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To Casey and Cole, the treasures of my heart
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good-enough mother





introduction: welcome to my world



IT’S ANOTHER BUCOLIC AFTERNOON AT THE Parham estate.

Note that I like to call it the Parham “estate,” in honor of my married name, as that conjures an image of a white-gloved butler greeting me at the door, chilled martini on a silver tray. Don’t be fooled. It’s the whirlwind of C, C, and O that surrounds the car as soon as I pull up, with nary a glove in sight.

In the words of boxing announcer Michael Buffer: “Let’s get ready to RUMBLE!”

For years, as one of the anchors on The Early Show on CBS, I needed to be up at three thirty a.m. so I could get ready and into our midtown Manhattan studio to be on-air at seven a.m., before staggering home at one p.m. C and C are the formidable team of Casey and Cole, my offspring. Olivia is our demented yellow Lab, sixty-eight pounds of pure jumping, chasing, drooling, and leather-chomping muscle. She’s not huge but she’s strong as a whip, and her grip on whatever garment she chooses to shred is strong enough to pull down a weeping willow. Today she has something in her mouth that I optimistically assume is one of the bones I boiled especially for her. Casey and Cole race past me to our backyard pool with a friend, and so I get a free moment to take a closer look at just what’s in Olivia’s grip.

No, it’s not a bone—it’s one of Cole’s brand-new school shirts, which I just got from Kohl’s. And now Olivia is drooling all over it as she puts more holes in the jersey!

“BAH!” I shout at Olivia while chasing after her like a madwoman.

See, I’m not supposed to say “Stop it!” or “I’ll wring your neck!” thanks to Bark Busters. The theory behind Bark Busters is that you don’t teach a dog English—you have to speak “dog.” Hence the “BAH!” So when Olivia jumps on top of me when covered in mud, I say “BAH!” When she pees in the house, I cry “BAH!”

Not surprisingly, whenever I’m BAH-ing at her, my husband, Buff Parham, thinks I’ve lost what little mind I have left. Honest to God, I’ve started to worry that I’ll damage my vocal cords because I’m BAH-ing so much at this dog.

Anyway, back to bucolic. There I am screaming “BAH!” at Olivia when I notice that the kids have seized a large green garbage bag from the kitchen and are now playing with it in the pool. Forgetting the strained vocal cords, I run screaming, hands waving, out to the pool deck.

“THAT IS SO DANGEROUS!” I shout at them. “CUT IT OUT RIGHT THIS MINUTE! PEOPLE SUFFOCATE LIKE THAT!”

What kind of mother am I? The kids could suffocate and drown. Great. I’ve given them not just one but two ways to die.

Welcome to my world!

And my husband wonders why I’m delirious at dinnertime. By the time he gets home, I’m no longer capable of having an adult conversation.

All I can manage is “BAH!”

But you know what? I don’t beat myself up about it. I’m a good-enough mother, and that’s the way it is. With all the insanity of my three-ring circus, I’ve learned that if one of the 3,412 balls I’m juggling drops, I just pick it up and start juggling again.

I’m a “path of least resistance” parent. When I was pregnant with Cole, and Casey was about two, I came home from a particularly grueling day at work. It was the kind of day that, if I hadn’t been pregnant, would have ended with an overdose of carbs and cabernet. As I propped my sequoia-size ankles on the coffee table, Casey toddled in. Sure-footed in her Stride Rites, she proceeded to climb on top of the table, nearly breaking her neck right in front of me. She’s always been an astute child, and I guess she innately knew that a woman who’d just worked twelve hours and who was carrying around thirty-five pounds of baby (oh, all right, eight pounds of baby—the rest was my padding) was not going to challenge a nimble two-year-old. Buff was no help at all. Although he wasn’t pregnant, he also was in no mood to crack the whip. (Never mind that eight-and-a-half years later he still isn’t in the mood.)

So go ahead, I thought as Casey teetered close to the brink of disaster. I’m a good-enough mother. Right now my feet need to be up, and I know I’m just limber enough (for a pregnant and bloated water buffalo) to catch you if you fall.

Much of my inspiration comes from my own mom. Yep, Anne Syler was the original good-enough mother. She was the first intimate example I had of a mother who worked outside of the home and kept things running with no outside help.

My kid sister, Tracy, and I grew up in Sacramento, California, right in the very middle of middle class. When all the other neighborhood kids’ moms were at home, ours was at her job. It wasn’t so much about the money—although we needed that, of course—but about my mother’s need to stay engaged. She was the one who taught me that life is about full contact: suiting up every day, going out there and doing battle, coming home to make dinner, listening to your kids squabbling, and then getting up and doing it all over again.

Mom likes to tell the story of Tracy coming home from kindergarten one day. Still a stay-at-home mom then, Mom stood waiting for her at the corner, as usual. Tracy glanced up at her, and said, “Mom, what are you doing here? I wanted to walk home all by myself.” Crushed, Mom went home and threw herself onto the bed, sobbing that she wasn’t needed anymore. Then she picked herself up and found a job in a home for special-needs kids.

And then she adopted the “son” she’d never had, a crazy cockapoo we named Michael.

More important, she learned a critical lesson—that she had to live for herself as well as for her family. Ever since I’d been born, she had subsumed her own needs into those of her family’s, taking care of me and my sister and our rather demanding father. It was time for Mom to reclaim her own identity.

I thought of Mom (and Michael) after a recent conversation with a former colleague who is now mom to two beautiful kids. She told me she needed my advice (gasp!) because in her mind I had always seemed to manage the home/work/ children thing with aplomb (ha!). She was tearing herself to shreds because she had gotten stuck working late on Halloween and had missed taking her kids trick-or-treating.

“Ginger,” I said to her. “First of all, you are doing the absolute best you can. And, quite frankly, your children are too young to know what trick-or-treating really is. So dress them up this weekend and hunt for candy in your backyard. They won’t know the difference. Next year, when they’re older, you can take them door-to-door.”

I have a lot of friends and colleagues like Ginger: smart, accomplished women who are reduced to tears when they space a playdate. Or when they forget it’s picture day at school and they let their son wear a shirt emblazoned with the words “I Do All My Own Stunts.” (Okay, that was me.)

I’m not a parenting expert, but I am the mother of two great children, which gives me daily on-the-job good-enough-mother training. I’ve read loads of those parenting books cover to cover, and none of them talk to me about the realities of parenting a mini-me like my son, Cole. None of them show me how to deal with the real minutiae of daily living. Or what to do when my sensitive and rule-abiding daughter comes home sobbing from school one day because one of her best friends flagrantly flaunted school regulations by chewing gum on the bus. Or how to respond when my son comes running into my bedroom, claiming to be a new kind of superhero, with his jammie bottoms and briefs adorning his head, shrieking, “Mom! Mom! When I fart, underwear comes shooting out—because I’m UNDERWEAR MAN!”

Instead, these well-thumbed advice books make me feel woefully inadequate because Casey and Cole aren’t always prone to doing what books suggest they should be doing. My children aren’t perfect, and neither am I.

Okay, so it took me forty-four years to figure that out, but I do know what I’m doing most of the time—and I’m good enough at doing it.

So I’ve decided that we good-enough mothers need all the advice we can get, as long as it has nothing to do with feeling obliged to bake homemade cupcakes with hand-beaten buttercream frosting and topped with calligrapher’s piped swirls of “Happy Birthday,” and as long as it has everything to do with the realities of the stress and pressures in our lives in the twenty-first century.

The heart of my philosophy is not about giving kids less—but about giving today’s stressed-out mothers more. Believe me when I say that this is not about the overplayed war between working moms and stay-at-home moms. In my mind, if you’re a woman with children, you are a working mom!

And you know you’re a good-enough mother when, like me, you have:


	g bought something from the local grocery store, removed the plastic wrapping, and passed it off as your own at the school bake sale.

	g used a stapler to hem your daughter’s pants as she’s walking out the door for school.

	g sworn in front of the kids, only to hear that the words were taught to half the kids in day care the next day.

	g realized that you haven’t had a good night’s sleep since the last baby was born because your mind is so busy with keeping your work and home life running smoothly, connecting with your kids’ teachers, not missing the first day of gymnastics that you scheduled two months before, managing your husband’s schedule—all the while trying desperately to remember and retain some of the person you were before all these people came crashing into your life!

	g blithely pushed the foregoing thoughts to the back of your mind because you’ve decided to take a weekend off by yourself because, frankly, your life does not and never will revolve around your kids’ every single waking second, and sometimes you need to recharge your own batteries in order to keep the machinery of your family well oiled.



Good-enough mothers recognize that if they believe they are good enough, then they will be. You have to believe it to sell it. This pithy nugget of salesmanship came from years of on-the-job training; you can’t report on things that you don’t know. If you still believe, deep down, that you aren’t good enough, then you’ll never be able to convince your kids (and yourself) that you mean business.

And if you’re a woman with a husband like mine, you’re the only parent with a thumb firmly on the pulse of family life—keeper of all schedules, master arranger of playdates, chief homework helper, kisser of skinned knees, ace negotiator, booker of handymen, and all-around gofer girl.

In short, it’s a big job but you’re good enough to succeed.

Yep, a Good-Enough Mother is a real GEM. A real gemstone is, by its nature, multifaceted. Perfectly imperfect. It becomes even stronger and more durable under heat and pressure.

That’s because GEMs learn to replace perfection with practicality. They are honest enough to admit their limitations, but won’t ever give up trying their best. And their best will have to do. Your children won’t know any better.

My mother always used to say, “Do your best, and if your best isn’t good enough, then so be it.” If you do your best and you have nothing else to give, then you still end up crowned with the laurel leaves of life. Let’s always aim to give our children a daily dose of this kind of consistent, unconditional love, as well as giving them understanding, validation, and forgiveness (even if one decides to redecorate a bedroom by nailing library book covers to the wall).

Just before Casey was born, when I was practically aquiver with anxiety, a very wise woman told me something that immediately put my mind at ease. In fact, I got so much comfort from her words that I’ve repeated them to every pregnant woman I’ve ever talked to.

“No one can be a better mother to that child than you can,” she told me.

She was right. No one is a better mom to Casey and Cole than yours truly. Sometimes I am wildly successful as a mom. Other times I fail miserably. But each time, they know I am giving it my all. And I also try at least once in a while to treat myself in the same way I treat Casey and Cole—even when I mess up big-time.

A few years back we were trying to survive another fun-filled holiday at Walt Disney World when Casey dragged me over to a kiosk filled with nameplates. “I found yours!” she shouted excitedly. Wow, I thought, that’s a surprise, as René isn’t exactly the most common name.

Beaming, Casey handed me the nameplate. It read MOM.

For my kids, I am a good-enough mother. I’m doing the best I can. They know it; I know it.

And that’s good enough for me!
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casey and cole: the rose and the thorn




TO HELP YOU UNDERSTAND ME AND MY PARENTING style (and I do think of it as a “style”), allow me to reintroduce the people who’ve helped me hone it. Though I crave peace and the occasional week-long vacation alone so that I can escape the role of referee for the fights over who ate the last Pop-Tart, I simply cannot imagine my life without my husband, Buff, and my children, Casey and Cole.

I look back on my life pre-children, and I realize that nothing I thought I understood intellectually about raising kids compares with the reality of just doing it. The sheer gravity and magnitude of the responsibility, the fears, the joys—which never go away—can leave you breathless with anxiety, consumed by what-ifs and worst-case scenarios. If you let them.

How is it that Casey and Cole, the pilot and copilot of the bus driving me straight to the funny farm, can also make my heart strain at the seams when I catch a glimpse of them from across the room? Can I keep up with them? They’re each so much their own person, a melding of genes from my husband and me, coupled with their unique personalities, likes, and dislikes. Sometimes I look at them and marvel at who they are, where they came from, and what’s shaping them as they learn and grow. Casey, my sweet rosebud. Cole, my sweet thorn, who should have been named Get Down From There.

And then, sometimes, I want to wring both of their necks. Like the time they spray-painted a long white streak down the middle of the brown garage.

But that’s how life is, isn’t it? The very thing that scares the hell out of you is the same thing you want to do, again and again and again. Like jumping out of a moving plane at thirty-three thousand feet, or running to the drugstore for a pregnancy test, hoping against hope the stick will turn pink.

During my first pregnancy my obstetrician said Casey’s due date was August 28. The problem was, no one informed her, and as the day came and went, my cervix stayed closed tighter than a Ziploc freezer bag. When in the beginning I got a glimpse of Casey, on the first of many ultrasounds I had during her time in utero, I was fascinated. Completely, totally, hopelessly in love with someone who, save the occasional jab in the ribs, I hadn’t yet met.

Still, Casey wasn’t exactly an ideal tenant, because her idea of fun was partying all night and kicking all day, and I gotta tell you, after forty-two weeks, I weighed more than my husband and I’d had enough. Yes, she was late, and I was cranky. Fast-forward a few days to when I thought I was in labor and the doctor breezily informed me I was not, but said that I should expect all systems to be go within twenty-four hours or so. Buff’s response was to go play golf, and mine was to promptly lock myself out of the house. Off I waddled to the neighbor’s house to put my feet up and sip on my first glass of chardonnay in nine-and-a-half months. I knew it probably wasn’t going to make a dent in Casey’s development at forty-two weeks, but it was certainly going to improve my disposition.

Naturally, even though I already felt like a water buffalo, after drinking the chardonnay was when I started to feel truly peculiar. But I couldn’t get into the house and I couldn’t find Buff, who was busy merrily whacking a few balls. After only a mild bout of freaking-out, I finally reached him, and he came home only to ask me (while I was panting away and nearly ready to keel over because I was so out of breath with the one breathing technique I could remember) if I was really in labor, because, after all, the doctor had said I wasn’t.

I still made him drive me to the hospital, where I spent the next twenty-seven nonproductive hours in labor. Remarkably, after the resulting C-section from a doctor I’d never seen before but whom I was willing to kiss on the lips after he finally got that kid out of me, my heart, ever-so-Grinch-like, instantly expanded by three sizes the minute I laid eyes on Casey, my sweet-as-spun-sugar angel from on high.

I vividly remember when Casey and I were first introduced. After the nurses cleaned her up and handed my delicious baby burrito (which is what I’ve always thought swaddled babies look like) to me, I marveled that I had played any role whatsoever in her making. And then a shudder gripped me from the tip of my sweaty, matted hair to my thankfully pristine pedicure.

I thought: NOW WHAT?

Because here’s the thing: Unlike for your car or microwave or computer, there is no owner’s manual provided! Those munchkins come out hollering with it all hanging out—and the nurses hand them to you and leave you to your own devices. Of all the nerve!

I expect you were a lot like me and read all of the books that tell you what to expect during pregnancy and what newborns will be like. But for me Casey’s birth was much like exam week at college, when I crammed all night, consuming nothing but black coffee and NoDoz, gripped by the irrational fear that, as soon as I took my seat in the classroom, clutching my number-two pencil, all those answers would instantly fall right through the trapdoor of my cerebral cortex when I needed them most.

So there I lay with my baby burrito in my arms looking up at me as if she were as terrified of this new arrangement as I was.

Naturally, I panicked.

But Casey was such a delightful baby, with such a lovely, easygoing, nondemanding, sunshiny disposition, that Buff and I quickly fell into a regular schedule, and, minus a few toddler moments, it was all fairly smooth sailing. Basking in our success—thinking, ridiculously enough in retrospect, that her nature had something to do with our nascent but clearly already formidable parenting ability—Buff and I decided that we weren’t going to have this baby dictate to us. Oh, no. We were already a family unit, and she had joined our family, and nothing was gonna change. We were going to do whatever we wanted, when we wanted to, and Casey was just gonna tag along and be happy about it.

So we took Casey with us everywhere—on trips, to restaurants, shopping, to parties, out with friends. She almost never cried and was good as gold.

Casey was as a baby all those years ago as she is as a tween now: quiet, sensitive, quick to smile, fairly easygoing, with a wonderful disposition. (Of course, by the time she hits adolescence, I’ll be waiting, cringing with despair, for the first time my wonderful daughter will look me full in the eyes and say, “I hate your guts!”)

In fact, I should blame her for tricking Buff and me into having another child. She was such a good baby, we thought (mistakenly so), Oh, what the heck, we are just amazingly great parents. Why not go to the well one more time? Why, this is a snap! In fact, we’re almost perfect as parents. Who needs all that gobbledygook you find in baby books? Not us! Why, we should write our own!

Just as we were busy patting ourselves on the back, the stick turned pink, and life was never ever the same again.

You know, I’ve faced and conquered many challenges in my life. But that was BC—as in, Before Cole.

Cole Arthur Parham. Little did I know that even though he freeloaded in my womb for thirty-eight weeks, the real work would begin just about the minute he got out. When that boy was snatched from the comfy confines of the womb—he, like his sister, the prior tenant, deigned to move out of his rent-controlled district only because the digs got too small for him—he was a take-no-prisoners kind of baby. In fact, his mantra was “I’m gonna get my way, so don’t get in my way.”

One of the few problems I’d had with Casey was that she had had trouble suckling, and I’d had to work with a lactation consultant, who had hovered over my breast, cooing and squeezing, trying to entice Casey to latch on.

Cole, on the other hand, never wanted to latch off.

The lactation consultant and all those baby books I’d devoured told me that I should brace myself for the every-two-hours onslaught, as breast milk flies right through babies. So here I was, a scant hour and thirty minutes after feeding Cole, nipples sore, bags bulging under my eyes from no sleep, my hair closely resembling a rat’s nest, a toddler clutching one leg, with a kid whose mouth was wide open at every turn and who was gearing up for more. At an hour and forty-five minutes, that boy was ready for food! His stomach would start growling and he would begin to cry. It took only a minute of crying before the battalion was fully engaged and the full-on screaming started. There was no consoling him. So I threw the baby books out the window and shoved the teat into his mouth because I couldn’t take it anymore.

Three months later, when I had to go back to work, I cold-turkeyed the daytime milk-fest because I had to be able to fit into my suits (fervently praying every day that the binding I’d wound around myself like a mummy would prevent me from leaking on the five o’clock news). But I still kept up the nighttime feeding for a long time, as I’d done with Casey, because it was such a wonderful way to connect with my babies at the end of the day. I always felt like the minute you stopped nursing, any old fool could take care of your baby.

Speaking of fools, that was me, wondering just what the heck was going on with Cole. Not to say that the boy was difficult (ha!)—he was just so markedly different from Casey. Even when she was only a few months old, we could pretty much keep up our regular routines as a family, because she was such a well-behaved dream in public. As she got older, whenever we went out to eat, she’d sit calmly and quietly in her high chair, coloring and waiting patiently for her food. Once the food arrived, it would miraculously move from the plate to her mouth without any stops at the floor or my lap. Cole, on the other hand, would squirm in his seat the entire time, spilling salt and sugar everywhere before grabbing a fork or a knife and merrily playing games you rushed to stop before anyone got hurt.

Nearly nine years later not much has changed. I was talking to one of the counselors at Cole’s camp last summer—not even one of his own counselors, mind you—and once she realized who I was, all she could say was, “Yeah, that Cole is a wild man.”

Take teeth, for example. Casey, being the responsible child, has lost all her teeth in the house, and has come to me for comfort and in happy anticipation of a visit from the tooth fairy and the five bucks she’ll discover under her pillow in the morning.

Cole has lost maybe one tooth in the house. The others have literally been lost. Somewhere. Anywhere. Just lost.

Last time that happened, he wrote a note to the tooth fairy:


Dear Tooth Fairy,

I lost my tooth AGAIN, and when I find it, it’s going to be your lucky day.



Cole is the child my mother warned me about when she was trying to put the fear of God into me. He’s the child you’ll urge your daughters to steer clear of. Once, when he was about four, he was busy putting on a “show” for us when Casey ran in and announced that she wanted to be in it too.

“Casey,” he breezily informed her, “there’s only room for one star in this show!”

Actually, Cole is an adorable boy with a bright smile, dreamy dimples, and huge brown eyes. Buff and I used to joke with each other that he looked like a Volkswagen when he was born, because his eyes literally took up a third of his face! He will, no doubt, charm his way into public office sooner than we all think. He’s energetic, headstrong, single-minded—all quantities you want in a world leader.

But not a third grader.

In fact, just the other night he informed me that he wanted to be president.

So I said, “You do?”

“Yep.” Then he frowned. “Does the president have to make speeches?”

“Why, yes, he does,” I replied.

He shrugged. “Well, I don’t really have anything to say.”

That’s the first and only time he’ll ever say that! I know I can’t control what he’s thinking about or what’s going to come out of his mouth, any more than I can control Casey’s tendency to shy away from the spotlight.

The fact that my children are such polar opposites has taught me a priceless lesson in managing my expectations and minimizing comparisons. Casey’s and Cole’s personalities are now as they were the minute they emerged from the womb. Casey is quiet, shy, and demure. Cole entered screaming.

And I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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in the buff




I’VE BEEN MARRIED TO BUFF PARHAM FOR THIRTEEN years, which in and of itself is a miracle.

We were married in January of 1994 for several reasons.

One: He can balance a checkbook.

Two: Unlike me, he is not completely ruled by emotion. Let me tell you—after thirty-one years of that, I was exhausted. If I had married one of the other guys I’d dated—the guys who were full of excitement and passionate kisses and empty promises—oh, God, I’d be living in a shelter downtown. I mean, someone’s got to be the grown-up at least some of the time in any successful relationship. Someone’s got to remember to pay the bills.

But the biggest reason we married was, of course, love.

I met Buff in 1992, when he was forty-three and I was twenty-nine. (Actually, his real name is James, but when I heard that he’d been nicknamed Buff because he’d run like a buffalo on his college football team, the name stuck!) I was working as a local morning and noontime anchor at the ABC affiliate in Dallas, and he was the station manager there, separated from his wife and with a daughter only ten years younger than I was. He divorced later that year, and several months after that we began dating. After about eight months, we decided, well, you want to get married? Okay, let’s get married.

Off we flew to the Bahamas to do the deed. When my mom found out what we were up to, she promptly asked what flight she could get on. I told her, one that was going anywhere but to the Bahamas. Who takes her mother on her honeymoon?

Instead, we paid a couple of witnesses ten dollars each, and the reverend a hundred. I bought my label-free wedding gown at a consignment store for another whopping hundred bucks. The entire union cost less than five hundred dollars.

And that’s exactly the way we wanted it!

The beginning of our relationship pretty much forecasted the way the relationship has evolved over the years. Neither of us expected, or indeed wanted, a lovey-dovey, dewy-eyed, drenched-in-grand-passion relationship. We’ve always been much more interested in growing a marriage that is deeply rooted in love and friendship, yes, but also deeply rooted in practicality.

Which goes to the core of good-enough mothering: If it ain’t practical, it ain’t happening.

Despite our differences in age, experience, and temperament, we coexist on the same page when the fundamental big issues are concerned. We came from similar backgrounds—middle-class, two-parent households where both parents worked long hours and impressed upon us the value of good, honest work. We share the same belief system. In the area of Texas where we lived early in our marriage, some houses are built on what’s called a pier-and-beam foundation; instead of pouring down a concrete foundation, the piers are built down into the ground, and then the beams are placed on top. That way there’s a little give to the house when the ground starts to shift. It’s a clever way to make sure the house doesn’t crack apart when the ground moves.

I look at our marriage as having very similar piers and beams, giving us a solid foundation that won’t crack apart (by us staying angry, demanding a separation, getting divorced) when the ground moves (we’re screaming at each other).

We’ve always made a conscious effort to have adult conversations. By that I mean something more complicated than where we want Casey and Cole to go to college or how my mother is doing—for instance, meaty conversations about what’s happening in the Middle East and what it’s going to take to solve that, or why Pluto got demoted from planet status, or what we can do to combat racism.

Whenever we find the time to really talk, I realize that’s another part of why I love Buff. He has an unbelievable brain. He’s out there, engaged in the world, and he thinks. He’s someone I can bounce ideas off of. It’s really nice to live with someone and have regular talk-fests about issues that do not revolve solely around the kids.

This kind of environment is valuable because both of us want to share with our children how important it is to be contributing members of society, and we want to impress upon them that the world is a very large place and that they’ll need to find their positions in it. But having adult talk-fests with Buff is also valuable because a good-enough mother makes sure that life does not revolve solely around her kids every waking second. She wants to remain a well-rounded individual, engaged by many important issues outside of parenting that have interested and will continue to interest her.

In addition, Buff and I have a common goal. I remember years ago, when we got engaged, we decided that we wanted our house to be a fortress from the world, an idea we’d impress on any children we might have. That when we went out there and slayed all of the dragons that we had to slay that day, we’d take comfort in the knowledge that as soon as we got home to lick our wounds, we’d be able to pull up the drawbridge and be protected from the howling wolves outside. We’re very picky about who we let in—I don’t mean into our home, into our lives.

Casey and Cole understand this and positively thrive in this atmosphere of safety. They know that if they’ve had a hard day at school, a hug and a sugar-laden snack will be waiting for them as soon as they race into the house, drop their backpacks, and shout, “Mom! Where are you?”

That doesn’t mean that we haven’t had our fair share of trouble. Let’s just say that the things I was initially attracted to in Buff are precisely those that drive me freaking nuts sometimes. One night I thought my head would pop right off if I heard my name called one more time. Buff, God bless him, is the love of my life, but he simply cannot handle it when anything in his orbit is out of place. (The Virgo in him won’t allow it, is his excuse, even though he hasn’t read his horoscope in twenty-seven years.) So, naturally, he expected his shaving kit to remain where it’s been since the Reagan administration. Forget that we’ve moved three times in the past decade, or that for some reason we need to clean the bathroom every now and again. Buff couldn’t find his shaving kit.

Save the date! The world is ending NOW!

So he was sighing and storming around the house, in a none-too-subtle effort to get me to say soothingly, “Honey, what are you looking for?”

Of course it goes without saying that trying to not sweat it isn’t going to work all the time. I once interviewed a relationship expert on The Early Show who told me that, basically, having children will rip a marriage apart at the seams. Yeah, that’s what I call a positive spin on partnered parenting!

But then I thought about what he’d said, and I realized that, dang it all, he was right. If you let it.

Which is why I often ask myself, Why is it that when you become a good-enough mother, you become a good-enough lover, too? Seriously, given my hours (I get in the bed by nine p.m. and get up in the middle of the night so I can be out the door at four a.m.) and Buff’s erratic schedule, coupled with the fact that our house isn’t vast and sprawling, let’s just say that Casa Parham is not exactly conducive to a steaming, smoking, hopping sex life.

Look, don’t get the wrong idea here. I really love Buff, and I know he loves me and lives with me and puts up with me, and that in itself makes me crazy about him, each and every day.

But, as it was with our marriage ceremony, our deep and abiding feelings for each other have always been a very pragmatic kind of love. Still, it sure was a less pragmatic kind of love back in those now-hazy days of freedom when we were first married.

Remember those glorious days, before poopy diapers, when you had a free Saturday afternoon to do whatever you wanted with your husband? Buff and I would laze around in bed all morning, and then he’d ask me what I wanted to do, and I’d say, “Shoot, I don’t know, what do you want to do?”

And he’d say, “Oh, I don’t know, do you feel like doing anything?” Only if we were really motivated did we bother to even roll out of bed.

When Casey was born, she was such a divine baby, with a regular schedule and deep sleeping habits, that Buff and I marveled at how little our love life suffered. Sure, I was a lot more tired, but I was also ecstatic that I was a mom, and that Buff and I had created this marvelous little creature together.

But that was BC. Anyone who wanted to avoid the chance of getting pregnant anytime soon could have borrowed little baby Cole for a few weeks, as Buff and I inadvertently discovered. We’d finally find a minute to ourselves, and before the lights went out the screaming would start. I’d then go through the frantic mommy checklist:


Was Cole tired? No, he should have been asleep an hour ago.

Was he hungry? No, I had just fed the greedy little squirt.

Was he wet? No, I had just changed him.

Was he the world’s first exception to the “no baby is intentionally demanding” thing? You bet he was.



I felt about Cole then as I feel about Buff now. Yes, my love for Buff is profound and everlasting. I’m always going to love him. But there are going to be days when I like him, and there are going to be days when the “intentionally demanding” means I like him a whole lot less.

But that’s what a relationship is, isn’t it—like an accordion. Sometimes we’re very, very close, and sometimes we’re far apart. I think that we’re at a point now in our relationship where we’re really okay with that. I’m okay with Buff and his whatever—his quirkiness and his rules and his temper. He’s okay with my losing it, and my saying that I need space and me-time, as he knows it’s not a reflection on him or on our kids. No way am I planning to walk out the door and bolt for good. Being a good-enough mother means I can bolt down the driveway to go for a run when Buff and the kids have rung my bell so many times it looks like that cracked old thing in Philadelphia.

Okay, confession time. I have my own issues, including a temper with a capital T. Don’t cross me, because it’s hard for me to forgive; and when I do forgive, it’s almost impossible to forget. Which means that sometimes Buff and I just blow, winding up with shouting matches loud enough to scatter the squirrels, because our lives are so hectic that we snap from the stress.

We do try to save those for behind closed doors, but the kids are smart. That coupled with their ears next to the door, and they’ll sometimes overhear what we’re trying to keep private. “Don’t fight, don’t fight!” they’ll shriek. Of course, we might not even be fighting, but are having what I like to call “spirited discussions.” Kids can’t often tell the difference, though, so when we know that the kids have overheard a spat and are upset, we make sure they see us resolve our conflicts calmly. This isn’t important just for Buff and me but for the kids, too, as they’re going to have to become comfortable with their own emotions, needs, and tempers as they grow older.

I think it’s also crucial to reassure the kids that we’re a team, the Parham team, and team members don’t quit on one another, no matter what. Even when one teammate messes up, you don’t kick him or her off the team because he or she messed up. You hunker down in a huddle and you work together. You apologize, figure out what you have to do for your team, and try again.

And we honestly try to abide by the “never go to bed angry” rule.

See, I always try to save my sweat for the big stuff. Like notes from Cole’s teacher, which are guaranteed to leave me a gibbering, blubbering mass of exposed synapses.

But the rest is piddly stuff, because at the end of the day, I do know that Buff’s proud of me. Plus I know that he, more than anyone else, believes in me and what I can get done. Especially when he watches me on television; he thinks that I practically created the concept of talking heads! What truly matters is that whenever we need to, we can sit down with each other and just talk. Like grown-ups. About everything and nothing.

We made a decision early on to take the time, every once in a while, to go back and talk about our dreams and goals and aspirations. Time goes by in a blink, and the kids grow and change and become more cognizant of the world, and we need to grow with them. We’re partners.

But no partnership sustains itself in a vacuum. It’s hard work. Sure, we make plans and have goals, but we’re still adult enough to recognize that life is a fluid thing—it moves and shifts and evolves—and you need to make sure you don’t get stuck. If you keep your spirit open (and your temper in check), you’ll be free to say “I Don’t Care” and realize that you mean it!

And when Buff knows I need to hear it, or even when I don’t, he’ll be the first one to tell me, “You know what? This is so great for you. I’m really proud. You did a terrific job.”

Buff is also big enough to understand my needs and give me space. His generosity gives me the sense that, no matter where I go or what I have to do for work or for myself or for our kids, I’ll always have a safe haven waiting for me when I need it the most. I couldn’t ask for anything more rock-solid and loving than that.

Plus, absence makes the heart grow fonder. The fact that Buff’s away as much as he is on work-related business helps minimize any quarreling. Not that we don’t argue. Oh, brother, do we ever. We’re just not around each other enough to keep the fights going!

Unless Buff arrives home in the middle of the night, road-weary and longing for the minute when he can collapse. Up the stairs he trudges, wanting nothing more than to lie down comfortably in his own bed, next to his wife…when he discovers his place has been usurped by two small pillow-hogging maniacs.

Okay, I confess: Both kids crawl into bed with me when Buff’s away. They just want to cuddle and be near me, and I’m okay with that, except that when I say “be near me,” I mean that they want to be on top of me.

Still, I appreciate the fact that Casey will sprawl over the foot of the bed and Cole will sleep with his head on my shoulder, because I know that all too soon the thrill will be gone, and when that happens, I’ll shed many tears knowing that my kids have grown up for good.

Buff, not surprisingly, is counting the days.

Since our time together is so precious, Buff and I try to have date nights, but they’re too few and far between. Usually our date nights include the kids. Which is not exactly a date night. As soon as Casey and Cole have finished cramming the food into their faces, in between interrupting us, they’re like, “Okay, we’re ready to go.”

“Excuse me? We’re still eating here,” I’ll say.

Blessed silence for thirty seconds.

“Mom, are you done yet?” one of them will ask.

So Buff and I try to steal away several times a year, just for a weekend or so, to not have restaurantus interruptus and to have a little we-time. Then we instantly remember how much fun we have when we’re together. We have a really strong friendship, and intimacy within that friendship, so that no matter how much we drive each other crazy, we manage to muddle through.

And maybe, just maybe, we won’t always need to haul out the BlackBerries on one of those romantic getaways. You know, to make an appointment for sex three weeks hence, assuming, naturally, that we’ll be able to book a babysitter in time.

Yep, Think of the we-time and romantic getaways, was what I tried to remind myself when I glanced down at the computer one day when I was on the air. Buff had just e-mailed me about the babysitter. Because I’m out the door at four a.m. and because Buff needs to leave for work at seven thirty, our trusted babysitter, Consuelo, arrives by seven a.m. to get the kids off to school or camp on those days when Buff can’t take them.

Consuelo is late, said his message.

Have I mentioned that I was on the air? That, um, I was on the air at the same time every Monday through Friday?

I was, like, Hello out there, turn on your TV. You see that woman who looks a lot like your wife? Dang, it is your wife! And I’m broadcasting live to three-million-plus viewers, so I’m really sorry but I just cannot handle the babysitter crisis right now. You deal with it!

Or let’s just say that sometimes Buff’s imagination fails him. He called me the other day as I was having a moment to myself after a long, much-needed workout, sauntering over to my favorite store (Target) to pick up (fat-laden) snacks Casey and Cole needed for camp.

“CAN YOU PLEASE ADD BAND-AIDS TO YOUR LIST?” he shouted, clearly agitated. “I REALLY NEED THEM!”

“Omigod, what’s the matter?” I quickly asked, my heart racing.

“Well, I cut my finger pretty bad,” he told me.

“Should I go to a drugstore? Or do you need stitches?”

“No, Target’s fine,” he replied. “I just need a Band-Aid that doesn’t have Xena the Warrior Princess on it.”
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