I Don’t Suffer From Insanity, I Enjoy Every Minute of It!

I recently heard a funny quote.  “One out of every three Americans is suffering from some form of mental illness.  Think of two of your best friends.  If they are OK, then it must be you.
I’d like to share a couple of journal entries with you.

May 18, 2007

It’s 10:45 pm, but today was such an interesting day I just had to write about it.    I spent a lot of time last night trying to get ready for today because I had something scheduled every hour on the hour and I knew it would be tight. 

I had to get all the kids ready and in the car to drive to Idaho Falls by 8 am, which is no small feat, especially when Lindsey loses her shoes along the way. My plan was to go to Barnes and Noble and then to JC Penney to find some pants since I’m down to one pair.  I went to the bookstore and found my book, but when I went to pay for it I noticed that my wallet was missing. I retraced my steps through the whole bookstore but it wasn’t there.  I searched the Suburban twice and couldn’t find it.  I was beginning to get nervous that if it wasn’t sitting on the island at home, I’d have to cancel all my credit cards and checks.  I called three different neighbors to see if they could run down to our house to check, but none of them were home.  I finally I got a hold of a friend who said she would go to our house and then call me back on my cell phone.

While I was waiting, I lost my cell phone in addition to the wallet and desperately looked for both.  I managed to find the cell phone, and then I found my wallet, which I had closed in the stroller.  I never did make it to JC Penney to look for pants.  I ran three additional errands and then drove to Pocatello, an hour away. We took Savannah to the oral surgeon’s office because she needed to have four permanent teeth and one baby tooth removed.  Two of the teeth were impacted in the bone, so it was pretty invasive.

On our way home, things got really crazy.  Savannah was sitting in the back seat with blood running down her face.  She was crying as she came out of the anesthesia.  Lindsey hadn’t taken a nap all day.  Tanner was crying. Josh was crying because I had run out of formula to make him a bottle. At one point, they were all crying.  Since I was driving, there wasn’t a lot I could do.  We still had to stop at the pharmacy to get Savannah’s medication.  I was supposed to be picking up Paige at a friend’s house – it was just ugly.  

When we got home and walked into the house, Savannah still had blood running down her face.  Doug just looked at me like “Oh my goodness.” He had had a terrible day too. His part time employee had to quit and nothing stresses him out more than trying to replace employees.  We were both having terrible, horrible, no good, very bad days.  We were trying to help each other, but it was pretty difficult.  It was a lovely day. Hopefully tomorrow will be better.

September 29, 2004

I had a crazy experience the other day.  My brother and his wife were kind enough to watch my kids while I went shopping at the mall in Pocatello.  After picking up the kids, the car started shaking really hard. (It turned out to be an $83 coil that sparks the cylinder.)  Anyway, the car shook as I drove down the road, which was interesting since I had purchased a vase of roses for some people in our ward and I was trying to hold them so that the water wouldn’t splash out.  During this balancing act, a policeman pulled me over for speeding.  Apparently I was going 43 in a 30 mph zone.

To make matters more interesting, my new car insurance papers had come the week before and were still sitting on my cupboard at home, as was my new car registration which had also expired the week before.  The officer, bless his heart, didn’t give me a ticket (I have been blessed in that regard many times) but my poor children in the back seat were mortified.  That’s all they talked about all the way home.  To make matters worse, I had called Doug to tell him that if I wasn’t home in 45 minutes, he should come looking for me.  I was trying to make it home in time but couldn’t go very fast because 1) I couldn’t speed and 2) my car was still shaking.  Anyway, I got home just as Doug was pulling out of the driveway.

The other day I saw a list of the top ten most stressful professions.  They featured occupations like pilots, police officers, broadcasters and taxi drivers.  I was disappointed to see that motherhood didn’t make the list. (Obviously the list was compiled by someone who had never given birth or tried to raise a child to adulthood.) 

There is a lot that could be said about the challenges of parenthood, but I’d like to boil it down to one simple principle.  When the stress in your life exceeds your ability to cope, you have three options.  You can decrease the stress in your life; increase your ability to cope, or both. Let’s start with the first one.

Dr. Phil has this advice for overscheduled Moms:

Acknowledge your role.
Stop playing the victim. How much of your current situation have you created? Are you the sole architect of your hectic, overscheduled life?

Ask yourself why you've created this.
What are you trying to prove? Are you trying to prove to yourself or to the world that you are a supermom? Are you running from something? Are you trying to stay so busy that you don't have time to think about something that is deeply troubling you?

Change your definition of what a "good mother" is.
A good mother isn't necessarily the person who gets the most activities done in the least amount of time. Many moms get overscheduled because they feel they have to be the most efficient, most giving, most sacrificing, highest achieving, "best" mother they can possibly be. Perhaps if you asked your children to define "best mom," they would use words like available, accessible, relaxed, loving and caring.

Learn to delegate.
You are not a failure as a wife, mother, or employee if you delegate. This includes delegating to your husband and children. 
Everywhere you go, you are asked to do more.  Your child’s teacher at parent teacher conference says to read to your child more often.  The family history coordinator says that you should be writing your life history.  Your daughter’s piano teacher says she really needs to spend more time on piano.  It can be a little overwhelming.  

I like to picture an old fashioned scale in my mind.  On one side I place all the items in my “to-do” list.  On the other side, I place my sanity.  I give myself permission to add as many activities as possible to the left side, as long as it doesn’t outweigh my sanity on the other.

“One of the big secrets of motherhood is that we can’t do it all.  But another important secret is that we can usually find a way to do the things that matter most to us if we will consciously let go of the things that matter less.  So what matters most to you as a mother?  Is it having family meals together?  Is it being sure to share those fun stories from The Friend with your little ones?  Or, is it taking time to be fully present for a period of time each day with your child without rushing? (10 Secrets to Being a Happy Mother of Young Children, LDS Living March/April 2007)

Another thing we can do to decrease stress in our lives is to become solution oriented.  This principle took me years to learn but is so effective. For so many years, I just complained when things got hard, instead of trying to solve the issues once and for all. Here is a journal entry that explains my conversion.

March 3, 2006

I used to expect my husband to understand what it’s like to be a stay-at-home mom.  I would just beat him over the head with information trying to get him to understand, and yet that is not a realistic expectation for women to have. Because unless you’ve done it day after day after day, there’s no way you could understand it, anymore than I can understand what it’s like for him to be the primary breadwinner and carry around that heavy responsibility.  I think in the past, during the times when I felt like he didn’t understand, I wouldn’t listen to his advice.  It’s kind of like, “I don’t care how much you know until I know how much you care” – until I know that you understand me, I’m not going to listen to your advice.  Half way through our conversation last night I thought, “That’s really stupid Shannon because he has some good ideas.”  He’s kind enough that he’s not going to butt in and say things, but I know that he has the wheels turning in his head as he observes me interacting with the kids everyday.  He probably has a pretty good birds eye view of what goes on, and being on the outside probably has a fresher perspective than I do.  I thought “I’m just going to accept his advice and ask him for counsel and get his opinion on things.”  I really learned a lot.  

I’ll give you just one example of advice I took to heart that really made a difference.  There was a time when one of our children clung to me 24 hours a day.  They wouldn’t let go.  No matter how much I loved them, how much attention I gave them, they continued to cling to me which wore me down emotionally.  Not only that, but I sat by that child every night at dinner which wore me out even more.  I didn’t want to hurt the child’s feelings, so I just dealt with it day after day.  One night, while complaining to my husband about it, he simply said, “Why don’t you sit by someone else at dinner?”  We adjusted our seating arrangement and would you believe?  The problem was solved.  

Richard G. Scott once said, “In order to accomplish something you’ve never before accomplished, you have to do something you’ve never before done.” Or like someone else said, “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.” So often as parents we deal with the same repetitive problems.  We would do well to stop complaining, analyze the situation, decide on a solution, and implement it.  If that one doesn’t work, go back to the drawing board and find another solution.  So many problems can be eliminated this way.

Sometimes, despite our best efforts, we can’t decrease the stress in our lives.  Fortunately, it doesn’t matter how much stress we have, so long as it is less that our ability to cope.  There are several ways we can increase our coping abilities.

Start by taking good care of yourself physically.  Eat right and exercise and maintain a healthy weight.  When I fail to do these things I become sluggish and my energy level drops.  I am irritable and my coping abilities suffer.

Get enough sleep! This is oftentimes the hardest of all.  When our first daughter was born, the nurse asked if we would like to have the nurses take care of her in the nursery or have her with us in our room.  We said, “She’s our child.  Of course she’s going to room with us!”  She screamed the entire night!  If I had known that that was my last night of sleep ever, I would have readily accepted their offer.

Let me share a journal entry written after the birth of our fifth child.

January 12, 2007

I’m lying here in bed and I thought it would be interesting to share what I go through each night just to go to bed.  Once I decide it’s time for sleep, I have to gather up my supplies.  I lay out the diapers and the wipes and breast pads for when Josh wakes up in the night.  Then I have to get three bottles and boil them so I can use them in the night.  I get the formula and make sure there’s a scooper in it and then I get the saline to unstuff his nose and the Mylicon drops in case he has gas. I set up the monitor so that I can hear him when he cries in the night. I set my alarm so that I can wake up in the morning for the bus.  I brush my teeth and take out my contacts and say my prayers. I breast feed Josh and give him a bottle. Then I give him his Mylicon and swab his mouth with Nystatin for thrush, then lay him down so he can sleep.  Then I crawl into bed.  It’s kind of a time consuming process.  It takes me about an hour each night just to get to bed.

No wonder we’re tired in the morning!  My sister shared the following with me.

One morning when my husband was having a hard time getting out of bed, our son got his glasses off the desk and put them on his face.  He then got the chapstick and started smearing it on his lips.  The other morning when he was trying to get me out of bed, he turned on the light and took off my covers.  After I continued to lie there for a few minutes he said, “Mom, are you stuck?”

Our two-year-old daughter, Paige, did something similar. She came into my bedroom at six in the morning and got me up.  As we walked into the living room together, she proudly said with great enthusiasm “Mom, you were done sleeping so I woke you up.”

Getting adequate rest is one of the most difficult aspects of parenting.  You may have to move heaven and earth, but I hope you will make it a top priority.  You may even have to get really creative.

March 20, 2002 

This past month has been a wild ride to say the least. Paige’s inability to sleep, our dilemma of the week, turned into our dilemma of the month.  For 3-4 weeks straight she woke up at 5 am and didn’t go back to bed.  She also started waking up 2-3 times during the night and stopped taking naps during the day.  Coupled with the fact that Tanner was feeding every 3-4 hours during the night, it was one sleepless night after another.  And since our house is small, it pretty much involved the whole family.  I can remember one night when Paige woke up at 12:30, Tanner at 1:30, Paige 2:30, Tanner 3:30, Paige 4:30, Tanner 5:30 – it was unreal.  I could hardly function.  The most frustrating thing was that we tried literally everything we could possibly think of to help her sleep – snacks before bed, potty before bed, sleeping next to her crib, sleeping with her on the couch, making a tape of all of her favorite songs and stories for reassurance – you name it, we did it, and nothing helped at all. 

Finally, Doug suggested that since his parents were in Boise, we should go live at their house for 3-4 days, spread out the family at night so we couldn’t hear each other, and let Paige cry herself back to sleep when she awoke so that she could reset her biological clock.  It sounded so complicated, but desperate times call for desperate measures, so we did it.  It was the smartest thing we have ever done!  We checked on Paige frequently in the night and she did really well – hardly cried at all.  And within a day or two, she was sleeping through the night and sleeping in until 7 or 8.  It felt so good to sleep again!  We were a new family.  We have been home for two days now and she continues to do very well.  The other thing she started doing was taking off all her clothes at night, so we found a way to safety pin her sleepers so she can’t get out of them.  I think we have solved the dilemma.  She is so much happier now that she is getting enough sleep and so are the rest of us.  

We can also increase our ability to cope by accepting help from others.  

February 23, 2007

This has been a very interesting week to say the least.  Doug left on Wednesday for a five- day guy’s trip to Mesquite and St. George.  I was so excited to see him go because he has been doing double duty here at home and he is so stressed out at work that he deserved a break.  Unfortunately, it has been nothing but horrible around here since he left.  Usually we do really well when he goes on a trip. When he goes to scout camp or whatever, it’s no big deal.  For some reason this time it has been an incredibly hard experience.  

On Wednesday Savannah was home with the stomach flu and on Thursday Tanner stayed home from preschool with the stomach flu.  Thursday afternoon I got a call from Paige’s school saying that she was sick, so she has the flu.  Lindsey has had diarrhea that won’t stop and when you’re home alone with four children with the stomach flu for five days while your husband is out of town – just do the math.  It’s not a pretty experience.

To make matters worse, Wednesday night I was up for 3-4 hours with Lindsey.  I had given her some medication to stop the diarrhea and I think it caused excitability. She just did not go to sleep, so I probably got 3-4 hours of sleep.  Last night I knew I needed to have a good night’s sleep or I knew I wouldn’t make it.  Paige was up all night long throwing up – sick as a dog.  I ended up getting about four hours of sleep.  

By the time I woke up this morning I honestly did not know what I was going to do.  I had thought about calling my parents to come up for a little while, but there was a storm that came in last night and the roads are very icy.  I didn’t feel comfortable asking them to be on the road for an hour and a half.  My main concern was Savannah’s school play.  She had the leading role of Sacagawea and she’s been talking about it for months. I wanted to be there to support her especially since Doug couldn’t go, but I knew that I was going to have sick kids at home. I felt torn and didn’t know who to ask to come into our disease-ridden home to be with the kids so that I could go to the play.

Anyway, I ended up calling Ruth Hammond and bless her heart, she came.  She was a Godsend.  She’s been around the block.  She knows what it’s like to be a young mother, even though she’s a grandma now. She came over and watched Paige and Lindsey so that I could go to the play. All the way home I kept thinking, “I wish I could ask her to stay one more hour so that I could go to sleep.” I knew if I could even get a one hour nap it would turn things around because I felt like we were in a downward spiral.  

When I got home I thanked her so much for coming and she said, “Wouldn’t you like to go upstairs and sleep for an hour.  I would be happy to watch your kids.”  I didn’t even argue with her. I was so excited, I just ran up the stairs, my head hit the pillow and I was out.  I got a wonderful hour of sleep and it made all the difference in the world.  I will be forever grateful for her.

The journal entry continues:

I had a similar experience last week.  I had taken Tanner to preschool and I had to go to the post office and the library and run several errands.  I had the kids with me.  When we got to the library I realized I had locked the keys in the Suburban. I didn’t know what I was going to do.  Doug was out of town and my in-laws are in St. George.  It was one of those “can anything else go wrong” kind of days.  I called Margaret Turpin, my wonderful neighbor, and she went over to our house and got the keys and came and brought them to me at the library.  I feel like I’ve had to rely so much on other people these last three months.  I get so tired of asking, but I’m so thankful for those little favors that mean so much.  Ruth coming over today made all the difference.  I think I’m going to make it through the rest of Doug’s trip.  He’ll be home Sunday night, so we’re just going to hunker down here.  

Moral of the story:  Don’t hesitate to ask for help.  Accept it readily when it is offered. It’s not a sign of weakness and provides others with opportunities to serve.

I have an incredibly supportive husband and couldn’t ask for better friends.  We are also blessed with wonderful extended family members who are always willing to lend a hand.  They’ve always been there for me.  There are, however, times in life when the pressures are great and help simply unavailable.   That’s when we find out just how strong we are.

I remember one morning that was especially difficult.  Our last child had been born six weeks premature.  I had just been through the craziness of Christmas and two months of post-partum depression.  Our toddler had been crawling out of bed and refused to sleep day or night.  I had been up all night with the baby because he had thrush for the third time, and was suffering from colic and a stuffy nose.  We had been to Boise for a baby blessing with all seven of us in the same hotel room.  Sleep had been in short supply.  The kids had woken me up at 6 am complaining of fevers and colds.  My daughter was playing in the flour and had pulled the baby off the couch by his arm.  I shut the cabinet door with my foot a little too hard and broke the entire thing.  The kids wrote in a book with a pen, climbed on the furniture, got Desitin on their shirts and threw food off their trays – all before 9:30 am.  A friend of mine called.  She was pregnant and needed a babysitter.  I was in too deep to be of any help.  Another friend was pregnant with her fifth, and my neighbor was expecting twins.  My other friend was due any day.  All of us were overwhelmed.  No one could help anybody.  It was every man for himself.

Several years ago I watched an episode of “The Biggest Loser,” a TV program where contestants compete to see who can lose the most weight. There was an older woman competing against several young contestants.  The interviewer asked her “How do you expect to compete with people several years younger than you.”  I’ll never forget her reply.  “I’m going to give it everything I have, and then I’m going to give it everything I don’t have.”  We are often called upon to do exactly that.

An Olympic swimmer was once asked what he did to become an Olympic athlete; what made it possible for him to compete at such a high level.  As he reflected on the hundreds and hundreds of hours of personal sacrifice and determination it required he said, “Stroke when you don’t want to stroke, and kick when you don’t want to kick.” That is the answer. First we give it everything we have; then we give it everything we don’t have.  We reach down deep to our untapped reserves because we have no choice.

When we run out of reserves, we can draw upon the enabling power of the atonement to see us through.  Christ’s power is infinite and He is more than willing to share it.  Having the constant companionship of the Holy Ghost will enable us to draw upon His power.  It will buoy us up and strengthen us.  Just like is says in Phillipians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.”

I have learned from experience that our level of happiness and success is in our own hands.  We are the gatekeepers of our schedules.  We determine how much we put on our plates. I can testify that as we increase our physical stamina, get adequate rest, accept help from others and keep the spirit of the Lord in our lives, we will have what it takes to be strong enough to meet any challenge.  In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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