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Preface

I never really had a grandmother growing up. My mother’s mom, Kath-
ryn, died decades before I was born. My mom was just 18. My father’s 
mom, Anna, died when I was very young. I have only two memories of 
Anna. In one, she was at our home for a holiday. The house was filled 
with family and I had asked Grandma, whose hair was always in a tight 
white bun, if I could brush her hair. She allowed me to do so and while 
I was probably nowhere near gentle enough, I was enthralled by her 
long and silky fine hair. In the other memory, we were visiting her at the 
nursing home. My dad, mom, and several of my siblings were all there 
chatting with her and she had little idea who we were. At one point she 
encouraged my mother to marry her son, something she had already 
done decades earlier, sending the kids, but not our parents, into peals of 
laughter. I would have liked to have a grandma around much more than 
I did. My mom would have, too. She would have liked to have some 
grandmotherly help given that she bore seven children within a fast-
paced 10 years. Though she raised us without a helpful grandmother, 
she became an incredibly helpful and loving grandmother as we had 
our own children. My siblings and I have been enormously grateful as 
we watched the joy between our mom and our children deepen each 
year. We see just how much we missed as we were growing up. 
 A longing for a grandmother had little to do with why I started this 
project, however. I began thinking about this project when I was going 
up for full professorship and my three children were in middle school 
and high school. I have often described parenting while working full-
time as living life within a tightly secured bungee cord. Every minute 
of every day is accounted for as my husband, Jeff, and I trade off who 
will teach, write, shuttle kids, help with homework, start the laundry, 
prepare dinner, walk the dog, and every other thing imaginable. In my 
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mind’s eye, our children were nearing graduation and we were nearing 
an empty nest. I was imagining the bungee cord loosening until it per-
haps disappeared altogether. I thought that Jeff and I were about to be 
sprung free. 
 Then I went to a conference at the Russell Sage Foundation in New 
York City and I heard over a dozen women professors, 10 to 15 years my 
senior, talking at length about how much time and effort they devoted 
to their grandchildren. They loved their grandkids, and were happy to 
help, but were feeling the pinch as they were asked by their adult chil-
dren to use vacation time, travel time, sick time, free time, and even 
some work time, to help with newly arriving and young grandchildren. 
What they were describing sounded to me a lot like a bungee cord that 
was at times fairly tight. I knew all about younger mothers juggling 
work and children; I had not really considered the lives of middle-aged 
women juggling work and grandchildren. This was a stage I had not 
seen coming.
 I pondered the project for well over a year and then nearly did not do 
it at all, save for a conversation with my dear colleague Suzanne Mettler, 
Professor of Political Science at Cornell. She talked about poor, single 
women at her church who were also quite tied down by the incredible 
task of juggling work and caring for grandchildren. I am indebted to 
her for her insights and encouragement. I knew that as long as I made 
sure that the sample was diverse, including women of all classes, races, 
marital statuses, and regions of the country, I would be able to portray 
grandmothers at work. 
 There are many grandmothers who do not work, and there are many 
working grandmothers who do not take care of their grandchildren. 
This book addresses neither. This book focuses on working grandmoth-
ers who care for their grandchildren. How do they juggle their work 
and carework responsibilities?
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