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MODERN LOVE; Paradise Lost (Domestic Division)  
By TERRY MARTIN HEKKER 

A WHILE back, at a baby shower for a niece, I overheard the expectant mother being asked if she 
intended to return to work after the baby was born. The answer, which rocked me, was, ''Yes, because I 
don't want to end up like Aunt Terry.''  

That would be me.  

In the continuing case of Full-Time Homemaker vs. Working Mother, I offer myself as Exhibit A. 
Because more than a quarter-century ago I wrote an Op-Ed article for The New York Times on the 
satisfaction of being a full-time housewife in the new age of the liberated woman. I wrote it from my 
heart, thoroughly convinced that homemaking and raising my children was the most challenging and 
rewarding job I could ever want.  

''I come from a long line of women,'' I wrote, ''most of them more Edith Bunker than Betty Freidan, who 
never knew they were unfulfilled. I can't testify that they were happy, but they were cheerful. They took 
pride in a clean, comfortable home and satisfaction in serving a good meal because no one had explained 
that the only work worth doing is that for which you get paid.''  

I wasn't advocating that mothers forgo careers to stay home with their children; I was simply defending 
my choice as a valid one. The mantra of the age may have been ''Do your own thing,'' but as a full-time 
homemaker, that didn't seem to mean me.  

The column morphed into a book titled ''Ever Since Adam and Eve,'' followed by a national tour on 
which I, however briefly, became the authority on homemaking as a viable choice for women. I 
ultimately told my story on ''Today'' and to Dinah Shore, Charlie Rose and even to Oprah, when she was 
the host of a local TV show in Baltimore.  

In subsequent years I lectured on the rewards of homemaking and housewifery. While others tried to 
make the case that women like me were parasites and little more than legalized prostitutes, I spoke to 
rapt audiences about the importance of being there for your children as they grew up, of the satisfactions 
of ''making a home,'' preparing family meals and supporting your hard-working husband.  

So I was predictably stunned and devastated when, on our 40th wedding anniversary, my husband 
presented me with a divorce. I knew our first anniversary would be paper, but never expected the 40th 
would be papers, 16 of them meticulously detailing my faults and flaws, the reason our marriage, 
according to him, was over.  

We had been married by a bishop with a blessing from the pope in a country church filled with 
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honeysuckle and hope. Five children and six grandchildren later we were divorced by a third-rate judge 
in a suburban courthouse reeking of dust and despair.  

Our long marriage had its full share of love, complications, illnesses, joy and stress. Near the end we 
were in a dismal period, with my husband in treatment for alcoholism. And although I had made more 
than my share of mistakes, I never expected to be served with divorce papers. I was stunned to find 
myself, at this stage of life, marooned. And it was small comfort that I wasn't alone. There were many 
other confused women of my age and circumstance who'd been married just as long, sharing my 
situation.  

I WAS in my teens when I first read Dickens's ''Great Expectations,'' with the tale of Miss Haversham, 
who, stood up by her groom-to-be, spent decades in her yellowing wedding gown, sitting at her cobweb-
covered bridal banquet table, consumed with plotting revenge. I felt then that to be left waiting at the 
altar with a church full of people must be the most crushing thing that could happen to a woman.  

I was wrong. No jilted bride could feel as embarrassed and humiliated as a woman in her 60's discarded 
by her husband. I was confused and scared, and the pain of being tossed aside by the love of my life 
made bitterness unavoidable. In those first few bewildering months, as I staggered and wailed though 
my life, I made Miss Haversham look like a good sport.  

Sitting around my kitchen with two friends who had also been dumped by their husbands, I figured out 
that among the three of us we'd been married 110 years. We'd been faithful wives, good mothers, cooks 
and housekeepers who'd married in the 50's, when ''dress for success'' meant a wedding gown and ''wife'' 
was a tenured position.  

Turns out we had a lot in common with our outdated kitchen appliances. Like them we were serviceable, 
low maintenance, front loading, self-cleaning and (relatively) frost free. Also like them we had 
warranties that had run out. Our husbands sought sleeker models with features we lacked who could 
execute tasks we'd either never learned or couldn't perform without laughing.  

Like most loyal wives of our generation, we'd contemplated eventual widowhood but never thought 
we'd end up divorced. And ''divorced'' doesn't begin to describe the pain of this process. ''Canceled'' is 
more like it. It began with my credit cards, then my health insurance and checkbook, until, finally, like a 
used postage stamp, I felt canceled too.  

I faced frightening losses and was overwhelmed by the injustice of it all. He got to take his girlfriend to 
Cancun, while I got to sell my engagement ring to pay the roofer. When I filed my first nonjoint tax 
return, it triggered the shocking notification that I had become eligible for food stamps.  

The judge had awarded me alimony that was less than I was used to getting for household expenses, and 
now I had to use that money to pay bills I'd never seen before: mortgage, taxes, insurance and car 
payments. And that princely sum was awarded for only four years, the judge suggesting that I go for job 
training when I turned 67. Not only was I unprepared for divorce itself, I was utterly lacking in skills to 
deal with the brutal aftermath.  

I read about the young mothers of today -- educated, employed, self-sufficient -- who drop out of the 
work force when they have children, and I worry and wonder. Perhaps it is the right choice for them. 
Maybe they'll be fine. But the fragility of modern marriage suggests that at least half of them may not 
be.  
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Regrettably, women whose husbands are devoted to their families and are good providers must 
nevertheless face the specter of future abandonment. Surely the seeds of this wariness must have been 
planted, even if they can't believe it could ever happen to them. Many have witnessed their own mothers 
jettisoned by their own fathers and seen divorced friends trying to rear children with marginal financial 
and emotional support.  

These young mothers are often torn between wanting to be home with their children and the statistical 
possibility of future calamity, aware that one of the most poverty-stricken groups in today's society are 
divorced older women. The feminine and sexual revolutions of the last few decades have had their 
shining victories, but have they, in the end, made things any easier for mothers?  

I cringe when I think of that line from my Op-Ed article about the long line of women I'd come from and 
belonged to who were able to find fulfillment as homemakers ''because no one had explained'' to us ''that 
the only work worth doing is that for which you get paid.'' For a divorced mother, the harsh reality is 
that the work for which you do get paid is the only work that will keep you afloat.  

These days couples face complex negotiations over work, family, child care and housekeeping. I see my 
children dealing with these issues in their marriages, and I understand the stresses and frustrations. It 
becomes evident that where traditional marriage through the centuries had been a partnership based on 
mutual dependency, modern marriage demands greater self-sufficiency.  

WHILE today's young women know from the start they'll face thorny decisions regarding careers, 
marriage and children, those of us who married in the 50's anticipated lives similar to our mothers' and 
grandmothers'. Then we watched with bewilderment as all the rules changed, and the goal posts were 
moved.  

If I had it to do over again, I'd still marry the man I married and have my children: they are my treasure 
and a powerful support system for me and for one another. But I would have used the years after my 
youngest started school to further my education. I could have amassed two doctorates using the time and
energy I gave to charitable and community causes and been better able to support myself.  

But in a lucky twist, my community involvement had resulted in my being appointed to fill a vacancy on 
our Village Board. I had been serving as titular deputy mayor of my hometown (Nyack, N.Y.) when my 
husband left me. Several weeks later the mayor chose not to run again because of failing health, and I 
was elected to succeed him, becoming the first female mayor.  

I held office for six years, a challenging, full-time job that paid a whopping annual salary of $8,000. But 
it consumed me and gave me someplace to go every day and most nights, and as such it saved my 
sanity. Now, mostly retired except for some part-time work, I am kept on my toes by 12 amazing 
grandchildren.  

My anachronistic book was written while I was in a successful marriage that I expected would go on 
forever. Sadly, it now has little relevance for modern women, except perhaps as a cautionary tale: never 
its intended purpose. So I couldn't imagine writing a sequel. But my friend Elaine did come up with a 
perfect title: ''Disregard First Book.''  
 
E-mail: modernlove@nytimes.com  

Terry Martin Hekker is a writer in Nyack, N.Y.  
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