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        The most important thing she'd learned over the years was that there was no way to be a perfect mother and a million ways to be a good one.
      

      
        ~Jill Churchill
      

      I became a reluctant single mom in the early 1980s, when my two daughters were still in grade school and my son was still in diapers — and when single mothers were the bane of society, according to a large crowd of finger-pointing folks, some quite influential. Their widely broadcast caricatures of single mothers as selfish, immoral, child-neglecting, manhating, poverty-stricken hussies and of their children as disturbed and dysfunctional hellions were hurtful to single moms and their kids. And it was a bunch of baloney. Most single mothers from that era were caring, capable, conscientious parents. And most of their kids turned out just fine, thank you very much. Still, those disparaging images and the resultant prejudices against single moms and their kids made an already difficult situation all the more difficult.

      Of course, that isn't the only time in history when single moms and their children have gotten a bad rap and a bum deal. In fact, it was even worse for my grandmother and my mother, as a divorcee and her child in the 1930s and 1940s. The discrimination and hardships they endured literally broke my grandma's spirit and left deep scars on my mom's soul. My sister and her two sons have dealt with similar, if not as severe, challenges and prejudices during their two decades as a single-mom family. Even now, in 2008, my niece and her infant son are dealing with some of the same old misconceptions and criticisms that have dogged single mothers and their children for ages.

      Yes, attitudes and laws and other circumstances affecting single-mom families are better today than in the past. But single moms and their children still face hardships and discrimination … and they still don't get the credit and support they deserve.

      I, for one, think it's high time to replace those disparaging old stereotypes with the heartening and timeless truths about single-mother families. It's time to acknowledge the millions of single mothers, who — whether by chance or by choice — are doing the hardest job on earth alone, without a partner, and doing it very well, with devotion, integrity, grace, and love. It's time to sing the praises of these wonderful single mothers, to recognize both the burdens and blessings of their lives, and to let them know they are appreciated and respected and understood.

      Who better to speak these truths than the people who have lived them? What better way to reveal these truths than through personal story? That's why we've compiled this collection of uplifting true stories that celebrate single mothers of all ages and circumstances. I hope that you will enjoy this Cup of Comfort® for Single Mothers and that you will share it with all the special single mothers in your life.

      
        Colleen Sell
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Altars of Sacrifice
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      I can't sleep. Again.

      I sit on my upper front porch, door open so that I can hear if my daughter wakes up and calls for me from her room. In the pasture across the street, horses graze in the moonlight. I hear their soft snorts as they move lazily along the fence, heads down, jaws grinding.

      I remember taking my sleeping bag to the barn when I was child and hearing the same soothing noises as I drifted off to sleep in the hay. Once, I woke in the middle of the night and couldn't go back to sleep. My pony, Rainyday, was not at all surprised when I gave him a midnight snack and climbed on his back. As I lay back on his haunches, his slow rolling walk rocked me back toward sleep. Part of me wants to go to the horses now and let them help me end this sleeplessness, this anxious being alone in the dark.

      I picked this house over other similar ones because of the horses. I love sitting here watching them, spotting them out the front windows as I do my chores around the house, and knowing they'll be here when I return from work. They make my new house feel like home.

      I have not, however, gone over to ride any of them.

      I have become so much of an observer and so little of a participant that I didn't even think of going over there for the first few months my daughter and I lived in the house. Then I met one of the grandfatherly owners as he was checking the fence, and I got an invitation to ride. “Come on over anytime, sweetheart,” he said with a slow smile. But more months have gone by, and I am still sitting on the porch — watching. Like the offers I get for dates, the invitation goes unanswered, unquestioned, unrecognized.

      What's my problem? I think it may have something to do with the precarious balance I maintain between all those who need my care — my mother, my daughter, and myself. If I cross the street and go to the barn, I could start to care for one of those horses. If I accepted one of those dates, I could add to my life yet another person who needs my attention and love. Either move just might upset my balance. I have so little left to give. Being a single woman of the sandwich generation — mothering a young child and caring for my ill mother — has taken its toll. Fighting legal battles with my ex-husband has grated me down in size. I feel so used up, worn out, and empty that I could easily lose myself in the otherness. I move through the world step by hesitant step — a deer entering an open field.

      I would think that the pleasure I would gain from riding would overcome any fear. A friend asked me, “You give so much to everyone else. Who gives to you?” I shrugged and went on. The answer too obvious to bother saying was “no one.” Yet, a good horse loves unconditionally — gives wholeheartedly — and could be a “someone” to give to me. And by going riding, I would be doing one thing only for myself, benefiting no one but me. Or a date might introduce a man into my life who could make me laugh and perhaps help me to forget, for a time, the hunted feeling that nighttime brings. That might help me feel less used up. That might help me sleep at night. Yet, here I sit.

      After more than two years of caring solo for both my young child and my cancer-battling mother, after more than two years of fighting my ex-husband in court, I have grown to expect crisis. I live with a sense of impending doom, a feeling that something dark and awful lurks nearby. I am not being paranoid. Something often has been. My mother endured a series of medical emergencies, including a bowel obstruction that almost killed her. My exhusband mounted surprise legal attacks that sent me to my knees in fear. And my father (long divorced from my mother) suddenly went into treatment for lung cancer, to remove the tumors stopping his breath.

      These reflections of the chaos of the universe keep me hovering close to home, trying through my caring efforts to build up a levee of protection around my family — thinking, somehow, if I am just vigilant enough, I can keep the rising water out.

      When I think that isn't working, I take it a step farther. Reverting to the ancient traditions of offering blood sacrifice in exchange for the favor of the gods, I offer myself on the altar. If I play by the rules, if I give up enough, if I do everything in the proper order, then I will be rewarded. I think, somehow, that I can change fate through my actions — or inaction. The good Catholic girl that I once was imagines that if I sacrifice enough, my family will be safe. Simply riding a horse or going on a date seems like too much of a risk.

      But those aren't good-enough excuses anymore. My mother is better — cancer free and living on her own. The court case has settled in my favor. My father's surgery was a success, and he, too, is now cancer free. I should be able to sleep now. But here I am. Sitting on this porch. Still.

      Maybe I haven't been ready, and I needed the time to sit and watch. But the fact that I am even wondering about why I am still sitting here suggests that I am no longer content being an observer. I need to dust off my saddle and find my boots.

      Jumping a horse is the closest thing to flying I have ever known. Perhaps if I remember how to fly, I will remember how to sleep — and once I'm able to sleep again, maybe I can allow myself to dream.

      I get up off the rocking chair, leave the porch, and rummage though my pocket book. There it is: the riding instructor's card. I set it next to the phone. As the sun gains strength in the sky and the neighborhood wakes up around me, I make the call.

      
        Amy Hudock
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Keeper of the Peace
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      Fighting has broken out in the once peaceable living room. Three children have taken sides — each his own — causing a three-way conflict that seems, at first glance, to be unsolvable. The male builders have been throwing blocks, and the female sector has begun to kick and scream in retaliation. Threats are flying, and neither the words nor the tone bode well for a peaceful resolution.

      Neutral forces have sent Mommy in as peacemaker. Mommy is the obvious — really, the only — candidate for the job, since she is the sole adult resident of the household. But Mommy is not sure how far she will get with such unreasonable masses. Talks have broken down numerous times before. And as the summer drags on, she is cursing the ultimate dictator who decided — in his archaic but infinite wisdom — to allow children to stay home for the two hottest months of the year. She knows the two coldest months wouldn't be any better; in fact, she suspects any two-month period is too long. Working from home with three children underfoot only makes the “vacation” seem that much longer.

      Mommy begins her peacekeeping mission with mediation.

      “He threw a block at me and hit me in the head!”the female sector draws out in a high-pitched whine.

      “No, I didn't,” the bespectacled builder states with all the innocence he can muster. “The garage fell on her.”

      “I saw him,” says Alpha boy. “He threw that red block right at her head.”

      The female sector begins to wail with all of her strength at the verbal verification of her story by a usually hostile force.

      “I didn't!” the builder begins to whine, taking the commotion to a new level.

      “He did, Mommy,” Alpha boy nods with a look of intense sincerity. “He went like this …” Alpha boy picks up a block and chucks it across the room.

      “Hey!” Mommy scolds. “We don't throw blocks.”“But I was just showing you what he did.” Alpha boy's innocent eyes grow wider.

      Mommy dons her sternest face. “I don't need a demonstration. I know what a flying block looks like!”

      The female sector, still wailing, is writhing on the sofa. Mommy sits on the edge and rubs her back.

      Mommy looks at the builder. “You are not to throw blocks. If any of those blocks is used as a projectile again, I will take them away, and you won't be able to build for the rest of the week!”

      The builder stares at her with fear and disbelief. His chin starts to quiver. “But Mommy, I didn't.”

      “And,” Mommy continues, “you need to tell your sister you're sorry.”

      Apologies that appear sincere are one of the builder's strengths. He immediately stands and walks to the couch, where his sister still whimpers. “I'm sorry,” he says as he wraps his small arms around her neck. He plants a delicious four-year-old kiss on her cheek before he resumes his building on the floor.

      All is quiet as Mommy stands and walks to the kitchen. Dinner preparations begin anew as the remnants of art projects are cleared from the table to make way for three children and one parent to consume a meal together in harmony.

      Screams erupt, fresh and piercing, from the living room, accompanied by the sound of a falling tower of blocks. “You knocked down my garage!” the builder screams.

      “No, I didn't!” shouts Alpha boy.

      “Yes, you did! Go away!” There is the sound of a slap, a pause, and then, “Mommy! He knocked over my tower!”

      “He hit me!” Alpha boy begins to whimper his way to tears.

      “Did not!”

      “Did too!”

      The female sector is amazingly quiet, sitting on the sofa reigning over the concurrent battle. Mommy, as the sole peacekeeper, once again enters the war zone, convinced that mediation will not work and tougher measures will be necessary. At times like this, she wishes she could call in Backup. However, the only member of the Backup team left years ago, moving on to other things that didn't require such patience, strength of character, and determination to succeed.

      “All right, guys,” Mommy begins. “This is clearly not working. The foam blocks are next to the toy box. One of you can play with those, or you can choose to share these. If you can't play together without fighting, you will have to go to separate rooms.”

      Both the builder and Alpha boy stare at Mommy as if she has two heads, maybe three. But Mommy has dinner to make before the masses are pushed to succumb to the whiny drawl that hunger elicits. Nor is she interested in watching the boys' blank faces with no confirmation of understanding.

      “Do you understand?” she asks, her tone stern and requiring an answer. Both boys nod, their mouths still gaping.

      “Okay, what did I say?” Through her years of peacekeeping, Mommy has become an expert in the knowledge that blank faces are often a reflection of the inner workings of the mind. She is suspicious of children who agree too quickly.

      “You said we can play with the foam blocks?” the builder states in obvious question, uncertain whether what his mind thinks he heard is what Mommy actually said.

      “What else?” Mommy tests.

      “Mommy,” Alpha boy tries a teasing approach. “We know what you said.”

      “And what did I say?” Mommy is keenly aware that one of her toughest jobs is to raise boys who grow up to be listening men, and the only way to do so is to continuously confirm that they are on that path.

      “You said ‘share,’” Alpha boy points out.

      “Or what?”

      “Or we can't play with the blocks anymore.” The builder looks on as his brother answers for both of them.

      “And … ?” Mommy pushes for a more complete answer, meeting only blank stares from the boys. “You will have to be separated,” she finishes for them. “I suggest you work on getting along.”

      Mommy turns heel and heads back to her dinner preparations, hoping beyond reason that this time her mission has been successful. Her patience is running thin, and it is that most difficult time of day that all parents must face as they prepare the evening meal. It is a time of day that is doubly difficult for single parents, as there will be no one walking through the door to help alleviate the evening stress that can stretch into bedtime. For the time being, Mommy has learned not to plan complicated meals.

      The sounds from the living room remain calm and cooperative as the meal is cooked and the table is cleared of art-project debris. Mommy snoops into the living room to check on the children. The boys are playing on the floor, legs splayed in various directions from control central, that is, their heads, which are close and comfortable as they move the blocks, build, and drive their cars over makeshift “roads” that now snake across the living room rug. The two have taken not one, but both, of Mommy's suggestions that they share and use the foam blocks, and they now have two sets of blocks used in their cooperative play.

      The female sector is quietly paging through a book, sounding out the words and enjoying the colorful pictures. So enraptured is she by the book that she has scarcely noticed the boys' new direction toward cooperation.

      “If you guys want to wash your hands, I could use some help setting the table.” All three faces look up from their activities.

      “Okay, Mommy,” Alpha boy says. “We just need to finish building this road to here.” He points to a building that is the destination of his cars, a foot from the road's current abrupt end.

      “No, to here,” his brother points farther away as he adds his own opinion of the road's ultimate end.

      “Okay,” Mommy quickly replies, putting a stop to the discussion while it's still a discussion. “You have five minutes before I need you in the kitchen.”

      The evening meal is served in minutes, and the members of the family leave their differences in the living room, spread wide and open with the blocks across the floor. They come to the table as a family with a common direction and a momentary desire to be together. Peace talks ensue with no topic being too silly or too serious. This evening, discussion revolves around an upcoming day trip with another family and the activities they will share. Mommy is careful to include words about testing and teasing, behaving and manners.

      With each evening peace talk, Mommy tries to add her wisdom on sticking together and supporting each other through good times and bad. She uses the peace talks, as no other time, to keep her family grounded, instilling values, goals, and morals. She is her children's main influence, and she takes her job seriously. On this night, the children listen and share and understand. There is a moment when harmony flows in and all are together in peace as only a family can be.

      Mommy breathes a sigh, savoring this moment. She waits for small feet to once again hit the floor, scattering everyone in his or her own direction, enabling the inevitable clashes to begin anew.

      
        Suzanne Schryver
      

    

  
    
      

      
      An Unsung Hero
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      Sometimes a story doesn't seem to have a hero. Sometimes the hero doesn't pop out at you until she is set against a background that really makes her shine. That is the case with my sister, Rebecca, who recently became a single mother.

      The story of how my sister came to be a single mom doesn't elicit great sympathy for my sister. The fact of the matter is that she brought her single motherhood upon herself by making mistakes and choices that caused even the people who loved her most to question her, to judge her, and to blame her. Admittedly, I was, at first, one of those people. My sister faced a very harsh throwing of the stones, if you will, from all of us when she announced to the world that she no longer loved her husband. We each fixed her with cold, disapproving stares when she went on to say that she simply wasn't happy. She spoke openly about how she knew that her husband was a wonderful father and friend, but that she just wasn't in love with him. Her question of “Don't I deserve to experience true happiness?” was answered with a whirlwind of questions that, because of the way they were worded and the tone with which they were spoken, seemed to be already answered by the people asking them. “Isn't it better for your son if you stay with your husband and just try?” (It is.) “How will you possibly afford to be on your own?” (You can't.) And, one of my personal favorites, “Can't you just pretend for the sake of your son?” (You should.)

      Rebecca has always been a strong-headed woman, almost to a fault. She is also a somewhat impulsive decision-maker. Sometimes this results in catastrophe, but sometimes she chooses the right bend in the road and ends up winning the race. So, as her sister and friend of twenty-nine years, I assumed that I knew her well enough to decide for her that her decision to leave her husband was one of those catastrophe-causing ones. I joined the dozens of people already on the bandwagon and proceeded to preach to her about the challenges this path of single motherhood would pose for her. I wasn't able to imagine that she could make it on her own financially, emotionally, or physically. Fortunately, she was able to imagine herself making it — even while being surrounded by people who seriously doubted her capabilities.

      As we, the naysayers, watched from the sidelines, every now and then throwing in our disapproving looks or comments, my sister embarked on her journey of single motherhood … and promptly proceeded to prove us right. The first leg of her journey would have stopped any action hero in her tracks. She endured a harrowing bout of guilt-induced depression and anxiety. My beautiful, confidant, older sister seemed beaten. She had always been the person who came to family functions looking well put together and full of spunk. During those few months after separating from her husband, she looked defeated and distracted and drawn. Her eyes were vacant, her appearance lackluster. One could tell just by looking at her that she was about ready to join that bandwagon of people who didn't believe in her decision, didn't believe in her.

      The thing that worried me the most during this time was how her relationship with her son drastically changed. He, of course, was lashing out at her for changing and taking him out of his comfort zone. She, lacking energy and confidence, had nothing left to give her son to reassure him that everything would be fine. This was very difficult for me to see, because up until that point, the characteristic that I'd admired most about my sister was her innate ability to be a loving, selfless, nurturing mother.

      To top it all off, her dream of going back to school to pursue a career in the medical field got off to a choppy start. Both her depression and her financial status kept her from getting started. So there she was, separated from her husband, depressed, unable to pursue her dreams, financially struggling, and disconnected from her son. All of this made those of us who'd questioned and criticized her decision the winners in the debate. But, of course, we didn't feel like winners. We felt helpless. We felt confused. We felt guilty for not supporting her.

      So what did our hero do? How did she become our hero? Little by little, day by day, Rebecca began to prove us wrong. Her first important step forward was to seek professional help. Medication for her depression and a good counselor helped her make it to the next step. Eventually she began to feel a little bit better. This helped her to begin taking better care of herself. I remember the feeling I had when I first saw her looking put together again. I remember looking in her eyes and feeling that she might be okay today. From then on, each time I spoke with her she had accomplished something new. Sometimes it was a small accomplishment, like enjoying a cuddly story time with her son. Sometimes it was a grand accomplishment, like being accepted into the college program that she had set her heart on.

      Today she stands before us a hero: separated from her husband, happy most days, building a strong connection with her son, and pursuing her dreams. This makes the bandwagon of people who were against her decision the losers in the debate. This time we feel like losers and winners. Losers, because of the guilt that comes with knowing we refused to support a woman who was confident and strong enough to be true to herself and to pursue her dreams against all odds. Winners, because we were in the presence of a woman who was confident and strong enough to be true to herself and to pursue her dreams against all odds.

      This story has a happy ending: My sister came out on top, an obvious hero. But when I look back on how the world greeted her upon her entry into single motherhood, I realize now that she was a hero from the moment she announced that she was leavingher husband. She had the strength and the courage to believe in herself and to not care what others thought. My sister is a superhero, because she took that leap even when her support team pulled their safety nets out from under her. The fact that she ended up flying is just a bonus.

      
        Maria Pistone
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Single Mom Seeking
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      For the first time in my life, I'm taking a plunge into online dating. No big deal, you say? Well, for me it is, especially since I'm a single mom, which somehow makes this seem more risky.

      I've been raising my three-year-old single-handedly since she was an infant, after my boyfriend — the father of my daughter — walked out the door. His whereabouts? Unknown. In hindsight, the relationship would not have lasted, but I wasn't exactly prepared to be the single mom of a seventh-month-old baby.

      After more than two years of not having a significant other in my life and having had no lasting success with dating otherwise, I've decided to give dating-dot-com a whirl. My first online “personals” ad reads:

      
        I am a warm and generous single mom seeking a respectful and cooperative man who dreams big with both feet on the ground.
      

      One of the first men to respond writes:

      
        I am a warm and generous single dad who is seeking a respectful and cooperative woman who dreams with both feet on the ground too!
      

      I'm impressed: a man who pays close attention to details.

      When I click on his profile, Ronaldo seems to be looking right at me, his lips formed into a flirtatious smile. A six-foot-tall, Latino father of two, he's completing his dissertation in psychology at the University of California at Berkeley. Hmmm, a psychology major. The skeptic in me wonders if this means he'll play mind games or manipulate me with psychological tricks.

      I stop caring altogether about tricks when I scroll down to the second photo Ronaldo has posted. He has caramel skin, short black hair, defined cheekbones, and wire-rimmed glasses. I feel my cheeks flush as I sit in my T-shirt and panties shopping for a man on my computer.

      Brainy and bold women turn him on. Well, that works well for me, I think.

      Then I read this line: “I don't really do things, I delegate them.” I pause.

      He “delegates”? What is he getting at? Is he good at giving orders and assigning tasks? Or is he raising his kids to be conscientious decision-makers? Maybe he just means that he's very responsible and trustworthy.

      He goes on to say that he enjoys simplicity — a red glass of wine, a soft kiss, and easy conversation.

      Who cares if he likes to give orders once in a while? In my own sometimes chaotic and cluttered life, I could use a little delegation. I write back to Ronaldo, thanking him for the note.

      A week later, we're at a cozy teahouse, swapping life stories. His ex-wife decided to go to medical school out of state and gave him sole custody of the kids. I'm impressed by his devotion to his children and the fact that he's doing it on his own, like me.

      After our comfortable first date, we keep e-mailing. Ronaldo sends me some photos of his beautiful son and daughter, ages nine and ten, and I find myself taking mental notes of the background in every picture: His kitchen counter is spotless, books are neatly lined up on the shelf, and wine bottles are stacked on a rack in his living room, divided by red and white. This is nothing like my house. Haven't I always wanted to be that organized? But I also feel  apprehensive. There's a red flag alert, but I ignore it.

      We make plans to see each other again. But that morning his babysitter calls in sick with the flu, so I suggest we get together for the afternoon at the Marina — with all the kids — to fly kites. He offers to pick us up at our home. I know this is against every single-parent dating rule. I've been on only one date with this guy; it's too early to drag my three-year-old daughter into the mix. Selfishly, I don't want to call off the date.

      “We're going to see one of mama's special friends, honey,” I tell my daughter, Mae. “He has kids too. We're going to fly kites.”

      When I get into his shiny black Jetta, the first  thing I notice is that he is impeccably dressed: button down shirt, khakis, and leather belt. I sigh — an uncomfortable sigh. Sure, Mae and I are pulled together. We're both in calf-high pedal pushers and sweatshirts. But Ronaldo's daughter wears a flowery summer dress, obviously just ironed, and his son has on a button-down shirt too.

      The second thing I notice is that the leather seats in his car are immaculate, in sharp contrast to the back seat of my Toyota, where an orange crayon has melted into the fabric and cookie crumbs are strewn everywhere. No empty water bottles roll under his seats either. I breathe in the scent of sandalwood, as opposed to the permanent stench of urine that seems to inhabit my car.

      “I'm hungry!” Mae whines as I strap her into the car seat.

      Ronaldo's daughter giggles until her brother nudges her in the ribs. He's eyeing Mae like she's weird.

      I fumble around in my backpack for a cracker. But Ronaldo says, “I'm sorry, we don't eat in my car.” I must look confused, because he goes on to explain, as if I'm one of his children, “The car is for driving and talking. Eating is done at the table.”

      Is he busting me?

      Then I feel a gentle jab in my ribs. “Relax!” Ronaldo tells me.

      The truth is, sometimes I wish I had more rules. I don't mean to sound conventional, but setting limits just isn't my forte. Nurturing others has always been my focus, and our home is based on everything feminine and on comfort. Caring for Mae is my strong point; laying down the law is not. Yes, a lot of my strengths and weaknesses seem to fall along stereotypical gender lines. But they are who I am.

      Imagine how clean my own car would be if I didn't allow anyone to eat in it! Just yesterday, I found a line of ants crawling over the sticky straps of Mae's car seat. I wouldn't win a Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval, but there's no lack of fun or love or thoughtfulness in our house of girls.

      At the marina, Mae quickly gives up kite-flying in order to roll down the steep hillside. She begs me to join her, and I end up in a dizzy jumble at the bottom. There is grass in my mouth, and suddenly, I can't stop laughing. Our elbows are brown with dirt.

      When I look up, Ronaldo is standing at the top of the hill, looking unsure. I can't tell if he's disapproving or sorry that he's missing out.

      “Let more string out!” he directs his son, who obediently unravels the kite.

      An hour later, it's time to cram back into Ron-aldo's car. In the parking lot, I'm doing my best to brush the grass off Mae's clothes; his children are already strapped into their seat belts. I slip off Mae's muddy sneakers and hold them on my lap for the ride home.

      As we roll back through the city, Mae looks out the window. Suddenly she blurts out a line from one of her favorite TV shows to herself: “We were as pleased as punch!”

      I chuckle a lonesome laugh that seems to resonate by itself against the shiny seats. I wonder if I can be with a man whose parenting style is so radically different from mine.

      I'm not looking for someone who parents like I do, but he's got to complement me, at the very least. Sure, my life could use a better system of cleaning and organizing. But I like how messy our family is. I don't need a man to fix the parts of my life that aren't magazine-perfect. He needs to like me for who I am.

      If Ronaldo were in my life, I might be tidier and more efficient, but after today, I can tell he's not right for us. When I look back at our lives ten years from now, I doubt I'll remember the dirt stains I couldn't scrub out of Mae's jeans. Instead, I will hold on to the two of us rolling down the hill, my head woozy, as Mae jumps up, screaming, “Let's do it again!”

      I know I won't see Ronaldo again, and that suits me fine. I'm as pleased as punch.

      
        Rachel Sarah
      

    

  
    
      

      
      The Greatest Juggling Act on Earth

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      Monday through Friday, I felt like a circus clown, juggling college, a part-time job, and my then three-year-old daughter. After the incessant blurting of the alarm clock each morning, we were dressed and out the door in record time. Our first stop was my daughter's preschool, conveniently located at the end of our street. In the afternoons, I loved its location. Within minutes of picking her up, we were home and ready to begin our quality time together. But in the mornings, it seemed all too close. We hardly had time to swallow our breakfast before we were walking out the door, and we could barely sing one verse of, “This is the way we go to school,” before we pulled up to the preschool. Countless times I pulled away in tears, sad that our first single hour together was so hurried.

      After dropping off my daughter, I spent the next eight to nine hours racing from one class to another, then to work, then back to class. But no matter how busy I was during the day, 4:30 — when I could finally drive back to the preschool and then home — never came fast enough.

      By 5:00, the second act began: This time juggling dinner, playtime, bath time, bedtime, homework, and, oh and yes, “free” time. Ha, ha, ha.

      My daughter required ten hours of sleep to cope in the mornings, which meant that dinnertime, playtime, bath time, and bedtime all had to take place within three hours of getting home. Exhausted by the day's activities and dreading the night's lengthy reading assignments, I often found it difficult to focus and truly enjoy the time I had alone at home with my daughter during the week. Too often, I would sit with her on the sofa, and as I read the words and turned the pages of one of her favorite books, my mind would calculate the hours I'd worked the previous week, attempting to determine if I'd earned enough to pay the bills due on payday. Of course, multitasking is every good mother's specialty — but it seemed that sometimes my attention was too scattered.

      Weekdays were so fast-paced that I constantly worried I would drop one of the many balls I had up in the air.

      I cried a lot. It was how I dealt with frustration, worry, and guilt. Though I usually hid my tears from my daughter, I couldn't always. She asked me why I cried and I told her the Sesame Street version of the truth: simple words, simple emotions. And I always made certain to tell her, “No matter what, Momma loves you. Mad, glad, happy, sad — I love you, always.”

      Weekends were my salvation. Saturdays served as my catchall days. Harnessing the dwindling momentum of the week gone by, I cleaned house. With the laundry caught up and all the dishes put away, my daughter and I made our way to the grocery store. With no time through the week for any excursions other than slipping a payment into a drop box on our way to or from school and work, our weekly shopping trip was our version of a girls' night out on the town. We would treat ourselves to something sweet and, weather permitting, hit the park while we were out.
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