Dumpster Diving in the Loony Bin

The Challenges of Mothering Young Children

Being a mother of young children is always an adventure.  Let me share a couple of journal entries.

August 27, 2003

Yesterday we decided to take the three kids to the Eastern Idaho State Fair.  It was wristband days, so the kids could go on as many rides as they wanted.  I took the kids for a couple of hours and then Doug was able to join us after work.  I would have to say that it was not one of the more positive experiences of my life.  Neither Paige nor Tanner got a good nap and both were extremely tired. (I didn’t realize it at the time, but Paige also had a virus and ended up spiking a fever of 104* a couple of hours after we returned home.)  It was ninety degrees and they were so hot, hungry, tired, and thirsty. At one point, Tanner was squirming to get out of his stroller and Paige was throwing up.  I made Savannah hold all of her cotton candy in her hands so we could use the bag for Paige to throw up in.  Unfortunately the cotton candy attracted several bees and one of them stung Savannah on the arm.  All three of them were bawling and I was trying to navigate the stroller through the gravel to find a first aid station.  Things went downhill from there.  

May 22, 2009

Wednesday Josh and I took Paige to the pediatric dentist in Idaho Falls to have two teeth pulled with oral sedation. While she was having the procedure done, Josh played in the tree house in the waiting room while I watched him. Just as she was finishing up, Josh fell from the tree house, landed on his left side with a loud "thud" and started crying uncontrollably.

He was guarding his left arm and I could tell that something was really wrong. He also had a bruise on his forehead and carpet burns on his face. I decided that the best thing to do was to take Josh to Blackfoot and have my husband x-ray his arm at his office. The dentist’s office staff was extremely helpful - they felt so badly that he had fallen. I had two dentists and six receptionists standing around me. One got me ice, one carried my purse, and another pushed Paige to the car in a wheelchair. Somehow we managed to make it to the Suburban and I knew it would be an interesting 45 minute ride with a sedated, confused nine year-old and a two year-old with a possible fracture.

During the drive, Paige was totally out of it and kept asking the same questions over and over again - "Who brought me to the car? Where is my shoe? Who brought me to the car? Where is my shoe?" I could hardly understand a word she was saying because her mouth was full of gauze, so she started using sign language to get her message across. That didn’t work either, since she was in the back seat and I had to keep my eyes on the road (since I was going 80 mph trying to get Josh to Doug’s office.)

When we arrived at the office I walked Paige in first and handed her off to Doug’s assistant. Paige couldn’t walk straight to save her life and was talking like a drunken sailor. The office staff was literally cracking up - it was all we could do not to laugh out loud.  At this point I felt like I was in a humorous skit from the Carol Burnett Show. Paige kept them entertained while Doug and I x-rayed Josh’s arm. The radius and the ulna (the bones in the forearm) both turned out to be broken - one a buckle fracture and the other a greenstick fracture. Luckily, neither one was displaced,+ and he didn’t seem to be having much pain at all. Doug consulted with the orthopedist and luckily, Josh didn’t have to have a full-blown cast for 6-8 weeks.  He just needed a splint type half cast for 2-3 weeks - which Doug was able to make in the kitchen after he got home from work. Both Josh and Paige are doing well now and we are grateful for that.

Then there was the lovely day in Walmart in August of 2004:

I had taken the three kids with me and Paige was sitting in the front seat of the cart.  Just as we were nearing the completion of our shopping, she choked on a wheat cracker and started throwing up.  It went everywhere!  The first shot hit me in the chest and ran down my dress.  I tried to catch the rest of it in her shirt, but it started overflowing down her leg, dripping into her shoes.  It was all over the cart and floor – I didn’t 

know where to begin!  We eventually found the produce guy and told him we needed a clean up in the frozen food section.  

I only needed one or two more items, so I gathered them up quickly and headed to the check out counter.  (I hadn’t brought the diaper bag with me – it, and all my wipes were in the car.)  I felt so badly for the people standing behind us in line, but there really wasn’t much we could do but pay and leave.  When we finally made it out to the car I had Paige undress in the parking lot so I could put her in the car.  We of course were parked right at the entrance to the store so everyone coming and going had to pass by us.  I eventually got her cleaned up and the cart cleaned off.  Later that night, my husband said to Paige “I hear you had an interesting time at Walmart today.”  She replied, “Yeah, I threw up in Aisle 1.”  

I had the privilege of being a stay at home mom for seventeen years.  They were some of the sweetest years of my life.  They were also some of the hardest years of my life.  Although I’m fifty years old, I remember vividly some of the challenges I faced during that time. Some of you young mothers out there may identify with some of these feelings.

1. I feel claustrophobic.  Most mothers will experience both physical and emotional claustrophobia at times, especially stay-at-home moms.  When we had three young children we lived in a 900-square foot house with two bedrooms.  The children’s bedroom had a big set of bunk beds, a crib, a dresser, computer table, and about two square feet of carpet in the center.  There were times when I would be breastfeeding the baby with our preschooler using me as a jungle gym while our daughter yelled “Mom! Mom!” in the background. There were days when I thought I would die of cabin fever.

My advice to you young mothers out there is - find time to be alone, even if it’s reading a book for 15 minutes in the bathroom.   And while we shouldn’t use the TV as a constant babysitter, it’s okay to let children watch a program or two each day.  If it hadn’t been for Teletubbies and The Wiggles, I would not have showered from 1996 to 2011.

Getting out of the house also helps tremendously – especially if you can meet up with other moms on the playground and visit while the children play. I don’t know what I would have done without my “mom” friends during that time.  

2. I feel overwhelmed.  Multitasking is a way of life for mothers. I can seriously remember sitting by the window in the living room breastfeeding my baby while reading to my toddler and curling my daughter’s hair.  That takes talent! When my sister was the primary president in her ward, church started at 8 am.  Her husband was on the High Council and had meetings each Sunday morning from 6:30 – 8:30.  She found that her only option was feeding her kids breakfast in the kitchen at the church while she set up for primary.  You do what you’ve got to do! 

I’ve realized, however, over the years that there is a big difference between a busy life and a chaotic life.  Busy is good.  It keeps us on our toes and keeps us progressing.  Busy is fine.  But chaotic living is an entirely different story.  The months we were building our home were some of the most chaotic months of my life.  For some insane reason we decided to general contract the house ourselves, even though we knew nothing about building homes.  Since my husband worked full time, I became the general contractor.  We hired 25 different subcontractors and I made up to 30 to 40 phone calls a day.  On some days there would be 15 errands to run and 5 or 6 trips to the job site.  

We had three small children at home and I was attempting to meet all of their needs and to keep the laundry and dishes caught up.  It was Christmas time and I was doing my best to buy all the gifts, send all the cards, and take the neighbors plates of goodies.  I was serving as the Primary President and we were in over our heads with end of the year stuff – re-staffing the primary, handing out manuals, preparing sharing times and preparing a special breakfast for the children.  

I would grout tile until 2:30 in the morning and then get up at 6:30 to get our daughter on the school bus.  Every day I felt like I was teetering on the edge of the loony bin.  I was so far gone I was on my way back.  I would dread going to bed at night, knowing that I would have to get up the next day and do it all again.  It was insane!  I remember thinking, “This isn’t right.  This is not how the Lord intended me to live my life.” In fact, in 2 Timothy 1:7 it says, “For God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind.”  If I had it to do over again, I would try to pare back my schedule until I achieved the spirit of love and of a sound mind.
3. I feel resentful.  Most of the time, I thoroughly enjoyed being a mother. There were so many wonderful days and wonderful experiences.  Occasionally though, I would start to feel a little resentful. After spending twelve hours meeting all of my children’s needs and ignoring my own, I would put them to bed, excited to have a few quiet moments to myself.  No sooner would I open my book than one of them would get out of bed, need a drink, or wet the bed.  The cycle would start all over again. There were times when my head would finally hit the pillow at the end of an exhausting day only to hear the baby cry.  Some afternoons I would spend hours getting the kids dressed in their swimsuits, setting out the towels, filling up the pool, only to have them come back five minutes later to tell me they were done swimming. I’m sure you can all relate!

Perhaps the most helpful realization I had was that the kids weren’t frustrating me on purpose; they were just being kids. I had to keep in mind that this was an unselfish time of my life and that it wouldn’t last forever.  I also knew that if I started feeling resentment I needed to take a break and fill my bucket so that I could come back fresh for my kids.

4. I feel guilty.  We all make mistakes as mothers.  Most of the mistakes we make are unintentional.  It does us no good to continually beat ourselves up for the things we do wrong.  We need to live each day and be done with it.  If we’ve messed up, we need to repent and move on – start each day with a clean slate.  We never want to parent from a position of guilt.  It makes us inconsistent and ineffective. If you are feeling guilty, read the book All Moms Go to Heaven by Dean Hughes.  You will find a great deal of validation.

5. I feel like there is not enough of me to go around.  I once heard someone say, “I would be happy to deal with my problems one at a time, but they refuse to get in line.” I found that the same is true of children.  With two children I felt like I was swimming; with three it felt more like dog paddling.  By the time we had our fourth and fifth I was drowning.  I felt like no matter how hard I worked it wasn’t enough. 

My mindset changed one day as I was reading the story of the loaves and fishes from the New Testament.  The disciples had five loaves and two fishes and five thousand people to feed.  They turned everything they had over to the Savior and asked him to bless it.  And guess what?  It was enough.  When you give everything you have and ask the Savior to bless your efforts, I promise you that it will be enough.  He will make it be enough.

6. I feel like I have nothing to show for my work. As a mother I have often thought, “Everything I do gets undone.  I cook meals; the food gets eaten. I clean the house; it gets messed up.  I do the laundry; the clothes get dirty. I have nothing to show for my work at the end of the day.” 

When our children were young I felt like I spent all my time just meeting the basic needs of the family.  By the time I exercised, showered and dressed, did my hair and makeup, did the girls hair and dressed three kids, fixed breakfast and cleaned the house, it was already noon.  It felt like I was running in quick sand or walking in deep snow up to my waist.  It was just so hard to get anything done. There was always the frustration of seeing my 15 page to-do list knowing that I probably wouldn’t even get to the list.

Someone told me during those busy years, “Just because you aren’t finishing anything doesn’t mean you aren’t accomplishing anything.”  They were absolutely right! Can you imagine if you stopped doing the routine, menial tasks for even a day or two?  The dishes would pile up in the sink; the family would run out of clothes; the house would be a disaster.  Everything you do does matter.  Your efforts provide a comfortable home for your family to come home to every day.

7. I feel like I can’t get anything done because of constant interruptions. I used to get frustrated because I could never complete a task. There was no getting from point A to point B because the kids kept interrupting me.  Then one day I realized how wrong my thinking was.  A mother complaining about her children interrupting her was like a doctor saying, “I’m trying to get my work done, but these patients keep coming in and interrupting me.”  Those patients are his work!  I once heard a saying that hit me right between the eyes.  “Anything that is a priority is not an interruption.”  Ouch!

8. I feel like my husband doesn’t understand what I go through every day. You know what – that’s right. He doesn’t understand, and he never will – anymore than you will ever understand what it’s like to be the breadwinner of a family supporting a wife and children. Don’t frustrate yourself trying to make him understand.  If he has the opportunity to tend the children for several days alone, he will understand.  When you’re feeling frustrated and overwhelmed, talk to your mother, sisters, or girlfriends instead of unloading on your husband.  It will get you the validation and empathy you deserve because they do understand.

As I said at the beginning, raising young children is certainly an adventure.  There will definitely be times when you feel like you are dumpster diving in the loony bin.  There will be times when you feel claustrophobic, overwhelmed, frustrated, and guilty.  But I can assure you that those precious years can also be one of your greatest sources of joy and happiness.  I no longer live in the loony bin; I only visit occasionally.  But as I look at our children today, age 12-22, I can testify to you that it was all worth it.  Every single second was worth it.  Our children will always be my number one source of happiness and joy. 
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