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(In June 2020 we rented a camper van and drove 13 hours each way 
to visit elderly relatives; this experience inspired the drawing.)
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Caregivers are ALWAYS working. When you’re not on the 
clock for your job, you’re on the clock with your family. 
Before the pandemic those two sets of responsibility had 
boundaries but since the pandemic started, those of us with 
dependents at home are working both jobs at once, every 
day, all day. It’s exhausting.

We’ve had childcare since August 2020, but those first few 
months of isolation were very intense. My son stopped napping 
right as lock down began and refused to do anything with his 
father since he knew I was home. Many meetings and instruction 
sessions had the background noise of his meltdowns over being 
separated from me.

One minute before introducing the keynote speaker for the ARLIS 
conference, I had a naked screaming 4 year old clinging to me. (We 
were on day 7 of a 14 day quarantine. It was a very long two weeks.)

Caregiving is an impossible, inplausible pose. It’s tenuous perch, it’s 
one foot placed gingerly in front of another. It’s a stance that asks 
one to stop time even as the world revolves. It’s a motionless nap 
and tousled sheets. It’s a five-day quarantine, overdue assignments, 
missed deadlines, and mussed hair. It’s a disheveled room hidden 
by Zoom background of a photo taken at a conservatory two years 
ago in the Before Times. It’s loads of laundry piled with misshapen 
cloth masks. It’s unsustainable and yet week in, week out, caregiving 
is the unspoken mistral never cited.

As a director, I am meant to lead and keep up morale.  I gave everyone 
support as my oldest child was sick, as my college age children were 
home, as my MIL lay dying.  When she died, I was not given the same 
courtesey.  I'm not sure this is something I will recover from, because it 
is demanded of me.  I literally was told no one wanted to hear that my 
sibling had done something pretty terrible and walked out of their care-
giving duties for my only remaining parent during the same period I 
was caring for my in laws, who I was now responsible for--on the other 
side of the country.  I am not allowd to act sad or tired.  I just have to be 
encouraging and strong.  I am done.  I am pretty much hoping I wind 
up in the hospital or worse at this point.

What I most want them to know is that for those of us with young 
children, the pandemic is far from over. Returning "back to normal" 
is simply not possible yet. And is so, so dispiriting to see the rest of 
the world around move on and treat you (and your children) as an 
obstacle. I get it, you're tired. We're all tired. But our kids are worth 
protecting, and prioritizing. 

Before the pandemic I could practically only see my child on 
the weekend because  it was bedtime by the time I came home 
from work. Though it's been a real struggle, the pandemic 
allowed me to spend more time with my child during this all 
too brief period of their lives and catch some milestones.

What I want my non-caregiver colleagues to understand is the way that 
work and caregiving often became a zero-sum game between caregivers. 
In my household, with two full-time working parents (one also managing 
an autoimmune disease) and a 4-year old at home, this was not a peace-
ful pause or an opportunity to focus extra-hard on work projects. If I was 
working, my husband could not work. If he was working, I could not work. 
I mean, not in any substantial way. In May 2020 I had a chapter due for a 
book project, and I wrote most of it between 9pm and 1am over a series of 
ten days. The acrimony and bitterness of our work detracting from each 
other’s lives and work, and from our family’s life, was something I never 
want to experience again. 
I want people to understand how much childcare matters to working care-
givers, in practical and emotional ways. Our daughter’s preschool closed 
permanently in May 2020, and the next one she attended closed permanent-
ly in December 2020. Each closure was like a death we needed to mourn as 
a family and as a school community. We live far from family and could not 
look to them for childcare help. We cobbled together patches of time and 
online instruction until we found a third preschool for her to attend, and 
when she started Kindergarten in person last fall and I returned to my office 
full-time, we were finally able emerge from that feeling of all of us being 
continually at odds, waiting for our turn to do too much in too little time.   



The pandemic has been crippling for me as a parent and full-time librarian. 
I am a worse parent now than I was before the pandemic. The stress, anxiety, 
constant reprimanding, fights, homework checks, Zoom meetings, remote 
schooling, moaning, whining, complaining, daylong dependence on momma, 
a feeling of being trapped inside your own home, and a constant fear of losing 
my job due to budget shortages has taken its toll. This was compounded by 
my fear that my unvaccinated kids would get sick and end up in the hospital. 
At the beginning of the pandemic, when work-from-home was still new, my 
daughter was 3 years old. Her daycare was closed and she was at home with us. 
She's a kindergartener now, almost 6, and she never went back to daycare. So 
we had to teach her how to read, write, and do simple math while we were at 
home too. Back when she was 3, she was still napping at daycare. But at home, 
with me, the only way she would nap was to sleep on my chest. So when I had 
meetings during naptime, I would log into Zoom, put on my earbuds, and lis-
ten to the meeting from my bed, with my daughter napping on me. That lasted 
for weeks. She was also potty-trained at the time the pandemic started, but like 
many children, regressed, and started having accidents in the bathroom, every 
day. So in between work obligations, making sure my school-aged child was 
in his remote classroom, and keeping my preschooler busy, I was wiping pee 
off the bathroom floor and doing laundry. To this day, in February 2022, even 
though we are all vaccinated now, we mask everywhere we go, we wash hands 
every time we come home, and we avoid crowded or busy indoor spaces. I 
carry a heavy weight knowing that my kids have lost opportunities for swim 
lessons, basketball lessons, after-school playdates, birthday parties, dedicat-
ed time with their grandparents, holiday get-togethers, movies, community 
events, church and religious education, foreign language classes, camps, the 
list goes on. My kids, now 8 and 5, refer to any time before 2020 as "the olden 
days." My daughter 
barely remembers life 
before the pandemic. 
They will both carry 
this experience, which 
has been frustratingly 
and selfishly exacer-
bated and prolonged 
by anti-vaxxers and 
anti-maskers, with 
them forever.









This is a photo of my 3 year old, Conor, at my makeshift desk at home 
in October 2021. Since the pandemic started, my archivist-partner and I 
have been working almost exclusively from home. My “temporary” office 
set up took over Conor’s nursery in March 2020, when he was just about a 
year an a half old. Almost 2 years later we are still here! (Leah Sherman)



Meredith Kahn captured these pictures of me attempting to 
present some content in some sort of ARLIS meeting being 
interrupted by a small person with a stuffed watermelon. I 
remember being mortified, but now of course it seems com-
pletely normal that that happened, and something like it has 
happened many many times! (Jamie Vander Broek)

(Sara Smith)



(Gwen Meyhew)

A day in the life - October 2020
6:30am
Wake up
Wake up kids
Make coffee
Make kids breakfast (after asking re-
peatedly what they want)
Pack one kid lunch
Remind kids to get dressed and brush 
teeth (x3 or 4)
Make sure 4th grader has everything 
she needs in her backpack for the day
Fill out and print 4th grader health 
screening form
Braid 2nd grader’s hair and remind 
about teeth brushing
Send off 4th grader to school with 
father
Empty dishwasher and clean up kitch-
en from breakfast
Make sure 2nd grader is online for 
morning check-in
Eat breakfast
9:00am
Start workday
Also log on to Google Classroom and 
check personal email to see any new 
communications from school for each 
kid
Work for 5 minutes
Check in with 2nd grader to make sure 
she is doing what she’s supposed to
Work for 5-10 minutes
Talk to 2nd grader to give her more 
things to do since she finished her 
worksheet

Double check schedule for next live 
meeting for 2nd grader
Try to focus back on work
Answer reference questions as they 
come in
Answer email questions from frus-
trated students, with compassion and 
understanding
Email triage
Review weekly list of tasks and to-do 
for things I’ve forgotten
Triage to-do list
Think about home stuff I’ve got to do
Think about dinner plans
Think about grocery list
Think about when I can get some 
exercise?
9:45am
Try to focus on priorities for the day 
for work
Twitter/news of the world (just because 
I wasn’t sad enough)
Listen to musical glasses that the 2nd 
grader made (delightful!) and help her 
make and upload videos for her music 
teacher
10:00am
Office hours
Text with friends to commiserate on 
how hard all this stuff is right now
Try to plan out the week ahead
Try to find some time to take off
Try not to cry as I think about missing 
my family

On a fairly typical day in October 2020, I broke down what my day was 
like so I would remember. Here’s an excerpt of what my morning was like 
with one kid attending school from home and the other in person for part 
of the week, and my husband and I both trying to work from home. I want 
people to understand just how fractured time can be with kids around:
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Making homemade pizza while watching the ARLIS conference closing ceremony: 



Lauren Scanlon
@owla__oolar (Instagram)

I’ve felt supremely supported by my workplace and supervisor--be-
ing able to work primarily from home during this time has made 
the flexibility I need as a parent so much more possible. I wish 
that this flexibility was extended to everyone in our organization, 
though I know it is not--a structural deficiency of academic librar-
ies. On multiple occasions though, I have had to change instruction 
plans last minute because my son was either home sick or home 
on isolation--I am grateful to the instructors who worked with me 
on this and never took offense and grateful to my supervisor for 
understanding shifts I’ve needed to make.

Upper administration (from the library director on up) has never 
supported me as a working parent, not before the pandemic, not 
during it, and probably not after.

I felt supported when colleagues would make a point of smiling at 
and saying hello to my kids when they stuck their heads into my 
Zoom screen. The interruption wouldn’t last more than a moment 
but the warmth that they were shown made a difficult situation a 
little bit less stressful and for that I am grateful.

I haven’t. Except for when I went to care for my parent’s apartment 
and make it ready for sale--and had made it very clear I was not in 
communication-- It has been made very clear that verbal support is 
there, but actual support is low.

I felt supported by my manager but the head of the library never  
addressed the issues facing parents during the pandemic. It would 
have been so helpful to have them ask how parents are doing.  Even 
if there is not much they can offer to ease the load, recognition 
would have helped.











I am optimistic that this breaking open of the illusions 
that work and life can exist separately  will serve to 
push us along in the progress towards a work culture 
that actually works for working parents and caregivers. 

I have seen others face this kind of adversity.  I have seen them 
move through it and past it as I hope to do, but it just keeps 
continuing.  Last week I was exhausted and took a few days.  I 
was mostly out of communication, with no blowback, but I still 
had to work all my hours to catch up.  Its not just me, other staff 
are doing similar things.  We're all exhausted, we're all drained.  
And we're all doing our very best to make our pain not harm the 
community or it's library.

One morning in late March of 2020 I was trying to log on to a meeting 
of managers at my library while also trying to log my daughter onto 
her Zoom class while my husband was teaching online in another 
room. I was soon to submit my tenure packet and totally preoccupied 
with appearing as professional as possible in spite of the circumstanc-
es. I sat next to my daughter and logged us both into our respective 
meetings and failed to notice that my microphone was on, as my 
daughter squeezed close to me for a moment and said “I love you 
Mama” straight into the microphone of my headphones. I was mor-
tified at the crack in my professional veneer, having interrupted this 
meeting with my personal life, but once the meeting was over, several 
colleagues messaged me to say that that bit of sweetness from my kid 
had made their day. It was a rare moment of comfort in those first 
awful weeks of quarantine.

In the early days of the pandemic, working from home with a dress up 
and superhero loving three year old who absolutely insisted that I wear 
this cape while I worked. (Jessica Evans Brady)




