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	FOREWORD BY HER EXCELLENCY MS QUENTIN BRYCE, AC, GOVERNOR OF QUEENSLAND








Now in her 87th year, Australian poet Marjorie Pizer once entreated:


The voices of women are quiet and overwhelmed,


Not listened to and disagreed with…


How long, O Lord, how long,


Before the voice of women is listened to in the land?





American feminist author Tilly Olsen, who at 94 died in the early days of this year, wrote of the silence to which she was tethered as she worked to earn a living and raise four daughters single-handedly. “These are not natural silences”, she said, “that necessary time for renewal. They are the unnatural thwarting of what struggles to come into being but cannot.” Reclaiming her voice at age 50, she applied her language, insight, and intellect to the honest telling of women’s shared experiences of marriage, maternity, work, and domestic life. Where silence once excluded change, her writing opened up every possibility.


It’s over forty years since Tilly Olsen began to recount her stories. The international women’s movement has indeed delivered many gains to many women, although to many more gender equality is beyond their powerless reach, and by both necessity and default, silence continues to dictate their disadvantage.


The women of Mother Who? are neither powerless nor silenced. They, with education, earning capacity, and independence of thought and action, can largely determine the quality and direction of their lives. Their stories, however, belong to mothers everywhere. Universal, commonplace, but far from ordinary, the love, joy, pain, and fear in bearing a child and rearing a family of individuals and citizens affect us profoundly and lastingly. Mothering shapes us, strengthens us, and at times utterly shatters us.


It’s as important now, as it was for Tilly Olsen nearly half a century ago, for women to tell their stories. Today, they reveal the conversations that are yet to be had: those that will determine the responsibility society must take for the raising of its children, and not simply what women might be offered to do the job themselves.


The stories of Mother Who? speak for themselves, they yield what is already. May we hear their voices, their message, and their possibilities for change.[image: image]





Ms Quentin Bryce, AC


Governor of Queensland





Marjorie Pizer, ‘The voice of women’, from Selected Poems 1963-1983, Pinchgut Press, Sydney, 1984
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	Introduction











“Making the decision to have a child is momentous.


It is to decide forever to have your heart go walking outside your body.”





Elizabeth Stone





The powerful feeling of maternal love is an invisible thread connecting all mothers.


Every mother can relate to the range of emotions motherhood evokes – laughter, joy, fear, frustration – and the blistering speed with which they can change. On a good day motherhood can be euphoric, on another, totally draining.


And then you add work to the mix, so that a pressure arises to achieve “work and family balance”, to use the latest catchphrase. All mothers make different choices and have different experiences, but balance appears universally elusive.


Time is the enemy, whether you are in the paid workforce or work at home. Where motherhood is concerned, “time out” seems to be reserved for wayward children. Mothers, fathers and whole families feel the tight squeeze created by having to juggle the demands of work and family responsibilities.


I struggled with the issue of work after my daughter, Alannah, was born. My battle was not helped by my lack of preparation. I found out I was pregnant just two weeks before my wedding day. We had booked a little church in Port Douglas and an exotic honeymoon in Koh Samui, Thailand.


My surprise pregnancy threw a spanner in the works. Morning sickness was not my friend, and I was unable to have the necessary vaccinations so I travelled to Thailand with strict instructions from my doctor not to leave the resort or consume any food touched by local water. Not quite the wedding or idyllic island holiday I had imagined. In hindsight, though, what an excellent preparation for the compromises required when you become a mother.


When the morning sickness subsided I was excited and looking forward to being a mum. When Alannah was born, I was instantly captivated by my tiny daughter. But it didn’t take long for me to realise that motherhood was not all warm and fluffy.


Alannah developed colic and cried high voltage for the first six weeks. I remember laying her down after an exhausting screaming session and wondering why she couldn’t just be a “normal” baby. She also developed a penchant for not sleeping. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my baby; I just found there were moments when things seemed harder than I thought they would be.


My experience at mothers’ group didn’t help either. Everybody seemed to have placid, easy-going babies and be coping well. I just assumed that I was amongst a small percentage of mums with a less-than-perfect baby.


I booked Alannah in to the Masada Hospital sleep clinic when she was 7 months old, and was surprised how many other mums in the group had either been or were booked in to go.


Things didn’t get any easier when I started looking for child care and discovered that my plan to return to work after five months might be flawed. At the time there was a chronic shortage of child care in Melbourne. Not only was I unable to find a child care centre I was happy with, I couldn’t even get a spot.


I extended my maternity leave to 12 months, which I was not that unhappy about, because I could relax and enjoy my daughter who was finally calm and settled, and wait for a suitable child care place.


Over the next few years I had two more children, moved to a different state and began the journey of finding what work options would be right for myself and my family.


I initially returned to work full time in an HR management role before trying a part-time, job share arrangement when I moved to Queensland. Full-time work in a role that demanded 50–60 hours a week proved overwhelming and part-time work did not offer the same level of work satisfaction I had previously.


Eventually I decided to start my own consulting business – a solution that seemed to be the best fit, but is still a work in progress.


In the four years following Alannah’s birth I tried to work out what I wanted to do. I looked for examples of how other women were managing work and motherhood. I wasn’t looking for advice. I just wanted a little inspiration and a different perspective. How were others managing? Were they? How did they do it? What was their experience?


I searched magazines and bookstores for stories about women who were in a similar situation and I talked to other women about their experiences. A psychologist I talked with at the Masada sleep clinic about motherhood issues gave me an interesting perspective.


When I told her I was keen to maintain my career as well as having time with my daughter, she shared her own experience with me. She had taken ten years out of the workforce to raise her family and at the same time study for her psychology degree. Her experience had been extremely positive – she enjoyed the flexibility she wanted with her family, and had used the time to initiate a satisfying career change.


It was like turning on a light bulb in my head. Not because I wanted to become a psychologist or thought her solution would work for everyone, but because I realised that there were options and choices about work and family that I hadn’t even considered.


Talking to other mothers and sharing their perspectives was by far the most helpful thing for me, as I navigated my own journey. Knowing other people faced similar challenges was a huge sanity saver and put many things in perspective. And that was how the idea for Mother Who? was born.


The amazing mums who generously agreed to share their stories and experiences in Mother Who? come from quite different backgrounds. They reveal a diverse blend of perspectives and real experiences that should resonate with all mums and mums-to-be.


The one thing all these mothers have in common is an open and honest sharing of their experiences. I am sure you will enjoy reading their stories, and might find something you can use on your own journey. They may even challenge you to contemplate different options or choices.


If nothing else, I’m sure you will find the book a wonderful celebration of motherhood. [image: image]
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“I would look at those kids and think I would love to take them home, love them and give them the attention they never had.”
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	MELISSA DAVIES








As a trained volunteer for the St Vincent de Paul Healthy Families Program, Melissa helped children who were victims of extreme neglect. Desperate to do more, she became a foster mum. Today this single mum cares for her two children and five foster kids.


Melissa Davies hates the nature strip outside her house.


At first glance, there’s nothing to distinguish it from so many others on the Gold Coast – just some grass and trees in a pretty suburban street.


But this is the spot where Melissa farewells the children she’s devoted her life to helping. At times she’s been punched, bitten and sworn at, but nothing cuts deeper than watching her kids leave.


“Loving a child, bringing them into your home and family, teaching them and then having to say goodbye is so hard,” she says. “It’s that not knowing what happens to them. I hate that nature strip, because it’s where we stand to wave them off.”


When she started, Melissa didn’t fit the typical foster carer profile. She was a 32-year-old, divorced mother with two boys aged seven and five.


Now she’s 37, still single, but has seven kids to look after.


Growing up as one of five siblings, Melissa always had a strong affinity with children. Her willingness to take other kids under her wing saw her tagged the “neighbourhood mum”. It was one of the reasons she left school at 16; she wanted to help care for her two younger siblings while her mother worked two jobs to pay the mortgage. They didn’t have a lot, but their mum always made sure what they did have was clean and well looked after. Her mother also taught Melissa the importance of family and caring for others.


“I think I’m a lot like Mum. She was a single mother with five children, but the most important thing was for us to be in our own home so she worked two jobs to pay the mortgage. It was an ex-commission house, but it was ours,” she says.


“There was a single mother across the road from us with four kids aged between four and 13. She would go to the pub and not come home for two days. I remember many nights walking across the road with meals from Mum.”


Melissa dreamed of being a veterinary nurse, but settled for love and travel. She was 16 when she met her future husband. They spent several years working in different parts of Australia before settling on the Gold Coast.


“We then started thinking about having kids. And we thought we must have our own home, we must get married! Amazing now all these years later and I’m a single parent with seven kids, so I don’t know when all that went out the window!” she laughs.


The couple married when Melissa was 26. They bought a small home a year before their son, Taylor, was born. Keaton arrived two years later. The marriage broke up when he was one year old, but the couple maintained an amicable partnership. Melissa still has a good relationship with her ex-husband and is on excellent terms with his new partner and children.


Melissa always knew she wanted to be a full-time mum. When her marriage ended, she directed her energies into caring for the boys full-time until Keaton was ready for school.


“We thought we must have our own home, we must get married! Amazing now all these years later and I’m a single parent with seven kids.”


“The boys were starting to head off to school and I thought, ‘What should I do now?’ I still wanted to be there for them, so I didn’t want to do anything full-time. Then I saw this ‘Healthy Families’ advertisement and thought I’d find out more.”


The St Vincent de Paul early intervention program for children at risk appealed to Melissa’s altruistic nature. She went through an intensive training course and found her life skills and experience helped when visiting families. She found she was able to provide practical support and education on parenting.


“We had to be able to help families with their financials, teach them basic things like having to have meals three times a day and food in the cupboard. That the kids had to be bathed and have beds.”


She worked with her first family for a year and will never forget what an eye-opener it was. It was a heartbreaking case that affected her deeply.


“They had two beds and six kids. The first time I went in they were filthy; everything was filthy. It was such a sad situation. They just didn’t understand that you can’t let your kids roam the streets until midnight and that they need their own beds. I would have to scour the streets for the two and three year old. One day the boys lit a fire under the house. I said to the mum, ‘If you don’t do something you are going to lose your kids’. And she just said, ‘What’s the point, I’m going to lose them anyway?’ I just went home and sobbed.”


“Their dad was trying so hard. He went out and found a job, but Mum wasn’t looking after them. It was really hard for him. He loved those kids, but they took them all. To me it felt helpless. What do you do with a family like that?”


“I think I may have a bit of that stupid thing going on where I want to save everybody. But I would look at those kids and think I would love to take them home, love them and give them the attention they never had. So I started thinking about fostering. I was very stable. I had my own house and thought maybe I could foster just one child.”


“I have been called names, bitten, hit, had things thrown at me and my place wrecked.”


Unsure if she could foster as a single parent, Melissa began making enquiries. But before going any further she needed to get the opinion of her family and, most importantly, her boys.


“I didn’t jump at it. I spoke to the kids because we are a team. Keaton was four and Taylor was seven. I explained it to them and they asked questions. My ex-husband was great. He’s accepted all of the kids.”


“Mum was like, ‘Are you sure you want to do that? What about your life? How will you meet someone?’ To me that’s not important. I have been on my own for some time. I’m okay with that.”


Melissa’s confronting experience as a carer prepared her for what was to come. In most cases the children have suffered severe abuse or neglect and need real help. Melissa started with “one little person she could love”, and has since cared for numerous babies and children needing short-term transitional care, respite care or emergency placements. She has never baulked at any situation.


Her “children” have included a one-week-old baby suffering from drug withdrawal, a child who self-mutilated, children with ADHD and kids with physical and intellectual disabilities. Melissa even nursed a child through heart surgery. She finds it a challenging and rewarding experience, but one which takes commitment, perseverance, love and patience.


“I have been called names, bitten, hit, had things thrown at me and my place wrecked,” says Melissa. “When some of the children first come they are extremely angry and frustrated and don’t know how to deal with it. It takes time and a learning process to teach them. It can be difficult but I look at the children I have had and I know it is possible for them to come through it. They are all special kids.”


While she seems to have a special ability to calmly and practically deal with even the most difficult circumstances, saying goodbye is an emotional wrench. When Melissa discovered she wasn’t the only one in her family who was affected by this, she decided to concentrate on long-term fostering.


“Keaton is very emotional and becomes very upset when the kids go. He cries and will go and find things they have left. It kills me. One time we had a little one go because they found a sibling in another state. We had him for a long time. I was devastated.”


“I was lying in bed, cuddling Keaton, and he said something like ‘It’s sad that he’s gone but aren’t we lucky we got to meet him?’ Here I was whingeing, but it really woke me up. Keaton saw the positive side. He saw it as a blessing that he was in our life for that period of time.”


Becoming a long-term foster carer involves a comprehensive assessment process and a long-term commitment. Children in Melissa’s care could stay for many years.


Right now her home is teeming with seven kids. Life is hectic for the busy, single mum but she doesn’t appear overwhelmed. The house is tidy, organised and astonishingly tranquil. Remarkably, she doesn’t find her situation stressful. The credit, she says, should go to her “seven little helpers”.


“The kids are great. They all help out. They are in charge of their own rooms, they make their own beds, vacuum, dust, take the rubbish out and even help with the windows. They are my own little team and we


“It’s sad that he’s gone but aren’t we lucky we got to meet him ?”


have a lot of fun. One of the moments I love is when they come home from school. It’s like having a little army. They all march in and put their lunch boxes away and unpack everything on the bench. I love standing there just watching.”


She believes the more kids she has, the more relaxed she is. The children get a lot of attention from each other and she makes sure all of them feel they are listened to.


“If they need to talk to me, I take them in my bedroom on their own. Also when they get in the car after school, we take it in turns going round and asking the best and worst thing that happened during the day. This way they all get it out of their system and have a chance to talk.”


“When they are out of control you have to show that you are in control. Sometimes that might mean walking into the bedroom and screaming into a pillow.”


Melissa considers that being single mum actually makes her life easier. And that regardless of what happens today, tomorrow is a fresh start. “I see it a lot in kids with dual parenting: the kids play the parents off against each other. My kids don’t see any of that conflict. I don’t have to worry about the partnership side of things. I can just focus on the kids and make all of the decisions. I have great friends and I lean on them all the time.”


“I don’t have any real stress. I don’t have a husband to worry about, my money comes out of my account and my bills are paid on time. Also, I don’t worry about little things. If I can’t be bothered to cook, we have toasted sandwiches. If the house gets untidy, there is always tomorrow.”


Being the primary carer for seven children, including one with an intellectual disability, requires well-honed parenting skills. Melissa takes a matter-of-fact approach; she puts a lot of thought into behavioural and other problems. She enjoys working out different ways to deal with such issues and often lies in bed at night thinking about her day and what she could have done better.


In this household there is no room for chaos. Teamwork is paramount and Melissa makes sure everyone is aware of the importance of working together. Normal family disputes are dealt with using set rules and behaviour management tricks she’s learned over the years.


“I have rules. The main one is: hands and feet to yourself. I can’t have seven kids all hitting each other. They also know they are not allowed in each other’s rooms without asking. We have a thinking chair. There are no naughty kids here, just kids that are bored. If you keep them active you normally won’t have any problems.”


“Generally my kids don’t lay their hands on each other so I think we must be doing something right. They don’t call each other names. The worst we get is ‘Bully’, ‘Dobber’ and ‘Baby’. But that’s it. They are beautiful kids and I am very lucky.”


But, of course there have been situations that have become highly volatile. It’s at times like these when patience and control make all the difference.


“It can be hard, but when they are out of control you have to show that you are in control. Even if you feel angry and want to throw something you always have to appear calm. Sometimes that might mean walking into the bedroom and screaming into a pillow.”


“I had a little person; he would be kicking walls, throwing toys at me and trying to pull down blinds. I tried to keep calm and not notice that he was wrecking my house. I just kept repeating the same thing over and over about 30 times, which was useless because he was screaming so loud he couldn’t hear me. When he calmed down I just explained that’s not how we act. I was really worried about him. Apparently he was a child who was used to being slapped to get him out of a rage, so he needed to learn something new.”


Some children will struggle with sharing their mother with foster children. Taylor and Keaton love having a big family, but Melissa is always mindful to remind her sons where they stand.


“I say to them, ‘We are all a family, but you boys are number one’. They have to know that. They have to feel like they have the control to raise things when they need to. Keaton in particular is so proud of his family. I know one day someone will say something cruel and he will be devastated. It will break his heart.”


Other people’s opinions don’t bother Melissa, but that doesn’t make her immune to their misguided actions or prejudices. The ‘Privacy Act’


“You might have a child telling you they hate you and wish you were dead, but when you tuck them in at night you have to hug them and tell them that you love them and kiss and cuddle them.”


means she can’t tell them specifics about her situation even if she felt like it. For Melissa, it’s much more important to her that the children feel they are part of a family, than it is to satisfy other people’s curiosity.


“I go out on my own with seven kids. Some of them have different skin colouring, the age groups are very close and, of course, I’m a single mum. So you can imagine what they think,” she says.


“When people ask, I say they are my family because I am their mum. I could say I am just looking after them, but I don’t want any of them to not feel they are part of the family. Sometimes, the older people say, ‘Oh, great to see big families’, but the younger people go, ‘My god!’”


On one occasion an airline refused her tickets, because they said she couldn’t look after six kids and they wouldn’t help. Melissa told the airline they were good kids and she supervised them every day on her own. They still refused, so she used another carrier.


Like every mother, Melissa has dreams for all of her children, and she hopes the foster children can beat the odds stacked against them from an early age.


“Kids in care tend not to have a high education record or expectations. But I really want them to be confident and succeed. I couldn’t think of anything worse than them getting involved in drugs. The majority of kids in care are as a result of drugs, robberies and overdoses and I just don’t want that to happen.”


Melissa’s work has rubbed off on her brother, who in addition to his own two kids now cares for three foster children. Melissa has found her


“You won’t necessarily be dealing with sweet little kids all the time, some kids may have horns.“


experience rewarding and strongly believes that she’s made it work by accepting reality and not giving up when times are tough.


“You won’t necessarily be dealing with sweet little kids all the time, some kids may have horns. I am a believer that if you are going to do it, as hard as it is, you need to be prepared to stick it out long-term, so the kids aren’t thrown from home to home. It happens all the time and that’s what really upsets me. Imagine your four-year-old child being moved to 10 different homes in 12 months or being mistreated.”


“You might have a child telling you they hate you and wish you were dead, but when you tuck them in at night you have to hug them and tell them that you love them and kiss and cuddle them.”


“It might seem hard because of what they have said and you don’t have that maternal bond. But if you can say, ‘I love you’, it happens and you do fall in love with them.” [image: image]
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	Melissa was named Barnardos Mother of the Year in 2005. This is an edited version of her sister’s letter supporting the nomination:







	


	Nobody that knows my sister would take on her life. Actually we all think she is a bit crazy because her commitment is lifelong. She wouldn’t have it any other way and for this she has our family’s full support.







	


	Her two boys have given up so much to accommodate all of the children, and not once do you hear them complain. Just recently Melissa took all the kids camping and they were in a Cash Converters store looking for old camping gear. The little girl asked Taylor (the eight year old) if he would use the rest of his birthday money and buy her a Gameboy, which was $60. He counted up his money and only had $35.







	


	Both of the children were really upset so Melissa decided to ask the salesman the best price he could do. Unbeknown to Melissa he had heard the children’s whole conversation and turned to her and said, “I think you have the most beautiful, caring kids in the world and tell your son he can buy it for his sister for $35”.







	


	Melissa was over the moon and didn’t have the heart to explain that they weren’t even brother and sister. The children even sat down together and decided to sacrifice their one-night-a-week takeaway money for the Tsunami appeal.







	


	I believe that any child Melissa cares for will be touched for life. She is so completely modest about what she does (especially on her own), and I know she would not agree that she deserves any recognition. She is my inspiration, and it is important that we encourage our younger generation to be as wonderful as she is.







	


	I always see a lot of older people getting recognition, but what about those who are making the difference early? You would just need to talk to one person in her life to know that she is an amazing and kind-hearted person very worthy of such an award.







	


	Thank you.
Sarah Waterman
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For more information on Barnardos Australia’s Mother of the Year Awards. www.barnardos.org.au










“There are no more roadmaps. I think that’s because I’m fully grown up now, so the choices are mine and that’s part of the next phase for Mason and me. That’s exciting!”










MICHELLEMONSOUR
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	MICHELLE MONSOUR








An unexpected career in wildlife and conservation management and the birth of her “miracle” son in the Northern Territory outback helped Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary CEO, Michelle Monsour, heal the pain of her troubled teenage years.


How many of us have literally seen the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow? Michelle Monsour sees him every day.


After defying the odds to get pregnant, Michelle survived a horrific birth experience to deliver son Mason. She calls him her “little miracle”.


“After he was born the most amazing thing happened,” she says. “When I got out of surgery and they wheeled me into my room Mason was up against the window and there was a rainbow above him. The first time in my life I saw the end of the rainbow.”


“I didn’t want to call him Mason anymore; I wanted to call him Rainbow,” she laughs.


Most days the Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary is a medley of colour. It would be hard to find a more idyllic setting than this lush valley nestled in the Gold Coast hinterland, just minutes from the beach.


This place is Michelle’s other labour of love. Surrounded by dazzling lorikeets and excited visitors, she looks happy and relaxed. There is no hint of the troubled youth she has bravely begun to talk about with a view to helping other women.


Michelle, who is the sanctuary’s award-winning chief executive, now speaks publicly about some of the painful aspects of her life. She is a volunteer for the New South Wales police and speaks at White Ribbon Day to raise awareness about violence against women.


“Things happened in my life when I was young and caught me at a really bad time as a teenager. I was a victim of abuse by a friend’s older boyfriend when I was 12 years old. I couldn’t understand why it happened and I just couldn’t deal with it,” she recalls.


“I can vividly remember where it happened and seeing the photos he had taken of me… I remember everything about that day. I so wish now that my mother had told me about the birds and the bees before then… I just did not realise that this behaviour was not normal, but I knew it felt wrong. The memories just wouldn’t fade… They hang with me even today.”


The experience devastated her, and had long-term consequences that severely damaged her development as a teenager, and ultimately her performance at school.


“I found release in acting and being able to perform. I wanted to be on stage, because I didn’t want to be me. Through it all I became so engrossed in performing that I became ridiculed at school.”


“I was expelled six weeks before completing my higher school certificate. I just couldn’t relate. I had always excelled at primary school, but what happened changed me. I didn’t know how to tell people so I hid it all. I had a mass of self-doubt and the only thing I could do and actually do well was get on stage and act.”


It took a long time for Michelle to come to terms with what happened, but she has finally reached that point where she can move on.


“It happened and I fell out of it okay at 39,” she says with a wry smile. “It was definitely a very long journey.”


Michelle would never have guessed after her premature departure from school where that journey would take her. An accomplished dancer with television and film experience, she found work in bars and clubs while auditioning and hoping for a big break. Missing out on a part in a major movie was the final blow and it “broke my heart”.


Her mother worked at Taronga Zoo and convinced Michelle to take up a role as a cashier. She was 23, and although she didn’t know it the job was to spark a love of animals and the environment, and ultimately help her rebuild her self-esteem.


“I just did not realise that this behaviour was not normal, but I knew it felt wrong.”


“I started working with women who were motherly figures. They didn’t realise they were providing me with the support and strength I needed, and building my confidence with just the smallest compliments. I was working on customer service and all of a sudden people were telling me I was good at it. I wasn’t receiving rejections like I did from the film and television industry or from school. It was the most important time of my life.”


Like a lot of successful women, Michelle crossed paths with a person who would become an important mentor. It was the zoo’s director – the brilliant Dr John Kelly.


“He was sitting at admissions just watching me serve one day. A woman had come up to the counter and she had little money. I sorted out the entry for her and her kids and explained the zoo was all about education. He was rapt and said, ‘That’s exactly what we need to do’.”
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