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Who ran to help me when I fell,
And would some pretty story tell,
Or kiss the place to make it well?
My mother.


Anne Taylor, Original Poems1


A mother is neither cocky nor proud because she knows that the school headmaster may call at any minute to report that her child has just driven a motorcycle through the school gymnasium.


Mary Kay Blakely
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Chapter 1


A Man on Motherhood


Shortly after I wrote The Sixty Minute Father two things began to happen. First, mothers began to write to me saying how much they enjoyed it and that really it was a book for them as well. Second, all the research we were able to do showed us it was mothers who were mainly buying it and leaving it around for the men in their lives to read!


Over the past twenty years over five hundred thousand people have attended the family seminars at which I speak. The vast proportion of these are mothers. In the intervals and coffee breaks it is invariably mothers who wait to speak with me; this is true whether we are in Paris, Moscow, Vancouver or Manchester. Every year tens of thousands of people contact us in relation to our work with families; the majority of them are mothers. Much of our work has been with lone parents – for the past five years we have organised holidays specifically for lone parents and their families – and again most are mothers.


I have listened to mums who feel they have blown it irretrievably; to ‘stay-at-home’ mums who wonder whether people think they have taken a soft option; and to ‘working mums’ who are struggling with a demanding toddler and an even more demanding boss – both of them have learnt how to stamp their feet when they don’t get what they want. I have listened to mums who think they are the only ones whose baby won’t sleep at night, and to mothers of teenagers who feel they are the only parents in the world whose child sits next to them for the whole school journey without saying a word.


I completely understand that even all this experience doesn’t get me near being qualified to write on motherhood, but I do feel I have been in a very privileged position. Thousands of mothers have written to me, often spoken with me, and told me of lessons they have learnt. Many have said, ‘I wish someone had told me about some of this when my kids were small, but I learnt it the hard way.’ In The Sixty Minute Mother I wanted to pass on some of what those mums have told me – lessons in the art of motherhood.


Every so often, you’ll see a ‘Take a Break’. This is a chance to put the coffee on and just relax as all kinds of mums share what they have learnt over the years and, just as important, how they feel. And then, once in a while there is a ‘Sixty Second Wisdom’ page from mothers who have seen it all, done it all.


Almost every mother I have ever met acknowledges motherhood as a joyful, painful, exciting, mind-numbing business, and above all, as a long-haul affair. No matter how old our children are it seems the task of parenthood never ends. Fifteen years ago a mother who was ninety-five years old came into my office. She said to me, ‘I can rest in peace now, my boy.’ I said, ‘Oh, why is that?’ She replied, ‘Because I’ve just managed to get my youngest son into an old people’s home.’ It turned out that he was seventy-two and a bit shaky. But she was in full control of all her faculties and having got him started in school, university and marriage, was now tying up the last few ends – as a mother.


‘Sometimes I don’t like my kids!’


Sometime over the next few days, go to your child’s bedroom and take the dog-eared copy of ‘Children’s Best-Loved Stories’ off the bookshelf. Now turn to ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’, put the coffee on and read. When you get to the part where the small boy yells ‘The King is naked!’, imbibe the honesty, let it seep into your very soul, set your coffee down and run into the streets yelling, ‘Being a mother is hard!’ ‘Sometimes I don’t like my kids!’ ‘Sometimes I wish I hadn’t had my kids.’ And as you shout, turn around, for you will see behind you thousands of mothers joining in the procession and all of them with a look of utter joy on their faces, not for the fact that they have found solutions, but for the sheer wonder that at long last the truth is out.


It was Bill Cosby who said, ‘I guess the real reason that my wife and I had children is the same reason that Napoleon had for invading Russia: it seemed like a good idea at the time. Since then, however, I’ve had some doubts, primarily about my intelligence.’


I often meet mothers who feel that way. They are, simply, discouraged. And they are tired: tired of worrying, tired of getting the blame for all the ills in their kids’ lives – from verrucas to failed examinations – and tired of feeling guilty. Occasionally a mum will confide the heart-rending realisation that she wishes she had never had children to begin with. She carries this thought like a scar for it is mingled with unbelievable love for her child.


One mother put it like this:


My life took on the feeling of a monotonous routine, made even more difficult with the baby’s bouts of colic. They seemed to occur every night between eleven and three in the morning. One long night as I paced the floor trying to calm my screaming baby, uncontrollable tears started to flow down my face. I was slowly hit with the realisation that the fun and games were ended and we weren’t playing house any more. The reality hit me with a stunning blow.


It can be so very hard coming to terms with all of this. Society keeps telling us that parenthood is the ultimate privilege, but why then do parents often feel what appears to be sheer misery? The answer is not that we are failures, simply that we are feeling the effect of complete responsibility for the life of another person, over whom we have no final control, and who seems only intermittently either to want our involvement or be in the least grateful for it.


I have several hopes for this book. I want us to laugh together and I want all kinds of mothers to yell out, ‘Thank goodness this is not just me.’ I want single-parent mums to feel encouraged and not marginalised. I want mums who feel failures to be inspired not to give up. And, above all, I want mothers to feel honoured and respected. It was Gerald Ford, previous president of the USA, who said, ‘You can hold high office, but when your time is over the world will forget you.’ That is not true of motherhood – your kids will remember you for ever.


I have spoken with thousands of mothers but I have only had the opportunity to observe two at close quarters …


The first is now ninety years old. My abiding memory is of her clearing tables in the restaurant of a large store, so she could get enough money together by Christmas to buy me the chemistry set that sat proudly on the shelf in the toy department. She had no formal education to speak of, but she possessed a wisdom that seemed at times almost from another world. If she had any fault it was probably that she loved her children too much – to the exclusion of all else. I have always feared the day she would die, but, in truth, I have got used to losing my mother. About three years ago her mind began to become very confused. I went to visit one day and she said, ‘How are you, son?’ ‘Oh,’ I replied, ‘not bad – I’m a bit worried about the kids.’ I waited for her normal wisdom, but instead she looked up and said, ‘I’m having my hair done today.’ And suddenly she was gone – oh, still present, but lost to me. I have grieved for her over three years. She is a wonderful mother.


The second, of course, is my wife Dianne. We have been married for almost thirty years. She is an unusual mother; she had to be. Dianne has not only cared for our children, Katie and Lloyd, but for Ron who is four years older than us. He spent most of his young life in the care of the local authority and we knew him when we were in our teens. He was pretty well homeless when he knocked on our door one night near Christmas. Dianne asked him to stay the night with us. That was thirty-five/over thirty years ago and he has never left. He has been with us longer than the kids. She jokes that she practised on Ron and it gave her a head start. Dianne is one of the most honest people I know, and I thought a wonderful way to start our time together would be to ask an honest mother to share some memories …




Chapter 2


When a Mother Remembers


– Dianne Parsons


I often have to drive past the infants’ school that my children attended. My daughter Katie and son Lloyd are now grown up, and yet I only have to glance at the gates at the end of the playground for a million memories to come flooding back. Suddenly it is a crisp September morning and it is my daughter’s first day at school. We walk from our home together, her hand tightly gripping mine. The excitement and bravado of this step into the world of the ‘big children’ seem to desert her the moment we close the front door, and now she looks white and worried and I catch her nibbling her bottom lip – a sure sign that tears are close at hand.


I edge her down the road towards the school and talk of anything except this special day. She mumbles replies but I catch her watching the other children to whom this is all old-hat; the kids who jostle us are seven-year-old veterans. She begins to slow her step and I begin to fear the worst when suddenly an angel appears, or so it seems to me. Actually it is her best friend for whom this is also the first day. Suddenly Katie leaves my side and runs towards Rhian. I am left standing watching as these two little girls walk solemnly up the school drive together, holding hands and each clutching a ‘My Little Pony’ lunch-box. I feel my eyes fill up and then Katie turns and shouts, ‘See you later, Mum!’


Against all the predictions my shy, careful child has done it. She has begun.


And then my mind fast forwards three years. It is Lloyd’s first day. The parenting gurus tell us that if your first child is shy, careful and compliant your second will be different. Lloyd was desperate not to disappoint those experts. In fact, he has dedicated most of his young life to proving them correct in every detail. I knew that his first day of school would be quite different – I just didn’t have any idea how different.


In an event never to be repeated he was up and dressed before me and hammering on my bedroom door yelling, ‘Come on, I want to get there early!’ As I had with Katie, I took his hand as we walked down the road together, but whereas Katie had found this comforting, Lloyd looked as though somebody had tethered him to a walking embarrassment. He dragged me towards the place of learning, firing off threatening glances at children twice his size, and, with a burst of impatience, finally broke loose and ran ahead. I turned a corner and saw he was almost at the gate. And then it happened. He took one look into the playground, grimaced at a teacher, and then slowly walked back to me and said, ‘I’m not going.’


I immediately clicked into my ‘No-pain-no-gain’, ‘You’ll-be-sorry-when-you’re-thirty’ and ‘Superman-went-to-school’ routine. He looked up with that little jaw set in the now familiar look of defiance and repeated, ‘I’m not going.’ And so the battle began. There were moments over the following ten minutes when it seemed possible that with the aid of other mothers I would loosen his grip on the lamp post. But he held firm. The prospect of Lloyd beginning his formal education linked to twenty feet of vertical concrete with a light on top was rushing through my brain when the deputy head appeared.


I have never managed to work out whether her concern was for me, Lloyd or the property of the county council, but she ordered me to leave. I will never forget Lloyd’s face. He was torn between running after me – which meant giving up his hold on the lamp post – or remaining within the influence of a woman who looked decidedly less sympathetic to the plight of small boys than his mother. He hesitated and I went – not willingly, but propelled along by Sheila Harrison who had done all this four times already. As she whisked me away she said, ‘He’ll be better off without you.’ I have since wondered whether she meant just at that moment or in life generally.


But on that morning, at least, she was right and I had finally ushered my two children into the ‘real’ world. How was I to know that motherhood involves a million school gate experiences at every age and that the process was only just starting? Why didn’t somebody tell me? I’ll tell you the reason – because if they had, you’d have never got me off that lamp post!


The Way We Were


As I look back on my kids’ lives so many recollections come flooding back.


Every time early September comes, with the first hint of autumn crispness, I am immediately transported to the maternity ward and Katie’s birth. I remember lying there, having gone in early with high blood pressure, and wondering what motherhood was going to be like.


And I remember another autumn morning just after Lloyd was born. Katie was a toddler and my new son was asleep in the room next to me. It was about seven in the morning and the sun was streaming through the curtains. It was in so many ways a perfect day. I had two children, a lovely home and a good husband. But none of that seemed to be very real at that moment and I turned, woke Rob, and said, ‘I don’t think I can cope any more. Will you take Katie to nursery today?’


Those words ushered in some dark years for Rob and me. I’ve no doubt that what they call post-natal depression was part of it, but the medics also found a problem with my immune system. Some days I would just lie in bed. Most friends were kind, others had advice on how to ‘snap out of it’ and reminded me that there were those who were a lot worse off than me. The strange thing is that the main emotion I felt was not sadness or worry, but guilt. Why couldn’t I cope? What would all this do to my children? Why wasn’t I a better mother?


I would love to put my arms around young mothers going through similar experiences and tell them that they can come through these dark times. I would love to explain to partners what is going on, and urge them to both care and patience. I now have the opportunity to speak to thousands of women through our seminar programme and perhaps it’s as well that autumn morning is still fresh in my mind. It has left me vulnerable and therefore, I think, understanding.


I feel that illness robbed me of quite a lot of Lloyd’s young life but I still have some wonderful memories: one is of him giggling. He had such an infectious giggle; sometimes I would be so angry with him, but against all my will he’d make me laugh.


I remember the joy of him when he was so very tactile; even up until he was twelve he would lie with me on the settee and put his arm in mine. And I remember the feeling almost of grief in his teenage years when that suddenly stopped and it appeared he didn’t want to be seen out with me unless I had a brown paper bag over my head. And I remember when in later teens I saw the first signs of a thaw after such a long winter and how it warmed my heart.


I remember Lloyd telling me he would never marry anybody else except me, and both my kids telling me when they were young that they would never leave home. And I remember, when they were teenagers, worrying in case they meant it.


I remember being a little overweight (what do I mean ‘remember’ – I am a little overweight!) and Katie asking me to go shopping with her – that’s ‘size eight’ Katie. We both took clothes into the changing rooms. I nearly brought the wall of the cubicle down losing my balance trying to get into a skirt I should have known was a size too small. And then when I was at my lowest, red faced and depressed, the curtain went back and Katie stood there looking absolutely stunning in a little black number and said, ‘Does my bottom look big in this?’ I wanted to attack her.


I remember being jealous if they went through times when they communicated with Rob more than me. I remember being desperately hurt if they didn’t want to eat the meals I’d prepared. And I remember that no matter what they had done to me during the day, and no matter how old they were, it was impossible not to feel tremendous love for them when they were asleep.


And I remember times of helpless laughter. The other day I got my little family around me and said, ‘I have some important information to impart – listen well.’ Rob said, ‘Does this include me?’ I said, ‘Especially you.’ Without pausing for breath I went on, ‘It appears that there are some things in this house that only I can do. In case I get hit by a bus I want to pass on the wisdom of the years to you.’ They stood there open mouthed.


‘Today’s lesson is how to replace a used toilet roll. The first part is to notice the empty roll on the holder. You have to remove it – it will not self-destruct. Push the spindle gently and remove the empty roll. Put it in the bin, not on the window sill – we’ve stopped collecting them to make Blue Peter castles. Now, here’s the really hard part: push the spindle again and put a new roll on. There! Now you can try it on your own next time.’


I am a mother. I am not a perfect mother – I learnt a long time ago that ‘perfect’ is too great a burden to carry. Nor am I ‘just’ a mother. I am a woman with gifts, hopes and desires that are unconnected to my two kids. But, without doubt, it is in the realm of motherhood that you will find my greatest laughter and my deepest sorrow; it is there you will discover my greatest pride and haunting fears.





 


Sixty Second Wisdom


(from mothers who’ve seen it all, done it all, worn the tee-shirt … and survived!)




[image: image] Guilt is an occupational hazard; learn to live with it – it comes with the placenta.


[image: image] Ignore the dust occasionally; or, better still, teach the children how to spell in it!


[image: image] Don’t be too upset when your kids don’t want the meal you made. I know it doesn’t help when your son comes home and says, ‘Tom’s mum did us egg on toast.’ You say, ‘But you don’t like eggs!’, and he replies, ‘I do now.’ It is hurtful, but it’s not personal.


[image: image] Two-year-olds are not fooled by designs of a clown with a mashed potato face, a sausage nose, pea eyes, a carrot smile and broccoli hair. They know what broccoli is.
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You’re not the only mother who . . .




• Says as she cleans out the rabbit, hamster and budgie cages, ‘Why do I fall for it time and time again?’


• Thinks she’s on a game show, where the prize goes to the mother who can find most dirty dishes in the shortest time, including those in her teenager’s wardrobe.


• Honestly believes that if she were introduced to the Prime Minister, he would say, ‘Nice to see you, Mrs Harries. You haven’t seen my Game Boy anywhere have you?’


• Turns her daughter’s dirty white socks inside out so they look clean for Brownies.


• Stays up all night making a dozen flapjacks for the school fair cake stall and then doesn’t produce them on seeing that Danielle Thomas’ mother has made a novelty cake in the shape of a tree-house complete with squirrel. You go straight home and eat all the flapjacks.








The First Child


I felt as though I had been in labour for most of my life, but really it was only seven hours before I heard a cry from my newborn baby daughter. Elated and relieved at the safe arrival of our much-wanted first child, my husband Michael and I wept as we held the baby together.


But two hours later, in the hospital ward, my elation gave way to panic. Gazing at my daughter through the clear sides of the cot, I was overwhelmed by the responsibility of having my own child. I thought: ‘This is it now – there’s no going back. She’s mine for the rest of my life.’


My baby opened her eyes, and we stared at each other. I was the one to blink first. ‘What have I done?’ I thought. ‘And where is the joy and happiness everyone told me I’d be feeling? What’s wrong with me – aren’t I a normal mother?’


Alison, mother of Rebecca








Nursery School


My child’s nursery school has in it a box which contains spare pants for children who haven’t quite mastered the art of getting to the loo on time. The other day, Emma, my three-year-old, wore a pair home. I washed them and gave them to my husband to return to the nursery when he dropped her off the next day. He was sitting on the bus with Emma when a helper from the nursery got on, smiled at them and sat down at the back. A few minutes passed and then Emma stood up, turned around and, to the amusement of the crowded bus, said, ‘It’s all right Miss Deverold, my father’s got your knickers in his pocket.’
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