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“The Lord . .. lifts up; he humbles and he exalts.”
HANNAH'S PRAYER, 1 SAMUEL 2: 6-7

For our daughters
Sarah Lisette and Hannah Ruth
With Love,
May you grow to become wise women.
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A Personal Introduction—
The Women We Are

ho is the Mother in the Middle? She is any woman

struggling to meet the often conflicting needs of her
family, her children, her work, and herself. Even in this post-
superwoman age, when many of us are beginning to realize
that we can’t have it all—or at least, not all at once—we still
expect mothers to be too many things to too many people, all
at the same time. The mother in the middle is pulled in so
many different directions; she is living with a divided heart.

You will meet many such mothers in these pages: from
Madison Avenue executives to small-town factory shift-work-
ers, from successful entrepreneurs to Kmart clerks. On the sur-
face, they don’t have much in common. But we found, as we
talked to women all across this nation, from all different walks
of life, that they had very similar struggles. They were all
searching for peace.

We too don’t appear to have much in common. As
authors, we will speak with one voice throughout most of this
book. Yet we are very different women who brought two dis-
tinct and varied life experiences to this project.

Deborah grew up in the fifties and sixties. Charmaine
came of age during the seventies and eighties. We speak as
members of two different generations.

Raised in small-town Georgia, Deborah is a born-and-bred
southerner. Charmaine’s family lived in the Midwest, the
Northeast, and even overseas. For all of her adult life, she’s
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10 Mother in the Middle

worked and resided in the metropolitan Washington, D.C,,
area. So we’ve seen the world from two different perspectives.
Deborah’s area of expertise is early childhood education.
She received her master’s degree from the Erikson Institute in
Chicago and has spent over twenty years in her field, writing
curriculum, directing day care, nursery school, and mother’s-
morning-out programs, teaching college, and (what she loves
best) working with small children in a wide variety of settings.
Charmaine’s career has been focused on the policy side.
She has researched and written about national family-policy
issues and been a national figure in the pro-family debate,
speaking to the media and lobbying and testifying on Capitol
Hill. She is also pursuing her doctorate in government at the
University of Virginia. So we come from different careers.

A conservative through and through, Charmaine’s first job
out of college put her political idealism into practice as she
served in the Reagan White House. Deborah could never bring
herself to vote for a Republican presidential candidate, even
when her own sister was one of his speechwriters. So we don’t
always share the same political agenda.

It's probably no surprise, then, that we've approached
motherhood from two different directions, bringing with us
two different sets of expectations. Since we're going to tell you
the stories of many different women in this book, let us begin
by telling you ours.

Deborah

I always knew that I wanted to have children. I do not
remember ever making that choice. I just knew.

When I fell in love with my husband, Gregg, in college
and we discussed a family, I always told him I wanted twenty-
five children. I was only half joking.

By the time we got married, we had settled on three chil-
dren and thought it would be wise to wait several years to
have them.
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Four and a half years later we decided it was time to try
to get pregnant. After a year, we wondered what was wrong.
We saw the first in a long series of doctors. We became famil-
iar with a wide variety of medical tests that intruded into our
intimate lives. I took my basal body temperature every morn-
ing and recorded it on special graphs. We checked out every
book on the topic from every library we had access to.

And every month I wasn’t pregnant, I grieved.

Before, when I had thought about children, when we had
talked about a family, I had known, with my intellect, that
motherhood was an experience I did not want to miss. Now,
each month that I did not get pregnant, I felt the loss on a
deep, emotional level. I hadn’t known how important having
children was to me.

My longing for a baby was like an intense personal hunger
that nothing else could fill. On more than one occasion, I left
doctors’ offices and wept with an intensity | had never known
before.

Complicating our infertility problems was my career. I had
graduated with a B.A. in elementary education. Afterward I
had taken a job at a day-care center, teaching three-year-olds.
That center was the worst that child care can be—you will
learn more about it in chapter 7—but I fell in love with
preschoolers.

Several years later I took the position of director at a
Winkie Bear Child Development Center. My school was one of
a small chain of day-care centers in and around Chicago
known for their dedication to providing quality child care. I
am proud, even today, to be able to say that I was part of the
Winkie Bear Schools. We were the best that private day care
could offer.

But as I saw children I loved going in and out of those
doors each day, | knew I could never put a child of mine in any
day care, even one as good as my Winkie Bear School.

By the completion of my third year as director of Winkie
Bear, we had learned that [ had several fertility problems. Two
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different fertility specialists informed us that we would prob-
ably never have children.

My emotional frame of mind at the time made it very dif-
ficult for me to continue to work in day care. At my center, |
saw children coming and going each day who were hungry for
their mothers’ time and attention, in somewhat the same way
I was hungry for a baby. [ would have loved to have taken any
one of them home with me.

Instead, I resigned to start my graduate work in early child-
hood education, at the Erikson Institute in Chicago. And in
early December we received the best news I think I have ever
heard. I was pregnant. Our doctor called it a “miracle.” We con-
sidered it a gift from God.

Nothing, not even the emotional turmoil of our infertility
experience, prepared me for the intensity of childbirth. Hold-
ing our son, Andrew, to my breast, looking into his eyes, was
exhilarating, earth shattering, life changing, empowering. The
way in which I viewed life was forever altered.

Eighteen months later we had a second miracle: Matthew.
To my astonishment, his birth was just as exhilarating, life
changing, incredible.

And our lives filled up with miracles: two and a half years
later Lisette joined our lives. Nineteen months after that, Ben-
jamin surprised us by coming nine days early. Jonathan came
along three years after Benjamin. And with each child came
joy, tears, laughter, incredible strength, and a life of rich tex-
ture and variety. No two of them are alike. Each brings indi-
vidual style and personality into our family mix. Each has
enriched my life beyond measure. I cannot imagine my life
without any one of them.

I had not known how much joy children would bring to
my life. No one ever told me how hard or how stressful the
work of mothering would be. But I count my children as first
on my list of blessings.
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Charmaine

Unlike Debi, I never had much interest in being a mom.
Looking back, my husband, Jack, and I both marvel; neither of
us were very interested in babies and children—they just
weren't on our radar screen.

I did want children. That, however, is very different from
wanting to be a mother.

I'm part of the career generation, and I soaked up all the
superwoman messages like a sponge. Career was the thing. And
by the time I became pregnant, mine was going very well.
Beyond my dreams, even.

So even when [ was pregnant, [ still wasn'’t all that eager to
become a mom. [ was excited about the baby, sure. But not
about the mom thing. And I wasn’t having one of those glori-
ous, bonding pregnancies; I felt miserable all the time. I had
thought morning sickness meant morning, not all day!

I didn’t want to leave my job: when I was seven months
pregnant, I appeared on The Sally Jesse Raphael Show; at eight
months, I was part of a panel discussion featured in Good
Housekeeping; and three weeks before delivery, I appeared on
CBS This Morning. I was working hard to prove to my co-
workers that I was still the same professional and that nothing
had changed. I didn’t even have the nursery ready for the baby.

But at home, Jack and [ were having long, agonized dis-
cussions about my life. These talks were liberally baptized with
my tears. My whole existence had been geared toward advanc-
ing professionally, and I had driven so hard. But while work-
ing in family policy, | had read the data on infant attachment;
[ had seen the research on day care; I had learned how critical
a mother’s presence was to babies. I didn’t want to leave my
job, but intellectually I didn’t see any way around it. As I
lurched toward the most major transition of my life, resigning
my position was strictly a head decision—I sure didn’t feel it in
my heart.

And then . .. there was Hannah. She was here.
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Suddenly, unbelievably, being with her had nothing to do
with research. My friends remind me that [ just kept saying, “I
can’t imagine my life without her.” For the first few weeks, I
lived in sheer terror that something might happen to her that
I could have prevented. Now it was all heart: no one, no thing,
was going to come between me and my baby.

It hasn’t been easy. I still remember the first time a former
coworker referred glibly to a piece of legislation, pending on
Capitol Hill, by an acronym, expecting that I would know
what he was talking about. I did not. And suddenly I felt terri-
bly out of touch.

But my decision was made; my course was set. Because |
had decided in my head, fully expecting motherhood to be a
difficult (at best) experience, I was set free to be surprised by
joy in my heart. As I think back over the last two and a half
years, some of my favorite memories are-the worst ones: up all
night with a sick, confused toddler who is throwing up every
hour; waking up in the middle of the night to find that I'm sit-
ting on the living room couch and holding a sleeping newborn,
tired and disoriented and not remembering how and when I
got there.

It's funny to think of finding peace in a house with a tod-
dler and a crawling baby. Nevertheless, [ have found mine. . ..
Maybe that’s because peace is such a close cousin to joy. That
we have in abundance.

In the midst of all that divides us and makes the two of us
different, we found to our surprise much to agree upon, much
about motherhood that we share in common.

We are both mothers in the middle.

We have lived what we write about here. Between us, we
have seven children, ranging from nine months to sixteen years
of age. In the chaos of writing this book, they have served to
remind us about and reinforce for us the importance of
motherhood.
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And the challenge. As our deadline loomed, Debi’s son
Matthew required oral surgery, and she coped with the sched-
uling challenge of having four children playing on (and prac-
ticing with) four different basketball teams in one season. Both
of Charmaine’s children simultaneously came down with their
first-ever ear infections.

They needed us. As the mother of the two youngest chil-
dren, Charmaine in particular had child care difficulties. The
first baby-sitter left suddenly after two months, just as the chil-
dren were settling into a routine. As the next baby-sitter tried to
get to know Hannah, a spirited two-and-a-half-year-old, and
John, a cheerful six-month-old, Charmaine had an experience
that crystallized for us the struggle of the mother in the middle:

It had been a crazy morning, and at ten o’clock I was still in
my bathrobe. I felt like a caricature of myself—the only thing that
made me feel remotely like a professional was the impending chap-
ter deadline looming in front of me. I had to get some work done.

The baby-sitter had the children in their coats, and they were
happily headed outside to play. I heaved a sigh of relief and
headed for the shower. Hannah started to balk. “No! You come,
too, Mommy!” she cried. “You push the stroller.”

My heart seized up. Was this a discipline problem, or did she
need attention? I chose the former. “Hannah,” I said firmly, “you go
outside and play.” And I got in the shower.

Through two closed doors and splashing water, I could hear
two-and-a-half-year-old Armageddon. Bewildered, John joined in,
and my poor new baby-sitter was in way over her head.

Dripping and furious, 1 climbed out of the shower. Tears
streaming down her face, Hannah bodily threw herself at me and
locked her arms around my neck. I knew in my heart that this
wasn’t about discipline. This was need. I just didn’t want to face
it. I had deadlines pending

“Hannah,” I said gently, “Mommy has work to do. I want you
to have fun—you go outside and have fun playing. It would be
boring for you in Mommy's office.”
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“Mommy,” she whispered, almost inaudibly, “I want to go to
you boring office.”

And for much of that day, that's precisely where she was—
under the computer table, happily cutting up papers.

This project was intensely personal; we too have struggled
with the issues we'll talk about. In the process, we've come to
believe that today’s debate has lost sight of this essential truth:
our children need us.

As we talked with the mothers in the middle, we laughed
with them—and we cried. We despaired at times, but we were
also inspired. We want to share those stories with you. We
come away from this project with great hope. We believe there
is common ground.

Perhaps our own journey to common ground was a little
easier, because we are family: Charmaine’s mother is Debo-
rah’s oldest sister. So Charmaine is Deborah’s niece. Never-
theless, we saw the thing that brought us together reflected
again and again and again in our discussions with the mothers
who shared with us their joys, struggles, fears, and hopes: most
mothers in the middle, even while feeling pulled in many dif-
ferent directions, want the best for their children.

We do not believe that society today is helping us in that
quest. Indeed, we’ll talk about ways in which the Mommy
Wars are making it difficult—in some cases, nearly impossi-
ble—for the mother in the middle to make the best decisions
for her children.

Yet we believe there is peace to be found. There is peace
in the mommy wars. But far, far more importantly, there is per-
sonal peace for the mother in the middle.

Please, come along with us on our search.



