in facing up to that reality.


Matt proposed on Valentine’s Day of 2008, the day I turned thirty-four. Equal parts ecstatic and relieved, I said yes. Ring on my finger, I turned my attention to my next goal: having a baby. I had read the studies and I was worried. I told Matt we needed to start trying immediately. I had irregular cycles and had been on birth control for months. All of these factors, I told him confidently, combined with my age meant that the process of getting pregnant would likely take at least a year.


I remember the conversation clearly. It was just after the Fourth of July and we were sitting in the backyard of the house we were renting in the Castro. It was unseasonably warm for San Francisco, which is often wet and miserable in the summer—balmy enough to forgo, briefly, the cardigan I never went anywhere without. As I made my case, I watched Matt’s eyes widen. He protested. Couldn’t we wait? We were planning our wedding in October. Meanwhile, both of our jobs were ending, and the recession had hit. A bright future had suddenly fogged over with uncertainty. “No,” I told him firmly. “No, no, no.”


In fact, getting pregnant took roughly eleven minutes.


I’m not joking. Later that month, we spent a long weekend with Matt’s family in Tahoe. His mom snapped a picture of us during one of those days at the beach. I am wearing a floppy straw hat and a green-and-white-striped bikini. Matt’s hair is blown upward by a sudden wind. We are in profile, my arms wrapped around his neck, our faces inches apart. Our son was with us already, inside of me, no bigger than a grain of rice. We had no idea how radically our lives were about to change.


When I told my parents, the first thing my mother said was “Oh my God, what about your dress!” She and my sister Jill had flown to San Francisco to help me pick it out, a process that had taken days and visits to at least five different boutiques. It was beautiful: satiny, off-white, floor-length. With a very unforgiving bodice. My father’s reaction was, in retrospect, more unnerving, although at the time I dismissed it as dated and ridiculous. “Aren’t you doing this in the wrong order?” he asked. “Have you really thought everything through?”


Looking back, I think I misunderstood what my father was trying to tell me. He did not mean it was a mistake to get pregnant before getting married. He meant it was a mistake to get pregnant and get married in an unplanned rush. He and my mother lived together for five years before having their first child. During that time, they established routines. They had discussions about who would do what. (In my opinion, my mother got the short end of the stick, but the point is that they agreed on the division of labor—she knew what she was getting into.)


In hindsight, I am struck by how much planning and preparation went into singular, onetime events—our wedding day and the birth of our son—and how little went into what our lives would look like afterward. I gave a great deal of thought and attention to the finer details of my wedding: invitations, guest lists, venue scouting, menu-tasting. I gave even more time and attention to preparing for the birth of my son. Together with Matt, I spent hours at weekly birthing classes learning how to breathe through labor, time my contractions, and swaddle our baby. But I gave almost no time and attention to thinking through the duller details of day-to-day life as a partnered, professionally striving parent, much less to figuring out whether Matt was on the same page as me.


The debates about the optimal time for women to get married, get pregnant, and have a baby while creating the minimum possible career disruption create a lot of heat and little light. They miss the point. Falling in love and having that love reciprocated, wanting to get married and having that desire reciprocated, trying to get pregnant and actually conceiving, are, to a large degree, beyond our control. There is no recipe to follow. There is no predicting what your heart or the heart you hope to win over will want. There is no predicting what your body will do.


What is in our control, however, is our vision of ourselves as spouses, partners, and professionals. It is important to understand, at the outset, whether this is a shared vision and if it isn’t whether compromise is possible. The basic boring parts matter—they matter a great deal. Is your partner willing to take family leave, and if so, for how long? Is your partner willing to divide household chores, including childcare, fifty-fifty? Who will drive the kids to and from day care, elementary school, soccer practice, violin lessons? Will you have a nanny or a babysitter, and if so, how will you afford it? Is it important for one or both of you to live near your families? Most crucially, does your partner understand the importance of your career and support you in your ambition even and especially when it makes it hard and burdensome on him or her?


Matt and I never had these conversations. We should have. Because the hard truth is that if you don’t, no amount of love can save your relationship.
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