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‘To read this book as a new mother is to know the pure joy of someone speaking for – and up for – you at a time when you have not the resources to do so yourself … fantastically energetic, heartfelt and witty identification of all the absurdities created by maternal guilt … a hilarious, timely book’   Lucy Mangan, Sunday Times



@flora_watkins: Enjoyed I Don’t Know Why She Bothers hugely. Perfect antidote to NCT nonsense!

‘The provocative I Don’t Know Why She Bothers by Daisy Waugh is one for women who feel life is too short to make their own fish fingers!’   Good Housekeeping



@MichalaFrance: Just read I Don’t Know Why She Bothers in one sitting. I thank you. You have released me. *bows down*

‘Waugh’s book is not so much a call for bad mothering to return as a return to a more laissez-faire parenting, liberated from all the fear and guilt women impose on themselves … Waugh is refreshingly frank, swears like a sailor and debunks the sanctification of motherhood with relish … This is probably one of the funniest parenting guides you’ll find’   Observer



@harrietscott_: Just 30 pages in and already I feel the pressure lifting. Should have read this 4 years ago!

‘I Don’t Know Why She Bothers isn’t a guide or a handbook; it’s merely saying what a lot of women think. No doubt the Mumgelicals will want to burn this book and Waugh’s effigy, but I think it should be given away free with every pregnancy test’   Irish Independent



@AnouskaBell: Finished book, brilliant :o) loved every page. Related to lots.

‘This self-help book deserves pride of place on slummy-mummy Bridget Darcy’s bedside table’   Metro




Daisy Waugh has written as an agony aunt, restaurant critic, celebrity interviewer, property correspondent and a lifestyle columnist from London, the country and Hollywood. She writes historical novels, most recently Melting the Snow on Hester Street. She has three children and lives in London.



Twitter: @dldwaugh Website: daisywaugh.co.uk
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PART 1

MOTHERHOOD

(Losing The Halo)




 

 


Recent Studies Have Shown …

Researchers have found that children born to older mothers are better at language and face fewer social and emotional problems, compared with children born to young mothers.


Recent studies show children of older mothers have a higher risk of autism.



Recent studies have shown late development, poor verbal skills and lower test scores in children whose mothers returned to work during the very early months of their babies’ lives.


Researchers have found that mothers who are over-involved or overprotective during the early stages of a child’s development can increase the risk of their child developing problems with anxiety later in life.


Experiments have shown that kids who watch age-appropriate educational programmes show immediate improvements in their abilities to recall information and to solve the sorts of problems modelled in the shows.


Studies show that watching television may hamper the development of children’s prefrontal cortex – the area of the brain responsible for planning, organising and sequencing behaviour affecting self-control, moral judgement and attention.


Recent studies have shown that babies who are solely breast-fed for the first six months of life are at a greater risk of developing nut allergies.


Recent studies show that infants who are breast-fed are less likely to suffer from ear infections.


New research shows that ‘housewives’ are more likely to be obese than those who juggle children, a steady relationship and a pay cheque.


New research reveals working mums face a higher risk of heart disease than other women.


Recent studies have shown that infants who were breast-fed cry more, smile and laugh less, and are harder to soothe and get off to sleep than their formula-fed counterparts.


Recent studies have shown that alcohol is actually less addictive than KFC’s chicken.



… It’s tempting when trying to make a point (especially an argumentative one: viz., most of what follows), to have a quick trawl through Google in search of a study or statistic to back it up. Look hard enough and there will almost certainly be one. And although studies per se are clearly a Very Good Thing, when being used to illustrate quite a strong a point of view, they are probably best taken with a pinch of salt. The above list of beguiling but contradictory ‘information’ took me about

half an hour to cobble together, while I was waiting for a yoga class to begin.

There are lies, damn lies – and there is a quick trawl through Google for some slick-sounding studies to back them up. I am going to resist the temptation to bamboozle us all with studies (unless I think they’re funny) and kick off with a nice little questionnaire instead. Pencils at the ready, laydies! Here comes the science bit.

What Type Of Mum Are YOU?

Look carefully at the statements on the following page, and rate them according to how strongly you agree or disagree. (Remember: there are no ‘Correct Answers’. Not all mums are the same!)

By using the box, you can ‘calculate’ your score. First, add up your ‘Correct Answers’. (Don’t panic! It’s actually a lot simpler than it sounds.) Finally, we’ll tell you what type of Mummy you really are. Alpha or Yummy? Selfish or Super? Mega-Nice or Mega-Evil? Come on girls! ’Fess up!



I love my kids!

AGREE STRONGLY! [image: Image]/STRONGLY DISAGREE! [image: Image]

I really love my kids!

AGREE STRONGLY! [image: Image] /STRONGLY DISAGREE! [image: Image]

I really, really love my kids!

AGREE STRONGLY! [image: Image]/STRONGLY DISAGREE! [image: Image]


OKAY, HOW DID YOU DO?


MOSTLY ‘AGREE STRONGLY! [image: Image] ’S

Congratulations, Mum! You’re doin’ GREAT!



MOSTLY ‘STRONGLY DISAGREE! [image: Image]’S

Oops! Sounds like you may be struggling with ‘Being A Mum’! You might want to consider taking a PARENTING COURSE.


PARENTING COURSES aren’t as scary as they sound! They’re inexpensive and most mums agree, they can be a whole lot of fun, too! Plus they’re a super way to meet other ‘Struggling Mums’ just like you!

Ask your GP for a leaflet!




Congratulations, Mum! You’re Doin’ GREAT!

Yeah. Thanks.


So I was at a working lunch not so long ago, sitting at a long dining table, surrounded by clever, serious men. It was an unusual party because in a roomful of twenty or more, only three of us were women: an Estonian intern, amazingly pretty, in her early twenties, who didn’t seem to speak any English; an older woman, gentle and unassuming; and the secretary to the man who was hosting the lunch. And me. Out of my depth, outnumbered. And a bit restless. But the food was good, and it made a change from writing.

One of the guests was an expert on welfare reform. (This story gets better.) He was a highly respected gentleman, with a mean mouth, I noticed, but a good suit; and he was advising this government, as he had the last, on sundry initiatives related to benefit-dependent single mothers. And maybe – who knows? – some of his illiberal-sounding initiatives might indeed prove helpful one day. But in my heart I doubted it, if only because of the scorn-filled tone he used when discussing them. He had statistics – plenty of them – and an unshakeable confidence in his own rectitude; and a noticeable dislike for the people he proclaimed himself so keen to help.

In any case – call it sentimental (I’m sure he would) – but it seemed to me that, statistics or no statistics, any child-rearing initiative devised by gentlemen with mean mouths and smart suits, enjoying extravagant weekday luncheons in

Mayfair dining rooms where there aren’t enough women present, was unlikely to bring much wisdom or kindness to the forum.

The main gist of his intended reform was faintly reminiscent of that creepy Tom Cruise film, Minority Report, in which, thanks to a brilliant fortune-telling computer, government officers could incarcerate villains for ‘pre-crimes’ before they’d had a chance to think of committing them. The thin-lipped man wanted to send ‘parental instruction officers’ – I’m not sure what name he had devised for them – into the homes of young, single mothers who looked as though they might yet prove unfit for the difficult task ahead.

These teenage girls, the gentlemen around me agreed, simply hadn’t the faintest idea what was required of them, and they needed to be told.

Quite quickly, the conversation took what I felt was a nasty turn; and if I’d known I was going to write about it later, I would have made notes. At the time, I sat as politely as I could while the steam began to whistle inside my ears. Mr Thin Lips delivered his statistics and anecdotes with a sneering viciousness, and the clever men of Mayfair – of all political persuasions, I should add – nodded and sighed, and rolled their eyes at the desperate state of the masses, until the plates were cleared for pudding.

Some of these little children, we were told, arrived at school having been so horribly neglected by their so-called ‘mothers’ that they couldn’t recognise their own names. They couldn’t dress themselves. They weren’t potty-trained … They’d never laid eyes on a ‘book’ … Many of them couldn’t even

speak properly … The single skill guaranteed to every one of them, it seemed, was the ability to open a family-size pack of crisps.

What these mothers needed … What these irresponsible girls failed to appreciate … What these selfish, lazy women had to be made to understand … The men’s conversation seemed to take for granted that there exists an approved and correct way for all humans to raise their human children: free of crisps, and full of books, with matching values, tastes, diets, hygiene and literacy levels for each and every one of us. Unimaginative? Clearly. And diminishing? Well I thought so, yes. We are not all the same. We do not all want the same things. It’s what makes each human so valuable and interesting.

God knows, I’ve no doubt there are some cruel and irresponsible mothers out there, and I’ve no doubt that in the course of his research, old Thin Lips had encountered more than most. But something in all the gentlemen’s tones, how lightly they dismissed these apparently hopeless women, how easily and complacently they judged and damned their maternal efforts, crystallised an irritation which had been bubbling away for years. And I have to say, the anger I felt listening to them sneering and despairing from their easy moral high ground, took me quite by surprise.

So, you know how it is. One minute, you’re sitting politely, slightly intimidated, listening to the experts. Next minute, it occurs to you that there might, in fact, be a few naked emperors at the table – still pretty intimidating, certainly, but not for such persuasive reasons. I looked at these men – from one to the next – and I wondered which of them had played what

kind of a role in the potty-training of their own wretched toddlers.

More to the point, what was the longest stretch of time spent by any one of these excellent gentlemen, absolutely, utterly and entirely alone with a child of under two years old?

A single morning? A weekend? Maybe even one, whole, long, nightmarish week? Perhaps their wife was in hospital, their mother was dead, they had no sympathetic neighbours, no sisters, no in-laws, no nannies available, no au pairs and no friends … But even then (I thought) they would always have known that such an arrangement was temporary. Some ghastly mismanagement on the part of someone else, probably female, had led them to this unavoidable situation. And it would be okay. Because everyone would feel sorry for them, and laugh indulgently at their incompetent efforts … And in any case, even a week of solitary potty-training is bearable. For a clever fellow in a suit. If he knows that, come Monday, he’ll be safely back at his piss-’n’-puke-free desk. Engaging his brain, and, above all, not feeling guilty about leaving the potty-training and crisp-packet-opening to somebody else.

Anyway, after several long minutes of listening quietly and smiling pleasantly at this VIP luncheon, I began to feel incredibly angry … so angry that my vision began to zoom in and out of focus.

‘You bang on as if these women were barely human!’ I burst out, before I had quite noticed I was speaking.

‘But you don’t seem to realise – the very fact that those crisp-eating children still exist by school age is a testament … [I didn’t put it quite as neatly as this.] The mere fact … [I sort

of said] that these children made it as far as primary school at all is testament to their mother’s love. You’re all sitting around sneering – but do you have the faintest idea how much effort and care is required, simply to keep a baby alive?’

I said something along those lines, and I definitely said the bit about them sitting around sneering – thereby, idiotically, not just declaring war on the usual world-going-to-hell, selfish-mummy orthodoxy, but declaring war on the entire room. I rounded off my passionate speech with a sweetener; an emperor-sized nugget of humour which I thought might help to smooth things over, while also, pretty much, summing up:

‘What I’m trying to say is … Maybe a few rotten apples – like Stalin, for example – maybe Stalin didn’t manage it … but on the whole, in general … I bet the Russians love their children too …’

They looked angry and confused. Because very clever gentlemen sometimes just don’t get pop references.

‘You’re coming at the whole matter of motherhood from the wrong angle.’ (I tried again.) ‘You may not approve of the way they manifest it. Or don’t manifest it. You may disapprove of how many crisps they eat. But these women aren’t raising children for your benefit and approval. And even if you find it hard to spot any charm in their feral, snot-nosed offspring, they can spot it. They love their children. Even if you can’t understand how or why.’


… Actually this book isn’t about men. They are the least of our problems. I’m only setting them up as common foe so that

the rest of us – the ones actually doing the potty-training, or feeling guilty about employing someone else to do it – can be loosely united, if only in that: yummy mummy, slummy mummy, bummy, cummy, dummy mummy and every scummy ‘mummy’ in between no matter what we feed our children, how hard we work or don’t work, how too old or too young we may be – or how often we read them Shakespeare before bed … This is a book in defence of ‘mummies’ everywhere: who are fed up with the constant commentary; the stream of unsolicited, sentimental, impractical and guilt-inducing advice – on something which we might do far more enjoyably (and far better), if left to our own instinctively irritable and lazy – but loving – devices.


Not all mothers love their children, of course. And I pity the infinitesimal few who can’t, almost as much as I pity their offspring … But I should make it clear, I don’t speak for them. Only for the rest of us: for that truly vast majority of women, who, in our own imperfect and infinitely varied fashions, in the privacy of our heads and hearts, love our children fiercely and without the smallest shadow of doubt, but who nevertheless sometimes feel the need to go to extravagant and impractical ends to prove it – not to ourselves, nor to our children, but to an ever more neurotically censorious and sentimental outside world.


Modern parenting, like the gentlemen at lunch, disapproves of idiosyncrasy. It requires all of life to be laid flat and bite-sized

at the altar of a child’s serenity. Leaving aside the spirit-sapping assumption that serenity is the be-all-and-end-all of a well-lived life, it fails to take into account the fact that loving mothers and beloved children often want different things from the world, and from each other, too. Some of us like eating crisps and watching X Factor together. Others may feel more comfortable drinking soya milk and reading Ovid – in separate rooms. We don’t all have to dance to an identical jig. In fact, if I may say so, if we don’t feel like it, we don’t have to bloody well jig at all.

… And yet …

As the civilised world continues on its long and laudable trek towards greater tolerance in other forums, the Good Mother prototype seems to have got stuck – or worse – it seems to have regressed, becoming ever more rigid and one-dimensional. To the point where even the smallest aberrations from the simpering, slavish norm can be scowled at. As any pregnant woman who’s dared to drink alcohol in a pub – or God forbid, light a cigarette – soon discovers. Such minor lapses in personal, prenatal care (if lapses they are at all) are looked upon now as monstrous crimes, monstrous enough for total strangers to feel comfortably within their rights to approach and remonstrate!

We live, for the most part, in an unselfconsciously selfish society. It’s the way it is. It’s how we’ve evolved. It’s how we’ve learned to survive. But future mothers are meant to set themselves apart from that, and to forget everything we were taught about the importance of ‘self-actualisation’ and self-reliance; of ‘life being a journey’, ‘fulfilling our potential’, ‘Going For It’ … and so on.


We are supposed to cast all that aside, fix a hurried halo over our heads, and offer ourselves up as nothing more than grateful, glowing livestock.

Hopes and dreams, personal tastes and individual requirements – all the things that raise us above animals and make us human – become, not simply irrelevant, but actually faintly embarrassing. As if their mere existence might somehow undermine not only a mother’s gratitude for the gift of giving life, but the magnificence of Mother Love itself.

I started writing a new novel when I was pregnant with my first child. It was a novel that required plenty of research. I lost count of the number of people who smiled knowingly when I talked about it who said to me, ‘Well I don’t suppose you’ll be bothering much with that sort of thing now …’

How is a woman to respond to that? Without either picking a fight or quietly despairing? I simpered and prayed they were wrong. But lacked the confidence, back then, to say anything at all. (When one of my uncles said it, his wife, my aunt, leant across the table and punched him. For which I will love her for ever.) But we don’t all have such excellent aunts.


What we have, for the most part, is repressive sentimentality, a smiling acceptance of female martyrdom, which teeters, at times, beyond martyrdom into a sort of approved, mass-culture masochism.

It’s creepy.

And it reaches its creepiest, most perverted climax in the delivery room, where women, for reasons that have never made any sense to me, are encouraged to endure the extraordinary

pain of labour without calling on the perfectly safe and incredibly effective painkillers which we all know to be available.

I have three children. During labour for the first (before I knew any better), so pumped up was I, with nerves and hormones and fear of disapproval, I allowed the midwife to negotiate me out of an epidural and into a fucking birthing pool. She said I was very lucky one had come free. So I lay in this idiotic tub, naked, frightened – and in agony, while my husband and the midwife stood awkwardly side by side looking down at me.

Painful. Humiliating. Lonely.

But we learn. By Baby Number 3, I knew exactly what I wanted. And though the doctor rolled her eyes and looked queasy, and told me ‘only the middle-class women’ insisted on epidurals on the NHS (perhaps because only the middle-class women are confident enough to demand them?), the hospital eventually relented.

Better still, I had a husband who travelled, other children to care for, and I was living in a place far away from family and friends. So, I had something called a ‘social induction’. In other words, I was given drugs specifically so that the baby was born at a time to fit with my schedule. And – bless that scruffy little hospital – before anyone even gave me the induction drugs, they fitted me up with an epidural. Which meant, reader, a one hundred per cent pain-free delivery, at a time that suited me!

Oh yeah.

The midwife was an older woman: earthy, gossipy and warm.

We chatted up to the last minute. About all sorts of things – her grandchildren and my children, The Apprentice, Take That … At some point our conversation was interrupted by one of those shattering, agonised screams, the like of which you only hear on battlefields (I imagine) and on NHS delivery wards, where they’re being stingy with the epidurals. The woman in the room next door, I was told, had ‘opted’ for a ‘natural delivery’.

So natural, her screams made the flimsy walls between our two rooms shake. As the screams faded, and the wretched woman paused for the panting exercises they no doubt told her would help with the next agonising round of contractions, my midwife gave a merry, bosomy chuckle, and shook her head.

‘Another natural childbirth,’ she laughed. ‘I don’t know why they bother.’


It’s a question I’ve been asking myself about so many aspects of modern motherhood ever since.

I Really, Really Love My Kids! [image: Image]

Indeed, I do.

I love my children. I really, really love my children.

The oldest is only 15, so I am guessing the worst may be yet to come, but at time of writing, I can say without hesitation, since the day each one of them was born, my children have been my greatest pride and joy. Funny, independent, individual, warm,

spirited, curious, bold, kind, clever, thoughtful – and beautiful; they light up every room they walk into. They light up my life. I love nothing more than spending time with them. And I am daily astonished by my good fortune in being their mother. I love my children.

But you can tie up the sick bag now. I won’t continue. And really, I think it’s faintly absurd that I should feel the need to say it at all. I love my children. Of course I love my golden, perfect, miraculous children. Who doesn’t? It was ever thus. It’s how the human race continues.

Trouble is, since women ventured into the world beyond their kitchens, something’s gone awry. Hot on the heels of freedom, our guilt came a-knocking. And for some mad reason, we mothers didn’t turn our backs on it. On the contrary, we opened the door and welcomed it in. We gave it pride of place at the head of our table.

Where once a mother’s ‘mothering skills’ were assumed (and could ever a single phrase exude less natural joy or spontaneity?), now they are scrutinised, measured, judged – and disapproved of. Between us we have allowed the bar to be set so preposterously high, it’s impossible not to feel like a failure – no matter what we do or don’t do. And it’s infuriating to think that we are constantly berating ourselves, constantly straining to do more and prove more, when we could simply be enjoying what we have – namely relishing our hard-fought independence and freedom, celebrating our good fortune of having been born at such a time, in such place, and wallowing in the joy of our children’s company. It’s such a waste of potential happiness!



And for all of that, we have only ourselves to blame …


As I type these words, I have just received an email from a friend, also a mother, written in hurry and rage (you will note), with a weblink to an incredibly twee-looking new cookery book about mummies and daughters sharing recipes and laughter in an amazingly sunlit-dappled cuisine … I will quote the email verbatim.

Sensitive readers should be warned, it may contain nuts:

DAISY for God’s sake say you will write about this sort of SHIIIIIT in your mother book – look at it! Even the cover is so FUCKING SANCTIMONIOUS! AND I’m pretty
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