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[image: illustration]





Introduction
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A few months ago, two girlfriends and I met for a long-overdue dinner in a quiet restaurant equidistant from our homes. We were not the large, rambunctious group that we were supposed to be. One friend had texted in the morning to say that her husband had a last-minute work dinner, which took priority, and it was too late to find a babysitter. Another had called at 6pm, as I was pulling my tired bones into something vaguely stylish while rush-feeding my children chicken nuggets and broccoli, to say that she was just leaving the doctor’s, her son had a virus and she didn’t feel that she could leave him with his dad, who panicked when the kids were ill. A third friend, battling chronic pain while looking after an elderly father-in-law, was an expected no-show; she found it harder and harder to make time for herself outside of her two daughters, her husband’s family, and work.


‘The trouble is,’ my friend Jenny said, as we delved into a stack of sweet potato fries and the oft-frequented topic of motherhood guilt and the quest to ‘have it all’, ‘we expect women to raise children as if they don’t work and expect them to work as if they don’t have children.’ The key word – the one that has always set off my alarm bells – was ‘expect’. Mothering was all about expectations, and often not our own. ‘Can I be controversial and suggest things were easier when gender roles were established and limits set,’ Jenny continued, ‘instead of now, when we’re expected to have fulfilling careers, tiny waists, friendships worthy of an episode of Sex and The City, and be everything and more to our children – and partners!’


‘Not possible,’ Michelle volunteered. ‘Motherhood has made me anxious.’


‘It will if we try to maintain these expectations that we’ll be good at everything,’ I agreed. ‘But I refuse to. I’m a terrible cook, I don’t own an iron, I have never been to a SoulCycle class, but I know what’s important to me and my family. Everything else I’ve let slide into a ditch. A ditch which, admittedly, might reek of shame, guilt and failure to other people.’


‘What do you do about the harmful wafts of shame, guilt and fear of failure?’ Jenny asked.


‘I hold my nose,’ I joked, shuddering at the thought of the first few years of my parenting journey when I’d spend sleepless nights worried about how I was possibly damaging my children and what other people thought of me, ‘and plough through until I get to the sweet, sweet pastures of mind your own business.’


This conversation, or something similar, is one I’ve heard a million times in my nearly eight years of being a mother, and one that is played out every day, in every way, as modern mothers struggle to find balance and confidence in their new and arguably most-important role. Overwhelming? Yes, because the immeasurable love affair that will begin when you become a mother will be life-affirming and beautiful, but along with your bundle of joy the stork will dump at your feet bags of despair, guilt, frustration, fear, total lack of alone time and a fierier relationship with your partner. And as these bundles of joy get bigger and bigger, more and more doubts and worries can sneak into your life.


Getting into my groove


Very early on, to stay sane, I knew I had to draw up my own parenting philosophy, one that suited me and my children rather than society, or the voices on social media, or mothers from the generations before who were desperate to share their dated advice and opinions loudly with me. I found my Zen when I stopped listening to them and listened to my heart and head.


Zen is a style of Buddhism that originated in China over a thousand years ago. Central to the philosophy of Zen is the practice of meditation, which followers believe will bring about a sense of calm and detachment from the noise of the world around us, and an ability to trust our own intuition. It encourages mindfulness and self-awareness, so practitioners can comprehend their own thoughts and emotions. When someone can understand their true nature, they become awakened. In modern times, the meaning of Zen has become a shortcut for being peaceful and relaxed. This philosophy can help mamas by reminding us of the importance of:




• Being in the moment


• Trusting your instincts


• Silencing critical outside voices, and your own harmful inner voice


• Finding time to relax and be alone


• Dropping illusions and lies, and focusing on your truth


• Contemplating your own route to calmness and contentment





It is this sense of Zen that will inform the next ten chapters. The Zen Mama outlines a way of life to create a chilled parent and a chilled child; a guide to letting go of parenting expectations and fears to give you the tools to raise courageous, confident kids. The Zen Mama philosophy is that mother and child complement each other in adventures and experiences, always putting safety first but without getting caught up in the anxieties, drama, impossible expectations and mental baggage that too often comes with modern parenting in this social-media and judgemental age. It is about tuning out the din of other people’s decisions and doubts, and trusting your heart, your head and your children. It will offer a few laughs, ‘I hear you’ moments and a sense of relief to the mothers in the middle, who love their child but need help accepting that their boobs now resemble the bags goldfish come in at the fair; or mothers who need reassurance that they can turn off the cacophony of news headlines and the crowing of competitive mummies and just love their child how their child wants to be loved – mothers who can hear the distant beat of their own drum and who want to find their own rhythm.


I’m not Zen-in-the-mountain-top, mellow-monk sense of Zen, so don’t think that becoming a Zen mama is unachievable in your current chaos. I still have moments when I am a fishwife of extreme volume, bellowing at my kids to put on a coat when icicles have formed on their eyebrows, or giving them ferocious side-long looks until they remember their manners. I can be curt, grumpy, snappy, distracted and sometimes as immature as they are. But, through my training as a life coach and my interest in Zen philosophy, and as a parenting journalist and researcher with a PhD focused on motherhood and mothering, I have sought and uncovered many tips to give mothers and their offspring the healthiest emotional bricks to build their lives upon and to make sure that they are asking themselves important questions, not just blindly parenting through fear.


Becoming a Zen mama was a journey for me, but becoming a mama was an even harder one. In my thirties there was nothing I wanted more than to procreate. I started cooing over little ones in coffee shops and even – the shame! – bought a baby-name dictionary to peruse while commuting to and from my office. But, like so many women, fertility was not my friend. Eighteen months of general, casual, non-scary shagging with my husband was fruitless, so our once-romantic sex life became a thing of peeing-on-stick pressure, military-timed ejaculations and blood-curdling headstands. My husband sulked and felt used, I got ratty and glum, but we knew it would all be worth it when we cradled our perfect child in our arms, imagining that a baby would complete me (us) and give us a happy-ever-after. Our journey to parenthood had a few more twists and turns for us, and three miscarriages, which broke our hearts, before we finally got to hold a healthy baby in our arms.


At last, thankfully, William arrived, followed by Matilda two years later. My life must have felt complete, right? I really, really, really wanted to be a mother, so it must have been easy, this transition from me to we. I must have glowed with contentment, peace and love like a fairy-lit Virgin Mary on Christmas Eve from the start. Well, I didn’t, actually. I was shocked to find the contented times wrestling for space among the overwhelming moments of confusion, depression and remorse. I was shocked that motherhood wasn’t all lullabies and cuddles. I hadn’t anticipated that loving my children with all my heart would mean that I sometimes forgot to love myself, too. I didn’t realise that being a mother would mean that I occasionally stopped being me, and that while parenting would stretch me in some areas, other parts of me would shrivel up and die.


My balance was off for the first year of motherhood: I was overwhelmed by love, fear, tiredness, raging hormones, gigantic boobs and the constant whirr of the food processor, and the judgement I felt from some people around me. And even now, seven years on with children who can dress themselves and will sit and watch The Great British Bake Off with me, or go for a forest hike without whining or needing to be carried, I understand the external pressure on me (and all of us) to mother in a certain way, to follow a parenting trend, to compete ferociously with other parents, or to worry over and exaggerate every milestone, growth spurt, change of plan or expedition.


I’ll give you a heads-up: you will have to grow a tough skin to step away from all this at first, to rise above it. I get strange looks and weird comments from other mothers on a daily basis about the freedom and fun I have with my kids. The judgement and panic surrounding parenthood is outrageous, especially surrounding subjects such as travel, education and discipline. I have been amazed by the gumption of friends and strangers who have made comments about what I am doing: from my very first week mothering my firstborn, when I took William in his pram to a coffee shop because I needed some fresh air and adult conversation and got shouted at for bringing a newborn outside; to last weekend when I took my kids to a music festival which Paul McCartney was headlining, and people barked at me that I was crazy and irresponsible (‘There’ll be drunk people there!’, ‘They won’t get to bed until midnight!’, ‘They might hear swearing!’) and that it was a waste of money (‘They will hate the crowds!’, ‘They will not remember it!’).


When my son started school, his teacher said to me disdainfully, ‘What have you been doing with him? He can’t read?’ I told her that no, he couldn’t, he had just turned five years old, but he’d been to a great pre-school that valued kindness and confidence, and that he could make friends with anyone, travelled easily and could entertain himself in the garden for hours – skills that would carry him through life. The teacher tutted. Other mothers told me that their sons were reading Harry Potter. And I genuinely thought: Thank goodness I’m focused on my son and not everyone else’s son, because all this judgement could make me really [swearword] miserable. We’re stressed out and anxious, and the ‘mummy needs a cocktail’ culture is doing nothing but masking the long-term damage we’re doing to ourselves, our children and society when we go along with turning childhood into an extended job interview.


Was it ever really any different, I wondered as I started researching this book? Has social media done this to us, or was it always a mother’s lot to worry forever? Have we always lost sleep over our children? Have we ever felt that we’re good enough? I asked my 70-year-old mother, Helen, a role model and now a grandmother of five who has been there and done that. ‘Oh, I’ve never, ever felt I’ve done a good job,’ she admits bluntly, ‘however, I can say, hand on my heart, I’ve done the best job I could have. Unfortunately, life has taught me that bad things happen 100 per cent out of the blue, so I’m always slightly tense in case things change, but it also means I’m very, very grateful for the good times, and I am relieved when you kids are happy, healthy and financially solvent. I am, however, very thankful that I raised you and your two brothers without the intrusive glare and airbrushing of the Internet.’


Be careful! Be kind!


Throughout The Zen Mama, you’ll be reminded that self-care and self-compassion are keys to orienting you to a value-driven Zenmama life. But what does that mean? Does it sound too selfish when we are told we have to give everything to our children? I asked licensed psychiatrist Marianne Stout of The Anxiety Treatment Center of Austin, my adopted home city in Texas, to define self-care and self-compassion, and why mamas need them more than anyone:


‘Self-care is anything that genuinely rejuvenates you and energises you. It’s thinking long term instead of short term. Personally, when I am feeling overwhelmed or burnt out I would love to reach for a cookie to feel better in the short term, but I have learned that going for a 20-minute walk outside will give me more energy and make me feel better over a longer period. Self-compassion involves self-kindness, and this is where setting realistic goals comes into play. This is when I need to remind myself not to let the great be the enemy of the good. If a 20-minute walk would make me feel good, then certainly a five-mile run would make me feel even better! But I am much more likely to complete a 20-minute walk (especially when I am feeling overwhelmed or burnt out). Being kind to myself in setting achievable, realistic goals helps me to actually complete them and not to turn to the short-term fix (back to that damn cookie). Our social-media-driven culture sets us mamas up for unattainable perfectionism and comparing ourselves to others. When we can use self-care and self-compassion (another component of which is realising that we all struggle and no one is perfect and we are connected in that struggle) we can start to make our goals and values more achievable.’


With the internal pressure we already put on ourselves, like my mother describes, it is crucial to eliminate the external pressures. We need to get better at not looking to society or strangers to judge our parenting. Ask yourself questions, ask your children and ask your partner questions, and work out what the best answers are for you. Quieten the mad world of Instagram, and the shouting opinion of panellists on television breakfast shows, and carefully craft a guide to the values, goals and standards that you know will make you function happily and healthily. Take a step onto your own path, take a deep breath and meditate on what your children need (what life skills you can give your children to be resilient, strong, honest, caring and courageous) and what they don’t.


How this book can help you


The Zen Mama will help you to take your own path. Each chapter will allow you to confront with honesty the changes – good and bad – that becoming a parent brings; for example, good changes: your tolerance to lack of sleep improves; bad changes: you think it’s acceptable to wipe snotty noses on your cardigan. The next ten chapters will raise questions about where you see yourself in the world, and how you want your family to interact with it and each other. They will prove that you can move outside of stereotypes of doting hippy momma or feminist working mother. You can be whatever stops your brain from slipping out of your earholes and your relationships from slipping down the drain – whatever makes your family work.


Learning to become a Zen mama will help you to grow and nurture a Zen kid: a child who isn’t afraid to be different, who can say no (or yes!) and who can stand up for himself or his friends, who can travel the world, be happy in his own company, and experiment with new things without being overwhelmed with self-doubt. We need to address modern mothering in a book like The Zen Mama because if we feed into these current trends for helicopter, lawnmower, attachment or tiger parenting (described on page 21, if these terms have passed you by), we’re not only restricting our child’s possibilities and opportunities to expand but we’re also turning ourselves into taxi drivers, milk maids, housebound skivvies and worse: our families are becoming stressed and depleted of time, confidence, money and joy, and our children, studies prove, are less likely to stand on their own two feet when they grow up.


The Zen Mama will show you how to keep a child safe in a warm embrace while letting them have freedom to explore. It will be your guide to disentangling the crossed wires in our electronically connected world to be mindful and present with your loved ones and the world around you. It will help you to fight the indoor childhood epidemic of dependence on devices and screens to encourage you to get outside and communicate in a healthy manner. It will help you to reduce drama and remind you to let love rule. Being a Zen mama doesn’t mean being laid-back, lazy or laissez-faire about your child’s behaviour or your mothering skills. It is about choosing your battles with the end game in sight of sending healthy, happy children out into the world as adults.


Towards the end of each chapter you’ll find a checklist for you to confirm your own needs and wants on the topic discussed over the previous pages. I call it your PG (Parental Guidance) rating and it is a place for you to note, score and plan your family’s priorities going forward. By writing down your responses to the questions, you can focus on what you want to achieve and how you can go about it in a relaxed and less pressured way.


The Ps:


Purpose What values do you want to create for your family?


Perspective What do you and your family consider important? How are you different, and contentedly so, from others around you?


Presence Are you happy right now? How can you be happier?


And the Gs:


Gratitude What do you, your child and your family have to be thankful for?


Goals What short- and long-term goals do you have for your child and your family?


Going for it How can you make your best mama life happen?


Each chapter will conclude with a meditation called ‘Take a deep breath, mama’: a little burst of optimism to remind you you’re not alone. Meditations are frequently used to clear the mind, but they can also be used powerfully, as I do in this book, to give us something positive to contemplate or visualise. This isn’t easy, but you can do it.


If this all sounds too hippy woo-woo and idealistic, don’t fear – The Zen Mama is clear and concise, full of facts and actionable ideas. Do not for a minute think that this book will be a flippant denial of how hard mothering is; it is the hardest job in the world, at times it feels thankless, monotonous, frustrating, mind-boggling and exhausting. And, of course, there is no true measurement of how successful you are as a parent. When can we judge? When our kids graduate? Or when they get a job? Or when they finally stop seeing the therapist they say you have created the need for? Or rather, I should say, there is no external measurement of success. But this book will be about combining the heart and the head with what works for you and your family, not comparing yourself to others or meeting a societal standard, but being able to look in the mirror each night and saying, ‘I did my best.’


The book will support and nurture your journey as a mother like a wise and sympathetic friend (who likes their friend’s child), and who, when asked to, suggests ideas and offers her experience rather than sharing her prejudices or punishments. This book is a friend who has every faith in your ability to grow a resilient, creative, caring and smart child – and survive the journey.


Finding my own voice and values in this confusing, judgemental world of motherhood has had a chill-out effect that’s been good for my sanity, my marriage, my social life and my kids’ future. I am not always a cool character, relaxed and quiet. I am not Zen in a tranquil, silent manner. I am my own version of Zen.


I am Zen because I know what is important to my family and what is not important to my family.


I am Zen because I know what my purpose as a parent is and what my family’s shared goals are.


I am Zen because in accepting the monotony, I have achieved a sense of wonder as a mother.


Now let’s start taking steps along your particular path to Zen.
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Get Comfortable with Your New Identity


‘Once upon a time there was a mother who, in order to become a mother, had agreed to change her name’


Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children


It is a truth universally acknowledged that a good woman in possession of a small child must be in want of some balance. But motherhood makes balance harder to come by than a shirtless romantic hero with his own country estate – and it’s not as sexy. When a little person arrives and your pre-child sense of identity, your priorities and your routine are placed on a wobbly footing, it’s easy to fall prey to insecurity and self-doubt. Who am I again? Who do I want to be?


When, as a new mother, you can no longer be the carefree dominatrix of lie-ins, nightclub dance floors or drinking coffee while it is still hot, you have to learn to be adaptable. Giving birth has not made a totally new you, but you will need to acclimatise yourself to a new child-friendly version of the adult you have created thus far. This can be joyous (one good friend always hated late nights and noisy bars, so she celebrated the excuses her baby gave her to avoid them) or miserable (a different friend was at her wit’s end that she could no longer luxuriously read the Sunday Times in bed every weekend but had to grab articles on her phone in darkness, sitting beside a crib while settling her teething toddler), or just plain confusing. Motherhood is as big a culture shock as arriving in a foreign country where everything looks the same but you can’t understand a word that’s being said, the jet lag is killing you and your suitcase got lost en route, forcing you to stumble around in the same slightly grubby tracksuit your partner says makes you look like Kanye West, which is not a compliment. You’re excited to be there, but you feel a bit discombobulated. Yes, that first year of motherhood is like jet lag with bad clothes.


The shock of a new little person’s arrival hits as hard mentally as it does physically and socially, often more so. A 2016 report by NHS England revealed that up to one in five mothers experience problems such as postnatal depression and post-traumatic stress disorder. The ‘baby blues’ is not simply caused by hormones, but by many different factors including feeling unsupported by friends and family or doubting one’s own ability to be a good mother, with chances of depression increasing if the mother has a history of mental health problems.


If ever you’re going to negatively question your abilities as a human being, becoming a mother seems to be the time. And a mother’s mental health problems not only affect the health of themselves but they can also have long-standing effects on children’s emotional, social and cognitive development. With approximately 665,000 births a year in England, which means 66,500–133,000 women a year develop problems, there has never been a more crucial time for women to support each other, offer encouragement instead of judgement, and accept a new mother for the type of mother she wants to be instead of forcing an impossibly high standard on herself.


We assume that mothering a baby is the hardest part of the journey, but an essay by Vandita Morarka called ‘Mothers and Mental Health’ published in 2018 by The Health Collective highlights how mental-health issues don’t automatically improve for the mother as the child grows up; in fact, the external pressure a woman feels around her role as a parent increases as the child gets older, as the set ideas of socio-cultural influencers increased, such as family, peers and the media about what a mother should look like and how she could do better for her child. At the start of her essay, Morarka shares a quote from Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. ‘The pedestal you put women on is a cage,’ she says, her words revealing how striving for better or the best comes at the cost of the personal health of the mother. Perfection is a terrible pressure.




Mama says: Cicely, 44


‘When my firstborn arrived, I was scared to take my eyes off her – checking her tummy was going up and down breathing, and wheeling her with me into the toilet or shower so that I could watch her at all times. I loved every moment, but after a couple of weeks I was feeling stifled. I left her with my husband, saying I needed to pop out for half an hour. It was a hot and sunny day, I had the car windows open and turned the radio up to full volume and just wanted to feel free for 20 minutes without all the responsibilities of a tiny baby. That quick burst was all I needed. I drove home feeling liberated with a renewed sense of joy to be with my baby.’





Being yourself as a mother


Havovi Hyderabadwala, a clinical and forensic psychologist, speaks of ‘supermom syndrome’ and how this constant striving for idealism leaves women mentally and physically weakened and disabled in the long run. ‘The mothers who live by “shoulds” and “musts” tend to burn out faster than the ones who allow themselves to make mistakes and acknowledge their limitations,’ she argues. Of course, it’s natural that mothers – especially first timers – are nervous about making mistakes, but the internal pressure we are under will take a toll, causing us to lose or gain weight, become sleep deprived, feel sad, and suffer with mood swings. Studies by Mental Health America, Postpartum Support International, and more, show how information from doctors and therapists, and a fair dose of wisdom and honesty from friends about the journey, will help mothers to find their feet with their new identity.


As mothers, we need to be kind to ourselves. You can recalibrate yourself by:




• Acknowledging the major life transition that you’ve gone through. Ask yourself questions: ‘Who am I again?’, ‘Why do I feel so different?’, ‘How can I feel less anxious, tearful, tired?’


• Talking to people whom you trust and who can help you: your doctor, your midwife, your partner, the friends who care about you and understand the mothering experience, your NCT or antenatal group. Connect with people who are also first-time mothers. Sharing your thoughts will make you feel less isolated. Asking for help is not a show of weakness; it takes a village to raise a child, remember.


• Showing yourself compassion. Be a friend to yourself. Give yourself a break. If you haven’t got dressed or washed today, who cares? What would you say to a mate who told you this? You’d say, ‘Don’t worry about that! You have so much going on! It’s not important.’ Talk to yourself kindly.


• Breaking up the day with small treats. A warm bath with relaxing lavender or uplifting sandalwood essential oils; a five-minute neck massage from your partner or a sympathetic friend or colleague; a smoothie full of goodness and your favourite flavours; half an hour with your Kindle and a great book, or losing yourself with an audiobook.
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• Getting outside for a walk around your neighbourhood or local park while you’re pushing the pram. Fresh air and sunshine will boost your mood. Studies show that even moderate exercise is as effective at reducing mild depression as medication, while vitamin D will help you sleep soundly by resetting your circadian rhythm and boosting your ‘happy hormone’ serotonin levels.


• Turning on some music that makes you dance. Grab your baby, and wiggle around the room with abandon, singing and knowing that this too shall pass, this is natural, this is what most, if not all, women experience. Plus, dancing (according to the New England Journal of Medicine) keeps your brain sharp while it is strengthening your stamina, bones and muscles.


• Not living vicariously through anyone else, whether celebrities, your friends on social media or your kids! Make your own news and events. Switching off comparisons will give you an instant boost.





Make self-care a habit


Even when your kids start to grow up and need you less desperately, self-care is still a must. Set dates in your diary that you will refuse to skip: a weekly yoga class, a bi-monthly date night, a once-a-month book club commitment. Pursue your interests – picking up old pre-kid ones or finding new ones – and write a journal, meditate, buy yourself flowers the first weekend of the month, keep scented candles next to the bath. The more you take care of yourself, the more you’ll be able to take care of your children, whatever stage of this journey you’re in.


Motherhood has been described as a process of living in constant fear, where you are forced to send your heart out into the world, outside the protective shell of your body, while you have to sit back and watch, helplessly. It can seem overwhelming. But going down rabbit holes of worry is as useful as making a cuppa in a chocolate teapot. I literally trained my brain to switch from a scary thought to something filled with gratitude or acceptance, or about what I was going to have for dinner. When I felt my mind hurtling towards a dark tunnel, I jumped off the train and landed in memories of my morning cuddles with my baby, or a funny episode from school. Flick that panic switch.




Mama says: Suzannah, 39


‘When I had a newborn, I was told by a friend that motherhood is the steepest learning curve I will ever experience, and that was precisely how I felt. This living, crying and unpredictable baby girl came into my life and I was really out of sorts. A few weeks in, my husband said something to me that stung at the time, but he was absolutely right. He said, “I feel like you are sucking the fun out of this.” Thankfully, that moment created a shift. I tried to rely on my own instincts rather than mimic my mum friends. The more authentic I felt, the more I could feel the joy. With so much access to information and opinions, I would encourage new parents to try to quiet the noise and hold clear intentions for what they want or need.’





Identity politics


Perhaps the most important book ever written about motherhood is Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. Written in 1976, a year after I was born, it still resonates deeply with women today, and it informed much of my doctoral studies on how evolving choices had changed motherhood in 20th-century Britain. Rich, a feminist poet and essayist, provoked questions about a mother’s identity on every page, forcing me to challenge and confront stereotypes and notions that I had never considered before, and asking the reader to consider how external views of mothers damages the mother internally. She wrote,




Unexamined assumptions that a “natural” mother is a person without further identity, one who can find her chief gratification in being all day with small children . . . that maternal love is, and should be, quite literally selfless. I was haunted by the stereotype of the mother whose love is “unconditional”; and by the visual and literary images of motherhood as a single-minded identity.





Rich explains how this drive from society to label a good mother as someone who has willingly let go of herself made her feel ‘undeniable anger’ and a ‘tangle of irritations’. Her husband, her own mother and society expected her to give up her own identity and put her child firmly in front of any of her own needs or wants. But she couldn’t do it. She was important, too. So are you.


We like to think we have evolved 40 years on: you can have it all; girl power! But have we really? The strict social conventions that women were scared to test in the 20th century have just been replaced with an undercurrent of whispering judgement and sniggering ridicule in the 21st. Women are still questioned and remarked on over everything, from how long they breastfeed to how their children behave in restaurants. The fathers rarely come up as a hot source of debate. The mother is still seen as the one who can make or break a child, and this unwritten requirement to become a servant to motherhood can promote feelings of unhappiness, hesitancy and guilt. ‘I remember moments of peace when for some reason it was possible to go to the bathroom alone,’ Rich notes. I remember that, too. Fifty years after Rich felt this, I had this same experience with my first baby: cherishing a couple of minutes that could still be mine, not handed over with everything else in my life to my offspring. Yes, tragically, a wee behind a closed door was held up as some sort of Shangri-La.


The parent trap


Today, mothers are shoved into stereotypes that can be easily dissected for the media, and other mothers, to understand, bait and judge. Are you a lawnmower mother (who cuts down any obstacles in your child’s way, making them soft and spoilt), a tiger mum (who pushes her child to the point of overload), a free-range parent (who allows a child to raise itself like a feral animal), a helicopter parent (who hovers nervously overhead, teaching your child to be scared by its own shadow), or, even worse, are you a working mum (boo, hiss) who outsources her motherly responsibilities? Are you into ‘attachment parenting’, refusing to let your child leave your side 24/7? Are you authoritarian or permissive, uninvolved or too involved?
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