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Introduction My Story



‘One day you will tell your story of how you overcame what you went through and it will be someone else’s survival guide.’ – Brené Brown



‘I’ve rented a flat, down the road,’ I tell my husband in a tone that makes it clear I expect him to be impressed with my organisational skills.

He looks at me blankly.

‘So that we can “bird’s nest”, you know?’

He clearly doesn’t know.

I continue: ‘That way, the kids stay here, and we move in and out depending on who’s with the kids that week.’

I’m met with silence.

What doesn’t he get? I’ve just told him we are separating, but that it’s going to be okay because I have worked it all out. A friend of ours has a flat she only uses once a week, just down the road, and has said we can rent it for a three-month trial while we find our feet in our separation.

‘What do you think?’ I ask.

Unsurprisingly, Jimmy, my husband, doesn’t think much of my idea. Nor is he willing to credit me for my exceptional organisational skills in light of the fact that, in his eyes, I have just flippantly blown up our life as he knew it. He’s still stuck on the ‘we’re separating’ part. I’m baffled because it’s clear we’ve been unhappy for ages, and I can’t believe this has come as a surprise to him. But, apparently, it has, and so we sit in silence on the sofa for a few moments before he says, simply, ‘What the actual fuck?’

The ensuing conversation is a mixture of going over really old, well-trodden ground and brand-new information. It’s probably the first time in our relationship that we’ve been unapologetically honest about how we’re feeling. I’ve just told him I want to separate – what have we got to lose? I tell him how I hate everything about him but that I can’t quite put my finger on why. I tell him that every time he walks into a room, I want to walk out because I’m afraid that if I stay I’ll punch him or stab him, and I tell him that everything he does irritates me. He tells me that I’m impossible to live with, that I’m always angry, and that he has no idea what he can do about it. I throw my head back, exasperated, and tell him that it’s not fucking rocket science: ‘Be on my fucking team!’ I scream.

This conversation is a lot like a million other conversations we’ve had over the years, but something does feel different. This isn’t a fight born from one too many dirty plates left on the counter above the dishwasher. This isn’t the inevitable emotional earthquake after several tense tremors that manifest as door slamming, a series of ‘I’m fines’, and the silent treatment. This is an actual conversation where we’re not deflecting. We’re not skirting around the real issues of deep-seated resentment and pain by making it all about the left-up loo seat or the unmade bed. By sitting Jimmy down to tell him I want to separate, I have inadvertently made space, for the first time, for a conversation about how we are really feeling beneath the anger ignited by the daily microaggressions that come when you decide to entangle your life with another human being’s. It’s uncharted territory for us after eight years of being in a relationship. It’s messy and painful and exhausting, but it finally makes clear to both of us what I knew to be true: we are not happily married, and we need to either shit, or get off the pot.

It’s because I can feel that this conversation is different that I agree, reluctantly, to go back to couples’ therapy. We’ve been down this road before, and while I don’t hold any hope that it’ll be any more useful than the last time, I do want to be able to look my kids in the eye and tell them that, even though Mummy and Daddy aren’t together anymore, we did everything we could to try to make it work. If I refuse to go to couples’ therapy, I won’t be able to do that, and I can’t bear to be the villain in this story. I don’t want anyone to be the villain – I may not want to be married to Jimmy anymore at this moment, but I also know that I love him deeply and, if all things were perfect, he’s the one I’d want it to work out with. It’s just a shame that isn’t the way it’s going to be.

I call my friend and tell her the flat rental is on hold, but that I’ll be back in touch shortly. Jimmy calls our therapist and books us in for the next day, and so begins our journey back to marital harmony. For the next six weeks we don’t dare to speak outside of the therapist’s office. We make nice in front of the kids but as soon as they are out of sight, we bounce away from each other like magnets repelling. As the truth bombs drop relentlessly in therapy, we begin to understand that, if we have a chance of surviving, we cannot hold back. We have to say all the things we think and feel, and we just have to hope that we can both hang on to our deep-seated desire to make it work.

Therapy gives us the space to say the first thing that comes into our heads, our reactive responses, but it also gives us the time and space to explore what’s really pissing us off, or hurting us, or making us feel unheard, abandoned, jealous, insecure. I learn that the fatal flaw in our relationship is this: neither of us feel kept in mind. I’m flabbergasted to learn that it refers to him as well as to me.

‘But I do everything for him,’ I complain. ‘I cook his food, I clean his pants and the shit stains he leaves in the toilet bowl. I birth children, I research all the stuff, I buy all the stuff, I plan all the stuff. I make sure his mum gets a birthday present, I make Christmas magical, I change the beds and vacuum and make sure the kids’ lunches are paid for, and what does he do? I don’t know how he has the nerve to suggest that I don’t keep him in mind. I’m exhausted from keeping him and everyone else in mind. It’s all I fucking do!’ I shout.

That was the root of my resentment: The Mental Load, the invisible labour, the unpaid work I do, all in the name of love for my family. The therapist named it, and I cried with relief. I began to understand that I had become consumed by the spiteful belief that I do everything for everyone and no one ever took a moment to recognise it or appreciate it. It had, I realised, infected every interaction I had with my husband and my family. They just didn’t get it. Is it even possible that they ever would?

I was also beginning to realise, as I heard my husband tell his story, that it had made me blind to his resentments, to his feelings. He felt like living with me was impossible. I was a perfectionist, nothing was ever good enough, he felt constantly battered by criticism, eye-rolls and a tsunami of dissatisfaction. He wondered whether I even liked him, let alone loved him. He knew he wasn’t a bad guy but he didn’t know how to be a good enough guy.

Fuck, I thought, this isn’t a small thing, and I was right. It took two years of weekly therapy and hard emotional graft for us to get to a point where we weren’t seething with unrecognised resentments and anger, and even longer for us to figure out how to manage those resentments, when they popped up, without wanting to rip each other’s heads off and shit down their throat.

Honestly, as I write this, we’re still figuring all of that out, but there’s one thing I do know for sure: the mental load that existed, unnamed, between us was a virus that destroyed us, silently, from the inside out. But in some ways that was just the most obvious symptom of a much bigger problem. The fuel on the burning embers of our resentments was our total inability to communicate with each other. It was as if we were in a constant state of fight or flight, always on high alert, just waiting for the other to say something that we could construe as critical. When that happened, all bets were off. Let the screaming begin.

Therapy was our marital sat-nav. It revealed short cuts that allowed us to get from problem to solution without taking the scenic route through Shit-Loss City, Resentment Ridge and Silent-Treatment-On-Sea. Like a sat-nav, though, it couldn’t do the driving for us. We had to do that. We could have gone to therapy, been given directions and stayed exactly where we were. Or, we could have just continued driving with no direction. Either option would have taken us to the dead-end of divorce. Fortunately, we listened to the instructions we were given and both did our part to make sure we got to where we needed to be, which, if it wasn’t Marital Bliss Beach, was something close, like Generally Peaceful Plaza.

This book is my attempt to unravel the mystery of the insidious beast that we now know as the mental load and how it has inadvertently affected my sense of self and my relationships my whole life. Where did it come from? Why are women burdened by it? Can it ever be evenly distributed? Can a marriage or a relationship survive the mental load? What do we need to do to break the cycle?

I can’t promise you any magical solutions to this age-old problem. I’m not a therapist, or a sociologist, or an expert in gender politics. I’m a white woman, in my forties, married with two children – a walking stereotype. None of my problems are unique or special, and this isn’t a book designed to ‘fix’ the mental load, or even to raise awareness around it. Nor is it going to fix your marriage (probably).

I’m no expert on, well, anything really. What I am is a writer, and so it’s that skill that I bring, to tell my own story about how the mental load affected (and, in some ways, continues to affect) my mental health, my relationships, my career, my sense of self, my family. There are some very clever and knowledgeable people who have written loads of other books that are designed to actually help you. This isn’t one of those books. This is just a book documenting my own experience and, in doing so, I hope it will spark connectivity among the women and men who read it.

And yes, I did say men, because this is not a book written solely for women. It’s a book written for people in relationships to help them navigate this invisible emotional pandemic that I truly believe is responsible for the death of so many relationships. It’s a book that I hope will make you laugh and cry in equal measure. It’s a book that, at times, gets a bit sweary. It’s not a book full of statistics and teaching points. Essentially, it’s a story book for the adults of this world designed to make you – yes, you – feel like you’re not on your own, and in turn, to do the same thing for me.

I don’t want this book to be the silenced gun in your own relationship. I never want this to be a book that women use to beat their partners with. I don’t want it to be the kind of book that is left out, passive-aggressively, on their partner’s bedside table, tabbed and highlighted extensively in order to try to make a point. I want it to be a book that you read, that incites honest and vulnerable conversation between you and your partner, you and your friends, you and your parents. I hope it’s a book that gives you the confidence to know that it is possible to share the mental load in a way that makes a difference, but to do that, it also needs to be a book that forces you to reflect on your own behaviour and your own part in the dynamic.

So, while this is a book about the mental load and what essentially amounts to the generational persecution of women at the hands of it, it’s really a book about how you have to change how you manage and react to it. Actually, it’s about how we have to change how we manage and react to it because, like most things, it’s become painfully obvious to me that changing the world isn’t the remit of politicians and lawmakers. It’s the remit of women, who will do it efficiently, kindly and resolutely without needing to make a fuss about it. When our children are able to grow up in a world where there are no pink and blue jobs, it won’t be because powerful, white men stood at lecterns and shouted about what we should and shouldn’t do. It’ll be because couples like you and your partner quietly started setting an example in your own homes, showing your families, kids and work colleagues how to own their shit and not act like a dick. Because when it comes down to it, that’s really what it’s all about.

So, in advance of you reading this book, let me say thank you. Thank you for reading it and making me feel less alone in this world that is struggling to find the balance of labour.

Cat






1 The Privilege of the Mental Load



‘When we pause to contemplate, all of our problems are simply our privileges in disguise.’ – Dr Salma Farook, What Your Soul Already Knows



Before we get into it, it’s really important that I acknowledge the fact that not all mental loads are created equal. Yes, it’s relative and yes, everyone’s hard is different, but sometimes I feel as if the more privileged among us (and I include myself in that) use that to justify a luxurious soak in the puddle of self-pity. It also makes it easy for those who believe their load to be harder, tougher and heavier than others to project their feelings outwards in anger. Wherever you sit on the spectrum of emotional labour, please know that this all comes from a place of good intent. It comes from a place of identifying feelings within my own experience that I know other people have felt.

The trappings of our mental loads may look very different. Our houses will be different sizes, our family set-ups will vary, our support villages may or may not exist and the amounts in bank accounts and pay cheques will differ. We will all prioritise different things, whether that’s our career, our relationship or our role as parents. But whatever it is that you carry around in your head, on a loop, I am certain there is an inherent feeling for most of us that, as women in this society today, it’s easy to feel a resounding lack of support, whether that’s on a micro level at home, or on a macro level in the world more generally. Sure, your neighbour may have a nanny and you may be a single mum, but that doesn’t mean her load is any less difficult for her.

Let’s get the obvious out of the way: I am a white, middle-class woman in a cis-heterosexual relationship with a fairly traditional set-up. We earn good money, we own a house in London, and while we can’t afford a cleaner or childcare, we can afford nice clothes, a holiday once a year and extra-curricular activities for the kids. Our house is warm and our fridge is generally full. For that I have nothing but gratitude, but I’d be lying if I always had an attitude of gratitude. There are definitely times when I forget how easy my life is, how little friction there is between me waking up in the morning and me getting through to the end of the day.

That doesn’t mean to say I move gracefully and blissfully through the world on a daily basis – I absolutely don’t. Anyone following me on Instagram will know that I am more than partial to the occasional pity-party, but I have definitely been guilty of assuming that everyone consuming my content knows that the whining and the whingeing comes with a heavy side-order of self-awareness. I do know how lucky I am, I do know that my life is #blessed and I want to make this absolutely clear: I write this book as a product of a society that favours women like me.

At the risk of sounding like an inspirational quote tile, everyone’s hard is different, and as long as that’s acknowledged, I think we can all come together as women under an unspoken but universally agreed truth that it’s not about what someone’s life looks like from the outside or what the trappings are; it’s about whether we, as women, on an individual level, feel supported and heard by the people closest to us and, if we don’t, then that’s a pain we can all relate to. That’s the pain I want to talk about in this book.

So, please know I am hyper-aware of my privilege and the effect that it might have on how the messages in this book are perceived, but I think failing to acknowledge, clearly, that many women would happily swap their mental load for mine would show a real lack of self-awareness. I know that, comparatively, it may not seem as if I have a lot to wang on about. After all, it’s easy to scoff and wonder how hard my life can really be with a husband, two kids, a house we own and two incomes (albeit, completely unreliable incomes!). After all, there are single mums, single dads, parents of colour, parents with disabilities, chronic and terminal illnesses, parents in poverty. There are parents whose kids are disabled, or whose partner is sick. Parents who have kids struggling with mental health issues, neurodiversity, addiction, eating disorders… you name it. When I think about this, I’m almost embarrassed that it’s me writing this book and not someone who could really write about the hardships of existing in this world. But, I’m not writing this book because my mental load is the worst. It’s not a book bragging about how I win at the mental load and how my life is harder than everyone else’s. God no! Instead, I am writing this book because, of all the skills I could have been born with, it’s my ability to translate the things that make us feel alone and lonely into stories that make us feel less so.

Intersectionality is one of those words that has been thrown around in the last few years, across social media and within conversations about privilege, race, sexuality and a host of other social issues. The Oxford Dictionary defines intersectionality as:

The interconnected nature of social categorizations such as race, class, and gender, regarded as creating overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage; a theoretical approach based on such a premise.

The Merriam-Webster definition is:

The complex, cumulative way in which the effects of multiple forms of discrimination (such as racism, sexism, and classism) combine, overlap, or intersect especially in the experiences of marginalized individuals or groups

To put it more practically, I’m a woman who struggles with the mental load and the societal expectations placed upon women when it comes to the domestic sphere. My experience of that has been tough and that experience is valid, but it’s not enough to convey my experience as the defining one. Yes, I’ve been clear about my advantages, but it would be remiss of me not to acknowledge the additional disadvantages that other women are subject to on top of the expectations around unpaid and emotional labour.

Not to state the obvious but I am not a woman of colour, I’m not a single mother, I don’t have a disability, I don’t come from a culture or religion where women’s rights are severely infringed upon. I don’t come from a low socio-economic background, I’m educated, I’m married to a man who loves me, I have two happy, healthy kids who don’t have any additional needs. I have a job and private health insurance. I have a fucking sausage dog. A miniature one. If you’re wondering what on earth it is that I find difficult about life, don’t worry, I get it.

There are women for whom couples’ therapy isn’t an option. Maybe they’re financially excluded from it or maybe there’s a cultural shame surrounding therapy in general. Perhaps those women aren’t safe to question the domestic status quo with their partners, let alone request that those partners help them with it. I’m aware of these things and while I hope that this book may offer some comfort to those women, I am also painfully aware that any guidance or advice it offers will be useless to someone without the same advantages that I have.

The intersectionality of this privilege is real and very nuanced and I acknowledge clearly that I can only comment on my own experience from my own place in the world. I have no wish or desire to talk for, or on behalf of, anyone else, but please know that I am hyper-aware of my limited experience and therefore conscious that this book will not be for everyone. That being said, if you’re a woman in a relationship with someone of the opposite sex, there will be elements of this book that are relatable, comforting and maybe even helpful. If you are a woman in a relationship with another woman, I’m sure there will be a lot of things you identify with, but perhaps not as much. If you are a woman of colour, a woman struggling financially, a single mum, a man, a man in a relationship with another man, a transgender woman or man… I don’t know how much of this will translate because, quite simply, I don’t have your lived experience.

There are also parts of this book for which I have reached out to people for their perspective and feelings. Part of that is down to my own curiosity about this phenomenon that has become known as the mental load and how rigidly that applies to gender or whether it’s an inevitable dynamic of any partnership. But part of it is also a keen awareness of my limited experience in this world and a willingness to acknowledge that I only know how the mental load affects me and my family.

Despite all this, rather than focus on the varying amount of privilege among us as women, and use that as a stick to beat each other with, it might also be worth noting the specific disadvantages that we all experience because we are women, since the patriarchy’s PR job on the mental load has been nothing short of spectacular.

Branding it ‘women’s work’, ‘homemaking’, ‘housekeeping’, ‘kin keeping’ and reducing it where possible to nothing more than cleaning and therefore effectively filing it under ‘menial tasks’ was a stroke of genius from the misogynistic hive mind. ‘Women’s work’ makes it sound like it’s some sort of hobby that they allow us to do. ‘Homemaking’ implies some sort of creativity or skill and the last time I checked, it doesn’t take much skill to clean skiddies off the toilet bowl. ‘Housekeeping’ sounds a bit more responsible; like something our male partners pay us for, for tax reasons, and doesn’t ‘kin keeping’ sound like the tip of the matriarchal pyramid? Like we’re the boss in charge of all the ‘kin’?

The irony is that managing the mental load, which is, if we’re honest, managing a family and a household, is nothing short of CEO-level shit. I have a friend, who once said that, in the middle of an argument with her partner over the mental load, she said, ‘Managing this house and this family is like running a business and, let me tell you, if that was the case, you’d be fired.’ I remember laughing uncontrollably, but also feeling relief flood through my body, because she was right. It was the first time I had heard someone acknowledge the gravity of the job we do as women, the level of skill it requires and the energy it takes.

This constant minimising of the mental load has meant that, socially, we all grew up believing that it was just one element of our role as women, that it wasn’t that big of a deal, that any woman worth her salt should be more than capable of managing a bit of cleaning. Of course, when it came to it, when we actually found ourselves in charge of the ‘housekeeping’, we quickly realised cleaning the bogs and doing the laundry was just the tip of the monumental-load iceberg (do you see what I did there?), but in the face of the patriarchal gaslighting around the concept, we started to question ourselves. We started to think that maybe we were the problem, because how hard can running a vacuum around a house and making a few beds really be?

In my (very humble) opinion, the historical and supremely insidious marketing campaign done around the mental load by our patriarchal society has been the heaviest and tightest shackle around women’s ankles. I fear that, unless every parent on the planet of this generation (and the next two or three) consciously and consistently undermines the idea that ‘a woman’s work is in the home’, we will never emerge from the weight of that edict. How are women ever going to have the same balls-out confidence as men when it comes to demanding our worth in the workplace when, in our homes, our most valuable skill set – the management of a domestic corporation (which, by the way, is a highly transferable skill set) – is exploited every day and largely unacknowledged? Even the most appreciative of partners tend to just see the high-profile results of their woman’s work. They may thank you for ironing their shirts, for cooking dinner or for taking care of the kids while they played golf. But, chances are, they don’t notice the clean skirting boards, the fact that the kitchen cupboards have been cleared of crumbs to deter mice, or the fourteen times you wiped down the kitchen surfaces that day.

So if we’re going to get angry about the privilege involved in a discussion of the mental load, let’s not fight among ourselves. Let’s not worry about whether or not Sally down the road deserves to complain about the mental load because she’s got a cleaner when Doris is a single mum to three kids. The privilege we really need to get pissed off about is that which our male partners have, simply because of what they have between their legs, what they’ve been trained to believe is their responsibility, and how easily and seamlessly they have been told they can and should move through the world.

There is hope, though – I truly believe that. Yes, there’s hope when it comes to men stepping up and recognising the reality of the mental load, but more importantly, there’s hope among the female fellowship of the world. I do see change. I see women turning up on social media and saying, ‘I get it!’ rather than, ‘You signed up for this… stop complaining.’ I see women finding comfort in the common tales we spin on Instagram or TikTok about how we’re struggling, how our brains are fried, how we can’t remember the words for things, or the names of people we see every day, or why we went into a room because we are so overloaded with the relentless minutiae of managing a household and a family. I truly think I’m seeing less defensiveness among women when it comes to this topic and more virtual hand-holding. It’s not all gone – of course – but it’s receding, slowly but surely.

When it comes down to it, I wanted to write this book for every single one of you. I want it to speak to the generations of women who have been mentally abused by a system that requires us to manage it from behind the scenes and look pretty at the end of it while we stand next to a man getting credit for it. I want to speak to the women who choose to fall in line with the patriarchy – the ‘trad wives’ as they’re labelled – and I want them to know that if that’s what they want, then they have my full support, but I also want to ask them not to claim that their version of womanhood is the right one, the only acceptable one. Instead, let’s acknowledge it as one option among many from which we are all free to choose. I want to speak to those women who broke under the pressure of ‘having it all’ and were labelled weak-minded, unable to cope or ‘sensitive’. I want to speak to every woman who’s ever been told, ‘You should have asked,’ or been asked, ‘What have you got to complain about?’ I want to be heard by those women who have been kept down by men who ‘take care of the big-ticket items’ and have been made to feel like managing the mental load alone was, at best, the very least they could do or, at worst, something they should be grateful to have the chance to do.

So, please know, I see my privilege. I am trying my best to write carefully from within it and if occasionally I slip up, then please know it wasn’t intentional. I want to be self-aware but I also want to be honest and, sometimes, those two things are a little incompatible. Whatever the trappings of your life, the heavy, heavy feeling of overwhelm, fear, anxiety, pressure and juggling is relatable, and it’s this that I want to focus on.

I also want to ask a favour of you. I want to ask you to give me and all other women the grace to find things hard. I want to ask everyone to make space for the reality of all women and to avoid making this into a competition. If there’s one thing that I admire the patriarchy for, it’s their ability to manipulate women into turning on each other. So many of the social expectations that we try to fulfil as women were created by men – by their expectations, their gaze, their unwillingness to do certain jobs. And at some point, women started climbing over themselves to be recognised in a man’s world and along the way we got used to elbowing each other out of the way, tearing each other down, stepping on the faces of women beneath us.

I don’t want to exist as part of a machine that operates in that way anymore. I don’t want this book to make you angry because my life is easier than yours. Or make you uncomfortable because you have more privilege than I do. Wouldn’t it be great if, as women, we could give each other the grace to stand in our own experience, whatever that looks like, without shame? Wouldn’t it be novel if we looked at how this book can help us rather than how we can use it to beat each other over the head? Wouldn’t it be wonderful if our first thought was at best kindness and at worst indifference – a kind of indifference that just required you to put the book down and move on with your life rather than come up with a million reasons why you’re right and I’m wrong. I heard a saying once that pretty much changed my life: Does it need to be said by me? Does it need to be said now? Does it need to be said at all? And as I move through the world, I’m starting to realise that, invariably, the answer to all those questions is ‘no’.

This book is my attempt to use my power and privilege to speak up, and I encourage you to do the same thing. Where we can, we must use our influence in our own small corners of the world to make the changes that allow for women and men to decide just how they manage the mental load within their own families. I think we’re guilty of forgetting that not every woman wants their husbands to take on half of the mental load. Not all women see their role as the managers of the mental load as an unfair burden, not all women want to work and have children, not all women, not all women, not all women. And that’s okay. It’s not our job to impose our opinions about how much we should or shouldn’t share the responsibility of the mental load; it’s our job as women to make the space for all women to consciously choose what they want their role in their world to look like regardless of whether that looks the same as ours or not.

I want this to be a book from which you take what you want and you leave the rest. It’s like a buffet. Read it and watch out for the similarities, not the differences. It’s going to be a wild read and I’m excited and more than a little nervous to share it with you. But first we must start where all good tales start… at the beginning.






2 The Generational Hand-Me-Downs



‘Just imagine what a generation of unbroken women could do.’ – Taryn de Vere



My first thought as I write this book is: Fuck, I’ve bitten off way more than I can chew. But, as I’ve come to learn, the first thought is always a rogue mental directive designed to help me fight my way out of a life-or-death situation, and, as important as I believe this book is, let’s be honest, it’s not life or death. So, I wait for my second thought, and there it is: You don’t have to define the mental load as a global concept, Cat, you idiot. You just have to tell your version of it.

And, breathe. That, that, I can do.

My mental load was a gift from my mother, and, in turn, it was a gift from her mother. In fact, it’s an emotional heirloom that has been handed down through the generations from mother to daughter without question until fairly recently. I saw my mother take on the occasional part-time job, but they always became unmanageable in the face of my father’s career, which required him to work away for long periods at a time. I saw a rabid anxiety in her regarding ‘the state of the house’. If guests were coming, woe betide you if you did anything in the house that would suggest someone lived there, such as make a cup of tea or use the loo. I saw her become the primary carer for me, the cooker of meals, the shopper of food, the maker of beds, the pusher of vacuums, the ironer of her husband’s shirts. It never, ever occurred to her, or my father, or me, that this division of labour was perhaps a little unfair. This was, quite simply, the way things were.

And let me tell you, my mum was pissed as hell about it. I’m not sure she could have verbalised it. Outside of academia, the language for what she was feeling, and why, didn’t exist, but, boy, were those resentments made clear on a daily basis. She was angry and resentful and did a lot of huffing and puffing and eye-rolling. There were many fights between my mum and dad about why he was always away, and when he was home, why he was at the pub. Numerous dinners were left to incinerate in the oven when my dad had more than ‘a quick pint at The Fleece’. Dad would get incandescent about money, or something else quintessentially male in the sphere of life admin. And then there were lots of fights about things that I had no idea about; all I heard was the screaming. Looking back, I can see now that my mum spent that period of her life feeling very ‘not kept in mind’ and Dad felt like he couldn’t do right for doing wrong. Essentially, they too struggled to communicate, and that was my relationship blueprint.

I did what most little girls do. I looked to my mother as the model for my future self. It was hardwired into me by osmosis that when I grew up and got married, I would be responsible for cooking, cleaning, shopping, childcare. That’s what women did. But, I was also told by my father that I would make an exceptional lawyer. This was based solely on the debates we used to have in the car on long journeys down to the South of France, during which we would bat arguments between us like a shuttlecock. My mother was present on these journeys, but for some reason, she was never included in the conversation. It didn’t occur to me that this was unkind, or that she may have felt left out; it was just assumed that this wasn’t her sphere. Sure, we deferred to her when it came to what sandwich we were going to eat, and when we needed to reapply sunscreen, but debates about animal rights or politics? No. That was between my father and me. On the odd occasion when she would interject, neither of us took her seriously.

What other reality could there possibly have been for my mum? She was a woman who had grown up in a working-class mining family in South Yorkshire. A woman who, from the moment she splashed down earthside, had been brought up in a community so traditionally gendered that it was women who were to be seen and not heard. As for the kids – well, it was best if they weren’t even seen. It was a strict Catholic upbringing where the expectations regarding the behaviour of girls were much higher than those of their male counterparts and so the restrictions were harsher. There was very little in the way of inspiration or aspiration if you were a girl growing up in a 1950s working-class community, and I remain in awe of my mum, who in many ways was able to defy her fated path and choose a different life, one where she was able to take up more space. Not enough space, but more nonetheless.

For those of us who grew up with Boomer parents, it’s inevitable that, despite all our best efforts, we have still unknowingly taken on some old-fashioned ideas about gender. Some of us have been better at overriding these than others – I think on some level I was quite a slow learner. It took longer than it should have done for me to realise I was, subconsciously, holding on to some pretty archaic ideas.

My ideas about what being a ‘man’ and what being a ‘woman’ meant, for example, were actually pretty traditional. How could they not be? All I’d seen was traditional tropes play out around me when I was growing up. I just assumed that my husband would earn more than me, that I wouldn’t have to bear the responsibility of the family economy, because I’d never seen a version of a marriage where that wasn’t the case. I definitely wanted to be the kind of woman who was happy to be the main breadwinner, while my supportive partner stayed at home and took care of the house, but there was also part of me that desired the security of being looked after financially by the man I loved.

Symptomatic of that belief was, naturally, that I would take on the responsibility of domestic life. Of course, at the root of this thought process was the fundamental and undeniable truth that men did, indeed, earn more money than women. No matter a woman’s levels of confidence or self-esteem, not many of us who grew up in the 80s and 90s had the balls to suggest that we were going to be the one to challenge that. Our literal lack of balls somehow left us labelled as weak, unable, vulnerable. It didn’t occur to us to consider the reality that a man’s balls are, in fact, his weak spot, while our vaginas and vulvas are strong enough to house, grow and birth real-life humans. As the meme goes, ‘Those things can take a pounding.’

We’ve also been conditioned to sneer at those women who choose more traditional roles. I’m not here to judge. I’m just suggesting that maybe some of us are guilty of feeling a bit superior when it comes to women who have no interest in glass ceilings or 50/50 childcare, and it’s okay to examine whether this is true for you in even the smallest way. Accepting that there was a part of me, no matter how small or subconscious, that negatively judged women who weren’t ripping their aprons off and racing out of the kitchen, didn’t make me a bad person. It made me an honest person, and if I was ever going to be in with a chance of doing better, I had to be clear on what I was wrong about. What I realised was that any belief or idea I had that pitted one type of woman against another, was probably pretty archaic thinking and should be challenged.

Let’s take the school fair as an example.

You’re a mum, and you have been bombarded with emails stating that your child needs to come to school with a cake for the bake sale (as if that kind of thing just happens because a letter asked it to be so, with no acknowledgement of the blood, sweat and tears, literally, that will go into making that request a reality).

Mum #1 will be delighted – nay, excited – by the prospect of baking a cake. They may even relish it as a chance to spend some quality time with their child as they bake it together. For this mum, it is truly a responsibility they enjoy and find value in. Cake baking is their lane, their wheelhouse, and they are excited to be able to fulfil a task of motherhood that they will excel in and that will make their children proud.

Then there’s Mum #2. She is not a baker. Or a cake maker, or a candlestick maker. She is not crafty in the slightest and does not have the time to bake a cake. The thought of baking with her child brings her out in stress hives, and so she resolves to pop into the supermarket on the way home and buy something. Will she leave it in the packaging or spruce it up so that it looks a bit more like she made it? Who knows… she’ll see whether she’s got time.

Both these women think they are fully secure in their decision and what it says about them as women and mothers, but, let’s be honest, that’s not true. In reality, whether she fully realises it or not, Mum #1 will almost certainly judge Mum #2 for not being a good mum and Mum #2 will almost certainly judge Mum #1 for being a shit woman. They won’t say it out loud – unless they’re really mean – but there will be some need deep within themselves to justify their differing choices as women by putting the other woman down.

I could come up with a myriad of examples of how women divide themselves up so that the patriarchy can conquer. Our rational brains know there is no right or wrong way to turn up to a bloody bake sale, but the other part of our brain, the brain that we have very little control over curating, holds on to this irrepressible belief that we are, somehow, always fucking it all up a little bit and that other women, who do things differently, are simply highlighting those fuck-ups, and so we must, in our own minds at least, undermine them and the values they represent.

If I’m honest, I have internally and silently judged women who just wanted to get married, have kids and stay at home – and here’s why. I tried it. I tried being a stay-at-home mum back when my first baby was born, and I couldn’t do it. I hated every minute of it. I was legitimately pretty bad at it, but not because I was a defective mother or woman; I was bad at it because it was really fucking hard and I had spent my entire life building up a deep-seated resistance to asking for help or admitting I couldn’t do things. I’d come to believe early on in my life that if I was to survive this world, I would have to be entirely self-sufficient. The reasons for this I will divulge later, when we know each other a little better, but suffice to say for now, my robust self-reliance, my physical exhaustion and my failing mental health combined to kneecap me as a stay-at-home mum. So, when I see women thriving in that environment, not having to leave their kids at daycare, or not counting down the minutes until they can just be on their own, I make that about me. I internalise that as proof that I am a shit mum and somewhere, somehow, that comes out as judgement. I suppose it’s what you’d call textbook projection. I am, as it turns out, human after all.

It’s an uncomfortable truth to acknowledge. That somewhere, rooted inside us, we haven’t quite let go of the idea that there are ‘natural’ roles that men and women should play in society; that there are ways we should act according to our gender, when it comes to melding our lives together. These are ideas formed before we even knew it was happening. They were formed when we were told to be ‘good girls’ while boys ran around feral and everyone just sighed and said, ‘Well, boys will be boys.’ Our space in this world as little girls was tightly ringfenced, while the boys were given free rein. We watched our mums make dinner while our dads read the paper.

I’m not suggesting that, on some deep, cellular level, we are all just Suzy Homemakers desperate to perfect a soufflé while our men walk in at 6pm, a couple of drinks down, with a wad of cash in their pockets, and that we’ve just become swept up in a trend of equality thanks to a few bra-burners from back in the 60s. Not. At. All. But it is possible that we are, potentially, holding on to the final echo of old-school concepts about what men and women are and should be. When you put your ruby slippers on and look behind the curtain of respectability that you’ve set up in your soul, are those things true? Or are there some vintage values hanging around, dusty and long-forgotten, but made so well and solidly, back in the day, that they’re almost impossible to recognise, let alone change? Behind the squares we post on Instagram, pink backgrounds with red letters, shouting feminist truisms, is there a part of us that thinks, no, feels, ‘But it would be nice to just be able to be a mum’?

I make the distinction because that gap between what we truly believe and the founding beliefs that were bestowed upon us like an unwanted crown in early childhood is where the tension exists. It’s where those niggling feelings squirm around in your gut. It’s where the resentments grow and breed like fatal bacteria designed to poison all relationships in your midst. You want to want to be a career woman, because who doesn’t? It’s 2025, for God’s sake! You’re a feminist. You believe in equal rights. You can’t just talk the talk, you have to walk the walk. But, also, there’s an itchy feeling that maybe what you want, on an individual level, is to be a stay-at-home mum, too.

The same can be said the other way around. Perhaps you are a stay-at-home mum. Perhaps, outwardly, you truly believe that womanhood and caretaking are synonymous and that doing that makes you happy. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with that, but if that’s accompanied by a similar niggling feeling that says you could be doing something else as well, then there’s a disconnect between what we want to believe we believe and what we have been hardwired to believe.

Much like those second-wave white upper- and middle-class feminists, who failed to include working-class women and women of colour in the fight, I am also guilty of succumbing to patriarchal hardwiring and forgetting to turn back and reach out to the women with less privilege than myself. I was no more than ten or eleven years old when I was excluding my mum from conversations that my dad and I would have in the car, but something in me was acting on a subconscious belief, that what was meant for me, as the next generation, wasn’t my mother’s purview. If I’m really honest, it was worse than that. If I’m really honest, I think a part of me blamed her for her own lack of opportunities, pitied her even. Even when I was still a child, society had started to groom me, getting me ready to step into a pseudo-equal society that played one female generation against another while ensuring our continued resentment. It also served to distract us from the fact that we were too busy fighting against each other to realise our lack of agency in a world that we held on our backs while men walked around it with diamonds on the soles of their shoes.

There was never any doubt in my mind that I would grow up, get married and have a family, just as my mother had done. I also didn’t doubt that I would go to university, forge a career, be successful and live the ‘have-it-all’ dream – things my mother never had the chance to do. It didn’t matter that I didn’t know a single woman who had achieved that. My mum hadn’t been able to make it work, my mum’s friend was a teacher but her husband was a doctor and there was never a night where she didn’t put a three-course meal on the table and struggle with an addiction to sleeping tablets. Most of my friends’ mums didn’t work at all. A lot of them were divorced. Even if I really try, I can’t think of one woman from my childhood that proved I could have a family and a career and be happy. And that’s where the genius of the patriarchy lay. It relied on us wanting, so badly, for it to be possible, that we willingly turned a blind eye to the contrary evidence in front of us.

I didn’t really ever learn the difference between ‘mother’ and ‘martyr’. I come from a long line of martyrs and let me tell you – that’s a lifestyle choice. It’s not easy to break free from the comfort of believing that you are a better person than everyone else, but trust me, it’s necessary. I used to say things like, ‘He wouldn’t survive without me,’ and ‘I don’t know how he gets through the day when I’m not there.’ Sure, a lot of this was said in jest, but of course there was the hard kernel of truth within it all. I genuinely believed that I was better, more evolved, more selfless, more giving than he was. Without me, I thought, the whole fucking thing would fall apart.

I used to talk about this in a way that made it sound like I wished it was different, that I didn’t have to be the one who everyone relied on to get anything done, but the reality was, I loved that role. I loved falling on my mop-shaped sword, lying prone and exhausted at the feet of my charges, telling them it was my job to make sure they have everything they need. The ‘I put myself last and do everything for everybody else and no one seems to give a shit’ line was my sonic boom in any argument. It was almost as if I did it so that I had it to use as a weapon when conflict arose. It never occurred to me that I might not need such a destructive weapon if I didn’t do it and hold it over the heads of all the people I lived with, but it was the only MO I’d ever seen.

The hugely uncomfortable truth is that the words ‘martyr’ and ‘manipulator’ are almost synonymous in this context. We don’t consciously use our selfless acts maliciously to make the people we live with feel terrible about themselves, but as women, we realise pretty early on that playing the martyr card is a seriously effective – if only temporary – strategy.

While we could sit our partners and/or our kids down and explain calmly why we aren’t feeling valued or ‘kept in mind’, we often don’t. Instead, we wait until we are about to combust with rage after silently seething and sighing and tutting our way through the domestic chores for weeks. Then, in a furious flourish, we dust off our cross, hammer our hands and feet to the wood and present the bloody mess to our partners to shock them into realising, for the first time, just how hard we are working on their behalf.

Of course, what this looks like in real life is us losing our shit. It’s screaming and shouting and crying accompanied by tortured monologues of how awful everyone that we live with is, how selfish they are, how thoughtless and uncaring. It’s a shock tactic that probably works for about a week before the sad status quo resumes and the whole sorry show is repeated in approximately six to eight weeks’ time. I didn’t invent this cycle. I saw it. I learned it. I played it out over and over again because I’d seen my mother play it out time and time again, because her mother played it out and so on. I truly believe it’s our generation’s job to break this cycle.

I also inherited a serious case of generational ‘control-freakitis’. When you think about it, it’s a very normal response for those of us who grew up in the 80s and 90s, where emotional safety was a bit thin on the ground. Our parents did the best they could, but a lot of them didn’t fully understand that making their kids feel safe was about more than putting a roof over their heads and making sure they had clean clothes. I can only speak to my own experience, but I was never told that making mistakes was okay, that it was human to not be perfect. It wasn’t made explicitly clear to me that I would still be loved and valued even if I came home with the occasional B or C grade. Keeping up appearances was more than a TV show in the 80s and 90s; it was a programme for living. As long as everything looks okay, then everything is okay, and how everything looked on the outside was controlled so tightly that we mistook control for contentment.

It was only when I was married with kids that I realised how stupid I’d been. Pre-kids, it had been fine, good even. Not great – my husband and I had our fair share of ‘why don’t you fucking clean up after yourself’ arguments – but, dare I say it, aside from the housework, I quite enjoyed being in charge of the life admin. It won’t surprise you to know that, in my past life, I was a control freak, and so it suited me that I got to choose where we went on holiday, what car we drove, what sofas we bought, what presents we chose for friends and family, what we ate, where we ate. I’ve unpacked a lot of that in therapy since, but without children in the mix, bearing the mental load meant I got to make all the decisions. I was good at it, and I took pride in that. As you can see, my blinkers hadn’t yet been fully removed.
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