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SELF-CARE HAS BECOME A BUZZWORD in this age of modern motherhood. For many of us, it feels like one more thing we need to do, and one more area of our overwhelming lives in which we feel that we are falling short. Not only have we failed to return the field trip permission slip on time, keep the house clean, and gracefully balance work and family, we’re also failing to care for ourselves properly. Great!


In a 2015 keynote address in Denver, CO, Brian Smith, LCSW addressed a group of social workers, saying, “Self-care isn’t an activity . . . Self-care is a value. . . We might even call it a superordinate value; care for that which embodies all the other values is too important to relegate to a throwaway cliché.” I couldn’t agree more. But motherhood in this day and age is already crammed full of to-do’s; how can women realistically incorporate self-care into their lives? Most of them don’t even know where to begin.


Julie Burton shows us where to start, and how to maintain an ongoing self-care practice in this much-needed, motivational book. Julie’s balance of honesty, vulnerability, and practical advice found in The Self-Care Solution will profoundly impact the way mothers care for themselves as they care for their families. As co-editors of The HerStories Project and its four anthologies, we have read hundreds of women’s stories about everything from postpartum depression to friendship to juggling work and new motherhood. We can definitively say, both in a professional capacity as editors and publishers, and personally as mothers of four children collectively, that there is a real need for this book.


Today’s mothers are stretched to their breaking points. They are overwhelmed with trying to “have it all,” and they struggle with the guilt that accompanies parenting in an era of competitive motherhood and too much information. They need help and reminders that, not only is it possible to take care of themselves, it is essential. The Self-Care Solution provides compelling evidence on the far-reaching positive effects of making self-care a priority, as well as the very real dangers of mothers neglecting themselves, their health, and their personal needs. Julie’s genuine and empathic approach empowers moms to be intentional about self-care, and provides mothers with realistic solutions for overcoming self-care obstacles.


In addition to sharing her personal experiences as a mother of four, an eating disorder survivor, and a fitness and wellness instructor for the past two decades, she includes stories and advice from hundreds of mothers she interviewed. For mothers who want to better care for themselves but find that there are far too many reasons not to, The Self-Care Solution inspires mothers to move themselves up on that list, and provides comfort and guidance for mothers embarking on their essential self-care journey.


On behalf of mothers everywhere, thank you, Julie, for writing The Self-Care Solution. This book is a true gift.


—STEPHANIE SPRENGER & JESSICA SMOCK,
founders of The HerStories Project,
editors of Mothering Through the Darkness:
Women Open Up About the Postpartum Experience
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THE TEARS WELLED IN MY EYES, and I found myself shaking, sobbing, and struggling to catch my breath. But I couldn’t stop running. I tried to run from the pain throbbing inside me. Though running had historically helped dissipate many of the worries and stresses within, this run was different. With each step, I felt my body and mind become more and more entangled with the swirling feelings of anxiety. Even as the sun warmed my skin and I willed myself to notice and be comforted by all the beautiful Minnesota summer greenery around me, I didn’t feel better. My mind spun faster and faster, and the avalanche of cascading emotions made it impossible for me to separate them into manageable pieces. The racing thoughts moved from confusion to fear and began ferociously to seize my body—starting in my stomach, moving up into my chest, and lodging in the middle of my throat like a goiter-sized lump, making it hard for me to swallow or breathe.


I found myself in my sister’s driveway, a few miles from my house, panting, gasping, reminding myself to breathe deeply, stop crying, pull myself together. But I couldn’t this time. The floodgates had opened and I didn’t have the strength to close them. I pounded on her door. I stood there, my legs shaking, my head bowed, snot running down my face, feeling desperately alone and afraid.


I heard the front door creak open and looked up to see my sister standing there, her eyes pooling with compassion and love. She opened the door and opened her arms as I fell into them. It took me a while before I could speak, before there was room between the sobs for words. But over the next few hours, I left a mess of tears and emotions splattered all over her sleeve and her living room floor.


When I had exhausted my words and tears, my sister simply looked at me square in the eyes and said, “You have to figure out a way to take care of yourself. You just have to, Julie.”


Little did I know that, when I tied up my running shoes and pushed myself out my front door on that day in 2010—telling myself, as I often did, that I would feel better after a good run—the impetus for this book would be formed. I didn’t know that on this particular run it would become apparent to me that I was desperately afraid—afraid that I was coming unglued, that I was losing myself, afraid that I wasn’t the right person for the job entitled motherhood, that I was failing miserably. I was afraid that I wasn’t equipped to handle everything on my plate: four kids, two of them challenging teenagers, plus a grade-schooler who had just been diagnosed with ADD, and a younger child who was a late bloomer and possibly in need of an extra year before starting kindergarten; a husband who traveled almost every week and worked late most nights; a father-in-law with a deadly cancer; other family and friends to care for; a recent financial calamity; family dysfunction; a friendship drama; a part-time job teaching group fitness; a desire to build my writing career. There was always more volunteer work to do in the community, and always more housework, more cooking, more driving, more errands, more homework assistance, more emotional supporting. How could I keep giving when I was running . . . out . . . of . . . steam?


This book grew out of a desperate plea to myself to figure out a way to take care of me, as I felt I was literally gasping for breath while being swallowed up in the sea of motherhood. My sister’s message to me rang true, and yet I realized that I did not completely grasp what it meant to take care of myself and how I could put self-care into practice when so many people depended on me.


I realized, after breaking down to my sister, that while talking with family members and good friends about the nuts and bolts of motherhood had always been helpful, I often found myself too ashamed to reveal how overwhelmed and unsure of myself I had often felt. It seemed to me that every mom around me was mothering with way more ease and confidence than I was. But deep down I knew that this was not true, and that I was not alone in my struggles.


Rather than expose myself to people close to me (other than my sister), it felt safer to reach out to mothers whom I didn’t know and who didn’t know me. Utilizing my training as a journalist, I put on my investigative reporter hat and decided to pick the brains of as many mothers as I could in an effort to uncover all the coveted motherhood secrets that I had not yet been privy to—I needed to find out if I was missing something pivotal about the motherhood journey.


The mommy blogging phenomenon was not yet in full swing (or at least I had not tapped into it yet), but I utilized a motherhood website to post a twenty-two-question online survey about the trials and tribulations of motherhood.


The responses came in by the hundreds.


Ironically, my initial questions and book concept did not focus solely on self-care. I originally approached the writing of this book the same way I had been dealing with the stressors in my life. If I could just be a better, smarter and more prepared mother, then I would not experience the extreme levels of stress and anxiety that I had been feeling for some time. If I dissected, analyzed, and revealed every imaginable and unimaginable aspect of motherhood from birth to launch, I could prepare moms (myself included) for what lies ahead on their motherhood journey. So I took it upon myself to uncover the unspoken secrets of motherhood, and began to gather “the goods” from nearly four hundred moms who completed my online survey and the dozens I interviewed in person or via e-mail.


Through their experiences and my own, I decided, I would provide a tell-your-best-friend-after-a-bottle-of-wine, no-holds-barred portrayal of motherhood. By assimilating this information my readers would be protected from experiencing the extreme levels of stress and exhaustion that had nearly caused me to break down. My book would be a toolbox of sorts, where mothers could explore the various stages of motherhood and find management strategies for dealing with all of the ages and stages. Moms would be READY to tackle motherhood with confidence and grace! My book would start where Heidi Murkoff’s What to Expect series and Vicki Iovine’s The Girlfriends’ Guide books left us hanging.


Although I learned a lot from the plethora of good information I gathered—some of which is shared in this book, and which certainly has been used in my life—this book evolved into something very different as I went through the writing process. Along the way, I made a transformative connection that was pivotal for me in my journey as a mother and in the development of this book. I realized that obtaining knowledge about motherhood was not the key component of my being a happy and effective mother.


No matter how much of an “expert” I became on the various stages of motherhood, I still felt anxious as a mother. It wasn’t until I dug deeper into the research, and moved past the tips on how to deal with tantrumming toddlers and teenage drama, that I started to see more clearly where my angst, and the angst of so many mothers, originates. My “aha moment,” both for this book and for myself, occurred when I finally opened my eyes wide enough to see the most important question I had asked in my survey, and began to explore it with a therapist I had started seeing (a big step in practicing self-care). The question was, “How do you balance taking care of yourself while you are working to take care of your family?”


And there it was. The pattern was clear—I was indeed not alone. I found myself poring over the confessions of the hundreds of mothers who filled out my detailed, personal, “give it to me straight” survey until the wee hours of the morning. They shared their struggles, joys, epiphanies, and thoughtful advice about being a mother, about maintaining their relationships with their partners and their children, and about finding the balance between taking care of their own needs and caring for their families. Regardless of the varying demographics, family structures, work statuses, or numbers of children, virtually all moms surveyed (and I feel safe in saying that this sample speaks for the masses) feel that they are pulled in too many directions, habitually put others before themselves, and struggle to hang onto to some semblance of who they once were and, in many cases, who they want to be. Some, like the following two mothers, revealed that maintaining their sense of self was impossible. “I lost me, there is only Mom now, no time for Jane at all” (mother of two children, ages eleven and two). “Nurturing myself is non-existent. I put all my energy into my child” (mother of a two-year-old).


Although many of the women’s stories were vastly different from mine (single moms, moms in abusive relationships, moms whose kids or spouses have health issues and/or special needs), I realized that I connected to almost all of them in obvious or subtle ways. I clung to their words, absorbed their advice, and felt grateful to each of them. I believe that—unbeknownst to them, and to me at the time—the honesty in their words helped reframe my situation, and provided me with a great deal of comfort that prevented me from spiraling further downward.


As I took an internal inventory of what I was and was not doing in the self-care department, I began to take comfort in the voices of the moms who are scattered on the pages of this book, who told me to let go of being perfect, to trust that I am doing the best that I can, to understand that I must take care of me as part of taking care of “them.” I also felt sadness for the moms who admitted to neglecting themselves for the sake of their families, and I knew that I had to speak out to these moms and tell them that they have a right to feel good, to care for themselves, and to ask for help because they are worth it. In speaking to these moms, I am also reminding myself.


Veteran moms like these provided good reminders for me about why moms must take care of themselves:


As a stay-at-home mom I was able to hire some help a few mornings a week and I would work out or meet friends—I never wanted to resent my family . . . a happy Mom is key to a happy home!


—MOTHER OF TWO CHILDREN,
ages nineteen and seventeen


I had to learn to take good care of myself. For me, regular workouts, even if it meant getting a sitter for one hour. Also, time out with hubby and time out with friends. I am a big believer in needing balance and that a little time away from the kids makes for a happier, better, refreshed Mommy.


—MOTHER OF THREE CHILDREN,
ages nineteen, fifteen, and seven


I take good care of myself. I’ve always maintained a regular exercise program. I would never get pregnant with another child until I had lost all the weight from the previous child. I joined book groups and play groups to make friends and stay connected with adults.


—MOTHER OF FOUR BOYS,
ages eighteen, sixteen, fourteen, and nine


Throughout the process of reading, analyzing, and categorizing the survey responses, it became more and more clear that my breakdown did not occur because I was an ineffective or underprepared mother. No amount of preparation could have readied me for the unparalleled jolt I experienced when I felt the very first flutter in my stomach, signaling the new life within, a life that was mine, that I was responsible for, and whose survival was dependent on me—or when I saw my daughter’s piercing blue eyes stare up at me for the first time. I don’t know that any words of wisdom could have “enlightened” me about the overwhelming onslaught of new, raw, unstoppable emotions that swept into the depths of my soul, and sent messages to my brain each time I gave birth, that there never had been—and never would be—anything more important to me than the care and keeping of this child. And I most definitely could not have foreseen that the perfectionist in me would take over and slowly begin to tear relentlessly at my being. No amount of “motherhood preparedness” could have chased away the self-deprecating voices of those all-too-familiar gremlins perched on my shoulder speaking in loud, disparaging, and convincing voices: “You need to do more for your child. How dare you leave her? Are you sure you are doing everything right? How can you not know how to handle your child? Some kind of mother you are.”


I also wasn’t prepared for some of my childhood wounds to burst open unexpectedly as I mothered my four children. I didn’t realize that a nearly insatiable need to heal these wounds would arise, which would propel me to set my own needs aside in an effort to make sure that my children would never feel alone or afraid in the way I sometimes had growing up. I couldn’t predict that in mothering my children, I would begin a pattern of overcompensating for what I felt was missing for me as a child. Confronting your past and nurturing your whole self (past and present) while mothering your children is an integral component of self-care.


I have learned through research and throughout my own self-care journey that self-care is a choice, and that to be able to make that choice, the notion that “I am worthy of taking care of myself” needs to be deeply rooted in mothers. If they do not feel that way, then they would be best served to peel back some layers with a therapist, spiritual advisor, or trusted friend and discover where that message got lost, and how they can re-create it for themselves. Because no matter how hard one tries, if a mom does not truly believe that she deserves to take care of herself, the ongoing and forceful demands of motherhood will continue to derail her attempts to do so.


Those mothers who have stopped advocating for themselves and attending to their own needs—like the two women I quoted earlier in this introduction—seem defeated, as if they have lost a battle. I have learned firsthand that this is a battle mothers cannot afford to lose. I would challenge these mothers and plead with them as I had to plead with myself: stay connected with your sense of self, and of your self-worth. Remember who you are, separate from your child and your partner, so you can remain grounded and happy within yourself and be able to share your individual gifts with those you love. In writing this book I tracked my own self-care journey, and sorted through what worked and what didn’t; this book offers guidance and encouragement for other mothers to track their own journeys.


A mother of a two-year-old and nine-month-old reiterates this essential message: “It has challenged me to constantly put others before me, at all costs. You need to nurture yourself so you can nurture your children. You need to hang onto your sense of self so you remember who you are, what you need, and what makes you happy—and then, and perhaps only then, can you give unreservedly to those who need you.”


Breaking down the many such helpful suggestions into digestible pieces, while peeling back my own layers and discovering what self-care means to me in my life, crystallized the magnitude of my quest—to uncover the true meaning of self-care for moms, to validate the necessity of developing and maintaining an intentional self-care practice, and to provide tried and true methods for mothers to incorporate self-care into their everyday lives.


Throughout this book, you will discover that practicing self-care means setting clear boundaries, which sometimes means saying “no”: no to being a room parent or being on a planning committee for a fundraising event (even though you feel that you really should do it and your good friend is begging you); no to taking on too much emotional baggage from an overly needy friend; no to taking on that extra project at work. And sometimes it means saying “yes”: yes to any of the above-mentioned requests if they will be fulfilling to you or because you need the extra income; yes to a walk with a friend during lunch, even when you are on deadline for a project; or yes to taking a weekend trip away with your husband—even when you find out that you will be missing three of your son’s swim meets, two of your daughter’s basketball games, and your other daughter’s first sweetheart dance (ask your best friend to take the pictures). Say yes to you. Say yes to what makes you happy.


My self-care journey included trusting my inner voice and having the confidence to speak it, while defining and maintaining my boundaries so that I could carve out the space I needed for me to feel whole.


This book, through real-life stories, illustrates the immeasurable benefits to mothers who do prioritize self-care, and the negative and far-reaching effects on mothers who neglect themselves physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. Although there is no fail-safe prescription to combat this common pattern of neglect among mothers, the research and experience detailed on the following pages illuminates how self-care can truly be a matter of life and death. Not taking care of oneself can cause or trigger disease and dis-ease (anxiety, depression, addiction), or even death—not only in the morbid sense, but death to one’s relationships and death to one’s sense of self.


The only way that a mother can truly be present, engaged, connected, and nurturing with her child is if she is present, engaged, connected, and nurturing with herself. And the only way she can be connected with herself is if she does what she needs to do to care for herself in an honest and meaningful manner. This is the true essence of self-care for mothers.


This book is a roadmap for mothers to move toward self-care. No matter where you are on you journey, this book will help you to:


[image: Images] Gain a clear understanding of what self-care actually means, and how and why it is directly correlated with being a healthy, joyful, connected, authentically present person, woman, mother, and partner.


[image: Images] Identify efficient, manageable self-care strategies and practices that are the most effective, energizing, meaningful, or empowering for you and that can be efficiently integrated into your life.


[image: Images] Identify barriers to self-care and solutions to overcome these barriers.


[image: Images] Move you into action by shifting self-care from the back burner to the front burner.





CHAPTER 1:


My Life-or-Death
Journey to Self-Care
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MY SELF-CARE JOURNEY HAS DEEP ROOTS. Unearthing these roots, and continuing to strengthen and secure them, has been, and continues to be, an integral part of this journey. It took me years to understand fully that, in order for me to practice self-care as a mother, I needed to go back to the pain: the pain that bumped up against the beautiful, magical, powerful love that filled my being as I birthed and mothered my children; the pain that accompanies a childhood trauma; the pain that resurfaces again and again as you realize that in mothering your children, you are also mothering and healing yourself; the pain that is diffused with large doses of love, and that reminds you that the development of your self-care voice begins long before you become a mother—and that this self-care voice is about survival.


Upon becoming a mother, I felt a volcano of overflowing love erupt inside my heart; but there were other unforeseen eruptions as well. I was no stranger to the feelings that spilled out on my sister’s living room floor. I was no stranger to being afraid to ask for help for fear of being seen as a failure. I was no stranger to turning inward even when I desperately needed to reach out. I was no stranger to the perfectionism that led me to feel trapped and alone in my role as a mother and a partner. It took me many years to understand that the mother’s voice that reaches out and reveals her need for connection, love, support, and acceptance is the voice of self-care.



MY TANGLED ROOTS



Putting others before myself was what I knew how to do. At some point during my formative years in the late 1960s and 1970s, while I was living with my parents and younger sister in St. Paul, Minnesota, I developed the notion that pleasing others (parents, coaches, anyone who would give me attention) was more important than caring for myself. I craved the acceptance and attention of others, and knew how to say and do things that people wanted or expected of me. I could adapt my persona to make sure the other person was happy and feeling good, even if I wasn’t; and I grew to understand, through unspoken and spoken messages, that this was what I was supposed to do, and how I was supposed to act. In focusing my energies and attention on pleasing the “other,” I neglected to develop a strong sense of self.


Much of my self-worth was determined by how others saw me, not by how I saw myself. I became adept at ignoring my own self-care voice. I did not fully understand how to communicate my needs to my parents and others, or how to advocate for myself to make sure those needs were getting met. I wanted and needed praise in order to feel whole, and didn’t want to bother other people with my needs. Hiding many of my needs and feelings created a volcano-like feeling, which would erupt periodically in bursts of rage and extreme obstinacy. These behaviors both scared and confused me, and I began to distrust myself, disconnecting from myself and those around me. The volcano within was churning more and more every day, and at the age of sixteen, I could no longer contain the fire inside.


I had determined that not only were the external pressures too intense, but I was too much. I didn’t like what I saw when I looked in the mirror—my outsides or my insides. My years of being a competitive gymnast had come to a close because the pressure (external and internal) became too much for me to handle. My muscular body was losing its form, becoming softer and curvier, and this depressed me. I began to feel socially insecure and to lose focus in school, and subsequently my grades began to decline. I told myself I didn’t care—about any of it. But of course I did. I cared so much that it hurt, and yet I felt myself starting to give up, convincing myself that I could no longer fight the fight—that it was impossible for me to be all that I thought everyone wanted me to be, and all that I had grown to think I should be.


My conclusion, which I shared with no one, was that I was a failure, a sham, hideously imperfect and unworthy of love, care, or respect. The last straw occurred during a weekend spent at my grandparents’ cabin the summer before my junior year of high school. A few friends and I had driven to the cabin, as did my older cousin and some of his friends. As we awaited my grandparents’ arrival (they drove in separate cars), we received a call that my grandfather had been involved in a horrific car accident and suffered serious injuries. Instead of immediately going to see my grandfather in the hospital, none of us left the cabin. Without getting clear direction from our parents, we chose to stay for the weekend, acting like egocentric, self-serving teenagers.


Driving home, I felt nothing but shame and despair. Thankfully, my grandpa, whom I adored, was going to be okay, but I couldn’t reconcile the fact that I had been so selfish, so inconsiderate, so sixteen. I pounded myself with “should haves” and “how dare yous?” “I should have left right away; how dare I spend the weekend at his cabin, lollygagging with my friends, while my beloved grandfather lay in a hospital bed fighting to recover? My family hates me. I hate me.”


This incident provided the ultimate validation that that I was a horrible, unworthy human being, deserving of severe punishment. A riveting pain throbbed in my heart and in my head as the word “disappointment” flashed incessantly in my mind’s eye. I desperately needed to numb the feelings of devastation, self-loathing, and rage toward myself and the world around me. With startling clarity and determination, I made a decision that it would be better if I disappeared—from myself and from the dysfunction in my family—and I turned a full-fledged firing squad onto myself.


Unbeknownst to my friends who sat sleepily in the car while I methodically drove the sixty-mile stretch east on Highway 94 from Amery, Wisconsin, to St. Paul, Minnesota, I began a continuous-play mantra that would repeat over and over in my head long after arriving home—“I will never eat again. Never . . . ever . . . ever . . . ” And for the next several years, I believed that this mantra would have the power and strength to drown out all of the other disparaging and paralyzing thoughts that lived like tapeworms within my being, eating away at my self-esteem and slowly, ever so slowly, eating away at my will to live.


My downward spiral of self-destruction and self-punishment manifested itself in a four-year battle with anorexia nervosa. My disease fed itself as I received a tremendous amount of initial praise and attention from family and friends for shedding the extra ten pounds I had acquired since quitting gymnastics. But red flags were missed or ignored, and the positive attention turned to concern and dread when I arrived home from a two-month study abroad program in Israel having lost another twenty pounds, one-fifth of my body weight. My clothes hung off my five-foot-one-inch frame. My cheeks were hollow and eyes vacant. I was depressed, terrified, and emaciated.


And for the next two years, I remained in the dark abyss of this brutal disease that included two hospitalizations, running away from home, and a stream of suicidal thoughts.


From an outsider’s perspective, or so I have been told, it didn’t add up. I had a seemingly “perfect” life within a seemingly perfect family. Most friends, family members, and acquaintances could not understand the whys and the hows of my disease. They couldn’t grasp that the pressure cooker, which for years had been steaming within my family and myself, had exploded.


STRENGTHENING MY ROOTS


It took a huge amount of effort and many years to calm the fires within and tame this brutal disease. One step forward, seven steps back—taking accountability, denying, blaming, owning my truth, diverting, crying, raging, and trying, every now and then, to laugh. Admittedly, a good portion of my late teens and early twenties were spent in the trenches, with a brilliant, tough-as-nails, yet deeply compassionate therapist who helped me piece myself back together and find my way back to health. She helped provide me with the tools I needed to challenge my ongoing assertions that I was a colossal failure and to nudge myself gently onto the path that allowed me to fully grow into the person I am today. We looked at my family system under a microscope, and uncovered some of the answers to how and why I came to develop some of my “truths” about my relationship with myself and with the world around me. We peeled back my need for perfection, my fear of failure, my guilt, my shame, my regret, and my never-ending list of expectations—external and internal, real and perceived.


I rebuilt myself from the ground up, and as grueling and painful as this process was, I also found one of the most important elements to my recovery: hope. There were times when I wasn’t sure I could do it, or even if I wanted to. I wasn’t sure I had it in me to untangle the skewed ways of thinking and functioning that caused me to cling to the idea that I didn’t deserve to be happy, nurtured, or loved. But slowly, deliberately, and sometimes terrifyingly, I began to break through my old patterns and formulate new ones—trading in feelings of self-criticism for self-acceptance, and self-sacrifice for self-care. Step by step, I slowly re-laid the foundation for my self-care voice.


Throughout this pivotal rebuilding process, for which I am eternally grateful, I found solid ground within myself, my family, and the world around me. And with that security, I simultaneously strengthened my mind and body, and my life began to move in a positive direction. I graduated from high school and college, achieved my goal of running a marathon (while maintaining a healthy weight), received a master’s degree in journalism, secured a job at an advertising/public relations agency, and fell in love with and married my husband.


There were a multitude of bumps during those years, but I slowly allowed myself to trust those close to me and to reach out to friends and family for support when I encountered hurdles. And even during times of struggle, the most critical lesson I had learned during my recovery changed the trajectory of my life forever: I would do everything in my power to make sure that self-destruction will never again be my default setting.


In disclosing the “ugly truths” of my past to my husband on our first date, I saw the fear in his eyes and the questions spinning in his head, some of which I asked myself. “Could this happen again? Will she be able to have children?” But I also saw his compassion. As our relationship deepened and trust grew, he would come to know that returning to that dark place was the last thing I wanted to do, and that I was committed to staying healthy in mind, body, and spirit. We were both committed to caring for ourselves and caring for each other. We worked well—as a team and as individuals. But nothing could prepare us for the life-altering changes and struggles we would undergo individually and collectively when, twenty-two months after we exchanged wedding vows, I became a mother.





CHAPTER 2:


Merging Motherhood
with Self-Care
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AS A SURVIVOR OF AN EATING DISORDER, I thought my newly strengthened and enlightened self-care voice was infallible. Years of going to therapy, and maintaining a healthy weight and a healthy attitude towards food and exercise, had brought me to a solid and secure place. I was certain that with a strong marriage, a good job, a network of friends, and a healthy lifestyle, I had this self-care thing down.


And I did—at least, at a time when I felt that I had control over my life, my decisions, and my relationships, and that I could manage what was on my plate. But at the age of twenty-seven, I could never have predicted how much more I would need to learn about self-care, and how challenging it would be to hold on to my sense of self, the moment I locked eyes with my newborn daughter’s wanting and needing eyes. With goose bumps on my arms and my heart exploding with love for this child, I felt the “commitment for life” concept sink heavily and purposefully into the depths of my being. As I held her tightly in my arms, and took in the sight, smell, and feel of her, I promised her, and myself, that I would always protect her, love her, and care for her—that I would become a “baby whisperer,” able to anticipate and accommodate her every need. I joined the ranks of mothers who have made similar statements:


I realized how wonderful life is. It is incredible to have something so small that I have never actually met before look at me for the first time and capture every single bit of my heart. To know love like that is amazing.


—MOTHER OF THREE CHILDREN,
ages eight, six and four


Motherhood has been the most amazing experience of my life; it has changed me in so many ways; enabled me to really love and connect with my children on so many levels, unlike any other relationship in my life.


—MOTHER OF THREE CHILDREN,
ages twenty, seventeen, and fourteen


When they handed my newborn son to me, I looked over my shoulder to see where the spotlight was coming from. There was no light. It just felt like there was. That was what amazed me the most about becoming a parent.


—MOTHER OF TWO CHILDREN,
ages twenty-two and eighteen


Like the moms above, I basked in the euphoria of my newfound sense of purpose and of the endless supply of powerful, all-consuming unconditional love that I didn’t even know existed within me. I fell almost desperately, addictively in love with the feeling of being needed, revered, and loved by my daughter, and by my three subsequent children. And yet I didn’t know that my motherhood journey would be twofold. Underneath this incredible, illuminating euphoria, there was something deeper—a residual, nagging anxiety that emerged from the scars within my heart, scars that had lain dormant since my recovery. Not until much later in my motherhood journey would I come to understand that the unresolved feelings that gnawed at me, wrestling with the joyous feelings of motherhood, were intricately connected to self-care; and that, as amazingly wonderful as motherhood often is, it is also really, really hard—and that sometimes I was in way over my head.


It would be years until I fully grasped how my almost obsessive desire to protect my daughter and subsequent children was more than just a mama bear’s “I want to keep you safe from harm” sort of quest. It definitely was that. But it also included an unspoken promise to protect them from the pain, the loneliness, and the despair that I had experienced as a child. And despite the fact that I put a lot of pressure on myself to “be there” for my children, in doing so, I continued to heal myself.


When my oldest daughter hit that ever-so-uncomfortable stage known as puberty, she began expressing some negativity toward the changes happening in her body. Initially, I was overcome with a sense of panic and dread. But quickly, I propelled my fear into a plan of action. The buck would stop here! I would take the lessons I had learned through my experience, through healing the wounds I’d endured while intently watching my mother fight her own food and body-image battles as I grew up. I would acknowledge my overwhelming responsibility to teach my daughter about all things related to body image, food, exercise, and nutrition. And after every discussion (and there were hundreds), I made sure she understood that all of the above-mentioned subjects are directly tied to self-love, self-respect, and self-compassion. I made a concerted effort to be a good role model for her in my approach to food and exercise, and kept the lines of communication open, checking in with her regularly to see how she felt about herself as she transitioned from girl to young woman.
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“Realistic and helpful self-care strategies offer the hope
and reassurance that every mother needs.”
—CHRIS FREYTAG, author, speaker, and fitness expert
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