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Introduction: Out on a Limb

THE WOMAN HUNG UP THE PHONE, A BEMUSED EXPRESSION ON her carefully made up face. She tapped the gleaming kitchen counter with a manicured nail, and then turned quickly to her family waiting anxiously for the news.

“Well everyone, it seems Mommy will be writing a book!” She was immediately surrounded with tight hugs and cheers of happiness. Overcome with emotion, she found a free hand and dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. Life was good indeed.

That’s how things happen in books. Other books. Certainly not this one. This book is about real people, stuck together in real families, living real lives.

Real moms know that whenever the phone rings, there’s a high-pitched whistle that blows, which is only heard by those under the age of 12. At that precise moment, kids drop what they’re doing, and one of three things will happen:

They will spontaneously bleed, vomit, or cry or cause a sibling to bleed, vomit, or cry.


Any liquid within a two-mile range of their flailing arms will be spilled.

They will suddenly yearn to know the answers to where babies come from and/or how old one must be before developing nose hair.

Personally, I’ve rarely looked bemused. The only time I may have approached bemusement is the evening I discovered that my son had painted the inside of the toilet bowl with my nail polish.

So, when I was presented with the opportunity to write a book, I did what any mother who realized she’d now be working full-time from home would do—I panicked.

My unmanicured nails gripped the sides of the phone until my knuckles were white.

Here’s the rest of what really happened.

I hung up the phone, and instantly saw a running neon script (the kind I’ve seen in pictures of Times Square) flashing before my eyes. Squinting, I could just make out the hot-pink words reading, “What, are you kidding yourself? You spend all your time wiping short little people. There’s no time to write a book! You bathe with Barbie heads floating in the tub. Last night you mentally balanced your checkbook while fooling around with your husband. You got so tired Saturday night that you watched Poltergeist in Spanish because you couldn’t work up the energy to find the channel changer. And have you even thought about public appearances? They’re out, my friend. You haven’t had a real haircut since getting talked into a “Dorothy Hamill” wedge in 1979. You don’t own a slip, and frankly, you don’t look good in fluorescent lighting. But, hey, good luck!”

Then the script ran out, and I started to come to my senses.

I looked at my kids sitting at the kitchen table. They were smack in the middle of arguing about why movie critics give two thumbs up for a good review when they have a total of four thumbs to use. I half-listened to the merits of their argument as I watched my husband track mud through the kitchen with his work boots. The cat was in the corner, coughing up a hairball, and one of the dogs was at the back door scratching to come in—presumably so it could pee where it preferred: on the new carpet in our bedroom.

In that second I knew. I might have to shove my little darlings under the sofa for nine months to do it, but, by God, I was going to write this book.

I would write it for every woman who ever watched a Martha Stewart special and realized that some parents don’t make their kids wear an old suit and go as Jehovah’s Witnesses for Halloween. I would write it for every woman whose son asked her loudly in the supermarket if she could make him “vagina” for dinner, when he really meant “lasagna.” I would write it for every woman who volunteered for a class trip and got stuck next to “Peter Puker,” who really does throw up on school buses. I would write it for every woman whose husband rented Full Metal Jacket as a romantic Valentine’s night surprise. I would write it for every woman who believes her oven meant it when it claimed to be “self-cleaning.”

It was time for my family to know the good news.

I cleared my throat. Smiling brightly, I asked for their attention. “I have something important to tell you.” A hand stuck up in the air. “Yes, McKenna?” My oldest daughter looked puzzled. “Mommy, why do kamikaze pilots wear helmets?”

A little nerve in my right eye started twitching, and I swallowed hard. “I have no idea, sweetie.” I spoke a little louder. “Now please listen, everyone! Mommy wants to have a powwow. You know—a family meeting.”

My son jumped up, knocking over his chair. “We’re going camping? All right!” I furrowed my brow. My son was giving his twin sister a high five. “Hey mom, I want my own tent. No girls. Oh, and I’ll definitely need a new fishing rod.” His little sister Dylan interrupted him, whining, “Why does he get a new fishing rod and not me?” Rolling his eyes, as seven-year-old boys tend to do, he answered her. “Because, stupid, you always adopt the bait and make daddy bring it home for the fish tank. You’re weird. You don’t even eat animal crackers `cause you think it’s mean.”

Dylan tugged on my shirt. “Then can I make the first fire?” McKenna stepped in front of her. “No way, mom! She’s five! Why does she get to make a fire and not me?”

My husband was just looking back and forth at the chaos like a spectator at a tennis match.


I was suddenly exhausted, and momentarily lost my train of thought. Oh, yeah—the book.

“Okay, everybody needs to calm down. We’re not going camping. Well, someday, maybe, but that’s not the point. A powwow is a family meeting, not a camping trip.”

Dylan burst into tears and collapsed with grief onto the floor. McKenna threw her hands on her hips. “We’re not going camping?” she said with attitude. “It’s not fair! Every one of my friends has gone camping, and all we ever do is go to the stupid beach!”

I looked down at my feet, shaking my head. Where had I gone wrong? Prior to having kids I had held many intelligent conversations with all kinds of people. I valiantly forged ahead.

“Mommy is going to be busy for the next nine months. This family is going to experience some incredible changes, as we grow together …” I was only half done with my motivational talk when chairs were tipped over, high fives were spread among the natives, and they started a football cheer. This joy didn’t include my son, however, who screamed, “Oh, now what, like you’re going to have another baby to take care of? This is just great, mom! Now how am I gonna get to hockey when dad’s not home!” Running from the table, he hit his plate of food with his elbow and it clattered to the floor.

My husband looked at me, perplexed.

“Uh, sweetie? I know you don’t mean that you’re pregnant, because we made sure that couldn’t happen again, right? Unless something awful went wrong with the surgical procedure I had.” He shook his head dramatically. “Oh, yeah, it was just a little surgery, sure, but let’s not forget the afternoon I had to spend on the couch with that freezing cold ice bag on me … there are some guys who take weeks recovering from that, and we’re not even going to go into the mental anguish …” I interrupted his train of pitiful surgical recollections before he could break into verse.

“I am not pregnant.”

This, at least, stopped the girls in their tracks, mid-fight over whether we’d name the new baby “Britney” or “Dusty.”

“Sorry guys. I’m not pregnant, and we’re not going camping.” I grinned, hoping the excitement would spread to the masses. “That was the publisher on the phone. My book idea is a ‘go,’ and they are giving me nine months to write it. Isn’t that great?” I clapped for myself.

My husband smiled, but before he could congratulate me, the girls interrupted him with their dramatic departure from the kitchen. One of them stomped on my foot on the way out. “You know, if I was pregnant, that could’ve hurt!” I yelled after them.

Happily enough, within minutes they banded together and plotted my demise. It always makes a mother proud when her kids can occupy themselves with an imaginative game like “get momma.”

This was going to be an interesting nine months.
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Does the Stay-at-Home Mommy Want a Wittle Awwowance?

“WHY ARE YOU WORRYING ABOUT IT SO MUCH? I’LL JUST GIVE you an allowance each week, that’s all. After all, this is what you wanted, right?” My husband didn’t, obviously, understand the images that shot through my head at that particular point in time.

The minute he said the word, “allowance,” here is the little home movie that was playing for me:

Barefoot and wearing an old maternity top, even though “the baby” was now in school, I am standing in front of my husband as he sits at his imposing desk paying bills. I wait in line behind our five-year-old, who has just received a peck on the forehead and a five-dollar bill for her monthly allowance. I shuffle up to the front of the line as she skips away with big plans on how to spend her loot.


Clutched in my right hand are some cutouts from a magazine, and I nervously brush away sweat dripping off my brow with the other hand. Clearing my throat, it is my turn. I feel faint from the pressure. “Um, thank you for seeing me on such short notice. I know I’ve fallen a little behind in the housekeeping, and I’m still not sure how all your underwear turned pink in the laundry, but I’ll get better, I swear.”

Mike sighs and points to the little papers in my hand. “What are those?”

I stammer nervously, “Oh, these are just some things I thought I could buy if you could add maybe a dollar or two more to my allowance. See, I really need snow boots with this nasty weather we’ve been having, and I found some on sale. With the coupons and the money I’ve saved from last month’s allowance, I just need two more dollars and I’ll have enough.”

He considers my request as he spreads the pictures of snow boots in front of him. “Why don’t you just put socks on over your flip flops? After all, you bought those new flip flops last summer, and you just had to have them, even though they cost almost three dollars.”

“Well, because that’s not practical. My feet will freeze!”

Rubbing his temples and shuffling some papers on his desk, he grunts and reaches for his wallet. “Fine, but it’s coming out of next month’s allowance, okay?”

On bended knee, I thank him profusely and wait for the forehead kiss that never comes. With a tear, I walk away, silently cheering at the new snow boots I’ll finally be able to buy. What a happy day!

“Mike, I cannot even begin to tell you how many things are wrong with that sentence. I know you mean well, but I do not want an allowance. The very word makes me shudder with horror, if you must know.”

He shakes his head. “Well, okay, then, we’ll just have to work out something that you’re comfortable with. Maybe we won’t call it an allowance. I’ll just leave money in an envelope in the desk that you can use when you need stuff, okay?”

I narrowed my eyes. There wasn’t anything wrong with that, actually. I was a new mother of twins. In a few months, a night job was opening up in my paralegal field. In the meantime though, there was no way to make any money to contribute to the monthly bills. Even if I did consider working full time, having two babies in day care would deplete any money I’d make anyway.

I would just have to get used to my new role. I brightened for a second. “Oh, I know what would make me feel better—let’s get out those tax returns from the year we were first married when I made more money than you, remember? That was a good year.”

He patted me on the forehead. “You’re strange, but I love you anyway. I’m sticking twenty bucks in an envelope if you need it.”


When I thought about it, I wasn’t even sure what I wanted the money for. Hadn’t I always dreamed of having babies and staying home to enjoy them? Apparently, as a temporary milking machine that bore but a vague resemblance to the independent woman who had walked into that delivery room, I needed something to cling to. You know—to remind me who I really was.

Some nights, I’d put the babies to bed and go through old pocketbooks, gently unfolding the faded receipts from my previous life.

One night, I did something that probably fell under the category of “crazy new mom.” Mike was busy working two jobs to support us, and our mortgage was late. With him working so much, I knew my conversational skills were dwindling. Even the dog was bored by my attempts at witty banter. I was starting to question my sanity.

So I did it. I called a late night hot line that promised “adult talk.” I have to admit, it was pretty exciting. It had been eons since I had discussed world events. This would be perfect!

After waiting patiently on the line for five or six minutes, a woman came on. “Ooh,” she purred. “Are you ready for some adult talk?”

“Yes, and I have my credit card ready just like the commercial says.” I was polite despite the late hour; after all, I needed this woman desperately. “What would you like to talk about?”


She moaned a little, and told me my choices. “Well, honey, we can talk about you. We can talk about me. We can even, for an extra $3.99 a minute, talk about you and me.” She made that odd moaning sound again. She sounded a lot like the dog when we toss him the leftover burrito on Mexican night.

“Hmm. Well, actually, I was hoping we could talk about investment options, and whether you think it will be a bear or a bull market in the new economy. Or, if you’d rather, we could discuss the ethics of cloning.” I was kind of hoping she’d pick the first one, but either would be fine by me. I smiled hopefully.

“Listen, %#@, don’t @%# around with me again! I don’t have time for this @#$*!”

It took about three weeks for the charges to show on my credit card bill. Sitting there looking at that slip of paper, I realized that my attempts at restoring my sanity had just cost me a small fortune.

When Mike came home and saw the bill, he sounded just like the moaning woman I had tried to discuss world events with. I thought about mentioning the coincidence to him, but there are just some things better left unsaid.
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Rich Is …

EVENTUALLY, EVERY KID STARTS TO DEVELOP A CONCEPT OF money. It usually starts with the Tooth Fairy.

With my kids’ penchant for eating sticky foods, their Tooth Fairy was racking up some pretty impressive frequent-flier miles. It wasn’t long before they had a more attractive financial portfolio than their parents.

My son had just earned his first dollar from the Tooth Fairy when he asked me to explain what “rich” meant. I thought hard. This was important, and I didn’t want to screw it up. On the one hand, I didn’t want my children to grow into materialistic adults and value the wrong things in life. On the other hand, I certainly wanted them to appreciate a hard day’s work and what it took to put food on the table each night.


“Well, son,” I began. “Rich is when you don’t have to split the toilet paper rolls between the upstairs bathroom and the downstairs one, hoping your kids are fast sprinters. Rich is when you have more than one good light bulb that you move from lamp to lamp, depending on where you want to read. Rich is when you require the services of a concierge and a sommelier in the same night. Rich is not laughing when you say the words concierge and sommelier.”

I took a deep breath and continued, buoyed by his respectful attention. “Rich is hardcover, not paperback. Rich means never having to wait until it comes out on video. Rich is ordering dessert. Rich is not averting your eyes in shame when the woman who works in the restroom hands you a paper towel. Rich is bottled water, dry clean only, and valet parking.”

Gently cupping his chin in my hand, I looked into his big green eyes. “Do you understand rich a little better now?” He smiled, sticking his tongue in the empty space between his teeth. “Sure, mom.”

It was all sweet and good when each of them had one or two dollars to their name, but kids have a lot of teeth. Being fast learners, they quickly figured out how to work the market.

I borrow quite regularly from them, especially from my oldest daughter. She has the most gaps in her smile. If I let her stay up late she reduces her interest rate one percentage point. For a kid who has a hard time keeping her laces tied, she certainly has mastered the art of banking.

The other day she threatened to start keeping her money in an offshore account. Wary of showing me exactly where in her room she keeps her stash, she makes me wait in the hallway to do a deal. The piggy bank on her bureau is nothing more than a decoy containing a wooden coin from vacation bible school that says, “Jesus Loves Me.” I wouldn’t have been snooping, but late one night Mike and I had ordered a pizza and were two dollars short. Thankfully for us the girls had won a teddy bear at a Halloween parade that was covered in one-dollar bills. I carefully peeled off two from his back and hoped they’d never notice. The guilt gods cursed me with cold pizza, but I deserved it.

Eventually, that teddy bear got so bare it appeared he was molting, and my daughter noticed. These days she makes me confess what I need the cash for before she peels a greenback from the wad in her tight little fist. I remind her that it was I who painted those cute little fingernails, but she doesn’t like to make small talk when she’s in the middle of a transaction.

According to the chart she keeps under her bed, I’m up to $13 in arrears. I attempt to stammer out an explanation of where it went as she cocks her head and lays a withering glare on me. “Well, we needed milk for breakfast, and Edlen’s was running a sale on some boneless chicken.” I smile hopefully. “Remember, honey, how mommy always makes your favorite dinners?”

She isn’t buying it and stares at me accusingly. “What about that movie you and daddy rented last night? I suppose that was free?”

With luck, I’ll get the same Tooth Fairy they had. I’m not looking forward to dentures, but down the road I’d like to be able to finally pay off my kids. The interest is killing me!
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