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#1 Going to a Meeting
(published in Northwest Family March 1999)


Late one Sunday afternoon, my 3-year old daughter, Amanda, came into my room carrying her Big Bird bag stuffed with small toys.  "Bye-bye, Mom," she announced proudly.


"Where are you going, sweetheart?"


"To a meeting.  Just a short one.  I'll be back soon."  She smiled and trotted off into the living room.  


Her words echoed in my head and I felt a tight squeeze as guilt put a grip on my heart.  How often do I say "I'm going to a meeting"?  I wasn't aware of it at all.  Just like "in a minute", my own words were coming back to haunt me.  


As a single parent, I am constantly overwhelmed with the challenge of balancing my personal and business life with that of being a good mother.  I strongly believe that I am a better mother because I nurture my personal interests.  But sometimes that nurturing takes me away from my daughter.


Amanda wandered back into my room where I sat staring at my blank computer screen.  "You can come to the meeting, Mommy, but you have to be very quiet."  Her voice dropped to a whisper.


"Can I?" I replied.  Laughing, I scooped her up in my arms, remembering the time my baby-sitter got sick and I tried to take Amanda to a board meeting for the writers association I belong to.  She was not quite three and the experience did not go well.  Even though we brought her books and color crayons and talked about being quiet, she spent most of the time trying to touch everything in the hostess's (non-child) house and then removed everything from my brief case.


"Maybe we can have a meeting together--just you and I,"  I said.


"Okay.  I'll get some lunch."  She waddled off to her room in search of empty cups and spoons for an imaginary feast.


My daughter does not have a stay home, bake cookies and sew, mom.  In fact, I don't think I've baked cookies since she was born.  We attempt a few slapped together craft projects on the weekends between frantic trips to the zoo or the beach or the playground--all the things I feel we miss during the week when I am working full time, going to meetings, teaching writing classes, and working on my own writing.  She is a happy, well-balanced child, very social and really enjoys playing with other children.  My guilt comes and goes with the wind depending on my strength and the number of commitments I have in addition to my job.  


Often, when my stay-home-mom sister produces a wonderful new craft/sewing/baking project, and I feel a twinge of "shouldn't I be more like that?".  Taking a deep breath, I blow out the guilt and remind myself that I am doing what I love and that is the message I want to send to my daughter.  Doing what others want or expect you to do does not make you satisfied or content.  Do what you love and you will be happy.  You may not be one hundred per-cent free from guilt, but you will be happy, and what is more important than that?

#2  Financially Challenged Or Just Plain Broke!

“Simply give others a bit of yourself; a thoughtful act, a helpful idea, a word of appreciation, a lift over a rough spot, a sense of understanding, a timely suggestion. You take something out of your mind, garnished in kindness out of your heart, and put it into the other fellow's mind and heart.”  Charles H. Burr

I recently entered a mall, something I had not done in a long time, and decided since I had a free ten minutes, I would window shop.  Wandering into a local department store, I leisurely (well, as leisurely as a single mom can) made my way into the women’s section and noticed a very pretty and practical canary yellow shirt.  

Unobtrusively I glanced at the price tag--$75!  Who pays $75 for a shirt?  Who pays $45 for that matter?  I can feed my daughter and myself for over two weeks on $75.  If I save $75 ten times I can pay my rent.  Not only that, if I spent $75 on a shirt and it got catsup stains on it (or worse) I would be devastated! 

Maybe if I was married to a successful dot.comer or if I suddenly won the lottery I might pay $75 for a shirt.  I doubt it.  I have become thrift store shopper extraordinare.  I get my thrills from finding an Eddie Bauer T-shirt, with the tags on, for two bucks.  My daughter can take her own cart, fill it up, weed it out, and we leave the store spending five dollars or less. 

I could not stay sane if I purchased expensive furniture and the cat scratched it or it didn’t stand up to kids jumping on it once in awhile.  My priorities are for having fun instead of worrying about how to take care of my possessions. 

What kind of a world are we living in where it is accepted to put our priorities and our money, into clothing?  Or cars or houses or… you fill it in.  I find that the more financially challenged I have been, the more I believe I have grown by lowering my standards and prioritizing real necessities over wants. 

What message are we sending our children when we allow them to wear $200 shoes—shoes that they will grow out of in less than a year?  That having ‘stuff’ is more important that giving hanging out as a family?

I have struggled with money all my life.  I tend to avoid dealing with it so as not to see how much I don’t have.  Guess what, that doesn’t work.  I want to teach my daughter moneys real value, what it can do if you cherish it, take care of it, and spend it with love and kindness for yourself and others.  It can have no power over you unless you let it. 

Does all this mean I never treat myself to something frivolous?  No.  I just make smarter frivolous choices.  Choices that are conscious and won’t make me feel guilty later.  

One of my favorite authors, SARK, says, “Let money be a flying carpet in your life.  Let it travel you to where you want to go.”

Money is one piece of the “taking care of you” puzzle.  You cannot be a strong parent when you are constantly worrying about whether or not the power company will shut off the lights.  I have learned to stand tall and ask for help where I can.  All anyone can say is no.  They might even say yes.

A single parent friend and I kept discussing how hard we worked to keep our households going and how late fees and other crazy charges that get added to just about everything don’t help our challenge.  So we wrote a letter stating that we were hard working single parents who struggled to make ends meet and any help would be welcome.  We stuffed this letter in all our bills for two months.  The results were amazing.  Late charges disappeared.  Finance fees were waived.  Extra time was given to pay.  I even received one call from a woman who said “My daughter is a single parent and I know what you are going through.  I’ve written off that small amount you still owe.”

I recommend that everyone read Suze Orman’s financial planning books.  She writes in simple English and doesn’t talk down to you if you don’t have any knowledge (or money).  I also like “Your Money Or Your Life” by Joe Dominguez, Vicki Robin.  Knowledge is power.  Understanding money gives you power over it. 


Most days I feel just plain broke and I long for a mysterious deposit into my bank account—just enough so I don’t have to struggle.  But how much would be enough?  Instead, I think I’ll keep scouting the thrift stores and saving my pennies where I can, knowing that I am learning a valuable lesson and passing on that wisdom to my daughter.
#3  What About Me?


I recently spent a weekend at a retreat for women.  Through the seminars and speakers, I heard a message repeated over and over.  It was about finding your way, taking care of yourself, and letting go of self-pity.  I got very energized.  There are so many things I want to be doing.  I have dreams of starting my own business, quitting my full-time job to be a full-time writer, having time and energy to exercise and get my body in better shape.  But right now, ninety percent of my time and energy go into work and taking care of my daughter.  For a brief moment, I felt angry with my child.  How dare she take away my dreams!  

Did I admit that?  What kind of a mother am I?  The guilt wrapped around my heart and squeezed.  Then I transferred the guilt back to me.  If only I had more discipline.  If only I was a better time manager, if only I managed my money better I wouldn’t have to work full-time, if only…

There are three types of guilt.  True, false and misplaced.  False and misplaced are often used by our enemies to get to us.  But they are frequently used by single parents against ourselves.  Misplaced guilt is the mother who blames herself for her son’s bike accident because she allowed him to ride to the store.  False guilt is blaming yourself for things that are not in your control.  We set standards for ourselves that are higher than any we ever set for others.  A grief counselor told my sister never say anything to herself that she wouldn’t say out loud to someone else.  Wow!  What a new way of thinking.
Next time you beat yourself up over not doing every single thing you think you “should”, stop and remind yourself of what you are doing.  Remove the “shoulds” from your life.  Give yourself a break.  You are accomplishing something, even if it is only getting through the day.

I remind myself that my child is not the one stopping me from achieving.  Circumstances may be slowing me down—being a parent is an overwhelming and challenging job.  But I can do whatever I want to do.  I may not be able to do it alone.  My plan for achieving my dreams may take longer than someone with a spouse and a second income.  But I can do it.  Remember The Little Engine That Could… I think I can, I think I can.

Single parents must be determined to take time to do things for themselves.  Learning to say no is a big part of it.  So is setting priorities and sticking to them.  Don’t give up and don’t give in to the guilt.  Treat yourself as well as you treat everyone else.  You and your children will be so much happier.

#4 Summer, Sanity, And The Single Parent

It’s only May and already I’m trying to figure out where the summer went.  The end of school is just months away and I have to figure out how to keep my seven-year old daughter busy, cared for, and hopefully not too bored for eleven long weeks.  
I started a folder of all the summer camp applications and other paper work associated with figuring out what the heck is my child going to do all summer.  If I ask my daughter today if theater camp sounds good she might say sure, but invariably three weeks from now after I’ve sent in the application she’ll change her mind and decide she wouldn’t be caught dead there.  She has absolutely no interest in any sports other than gymnastics so it is easy to weed out the baseball, volleyball, and soccer camp programs. 
The next step—how will I pay for all this?  Everyone wants a deposit now and I just drained my savings account to pay my taxes--there’s nothing left.  This one wants a $20 per week deposit.  Another wants half down.  It’s over $250 and I just don’t have it.  If I add up the weeks, 11 times at least $150 per, that’s $1,650—all most two extra months of rent payments!  I know what I should be planning for summer--a second job.
I may qualify for many scholarships and I promote “asking for help” in all my classes.  So I suck in the pride and make the first round of calls asking for scholarship forms, knowing perfectly well that by the time I get them completed and turned in most of the spots will be full. 

The other day my daughter asked why parents didn’t get a summer vacation too.  I was at a loss for words.  Maybe (in my spare time) I’ll write a piece of legislation that requires that all adults with kids get a two-month break each summer.  (While I’m at it, I’ll include a daily siesta as well.)  It would be a lot more fun to plan weeks at camp if I got to attend too. 
Although I don’t get time off, summer breaks the routine for both me and my daughter.  I must now find a new way to work since most of the camps leave from a different area than her school.  This one has a drop off of 8:00 am or 6:30 am if you pay extra. Another one isn’t open until nine—and I’m supposed to be at work by eight.  Where are those bus schedules when you need them! 
I’m saved!  My mother calls and offers to pay for my daughter to attend a one-week over-night camp with her cousins.  One week is done!  Only 10 more to go.  I start to daydream about inventing a computer program that will compile, record, and track kid’s summer schedules.  I don’t have the time or knowledge to produce it, but what a great idea!  I start to remember back to the days when I thought parents were nuts for trying to over “plan” their kids lives.  Now I comprehend that it is the only way to sanity.  
All this whining and I only have one child!  I feel for you parents of two, three or more.  I can’t imagine getting them all to agree on a plan for summer.
Summer should be a time for fun in the sun, relaxing, and enjoying the out-of-doors, especially here in the Pacific Northwest.  I only hope that this summer the months don’t fly by too quickly and that both my daughter and I get to enjoy some “together” time. Maybe I’ll even get a hint of a tan.  Nah, I’ll stick with the sunless tanning lotion and enjoy a few moments of building sandcastles or blowing bubbles in the backyard instead. 

#5  Single Parenting and the Internet

Who thought up this Internet thing and when am I supposed to have time (and energy and patience) to use it?  I have a stack of wonderful parenting books next to my bed that I haven’t yet found the time to read.  I have a pile of papers on the kitchen table to sort through.  The stack of bills is getting very close to toppling over in to the trash (that might be a good thing).  When would I find time to go “on-line”?
Don’t get me wrong, I like the Internet.  I just don’t know who these people are who spend their day shopping, visiting auctions (more shopping), having in-depth discussions in chat rooms, and forwarding funny e-mails.  I have trouble fitting in time during the day to pay my bills, manage my calendar, deal with all the paper that comes home from school, and still try and spend some time with my child.  Forget quality time, I’m shooting for just time, period.  Ah, hah, you say.  You can handle all that on-line!  
Since I became a one-income family and found myself “financially challenged” I don’t have the top speed computer with hundreds of gigabits of storage.  And I don’t have DSL to speed up my Internet connection.  In other words, my computer is slow.  Really, really slow.  I know there is great information out there on the web, but I just don’t have the patience to wait for it.  And, if I do manage to find time to locate a great site for single parents (ie: www.makinglemonade.com) I don’t have time to read through all the articles that sound interesting!  Print them out you say?  My printer is three-times slower than my computer and once it starts making its bumps and grids, the cat decides that it is the most fascinating thing in the house and attacks each piece of paper as it exits the machine.
The television only adds to my guilt for on-line celibacy by promoting web sites during the commercials of just about every show on the Disney Channel.  “Mom, can we go to Disney.com”.  Or “Mom (hear the whine), why didn’t you remember to go to wasteoftime.com and vote for my favorite Powderpuff Girl?” 
“Okay dear, I’ll add that to my to-do list and maybe we can get to it before next Thanksgiving.”
As I understand it, there are many wonderful chat rooms on the Internet where I could get answers to my most challenging parenting questions.  Some of these include, how do I find a really good after-school program, how do I survive the summer scheduling crisis, or what do I do when my 70 lb. child sits down and says no and I can’t physically move her?  (Also, why is everything on the Internet listed as free but really needs a credit card to pay for the exorbitant shipping charges?”)
So I add to my list of items to feel guilty about:

· Not using the Internet to its full potential

· Not being as educated a parent as I could be

· Not really being committed to my friends since when I delete most of their funny e-mails without reading them

· Not being able to teach my child the patience needed to “surf the net”

Yes, I moan and groan a lot about the Internet, but I am intelligent enough to understand its value and its limitations.  I live with the dream that one day, I’ll be a stay home writer with unlimited income and time, and I’ll be able to save even more time by spending my day surfing.  For now however, my priorities are different.  I’d rather spend my free moments snuggling with my daughter under the flannel sheets reading out of a good old-fashion book.

SIDEBAR:

Some sites that you might find worth visiting (if you can make the time):

www.Solosingles.com 

www.Singleparents.about.com 

www.Singleparents.org   (currently only AZ chapters)
www.Supportkids.com (helps collect child support)
www.dadmag.com 

http://www.parentsplace.com/family/singleparent/articles
www.parentswithoutpartners.com 

www.makinglemonade.com 

www.parentsoup.com 

http://singleparentsnetwork.com/ 
http://singleparentsnetwork.com 

http://www.nucleus.com/~jlassali/ (single parent world)

http://www.singleparentcentral.com/ 

http://seattle-city.parenthood.com/ 
#6  If I Only I Knew Then What I Know Now

Getting divorced is a traumatic experience.  Anyone who tells you different is either lying or they’re just forgetful—in the same way mothers are forgetful when it comes to the pain of child birth.  Getting divorced or becoming widowed, and at the same time becoming a single parent, is like piling one more piece of garbage on an already over-flowing can.  
After a divorce, you may feel sad, angry, betrayed, hurt, drained, and a multitude of other things, but the focus of your energy remains on making sure your children don’t see your pain so they will become “well adjusted” despite there being one less parent.  
Nobody told me I would be raising my daughter virtually alone.  Nobody explained that that meant I would rarely be able to go shopping alone much less have some privacy in the bathroom.  If someone had told me I would give my soul to have one night of uninterrupted sleep, maybe I would have told them they were nuts.  
I was so thrilled to be out of a marriage that had made me miserable for years, I thought life had just begun over and everything I wanted to do would now be possible.  Ah, the lies we tell ourselves.  If I knew that for the next several years I would be going to the food bank, dealing with collectors who don’t think being a single parent without child support is an excuse for not paying on time, and putting $1.15 worth of gas in the car because that’s all the money I had… I would have changed my name and disappeared. 
There should be a manual for newly single parents.  It might explain what to do when the adorable little kitten you got your daughter (so wouldn’t feel guilty that she didn’t a childhood pet) would turn into a holy terror who ravaged your home on a daily basis.  It might give pointers on how to run ten or more errands during a one-hour lunch break (so you can do them without your child) and still actually find time to eat something other than a McDonald’s hamburger. 
Divorce means you no longer have to deal with your ex, right?  How wrong I was.  It took four years to not cry after every conversation and to actually be able to speak his name without wanting to kill someone.  Collecting child support is a whole other ballgame.  So is trying to create a working visitation plan, especially after he moves across the country. 
But if I had known all of the wild and wacky ways my life would change when I became a single parent, would I have done anything different?  Probably not.  I left my marriage because it wasn’t working—so much so that I ended up in the hospital.  (Amazing the things your body will tell you.)  I am a better person because of what I’ve learned in the struggle to be a parent and still be me simultaneously. 
Some things I’ve learned, good and bad, since becoming a single parent:

· There are people out there who are prejudiced against single parents.

· I always earn about $50 too much to get any kind of assistance.

· My family is wonderful and I can’t imagine being a single parent completely alone.
· Even though my family is wonderful, I need to meet with other single parents who really understand what it’s like. 

· Pick your battles or you’ll run out of energy for the really important ones

To quote a song by Garth Brooks, “I could have missed the pain, but than I’d have missed the Dance.”  The dance of a single parent is like the biggest, fastest, most upside down roller coaster.  Maybe some day I won’t remember the pain, just like I don’t remember being in labor. And the child, the product of all the struggle, will grow up happy and healthy and change the world—she’s already changed mine for the better. 

#7 Making Memories

The holidays are coming, creeping up on us at fantastic speed.  The panic begins to set in.  Only a limited number of paychecks left until the big day!  Time to make plans, set budgets, and buy gifts!  Time to get wish lists from my nieces, nephew, and my daughter.  How to decide what to buy them when they already have so much?  My heart begins to race just thinking of the next few weeks. 

To relax, I think back on the holiday celebrations of the past and try to remember specific gifts that touched me.  I have many memories that have survived (with the help of a few photos) like the years my sister and I got matching homemade flannel pjs, the year we got the dolls whose hair grew at a tug of the ponytail, the year I got that book that really spoke to me.  There are a few gifts that have special meaning because of a certain time they were given or because they were selected by a certain someone.  Mostly, all the toys, and clothes, and “stuff” I received through the years is long gone.  How can I give something this year that will be remembered?

One Christmas gift still remains fresh in my mind.  I was maybe nine or ten years old.  My father slipped a white envelope into the top of our stockings several days before Christmas.  The simple plain white envelope was unremarkable except that it bore the letters SST.  What was in it?  What did it mean?  My sister and I agonized for days over the mystery of the envelopes.  When the holiday finally came, all the brightly wrapped gifts took a back seat to those simple envelopes. 

And what did they hold?  The gift of time.  The SST stood for “Secret Saturday Trip”.  We were going to spend a day with Dad.  We could invite one friend.  The twist was that we wouldn’t know where we were going or what we would do.  More anticipation!

We didn’t do anything very out of the ordinary on my Saturday.  We drove to the airport and rode on ‘the subway’.  We visited Ye Olde Curiosity Shoppe on the Seattle waterfront and marveled at its odd merchandise.  We went up to the top of the Space Needle—we played tourist and loved every minute of it.  And now, after all these years, the SST is the gift that lives on--that’s what I remember.

The child in your life, whether daughter or son, nephew or niece, neighbor or child of a friend doesn’t need “stuff” (even if they think they do!).  They need you to give them time. Time to make a memory. 

#8  And the Award Goes To…

“Most of us miss out on life's big prizes. The Pulitzer. The Nobel. Oscars. Tonys. Emmys. But we're all eligible for life's small pleasures. A pat on the back. A kiss behind the ear. A four-pound bass. A full moon. An empty parking space. A crackling fire. A great meal. A glorious sunset. Hot soup. Cold beer. Don't fret about copping life's grand awards. Enjoy its tiny delights. “  Author Unknown 


As far as I know, there is no Emmy or Oscar for the single parent of the year.  Most of the time this qualifies as a “thankless job” that feels about as productive as flipping fries at McDonalds.  I don’t think anyone would call for a vote for the parent who held their head highest in spite of the crimson catsup stain on their while t-shirt (hot dogs for lunch) or the best “outta-sight-and-outta-mind” hair or for having watched The Lion King the most times.  These are not tasks rewarded by our culture.  

If I ran the world I would create a “Most Miserable Parent of the Day” award and let anyone reward themselves for just surviving the day from hell—that seems to pop up about once a week.  
The day that starts with tantrums—sometimes just getting out the door in the morning can be the biggest accomplishment of the day.  Until the school calls to say your child has lice.  Do you know how much lice treatments cost?  So you suck it in and borrow the money and leave your boss’s report undone and rush home to a child who thinks getting out of school means there should be cause for celebration.  

Being home during the day reminds you how many bill collectors and solicitors call so you finally realize you should not answer the phone.  By the time you should be planning dinner you are so tired you can’t imagine what you’ll fix and besides, payday isn’t until next week so it’s boxed mac and cheese again.  “Maybe if I added hot dogs…”

Then the guilt settles in.  Good parents don’t feed their kids mac and cheese.  Good parents can handle trying to get an active child to sit still while you pick every little lice nit out of their hair.  Hah! She won’t even sit still on a regular day to have it combed! 

By the time the child is in bed you are consumed and just plain worn out.  Except you can’t fall asleep because you are thinking of all the work you’ll have to make up for because you left your job early.  Single parenting is a struggle and a challenge.  If we embrace the challenge, we will survive.  There is much to be learned and what doesn’t kill us will make us stronger.  Right?

To quote C.J. Adams, “Ten times a day slow down and remember to do these things… breathe deeply sending gout tension and drawing in the light of peace and healing… Ask for guidance from the Divine source, that the next steps of your journey be taken with great care and deepest wisdom…  And Give thanks for all that you have, that you have come this far, and for all that you are. “

There is something good in every day.  Some days it’s just harder to spot.  Reward yourself for what you have accomplished even if it was only getting through this day.  

#9 Can We Survive Mornings?

It’s 9:00 am and I’m already tired.  The morning did not go well—again.  How to get us up and out of the house on time?  That must be an age old question for all parents.  We’ve laid out the clothes and made lunches the night before, we’ve established a morning routine, we go to bed at a reasonable time, and I get my daughter up with an extra half hour to “wake up.”  What else can be done?

I don’t drink coffee, but I’m thinking of starting.  My daughter, Amanda, is a night person.  Here body clock has been set this way since she was two.  She has trouble settling down at night and falling asleep, and she doesn’t like to get up in the morning.  She’s crabby and unreasonable when woken from sleep and as much as I try and work with her I start to get crabby too.  “What do you want for breakfast?”  I ask.  

“I don’t know,” she replies every morning.  If I just pour a bowl of cereal, she refuses to eat it—“I didn’t want cereal!” she cries.  I know that she is not really awake and doesn’t want to make any choices. 

I cannot stand to leave her in tears each morning.  Today it was me who was almost in tears.  “I can’t do this anymore!” I holler to myself in the car, knowing I’m going to be late to work—again.  Sitting in traffic, trying to shift from parent-mode to stressed-out commuter (is there a non-stressed commuter?) I think how much I wish I didn’t have to work.  But it’s just the two of us so there is no getting around it.  Later, sitting at my desk trying to shift from stressed-out commuter (and parent with lingering guilt) to organized office worker, I wonder if I’m the only one who is this tired, this early. 

I gaze at the picture of Amanda on my desk.  She is a creative, smart, energetic child, everything any parent could wish for.  Why can’t she get up in the mornings?  Is it my lack of professional parenting skills?  We’ll have “that” discussion again tonight.  The one about how we need to watch the clock, how if she wants to take something special to school it must be laid out the night before, no changing her mind.  
She’ll roll her eyes and say, “Mom, I know...” in that voice or she’ll say “if only you would have…”  She’s only nine I remind myself.  But what will we do when she gets older decides that how her hair looks is important!  I know there are no answers to these questions.  Parents and kids naturally struggle with mornings—it seems to be part of the earthly plan. 

I picture the last moment together this morning, Amanda trying to dry her tears so no one at school would see.  I watch her walk around the car (yes, we missed the bus).  She hesitates and comes to my window for a hug.  “I love you,” I tell her.  

“Love ya, Mom,” she says with a small smile and heads toward the building.  We’ll be all right, I think.  Until tomorrow morning. 

#10 Money and Priorities


I once had a tax expert tell me there is no way I was only spending $200 a month on groceries.  I said “you wanna bet?” Being a single-income household has taught me some valuable lessons on how to cut expenses.  

The biggest lesson I have learned during my years of being “financially challenged” is the need to change our expectations of what we “need.”  I have not set foot inside a Nordstrom in years.  I think it might give me a heart attack.  A $50 scarf?  That’ my heating bill for the month.  I’d be on the floor asking someone to call 9-1-1.  

I have learned to find joy in shopping at thrift stores, in finding a brand-name piece of clothing (sometimes with the tags still on) for $1.00.  My daughter enjoys thrift store shopping because her few dollars saved can go a long way.  Yes, it is a different kind of shopping than going to the mall, but I think my daughter is also learning several valuable lessons.  Not just the value of money, but the need for recycling, and in choosing to avoid department stores we can have more in other areas.  At first, I felt embarrassed to tell anyone where I bought that new outfit.  Certainly, there are still certain people that I might not tell.  But mostly I feel proud that I am raising a child who doesn’t need to go to the mall.  

Going to the mall takes on another meaning when I read about two 14-year old girls who were picked up at the mall and taken to a motel and abused.  Our society is different than it was when I was young.  Why has a shopping center become the focus of social interaction? What happened to going over to someone’s house to play?

Also, there is so much more emphasis is on amassing stuff, stuff that will eventually end up in a landfill.  I think being financially challenged has taught me that the simpler life is to be treasured.  Because of our situation, we do less (my daughter is not involved in many out-of-school activities).  We have limited time together so we go to the beach or play a game rather than join groups or go buy things. 

For years we lived in small cramped apartments.  I dreamt of owning my own home so my daughter would have a neighborhood to call her own.  Last year I did just that.  But we gave up a lot of other things to make that dream a reality.  We rent movies rather than go out (and often just re-watch the ones we own).  We limit how often we eat out.  We focused our priorities in different areas. 

Now I dream about having furniture that no one else has ever used before.  But, when a friend tells me she just bought a new dining room set for $4,000 I am appalled!  That would pay my mortgage for almost four months!  My daycare bill for most of the year!  If I had that kind of money, I would save it for when the car breaks down or other such emergency. 

It all comes down to priorities.  We choose to spend our limited funds on the things that bring us joy but don’t drain our bank account.  Yes, there is some guilt in the things we can’t buy and other kids own.  But I believe I’m teaching my daughter about saving money, making good choices, and setting priorities.  These are good lessons for her to learn.  And for me.  For all of us.  
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