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      PREFACE

    

      Happiness is … a 
Good Book

      
      Too few mothers who become stepmothers are as aware as they should be of the tough times ahead of them. Had someone prepared
         me for them I’d have been very grateful – although I confess that I would have come extremely close to changing my plans of
         becoming a blending stepmother.
      

      Becoming a stepmother when you already have a child of your own – ‘blending’, in other words – is certainly noble, but a bit
         barmy. Within weeks, you’ll be asking yourself why you ever thought your child would accept these new people without feeling
         as though he’s slipped into second place in your books; you’ll wonder if your partner’s child will ever be respectful to you
         or resist resorting to sibling rivalry for her father’s affections. You’ll enjoy precious little romance, let alone hanky-panky,
         without having to book a hotel room.
      

      No – blending is idiotic, but lots of us do it anyway. Love is blind, after all; the desire to make it official and tie the knot, to create one family out of two that have been crunched
         in their attempts at familial togetherness in the past can be a heady drug. You started a family before so, presumably, you
         once had dreams of family life. What could be better than to see those dreams come true after so much disappointment? It really
         can work out well – and that makes it all worth it.
      

      When a blended family feels like it’s working properly, it can be as happy as any other family. When things go wrong, though,
         the misery for all concerned can seem too much to bear. I think that all stepmothers who are attempting to blend families
         should be sent on a course – at least a week away – which mixes loads of pampering with inspired, hands-on help, advice and
         books from those who have been there, done that and are now proudly wearing the T-shirt.
      

      I failed to sniff out a single one. I found plenty of books for new stepmothers who don’t have children of their own, but none for blending mothers – women who are mothers as well as stepmothers. It’s not terribly
         surprising: only a fool would deem herself an ‘expert’ on blending families. The complications involved when there are children
         and exes on both sides of the fence are so daunting that very few who clear the first hurdle are convinced that they’ll get
         round the whole course.
      

      Clearly there aren’t as many nuclear families now as there were. Although blended families have been around for as long as
         nuclear families, they are on the increase.
      

      When I was at school in the early 1980s there were only two kids in my class whose parents had divorced, and there was only
         one whose mum had remarried. She was my best friend, but sometimes I felt of little use to her, as I couldn’t fully understand
         her feelings. Little did I know that I’d have my chance to understand fully twenty-five years later. I sometimes missed the mark
         when it came to listening to her troubles, and I learned early that sympathy sometimes isn’t enough: empathy is vital to girls of all ages.
      

      There is no such thing as an ideal blended world. Just as you once wondered why babies don’t come with handbooks, now you’ll
         be wondering why nobody’s written the definitive ‘how to’ guide on blending families. I think everyone was waiting for someone
         else to do it, as nobody had much of a clue where to start. This isn’t the definitive guide – that would be like finding the
         Holy Grail – but it’ll help!
      

   
      
      
      INTRODUCTION

    

      From Here to 
Stepmaternity

      
      You need a library for the amount of guidebooks rained on you when you become a mother: whether to use towelling nappies or
         disposables, when to wean, how to socialise your toddler, how to keep the lines of communication open with your teenager –
         the list is endless. In fact, the sheer volume of information available to you on becoming a mother, and being the best at
         it ever, can overwhelm you.
      

      Still, at least there’s lots of advice available, and there are always other mothers around to offer a bit of support and
         a listening ear – even if it is just to gloat about how much better they have it than you do at the moment. Happily, there’s also a growing wealth of information
         and help for stepmothers, as half of today’s marriages involve them.
      

      There’s a variety of mother, however, that doesn’t have access to ready supplies of expertise from those who’ve gone before her. Finding a guidebook for this brave lady has proven a frustrating exercise until now. Hers is not a new breed,
         though. For as long as there have been mothers and stepmothers there have been blending stepmothers, only they’ve been so busy and muddled that none of them thought to write it all down. Either that, or they assumed
         that no single mother of the future would be idiotic enough to take on a new partner and his offspring in addition to her
         own, much less attempt to help raise them under the watchful eye of his ex.
      

      I searched for such a book as I blundered into blending, and never found it. I needed it – badly. Surely I wasn’t alone? I
         reasoned that there must be thousands of blending stepmothers like me out there, all at a loss and feeling more than a bit
         gloomy. So here it is: the book I wrote as I groped my way through the ups and downs, stumbling over all the ideals that my
         original, nuclear family had left behind.
      

      I’ve read lots of books on stepmothering, and each one starts off with the author saying how much she didn’t want to write
         it. The usual reasoning is that ‘revisiting the early days is too painful’.
      

      I find that odd. I really wanted to write this one on blending families for a very good reason: I could have used the support
         in my early days as a fledgling blending agent. And I feel safe. There’s a huge difference between remembering events and
         reliving them. From the safety of the here and now I can look back on my bumpy road to Blending Maternity without feeling
         the pain of every stubbed toe all over again; hopefully, I’ll pass on a pearl or two of blending wisdom gleaned from my many
         interviews with other stepmothers, counsellors and life coaches.
      

      There’s no such thing as a 
typical blended family

      
      The real reason why there aren’t any comprehensive guides to blending families is because each one is unique. The so-called
         ‘nuclear’ family is formed in distinct stages: usually, He and She meet and get married, and then they have baby Number One
         followed by babies Two, Three and maybe even Four (I can’t picture a number of children higher than that, I’m afraid). Blended
         families, however, are bound to jumble up the nuclear order of things. They can start at point ‘P’ instead of point ‘A’ and
         will adopt a unique sequence of events depending on the circumstances of the couple, for example:
      

      
      
         	
            The children may be under five, or teenagers.

         

         	
            He might have children from different marriages, and she might have just one child without having married before.

         

         	
            Her child may be under five and his may be about to leave home.

         

         	
            He might be friends with his ex, and she might be afraid of hers.

         

      

      
      – and so on.

      
      How complicated! A ‘collide-a-scope’ of home life, if you will – where middle-age crisis, menopause, career change, sibling
         rivalry, late pregnancy, toddler tantrums and teenage angst whizz around each other and collide out of sequence in some crazy,
         matrimonial moshpit.
      

      
      Each blending family comprises so many different relationships with varied dynamics that reading a book that claims to advise
         on all of them would be a waste of your time. You’d be better off spending it on a childless weekend away with your partner
         for once (how did I guess you needed one?).
      

      How this book is structured

      
      I’ve been a stressed out, in-a-flap blending stepmother many times over the past several years, so I know that you’re not
         going to find big chunks of time to sit down and read this when you want to. When you need help fast from your Best Friend
         Forever, you don’t want to hear her waffle on for an hour or so about what happened in her life since she spoke to you last
         Monday before you manage your plea for help; you need her to get right to the wound at double speed.
      

      
      So that’s what this book is designed to do, in the absence of your BFF. It’s divided into four parts, so that you can flip
         to the section you need in a hurry. There’s no point in paging through how to reason with a toddler’s tantrum when your partner’s
         ex-wife is in your midst, breathing fire (although the two might be hard to distinguish, it’s true). You need advice on how
         to deal with HER at that point, and possibly easy access to your mobile phone in order to quick-dial for help or hurl at her
         accidentally. With all that in mind, here’s how the book is structured:
      

      
      Part 1 deals with the issues that sit right at the heart of your experience as a blending stepmother – everything to do with
         you. If you’re not feeling strong and happy, then no amount of patching, cajoling, arranging, negotiating or wheedling with
         your blending brood will make your life better. You need to get balanced and strong first: it all comes down to you.
      

      
      Part 2 discusses how to achieve a smooth, domestic blend under your roof. In the Blended Family Household, there is never
         a vacuum (no – not that sort: there’ll definitely be one of those, and you’ll be getting overly acquainted with it, too, if
         you don’t pay heed to this section): if the bills and the housework are not shared fairly, someone will be paying dearly –
         and judging from that sinking sensation you just felt in your stomach, you know who that someone will be. You must, must,
         must get this balance right if you want to avoid feeling ancient before lunchtime.
      

      
      Part 3 introduces you to some of the new events that will come your way as a blended stepmother, and lifts the lid on how
         other blending stepmothers deal with the toughest of them, like the utterly forgotten dates such as Stepmother’s Day – don’t
         worry, many of us have noticed that and riled against it inwardly, too. If you’re planning to marry that handsome partner
         of yours, then Chapter 8 deals with all the hang ups and hold ups that seem to attach themselves to the Blended Family Wedding
         like confetti to a cleavage. Christmases, holidays, extended family get-togethers – this is the section of the book that will
         give you the courage to face the lot.
      

      
      Wherever there are children at the heart of a family there will be interested adults who want to influence their upbringing
         in some way – legitimate guardians or self-appointed ones. This is a universal truth in all families, and the tension that can arise
         between family members has been the stuff of tacky stand-up jokes for generations. When you’re dealing with a blended family,
         you can double the number of extended family relatives who want some sort of input into your life. Part 4 shows you how to
         recognise the rough from the smooth spots in your relationships with your new, extended family.
      

      
      Throughout the book, there are flashbacks from my own early years of blending as well as other blending stepmothers’ true
         stories and case studies: personally, at times I find it wickedly reassuring to read how much worse some other poor creature
         has it than me, so I hope you’ll gain some peace of mind from those stories, too! You can count on the wisdom of other blending
         stepmothers in a similar situation to your own. Keep this book close at hand, and your chin up!
      

   
      
      PART 1

      It All Comes 
Down To You

   
      
      CHAPTER 1

    

      Stepmothers 
Know Best

      
      I’m not a psychologist, or a counsellor, or even a life coach. I’m someone who’s speaking from her own experience and gratefully
         sharing that of other women who have gone through the blending process and emerged smoothed out. I’ve tripped up many times,
         and despaired quite often, but in the process of writing this book I managed to find other blending stepmothers who helped
         me to stay focused and to really enjoy each of the little triumphs along the way.
      

      
      If you don’t have anyone in your situation to share your experiences with at the moment, never fear. When I started dating
         my partner, my daughter was twelve and his was ten and I had no friends of my own age with blended families. Instead, several
         of mine were newly single and vowing to stay that way forever. I remembered how I had said that, too, and how my meeting Mr Really Right This Time knocked me sideways. I had actually fallen in love with a tall, handsome single dad who
         thought I was the bee’s knees. I’d given up on that dream years earlier.
      

      
      For six months, the four of us whirled through a series of theme park visits, Disney movies, PC games, videos and shopping
         trips until two of us decided to get engaged. Then we bought a house big enough for four and moved in together. Wham. Just
         like that.
      

      
      No counselling. No emotional preparation. No legal advice. Nothing.

      
      I suppose I should have seen trouble coming, really. Within eighteen months, both of our girls had become proper teenagers
         and our wedding had been postponed three times.
      

      
      Given that Paul and I had had precious little time to play the dating game, and that it had mostly involved four people rather
         than two, I needed help in resuscitating the romance and partnership with my fiancé that had already started to dissolve.
         We were arguing – and my worries didn’t stop there.
      

      
      Each of the girls decided that the other was a total waste of space and stopped talking.

      
      The housework doubled and I found myself doing it all despite my full-time job. My inflexible boss became even more so.

      
      Worst of all, my daughter clearly resented me for my having turned our happy twosome into this blending, stepfamily hell,
         as she saw it. I began to feel that I’d ruined our close team relationship, and I certainly missed it when it was no longer
         there. I felt left out, and so did she. She decided that she could no longer speak to me and resorted to communicating solely
         by means of Post It notes left around the house.
      

      
      
         
         Mum –

         
         You and Paul can count me out of BBQ tonight. Does not meet teen dietary needs, but should be fine for a kid like Rowena.

         
         Katie :-0
         

         
      

      
      Was I screwing everything up for her, or was this just Katie fiddling around with her identity as teenage girls do?

      
      I wanted to run away from all of them. I flailed about for some help, suspecting deep down that I was misinterpreting the
         circumstances with all the emotional baggage that accompanied me into this relationship from my previous marriage. The last
         thing I wanted to do was to break the relationship off and move my daughter again.
      

      
      My friends weren’t much help, although they did their best. A lot of them were having too much fun as newly singles to concentrate
         for long. I poked around in bookshops and browsed the internet for advice, but most of the books and articles that I found
         on blending families were written for childless women who married men with children from a previous relationship. I needed
         information on how to live with a bloke and his kid while nurturing my own in a blending situation that was turning my brain
         to blancmange. Oh – and any tips on boosting the romance at the same time would have helped, too.
      

      
      
         Katie’s sitting in the back of the car on the way to school. That means that something’s up. Ever since she was very little
               she’s preferred telling me her worries from there. Don’t know why; maybe she just likes her space to think in peace without
               being watched; or maybe she simply finds it comforting to sit where she used to in the car when she was little.

         ‘So, like, when you guys get married, are you going to change your surname?’

         I focus on a silver Mondeo as it pulls smoothly into our lane ahead and tighten my grip on the steering wheel, taking a breath.
               So that’s why she’s sitting there. I want to put this decision off. So many changes, all impacting on Katie – and she isn’t
               the one who’s making any of them. Should I keep my name the same as hers? ‘I don’t know, really. I don’t have to change it.’

         How can I help her keep some sense of control? I used to hate feeling helpless when I was a kid. And I often did; family decisions
               made without my input or completely disregarding it affected my life profoundly. And the most isolating thing of all: Katie
               would be the only Watson in the family then.

         ‘So I’d be the only Watson in the family, then?’

         Keep it light. Keep it truthful. ‘Well, yes. I suppose so. You know – if I changed my surname, but I really don’t have to.’

         ‘That’s way cool!’

         Oh.

      

      
      I went to the place that every girl goes when she needs advice, but mum wasn’t much help, either, bless her. She imagined
         our blending family to be something like The Sound of Music, picturing sunny, blended family holidays with everyone singing in the car on the way to the beach and future rough and tumble
         Christmases with twice as many grandchildren than she had originally dared to hope for. My mutterings about stress and angst
         under the blended family roof spoiled the picture horribly and really wasn’t welcome. Her flaky daughter was threatening to
         flake afresh, and that wouldn’t do at all.
      

      
      Nonetheless, I asked her for her input. I learned that, although asking your mum for advice can be comforting, she’s unlikely
         to be able to help much unless she’s raised you with stepsiblings. You’re playing the game according to a different set of
         rules, and it’s hard enough for anyone to decipher what they are in the first place, let alone figure out how to play by them.
      

      
      
         
         Mum –

         
         I am now a vegetarian. Please note new spelling of name and inform your boyfriend Paul and his kid Rowena.

         
         K8 Watson X :-0
         

         
      

      
      Stepmum’s the word – pass it on

      
      Once you sort out one issue, another seems to crop up. If the teenager’s not sulking this week, then your husband’s ex-wife
         is phoning and texting messages at all hours. If the ex-wife finally goes quiet, then unfortunately so does your sex life.
         You know how it goes.
      

      
      When you’re feeling as though you can’t keep up and you’re beginning to wish you hadn’t brought this upon yourself, generic
         advice will be about as useless as that ante-nuptial contract turned out to be. You need specifics: ointment that goes right
         to the wound, fast!
      

      
      How many blending matriarchs could there be out there, I wondered, who need the same sort of encouragement? Not the negative
         ‘I know just how you feel, love – they’re all jerks, aren’t they?’ sort of stuff, but real, pithy, dead honest, daily life
         material from women who are committed to blending their families because they believe in their dream of being all together
         in a supportive family unit.
      

      
      One day, I bumped into an old friend of mine who’d become a blending stepmum since I’d last seen her. We started chatting
         over hot chocolate – an exceptionally comforting beverage – and I felt heard, at last. Talking to another blending stepmother
         helped me to answer my own questions that my mother couldn’t answer. I tried it with a couple of stepmother acquaintances,
         and found that it helped them as much as it helped me. I’d pass on stories that one stepmother told me to the next blending
         stepmother who soaked it all up eagerly along with extra chocolate sprinkles.
      

      
      I was making new friends, and although I’ve never been the gossipy type, I started to become the central exchange for a loose
         network of blending stepmothers who were gagging for news, anecdotes and titbits of advice from others in order to help them
         work things out in their own heads and blending families.
      

      
      
         ‘The biggest issue I struggled with in the first couple of years was loneliness. I never dreamed that living with the person
               you love and three kids could leave me enough space to be lonely, but that’s the way it turned out! I felt responsible for
               the way everybody else was feeling, and in my attempt to keep them all happy I sacrificed my own happiness all the time. It
               felt like I was walking on eggshells every day. The only person I felt I could really talk to about the tension at home was
               my best friend, but she could only sympathise. She couldn’t really understand as she wasn’t in the same situation.’ Roxy

      

      
      
      A very good place to start

      
      You and I are not strangers. I already know something of your personality simply because you’re reading this book. You have
         a sense of adventure and a penchant for excitement, along with a great capacity for loving others; you’re also an achiever
         who’s not afraid of commitment, and a human being of the bravest variety. I know all of that because, as a one-time single
         mother, you’ve either already made the decision to commit yourself and your child’s future to a man and his child from a previous relationship, or you’re about to.
      

      
      I also know that you’re smart. You’re not afraid to look for help in order to get more out of life than you’re getting right
         now. That’s why you picked up this book. And right now, you’ve either already discovered that your sense of adventure has
         landed you in a pickle that is demanding loads more love and patience than you think you have, or you suspect that it’s about
         to.
      

      
      Were you to have nine months to get ready for this, as you had before you gave birth, you’d be well prepared for the change.
         If you could expect half the fuss on your becoming a stepmother as you had when you became a mother, you’d take this far more
         in your stride. Your mother and all your aunties would offer you bits of advice, friends and neighbours would make casseroles
         for the first few weeks and your mother-in-law would hover about waiting to babysit. You’d even have a kind visit or two from
         the local health worker to check that you aren’t depressed, lacking sleep or wanting home help.
      

      
      Anybody could glide into stepmotherhood like that, let’s face it; but if it’s pampering you want, girl, forget it.

      
      
         ‘I was waking up in a different mood every day – sometimes despairing, sometimes hopeful. I was always tossing up whether
               I should leave, or if he would leave me first. That’s probably because that’s how my previous marriage broke down. I’d brought
               a lot of baggage with me! I even started a “Runaway Fund” – putting away some savings every month just in case he left me.
               How’s that for mature, balanced adult thinking? I really would have benefited from chatting with someone who’d gone through
               all this.’ Lynnette

      

      
      
         
         STEP-BY-STEP ACTION PLAN

         
         
            	
               This week, start paying attention to other women whom you see from time to time but who are not

            

            	
               
            

         

         
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
         
         BETTER BLENDING BOOSTS
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