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INTRODUCTION




I used to think that life was linear. A straight line, from A to Z, mailroom to CEO, the first day of work to the gold retirement watch. You decide what you want to be and then you make a beeline in that direction. Simple.

I also used to think that life could be “balanced”—a word that I have come to hate. It sounds like some sort of tantric yoga position, a contorted pose that others on the mat can do because they are really trying. As you might have guessed, I’m not very good at yoga.

This book is the story of how I gave up on straight lines; how I learned to zig and zag, to leapfrog and jump backward. It’s also the story of how I gave up on balance and decided to settle for a close approximation of sanity, instead. (Disclaimer: I have not actually attained sanity yet, but am ever hopeful.)

There was a time when I didn’t think about any of this. I was single in Manhattan back then, a brand-new reporter at the newspaper of every reporter’s dreams. I spent all available moments at the office without feeling that I was givingup any part of my life. This job was my life. Then I met Bruce, and the office didn’t seem quite as interesting anymore. A doctor-in-training, he was moving to Houston months after we met to complete a four-year fellowship program. I knew nothing about Houston, except that it was hot and I hate the heat. In a decision that was anything but logical or linear I quit my dream job at The New York Times, married a man I’d known for less than a year, and moved to Texas.

New city. No job. A new husband who not only worked all day, but sometimes all night. The best way to meet new people, I’d learned, was to interview them, so I began freelancing for the newspaper I’d just quit and stumbled into the best professional experience of my life. I discovered that I was jazzed by a kind of work I had never had a chance to try—dashing around the state, using Southwest Airlines as though it were a taxi service, hopscotching from one story to the next. I learned I had a knack for longer, more thoughtful writing, too. I wrote some of my first magazine articles while in Texas, and my first book.

But the most important things I learned didn’t become clear until I had returned to New York, to a full-time job in the newsroom, with my husband and three-month-old child in tow. The first lesson Texas taught me was that editors don’t have to see you in order to edit you. I had answered copy desk questions from pay phones from Lubbock to Brownsville, and it made no difference where I was. This was back in the dark ages, when cell phones were the size of those crank-up models used in the Korean War and only a few show-offs carried them around. But I insisted on one and smugly sat on the train each evening at six instead ofseven, answering questions from the copy desk in a rolling extension of the office.

When I became pregnant with my second son three years later, I decided to leave the paper completely. It was a decision that made as little sense as my decision to move to Houston, but one that made me just as proud of myself. Look at me, I crowed silently. Aren’t I just the essence of modern motherhood? I’ll freelance from home. I’ll write another book. I’ll nurse my newborn with one hand and type an article with the other hand, all while a nutritious family dinner simmers on the stove.

I certainly used both my hands. The problem was, I needed four or five more. I had changed the location of my juggling act, but not the juggling itself. Here are just a few of the highlights, seared forever into my memory:


	
My first day as a work-at-home-mom. I pulled on my sweats (which was, after all, the point of this entire plan) and shuffled downstairs for breakfast with my son. Then I kissed him sweetly on the top of his head, handed him to his baby-sitter, and said brightly, “Mommy is going upstairs to work now.” That’s when he began to wail. He shrieked outside my office door for the better part of two days, not understanding why Mommy was home but was not his. On the third morning, I pulled on my panty hose and a suit, kissed him again, then drove to the nearby diner for a cup of coffee and a muffin. After about an hour, I snuck back into my own house and went to work.


	
The frantic morning when the baby-sitter was sick, and we were at a crucial potty-training moment. So Imoved the boy, the potty, and the job-well-done stickers into my office, where my interviews with Very Important Sources were periodically interrupted by squeals of “Mommy, I have to pee.”


	
The afternoon of the yearly doctor checkup, this one a visit requiring shots. I had promised I would be there—what is the point of working at home if you can’t make it to the visits that include shots ?—but it turned out that a magazine story I’d written was closing at exactly the same time as the doctor’s appointment. So I sat on a chair in the waiting room, my nervous little boy’s head on my lap, and the magazine galleys draped over him as I scribbled changes, then phoned them in to the copy desk.




Since I am such a healthy example of balance, the editors of the Times asked me to write a column. We called it Life’s Work, and what you are about to read includes many of the columns I think say it best, along with lots of new material about what I learned while writing all those columns. Think of the columns as the pineapple, and the whole of my life story as the Jell-O. I’ve kept each chapter short because, if you’re like me, there’s only time enough to read a few pages between sliding into bed and collapsing into sleep.

My editors say Life’s Work is about the intersection of life and work. I say it is about the collisions that happen daily at that intersection. Either way, the subject appealed to the many parts of my fractured self. The reporter in me understood that this emotional and economic tug-of-war is the central story of our generation. And the conflicted parent inme—the one who thought working from home would be the solution but found it only created different problems—saw a chance to get advice. I envisioned Life’s Work as a kaleidoscope of voices, sometimes mine, often strangers I met along the way. It would be an ongoing conversation on the page, and maybe it would offer me some answers. So please feel free to talk back to the book. That’s part of the point.

We reporters always believe we will change the world through our work, when the truth is our work inevitably changes us. My first columns reflected my life; soon they began to shape my life. I did find answers—surprisingly simple answers—but they were not at all what I’d expected they’d be. In part they came from noticing truths and shadows in my world that had been there all along: the intricate legacy of work, for instance, that my family had passed down through the generations and which was an unseen hand behind choices I’d thought were uniquely my own.

Most of the answers, though, came from listening. My E-mail address ran with every column, and over time I heard from thousands of readers—women and men, married and single, parents and nonparents. There were notes from a couple of newlywed workaholics who were determined to make time in their day to meet each other for lunch. There were letters from a CEO father-to-be who was trying to restructure his entire company so he would have time to see his baby. There was a cry for help from the divorced mom who thought she might have to give away the family iguana because the store that sold live food closed before she got home from work. (Their stories are all in here; read on.) Yetin all that electronic conversation, over all this time, one letter never arrived. I have yet to hear from anyone who feels they are doing everything right.

So it’s not just me who can’t do this—and it’s not just you, either. Not a one of us seems to be able to give 100 percent of themselves to their job and 100 percent of themselves to their family and 100 percent of themselves to taking care of themselves. Small wonder. Yet we all seem to think someone (else) out there is getting it right; people who work full-time think people who work part-time are doing it, and people who work part-time think people who don’t work at all are doing it, and those who left the office to tend to home think that if only they could escape back to an office, they might find sanity. But all of this misses the point. No one can do it, because it cannot be done.

Read that last sentence again. It cannot be done. This book you are holding, filled with the tales of my life and the lives of all those strangers, is crystallized around that simple thought. It cannot be done. So let’s start forgiving ourselves when we can’t do it.

On the day of the pivotal doctor-visit-with-shots, I looked up from my galleys, my cell phone, and my whimpering son and saw a woman on the other side of the waiting room glaring at me. I wanted to march over and say, “At least I’m here, aren’t I?” But I stayed put and tried something I had never done before. I simply shrugged. This was not a metaphorical shrug, but a physical one. And it felt good.

Go ahead. Shrug. Lift those shoulders. Breathe deep. Raise your hands in mock surrender toward the ceiling and repeat after me: “So what?”

So what if the house isn’t as clean as it could be?

So what if that last business report was not the best you have ever written?

So what if you’re eating takeout for the second night in a row, or haven’t been to the gym in weeks, or sent your children to school in crumpled shirts on school picture day?

So what if you have to answer questions from the copy desk while at the doctor’s office?

I am not saying that none of these things matter. They all matter, but not all the time. I am as bad at math as I am at yoga, but even I know that 100 percent plus 100 percent plus 100 percent equals more than any one person can do in a day.

So what?
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WORK ETHIC









I was about seven years old when I stood at the bus stop with a playmate and cheerfully wove an elaborate tale of woe. “I have to sew all the costumes for the class play,” I chirped.“ And finish the script, and memorize the songs, and do fifty pages of math homework and one hundred words of spelling.” Had I heard of War and Peace back then, I would have thrown that in, too. “I might not even go to sleep,” I crowed. “I might have to work all night.”






No, of course I didn’t need to do any of those things, but my tendency to inflate the truth when I was seven is not the point here. The point is what I chose to inflate. While other kids were exaggerating how far they could throw a ball or how many Barbies they owned, I was boasting about work. The forty-year-old me is both amused and appalled at the fact that the seven-year-old me chose being overworked as a measure of my worth. I remember feeling puffed with importance as I spun my tale, certain that the harder you worked and the more time you spent at it, the better you must be.

Where the heck did I get this idea? More to the point, have I gotten over it yet? We’ll deal with that second question later, but the answer to the first is that I suspect this was a mutation of what my parents were actually trying to teach me: that work had value, that it made you feel whole, that a seven-year-old who was hopeless at throwing a ball and who was not allowed to own a Barbie could find an identity as a thinker and a creator.

I was taught all of this against the backdrop of Long Island in the 1960s, a cookie-cutter place filled with children of the city who had grown up and vowed not to raise their own children there. They’d moved out to the suburbs in order to relax. Then they spent exhausting hours each day commuting back to the city they had fled. My father found a way out of this paradox. He was an orthodontist and worked from a suite of offices in what would otherwise have been the garage of our split-level house. He took every Friday off, saw patients half the day on Saturday, and ate lunch nearly every afternoon with other dentists at the local diner. My father loved his work and would spend long, almost leisurely hours fiddling with the plaster molds of a patient’s teeth as if it were more hobby than career.

My mother, on the other hand, was happy only when she was charging forward. Some women my age struggle against the memory of a mother always there with home-baked cookies. Mine never baked anything (we teased that she should just convert the oven into bookshelves), and my early memories are a blur of business suits and Crock-Pot meals as she leapfrogged through a series of professions, trying to find one that could keep up with her. If she had been born a few generations later she could have been president, but hertiming was such that she became commander in chief of all our lives. For birthdays and graduations she would send my cousins checks with cards that read: “May you have everything you are willing to work for.” A morning person to the extreme, she caught the 6:03 train into the city every morning. While fellow passengers napped, she completed The New York Times crossword puzzle, in ink.

“Why can’t you be like a normal mother?” I would ask, muttering something about cookies. Not that I had any interest in cookies, but I knew with a child’s unerring instinct that this made her feel guilty and that her guilt worked well for me. While I was layering on the guilt, however, I was also taking mental notes, as if I knew that this whirring life was my destiny, too.

I sensed from the start that my mother didn’t work like this because she had to, but because she loved to. It was a work ethic arrived at honestly, perhaps genetically, passed down to her from those who came before, as tangible as any family heirloom. Her own father was a Russian immigrant who managed to accumulate a B.S., an M.B.A., and two years of medical school before he ran out of money. He became a jeweler, then spent his life encouraging everyone around him to go to graduate school. He begged my mother to get a law degree at a time when that simply wasn’t done, and he was heartbroken when she decided to follow in my grandmother’s footsteps and become a teacher instead.

Grandma was another one who did not believe in doing one thing when two would do. She taught third grade for nearly fifty years and was the kind of demanding but lifechanging teacher parents dream of for their kids. (She never cooked, either, although it took me a long time to figure thatout. I always loved her chicken matzo ball soup. Not until I was in my twenties did I realize that it came from the deli on West Seventy-second Street, making me the only girl in New York City who could order her grandmother’s chicken soup via takeout.) When Grandma finally retired, she took up traveling with the same passion she had poured into teaching. In her seventies she went to Cambodia. She visited Beijing before Nixon, and, because she was kosher, she lugged cans of tuna along. A week before she died, at the age of eighty-seven, she signed up for a two-year series of courses in the history of China at a local university.

And then there’s her sister. My firecracker of a great-aunt kept the books for a series of businesses for many decades. She retired in her late seventies. Ten years later she ran into a casting director during a morning at the Laundromat. The next thing she knew she was an actress in TV commercials. She loved the chauffeured cars and the dressing rooms, and she especially loved the bragging rights. “Working,” she said, shortly before her hundredth birthday last year, “is better than not working.”

I could obviously sing that tune as early as age seven. But what I didn’t see back then is that all these hard chargers took breaks from their work. My grandmother walked almost everywhere, and she would soak up the world as she went. My great-aunt loved betting on the horses and writing schmaltzy poems. Even my mother, the most frenetic of the three, would put down her newspaper on the morning train and knit her way into Penn Station. By the time I was seven I had polished the work-as-life ethic to a high gloss. I spent the next thirty years learning to slow down.







FOR LOVE OR MONEY





During the years of my childhood, our household menagerie included two cats, a bird, many, many fish, and three dogs, one of them an oversized Airedale named Barney who was big enough to ride. Because of this—and because of too many hours spent reading Doctor Doolittle —I announced early in life that I would be a veterinarian when I grew up. This delusion lasted into high school, when I realized that vets were actually doctors, and doctors needed to pass chemistry.

I retrenched and decided I would become a lawyer instead. It would have made my grandfather proud. My college essays described how I might mesh my love of foreign language with my high school debating skills for a career in international law. I can admit now that I was never sure what exactly an international lawyer does and that all languages sound like Greek to me. When I flunked the Spanish placement quiz during the first week of college (then flunked it again after a full year of college Spanish), I gave up on that plan, too.

I did not give up on law entirely, though. I dutifully applied to law school during my senior year, but not out of any blinding passion. I applied because I had no idea what I wanted to be when I grew up, and law seemed a good credential for something more interesting when it finally came along.

My college years had been spent flirting with another road, however. Journalism. Although I never thought of it as a career choice, I somehow found myself at the school newspaper, or radio station, or writing workshops so regularly that I should have realized this was something more than a passing crush. I found time for just one application for a newspaper job while slaving over my dozen or more applications to law school. Come graduation, I had an acceptance letter to the University of Virginia School of Law in one hand and an offer to answer the phones and deliver mail at The New York Times in the other.

I sent a hundred-dollar deposit to Charlottesville, then asked for a one-year deferral. I spent that year in the Washington bureau of The New York Times, falling in love. I suspected that my parents were worried that I would never make a living chasing this particular dream, but there’s no stopping passion. My job title during my first year was “clerk,” which meant I was a gofer eight hours a day, but the other sixteen were mine to write articles, which the editors would agree to look at. I am still introduced by one of those editors as “the worst clerk the metro desk ever had.” It’s a charitable description. Lost in my own world of interviews, I would ignore the phones and the filing.

After what would have been my first year of law school, I received a computer glitch of a letter from U. Va. saying thatI owed it one hundred dollars, and if I did not pay, I would not be allowed to register for the second year. After what would have been my second year, I received the same letter saying I could not register for the third year, and, right on schedule a year later, the letter said I must pay one hundred dollars or forfeit my diploma. By then I had elbowed my way into a job as a reporter at the Times (I think they promoted me to clear a spot for someone who would actually answer the phones), and if journalism salaries had been as high as legal salaries, I would have sent the hundred dollars just to see what happened next.

As slowly as I fell in love with work, that’s how quickly I fell in love with Bruce. We met on a blind date (he was actually a last-minute substitute for someone else) on a bitingly cold December night. For the first three hours I wasn’t interested. He was about to move to Houston, so what was the point? But he laughed at most of my jokes, and he had a passion for life that I suspected might bring out the best in me. We talked about work on that first date, and there is nothing quite as sexy as a man who cares for children for a living, even (especially?) to someone like me, who wasn’t sure she could handle the messy, unpredictable, unknown world of kids. We were engaged four months after we met, and we were married seven months after that.

Fact is, we never would have gotten married that quickly if not for work. Our decision went something like this: Bruce was about to leave on a springtime trip to Houston to find a place to live when he moved there permanently come July. In the days before his trip, I was summoning the courage to ask the Times for a transfer to the Houston bureau so I could, eventually, join him.

“It just doesn’t sound professional,” I fretted, “to say ‘there’s this really nice guy and he’s moving to Texas, so could I move there, too? Pretty please?’ ”

“Would it sound more professional to say that that nice guy was your fiancé?” Bruce asked, startling us both.

It’s not the proposal I’d dreamed of since childhood, and it’s certainly nothing that Bruce had planned, but it was right for us.

The irony, of course, is that although I became engaged as a bow to work, I soon left work because I was engaged. The powers-that-be didn’t seem to think they needed another reporter in the Houston bureau, even if her fiancé was really nice. So I quit. Like my decision not to go to law school, this really wasn’t a decision at all, but a response to some gravitational pull.

Looking back, it was also the first clash between my life and my work. I chose my life—but not hands down. I had turned away from law without a glance backward; my newspaper job was harder to let go. I developed a most annoying verbal tic—the need to tell people that although now I was just a freelancer, I used to work full-time for The New York Times. I tucked my Times ID card into a corner of my purse and carried it with me for four years in Texas, until all that remained was a faded shred.







COMPETITION





Truth be told, there was another reason I became a writer—a reason that had nothing to do with law school or The New York Times, and everything to do with a guy. This particular guy was the editor of the college newspaper, and he was the reason I walked into a newsroom for the very first time. We combined love and work at that newspaper for nearly two years, and while he taught me volumes about writing, I also learned a lesson he didn’t mean to teach. The day he was chosen for The Washington Post internship and I was not, was the day I realized I could never marry him. He did nothing so boorish as gloat; in fact, he barely dared to celebrate, but I ended things anyway. I’m not proud of this fact, but I knew even then that I am too competitive (and too insecure?) to go through life with someone who does the same work that I do.

This quirk became one of the first things I wrote about when I became a workplace columnist, and I soon learned that the economy might cease to function if everyone felt the way I did. “Where else do you meet people?” asked FranRodgers, one of the many experts to take me under her wing. Fran was the founder of WFD, a Boston consulting company specializing in employee loyalty. (Not coincidentally, her husband is her company’s second-in-command.) People spend more of their time at work, she said, and women are doing jobs once done mostly by men. The result? Corporate courtship. One of Fran’s clients found that 30 percent of employees who went through that company’s training program married a fellow employee. Add to that the spate of entrepreneurial start-ups, many begun by couples who work out of their homes, and you have a chunk of the workforce sharing work while sharing life—navigating the territory that I ran away from all those years ago.

When I talked to them, they started with the advantages. “We’re both creating the marriage and we’re both creating the business,” said Jeff Multz of his wife, Susan, whom he met because she was a client of his computer consulting business in Atlanta. After they married, she became the president of the company and he, as vice president of sales and marketing, reported to her.

Even spouses who were not growing a business described a sense of partnership. “We speak the same language,” said Linda Safran, who happens to be a favorite relative of mine by marriage. She’s the head of the department of Greek and Latin at Catholic University of America in Washington and her husband, Adam Cohen, is a medieval art historian. That fact came in handy when she was ordered to bed during a complicated pregnancy, and he stepped in at the last moment and taught all her courses for three months.
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