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For my children . . . who taught me that breaking cycles is the most important work I’ll ever do.

And for every parent brave enough to do the same.





Contents


	Cover

	Title

	Copyright Page

	Dedication

	Contents

	Introduction: What Brings You Here?

	chapter 1: Stuck in the Cycle

	chapter 2: Magic in the Margins

	chapter 3: Your Perfectly Imperfect Parts

	chapter 4: Address the Stress

	chapter 5: Triggers and Trauma

	chapter 6: All the Feelings

	chapter 7: Loosening Your Grip

	chapter 8: Feeling at Home

	chapter 9: Being in the Moment

	chapter 10: Your Legacy

	Conclusion: Reclaiming Motherhood

	Acknowledgments

	Notes

	Index

	About the Author






Navigation


	Cover

	Start of Content

	Copyright Page

	Dedication

	Contents

	Introduction: What Brings You Here?

	Chapter 1: Stuck in the Cycle

	Conclusion: Reclaiming Motherhood

	Start of Backmatter

	Notes

	Index

	About the Author






Page List


	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298









Introduction What Brings You Here?


“What the hell . . . ,” Dave muttered, eyes widening as he trudged into the baby’s room beside me. My husband pushed his hand through the mussed-up curls that were evidence of someone who had just woken up from a deep sleep, curls that had once driven me wild, but were now driving me mad for a very different reason. As our newborn daughter’s poop dripped down her white curtains, resentment pooled in my fists.

Did you know that poop can fly? If you’ve ever taken care of a newborn, the answer is probably yes. I don’t really know the science behind it, but I’d guess the equation looks something like this: early-stage milk consistency + a baby’s perfectly angled foothold x (unfortunate timing + velocity) = chaos. The distance that literal shit can travel is shocking, if not a bit impressive.

I know how the room seemed to Dave. The wailing baby, the sickly-sweet stench, the filth on the curtains—it was like a seedy-mustard murder scene, and our daughter was the culprit. But when he said those three little words, they didn’t land as curiosity or concern. They landed like judgment. What kind of mother lets things get this out of control? I didn’t need to guess what he was thinking . . . because I was already thinking it myself.

Before my daughter was born, I’d had so many hopes for this stage of motherhood. Conceiving and growing a little human felt like the closest thing we mortals have to miracles and magic. I thought I would fall in love the moment I saw her, that we’d have immediate chemistry, just like I did with her dad. I used to sit in this nursery for hours, imagining what my daughter would look like, organizing her little outfits by size and color. But then she was born and . . . where were the sparks? I didn’t know this little person. I wanted to keep her safe and fed, sure, but she felt alien to me. Nothing came naturally like it was “supposed to.” The birth plan went to shit, the breastfeeding felt like a burden, the crying was incessant, my body felt foreign, and my marriage . . . well, Dave had a front-row seat to my struggles, and I felt like my inadequacy was center stage.

No part of early motherhood was as I had expected, and now those untouched outfits mocked me with their tags.

I had expected joy and laughter, but no one was laughing anymore. Instead, shame was lurking everywhere. “There must be something wrong with you,” it said. “You can’t fake it forever.” Letting anyone on the outside see how much I was struggling felt like the ultimate admission of failure.

“How’s it going?!” my friends would text. “Good!” I’d respond from my seat on the toilet, where I was taking a moment to “escape,” feeling like the queen of bullshit on a porcelain throne.

Stealing those moments of respite, I felt like I was cheating. Like I was playing hooky from the life I was supposed to be grateful for. So I often ignored the pull to pause, to feel, to make space for myself. Instead, I stayed focused on everyone else’s needs. I tried to maintain control. To keep everyone happy. To achieve, perform, strive. To need nothing and take up as little space as possible. I was used to wearing the mask of a woman who had it all together. But motherhood cracked that mask wide open.

I didn’t yet realize that the reactivity I felt wasn’t a personal failure—it was my body’s alarm system stuck in the On position. And I didn’t know that inside me were different parts of my inner world taking the lead: a hypervigilant part trying to anticipate every need before it exploded into chaos; a perfectionist part desperate to keep it all together; a wounded part still aching from past moments when asking for help led to disappointment or shame.

I had no language for any of that yet. All I knew was that I felt broken. And alone.

A few weeks after the shit hit the curtains, I still hadn’t figured out how to break down the stroller (or properly fasten the baby wrap), so I arrived at my first breastfeeding support group lugging my daughter in her heavy car seat. I followed the sound of chatter and crying to the designated room. After sitting down on the rug, I quickly sneaked a peek beneath my leggings to ensure I hadn’t ripped open my C-section scar. I took a moment to catch my breath and looked around. Some moms had their breasts out, conversing casually with their neighbors; a few had pumps out, some had tubes and tape they were situating under their shirts. Others prepared their bottles.

I started to take my sleeping daughter out of the car seat but hesitated. I knew too well the screeching that could ensue when she woke up. Other babies in the room were crying, sure, but those tears didn’t scratch my soul like hers did. Instead, I turned to the woman sitting next to me, who seemed to be effortlessly nursing her baby, and opened with the classic parent pickup line: “How old?”

She had kind eyes and a soft voice and a refreshing spice to her humor. Our infants were of similar ages, but she appeared . . . settled. Like she was a real mom. I couldn’t imagine that this calm and collected woman shared my sinking feeling that maybe I wasn’t cut out for this. Surely she was fully connected to her baby. Surely she didn’t suffer intrusive thoughts about all the ways she’d screw up her child.

I didn’t inquire about any of this. I’d taken the first step and gotten myself to the support group, and while I allowed myself to take up physical space in the room, I still didn’t feel entitled to my share of the emotional space. I was scared to voice any honest feelings for fear of appearing selfish or incompetent or, I don’t know, human. Instead, I got some helpful tips for combating plugged milk ducts and scabbed nipples, scheduled a baby playdate, and left, composure mask still in place. Despite the new connection, I felt even more alone than when I’d arrived. Hiding behind a facade felt safe, but it also made it impossible to feel supported. If no one really saw me, how could anyone help?



These Feelings Aren’t New


Motherhood brings a messiness that rarely fits into the space we’ve been taught to allow ourselves. It’s hard to seem okay when the sun is setting and you don’t know if (or when) you’ll sleep again. It’s hard to need nothing when your body is still healing. It’s hard to be the partner, daughter, friend, or coworker you used to be when you’re responsible for keeping a tiny human alive. And it’s damn near impossible to feel like you’re “winning” when there’s no finish line—just more questions, more demands, and a baby with seemingly endless needs.

What I’ve now come to understand is that so much of our big hard feelings—those overwhelming emotions that cause us to do things like snap at our partner, panic over the baby’s cries, or shut down when things feel too loud—comes not just from exhaustion but from our reactivity. Our nervous system is stuck in overdrive, responding to hidden triggers shaped not only by the present moment but by patterns passed down through generations. For some of us, the pressure to keep it all together has been with us for as long as we can remember. For others, it arrives with motherhood. We are all carrying more than we realize, and in the tender, overwhelming newborn stage and early years of toddlerhood, as our identity shifts, that weight can press against the seams. We find ourselves up against cultural messages that say we should be able to handle it all without faltering, without reaching out. But the truth is, trying to contain it all can become its own kind of unraveling. Eventually, not asking for help starts to feel heavier than the risk of being seen.

I know that tipping point well. In those early months with my daughter, nerves gnawed at me, and I occasionally felt an urge to run away. Despite my efforts to keep those thoughts to myself, I could sense them creeping closer to the surface. On top of it all, I had just graduated from my master’s program the previous year and the end of my maternity leave was fast approaching. I would soon return to my work as a therapist-in-training, and while I mentally prepared for the return to my role of supporting the mental health of my clients, it was increasingly clear that I was becoming a case study in postpartum struggles.

One afternoon, during a baby playdate with a colleague—one who had her first kid a few months before I did—I finally admitted that I was struggling. I revealed that I felt weighed down by motherhood, and that I held a deep fear that maybe I wasn’t cut out for parenting. She audibly exhaled, as if she’d been holding her breath for months. “OMG, really? Because same,” she said. Four sweeter words had never been spoken. That moment of connection was a balm, and it gave me the courage to seek out professional support.

I started my own therapy. While I had learned all about mental health tools in my graduate program, I quickly discovered that it’s one thing to understand these concepts in theory, and another to sit with what they mean for you. Especially when the patterns you’re learning about are ones you’ve been swimming in your whole life.

My therapist diagnosed me with postpartum anxiety, and together we began the slow, necessary work of helping me cope in the moment. Even more importantly, this work helped me begin to understand the deeper roots of my overwhelm.

That meant looking back. That meant talking about my family.

I started to understand that family legacies aren’t just made up of heirlooms and stories. We also inherit patterns. Protective strategies. Emotional responses. Beliefs about what it means to be good, to be safe, to be loved. Many of the ways I was showing up in motherhood (overfunctioning, people-pleasing, avoiding vulnerability) weren’t new. They had been with me for a long time. And they didn’t start with me.

In therapy, I learned that these were part of larger generational cycles. Some had their roots in survival, carried forward with love and good intentions. Others were shaped by trauma, by silence or fear. But they all were impacting me . . . and if I didn’t do something different, I would pass them down again, to my own child.

In that supportive space, I finally had a chance to pause, to feel, and to process. I started to see where these cycles were showing up in my parenting, in my reactivity, in the pressure I was putting on myself to be some perfect version of myself. I began learning tools to break those patterns. Slowly, I let go of the version of motherhood I thought I was supposed to embody and began connecting to the mother I was becoming: imperfect, but a hell of a lot more present.

The days gradually got easier. Eventually, the joy began to outweigh the struggle. It was (and still is!) messy. But for the first time, I felt at home within myself—and I realized I was laying the foundation for a different kind of home for my family too. What changed wasn’t just what I did; it was the space I began to create between what triggered me and how I responded. The space to feel my feelings instead of shoving them down. To notice what was mine to carry and what wasn’t. To pause, even for a moment, before diving into autopilot.

That space changed everything.




Magic in the Margins


How often have you wished that you could just have some space? Your kids are all standing within six inches of you; colleagues seem to need an immediate response to every email; your social media feed is bombarding you with top tips and news bites and photos of that influencer’s recent vacation; your spouse is giving you the look; your extended family wants to know your plans for the holidays when you haven’t even had a moment to make plans for tomorrow. It’s a lot.

If there’s one thing I could use more of in moments of overwhelm, it would be space. Physical space. Mental space. Space to pause and breathe. Space to make a mistake and not spiral into shame. Space to feel what I’m feeling, process what’s happening, and decide how I want to respond.

This kind of space is what I call margins.

Margins are the spaces we create, mental, emotional, physical, and relational, that allow us to respond differently. They help us catch ourselves in the moment, regulate our nervous systems, and make more intentional choices. Margins are where we pause, breathe, notice, soften, and shift.

Sometimes margins look like the pause before responding to your child’s behavior. The few quiet minutes in your car before you walk inside. The open space in your schedule. These are the spaces where your body can exhale and you can come back to yourself, where you can remember that you don’t have to live in constant reaction mode, that you have choices.

When it comes to margins, I often think of Viktor Frankl, an Austrian psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor, who wrote about the human capacity to choose one’s attitude even in the most unbearable circumstances. He described how, even when everything else is taken from us, we still hold the freedom to decide how we will respond. That freedom—the space between what happens and how we respond—is where our growth begins.

The margins are everything.

It is also, if you’re not used to it, incredibly uncomfortable.

When I was a first-time parent caring for a vulnerable newborn and navigating the identity rupture of early motherhood, all my old protective patterns kicked in. Perfectionism. People-pleasing. Worry spirals. Urgency. Performing instead of pausing. In moments of potential threat, we return to the strategies that once helped us feel safe. For me, taking a pause, making mistakes, processing what was going on, thinking about my needs—it all felt so awkward. But that’s because it was different, not because it was wrong.

Making space and creating margins is how I am able to experience the magic in motherhood. Margins don’t make the hard parts disappear, but they give me room to meet them differently. They allow me to slow down, to notice, to be present.

When I pause (even briefly), I find I can respond with more intention. I can hear my own thoughts, feel my own feelings, and choose what comes next, rather than just reacting from old scripts. These margins don’t make me a perfect mom. But they make me a more human one. And it’s in embracing my humanity that I feel more connected—to myself, and to my children.

If you’re here, I know you want that for your kids. You want them to believe that their needs, voices, and bodies are allowed to take up space. You want them to know that mistakes don’t cost them connection, that love doesn’t disappear when they fall apart.

But here’s the hard truth: We can’t model what we don’t practice.

We can’t invite our children to make space for their inner world if we never make space for ours. And we can’t create that space unless we’re paying attention, unless we notice the moment when we need it. Margins aren’t just a nice idea. They show up in the small, chaotic, deeply human moments of parenting—and they make a real difference.

Because it’s one thing to understand the concept in theory. It’s another to notice the ping of feeling triggered, take the breath, and actually choose connection over control.

I’m still learning how to do that. But every now and then, the pause comes in time. And when it does, it changes everything.




Rewriting the Story


Over a decade later, that baby who felt so foreign to me is now a tween. It took time for me to know her the way I do now—the way I can read her body language or a slight change in her expression, or the way I can sit with her in comfortable silence and still provide the safety and security she craves. She still needs me, but in different ways. I still put pressure on myself, but that’s different too. Now I understand the roots of that pressure—where it comes from, why it lingers—and I can be more intentional in my response to it. And I try to be. Every damn day.

One afternoon, as we sit together scrolling through photos of her newborn days, my daughter pronounces herself horrified. “I look like a raw chicken!” she bellows, recoiling at an image of her naked five-day-old self.

“If you say so, but what you don’t see is the fuzz on your back,” I say. She laughs—it’s her father’s laugh—but then her face changes and she sighs.

“Mom, I’m supposed to do some corrections on a science test I got back and you need to sign it,” she says. “But I forgot my textbook and notes, so I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do.”

“We’ll figure it out,” I say. “Do you want to go grab it?”

She returns a moment later with a packet in her hand. As she hands it over, I can sense a shift in her body, a weight in her shoulders that alerts me to proceed with caution. There is no grade on the paper, but a 16 out of 40 is circled in red ink. I’ll admit math was never my strong suit. However, I know that 20 is half of 40, which could only mean one thing by the standards of our American education system: She failed the test.

And just like that, both of our nervous systems are activated. Hers shows up in the weight in her shoulders and the way she hands me the paper with hesitation. Mine shows up in clenched hands and a gut that dropped like a stone. Before either of us speak a word, our bodies have already entered the conversation.

My daughter doesn’t need to say she is anxious because I can feel it in her posture. And even as I try to stay steady for her, I can sense my own internal alarm bells going off. That quiet panic, the rush of thoughts, the sudden grip of fear—it all arrives fast and loud. How could Dave and I have missed this? I think to myself. She’s failing science?! What does her teacher think? The self-blame comes next. I’m not doing enough. I’m failing her. I should’ve known better.

In the years since she was a baby, I’ve gotten my license as a marriage and family therapist. These days, I often work with adults and parents who find themselves stuck in the same spiral I’ve been in—whether as a new mother or even now, years later. That spiral of shame and blame? It’s a familiar trap for so many of us, and one our nervous systems often lead us straight into before we’ve had a chance to catch our breath.

Here’s the thing: Doing this work hasn’t made me immune to those negative thoughts. I’m still human, after all, and being human means we’re going to get caught up in thought spirals from time to time. But here’s some good news: We don’t need to “fix” ourselves by erasing every negative thought. That’s not the goal. Instead, we can develop a new relationship with those thoughts, one where we notice the triggers and thought traps as they show up and learn to respond differently. It’s a practice, and like anything new, it takes time.

So in this moment, rather than continuing to spin out, I notice what’s happening—in my mind as well as my body—and take a breath. Seems simple, maybe, but it’s the course correction my daughter and I both need. It’s a pause, a margin of space just long enough for me to decide what will come next.

These moments, I’ve learned, are key.

Looking back, I realize how much I longed for moments like this growing up—an adult who could step into my world with curiosity rather than reactivity. Someone who could hold steady when things felt hard. Someone who could show me that I was enough, regardless of how I performed.

I was raised in a family that cared deeply about doing well. There was a lot of emphasis on achievement—on grades, outcomes, and futures. And while I now understand that this came from a place of love and protection, I can also see how quickly fear could enter the room when things didn’t go as expected.

As a kid, I didn’t have the words for what I needed, but I remember the feeling. I wanted someone to get in the hard with me, to say, “I see you,” before asking, “What happened?”

So when my daughter hands me her test and I feel that familiar jolt in my chest, I recognize it. I feel the ping—the visceral signal in my body that tells me something is stirring. And because I have the tools to pause, I catch it. That moment of margin gives me space to respond differently.

This is where change begins.

This is where the magic lives.

In the pause.

In the noticing.

In the breath between what we inherited and what we choose.

We’ll talk more in this book about how to recognize those internal cues—what I sometimes call pings—and how they can guide us. But for now, just know this: Even the smallest pause can create space for something new.

“We’ve got this,” I tell her with a side hug and squeeze. While she gets situated, I make us a snack platter (charcuterie boards are my love language) and settle into the seat next to her at the family table. Side by side, we are on the same team.

I look down at the packet in front of us. “Help or company?” I ask, popping a grape into my mouth.

She looks up at me, something so familiar in her big eyes.

“Help.”

The topic of the test is plate tectonics, and I admit to my daughter that I’m learning it right alongside her. We’re in it together. She doesn’t have her notes, but we Google our way through corrections. It’s very possible our answers are wrong and she’ll have to face the consequences of forgetting her materials with her teacher tomorrow. But for now, the win is that we’re connecting. And instead of letting fear or shame drive my reaction, we’re facing this head-on, together.

I can’t protect her from every hard thing. But I can help her feel less alone in it.

I can model what it looks like to ask for help.

To stay.

To try again.

It’s the kind of presence I needed myself as a kid: connection first, before correction or concern. And now, margins give me the chance to offer that . . . to her, and to myself.

This moment with my daughter, staring down her science test, mattered. Not because it improved her grade but because it shifted a pattern. My tendency has always been to tense up at moments of vulnerability. To avoid letting anyone see me sweat. But I don’t want my daughter to inherit that armor. If I want to shield her from anything, it’s from falling into a pattern that I know will not serve her. But the only way to protect her from that, I now know, is to heal myself.

So, yes, I’m a therapist, but I’m also a client. What I am, most of all, is human, and all humans can benefit from having someone in our corner—someone who can support us so that we can actually show up for others. I want to protect my kids from ever thinking joy and love have to be earned; I want to break the cycle of never feeling like I’m doing enough. Pushing my body so hard to achieve and perform, I miss out on the present. I want to teach my children to trust their bodies to know when something feels right or wrong, to never shut down the part of them that desires, and to voice their no when something inside says “stop.” They should not spend their one beautiful life oscillating between “I’m too much” and “I’m not enough,” restraining themselves from asking for help, complying without question, scrolling and comparing, avoiding and controlling, numbing to their needs, and shape-shifting to belong. Instead, I want them to embrace who they are, not who they’re expected to be, and to disappoint me if it means staying true to themselves; I want them to do it because they saw me do it too.

[image: ]
So, what brings you here?

If I had to guess, it’s probably the same thing that brings a lot of people into my practice: reactivity.

Parents will tell me, “I don’t want to yell, but I do,” or “I swore I wouldn’t repeat the way I was raised, and yet here I am.”

They’re not bad parents. They’re just activated.

Their kid hits a nerve—slams a door, ignores a request, crumbles over something small—and suddenly it feels like the volume is turned all the way up.

They want to understand why certain moments feel so charged, why their nervous system goes into overdrive, and how to respond in a way that feels more grounded, more aligned with who they truly are.

Maybe you find yourself losing your temper more than you’d like. Or shutting down when things feel too loud or too much. Maybe you’re tired of snapping, spiraling, or second-guessing yourself, and you want to understand why this keeps happening, and how to change it.

If that sounds familiar, you’re in the right place.

What I know for sure is that by picking up this book, you’ve already taken an important step. Something in you noticed a signal that said: This isn’t working. Something needs to shift. And instead of ignoring it, you listened.

That alone is powerful.

You carved out space in a life already filled with demands to explore something new. That’s not easy. With all the noise of modern parenting (social media, group texts, family expectations, internal pressure), it’s no small thing to slow down long enough to reflect.

That instinct to pause? That’s the beginning of breaking the cycle.

But let’s get clear on what that means.

Many of the patterns we feel stuck in—perfectionism, people-pleasing, emotional suppression, the drive to do it all without help—aren’t just personal quirks. They’re inherited. Passed down through generations, often wrapped in love, sometimes in pain. These patterns shape our nervous systems, our relationships, and the way we show up in parenthood.

This book starts with a simple idea: The way we react—especially in hard parenting moments—is often shaped by patterns we inherited but never got the chance to question. Understanding this doesn’t excuse harmful behavior. But it gives us context. It helps us see that what we’re carrying didn’t start with us, and that we have the power to choose what continues and what ends.

So how do we break the cycle?

Margins are the tool this book offers you. Space can be a superpower. Even the smallest margin can change what happens next.

These pages weave together the tools I’ve gathered as a licensed marriage and family therapist, client stories carefully composited to protect privacy and reflect very real patterns and struggles, and some of my own messy motherhood moments. We’ll explore:


	How generational cycles show up in everyday parenting

	Why these patterns are so hard to change

	How margins can help you feel less reactive, more connected, and more like yourself again

	Ways to break old cycles and show your kid(s) a new way forward




For Moms . . . and More

This book is for women who identify as moms, in all the beautiful, complex, and varied ways that might look. Whether you’re a biological mom, an adoptive mom, a stepmom, or a solo parent navigating this path on your own—this book is for you.

Throughout the book, I use the word mom (sometimes interchangeably with parent), not to exclude anyone, but because that’s the experience I live and the one I most often support in my work. My personal stories, research, and clinical practice have been shaped primarily by conversations with mothers—about the invisible load, the identity shifts, the internalized expectations, and the deep desire to break cycles.

That said, I’ve also worked with dads, grandparents, and caregivers of all identities who are navigating similar struggles. When I reflect on those who raised us, I’ll use the words parent or caregiver interchangeably, honoring the reality that not everyone was raised by their parents. If you’re a caregiver who doesn’t use the title “mom” but see yourself in these pages, please know: You’re welcome here. The need for space, healing, and more compassionate patterns in parenting is universal.


You don’t need to fix everything overnight. You don’t have to do it perfectly. But with some space—with some margin—you can do it differently.

And that changes everything.

So where do we go from here?

I’m going to take you through a process that’s similar to the one I walk my clients through. We will start with understanding and mapping out the cycle you’re stuck in (Chapter 1: Stuck in the Cycle). From there, we will jump straight to the “punch line.” I’ll introduce you to the most potent parenting power tool you can bring to this work from the start: finding margins—creating space before you react, space for mistakes, space to process, space for small steps, space for support, and space for yourself (Chapter 2: Magic in the Margins).

Next, we’ll name and address some of the protective parts of you, or blocks, that keep showing up and keeping you stuck (Chapter 3: Your Perfectly Imperfect Parts). You’ll learn about your stress response and strategies to reclaim regulation, so you can let your body know it’s safe in the moments that matter—turns out the body often has a hard time differentiating between a kid’s tantrum and being hunted by a lion (Chapter 4: Address the Stress).

We’ll examine how past traumas, both big and small, show up in the present and I’ll offer tools for healing (Chapter 5: Triggers and Trauma). You’ll figure out how to help your child with all their big feelings by first tapping into your own (Chapter 6: All the Feelings). You’ll better understand how you slid into your default parent mode, confront the fear of losing control, and shift from pointing fingers to fostering a side-by-side sense of support (Chapter 7: Loosening Your Grip).

We’ll pave a path to feeling more at home within yourself, rather than contorting to fit an external idea of what a mother should be (Chapter 8: Feeling at Home). As we approach the end of our journey together, you will learn how to achieve the number one goal shared by many of the parents I’ve worked with: presence (Chapter 9: Being in the Moment).

When you close this book, I want you to feel secure in your response to these questions: When you look back on your life, will you see a life lived in alignment with the things that mattered most to you? Will you have taken steps to ensure that the next generation of your family lives with the freedom to do the same (Chapter 10: Your Legacy and Conclusion: Reclaiming Motherhood)?

Have you ever finished a chapter or book and wished someone had taken some really great notes so you could easily go back and skim anytime you needed a reminder? Yeah, me too! That’s why each chapter in this book concludes with “Margin Notes.” These notes will provide you with the major themes, tools, and actionable next steps described in the chapter. This way, when you’ve finished the book and are out there breaking cycles, you can easily return for support or a refresher—because you’re human, and it’s natural to need reminders. These Margin Notes will remind you of the most supportive strategies whenever you feel stuck or need a boost.

As a therapist, I am unsurprisingly a big fan of therapy. This book is not a substitute for therapy, but it will support you in taking meaningful steps toward change. Sometimes, though, persistent blocks or the nuances of our own history and circumstances call for personal support. It can be confusing to know when to reach out for help and feel intimidating to explain what exactly you’re struggling with. I want to help you with this too! So, along with each chapter’s Margin Notes, you’ll find a list of reflection questions meant to help you pause, personalize what you’ve read, and notice where things feel sticky or unclear as you move through the cycle-breaking steps laid out in this book.

You don’t need to have all the answers. These questions are simply an invitation to reflect and build clarity. If one stands out as particularly hard to answer, it can even serve as a starting point if you choose to seek professional support and are asked, “What brings you here?”

Ultimately, this is a book about hope. Do you feel it yet? Even if it’s only a small glimmer, register that feeling for a moment. Hope is powerful; it can be the energy and oomph we sometimes need to try something new or to move forward even when it’s hard. If you’re not feeling so hopeful yet, that’s okay too. I’ll hold on to the hope for the both of us. You’ve already taken the first step just by being here. Let’s keep going.







Chapter 1 Stuck in the Cycle


It’s a typical Tuesday afternoon. My two older kids, twelve-year-old Zoey and nine-year-old Theo, are taking some downtime on screens while Mae, the three-year-old, toddles around the living room. I’m slowly working through the laundry that’s piled on the couch while fielding snack requests from all three kids. Dave should be home with dinner any minute now, which will hopefully curb the incessant begging for snacks, but he hasn’t yet texted his ETA.

My phone lights up with a new email notification, and despite my declarations that I’ll stop working once the kids are home, the pull to check off the to-do before it even gets on the list is just too tempting.

“Mom!” I hear Theo yell from the kitchen.

Okay, okay, hold on . . . let me just send a quick reply.

“MOM!”

Almost there . . . “Hold on, buddy, just a sec.”

“MOOOOOOOM!”

GIVE ME A FUCKING SECOND.

“Can I have one of these?” he asks, bounding into the room with an unwrapped chocolate Popsicle in hand.

My finger hovers over the screen of the unsent email. “Buddy, no. Why did you open that? Put it back please.”

“I can never have anything I want!” he shouts, slumping his shoulders and dragging his feet back to the kitchen.

With the complaining and moaning and “ughs” playing in surround sound, I finally hit send. I begin to follow my son into the kitchen, but my foot slides on a pile of sand, presumably poured out from a child’s shoe. The grains under my feet combined with my son’s whining ringing in my ears use up the last of my patience.

“DUDE, it gets harder than this!” I yell as I storm into the kitchen. “We’re not going to buy those Popsicles again if you can’t handle it when you don’t get one.”

There’s a moment where his eyes go wide, just before he turns to toss the Popsicle into the trash.

“You know the s-word?” he asks. Now my eyes are wide. “You’ll be saying it to me soon. You’ll be saying sorry.” He stomps out of the kitchen and I hear the slam of his door.

“Shit. Shoot, I mean shoot,” I mumble to myself. I look over to Mae, who appears distracted, but I know better. These kids hear everything. I hand Mae my phone, with her favorite game already open, and head to my room for an adult time-out. I know that at this moment, I need some space.

But making the most of this moment doesn’t come naturally. In bed, I curl up and pull the sheets to my chin. Nope, too suffocating. I kick the sheets away from my body. My fingers flex, itching for my phone to find . . . what? A moment of distraction? A possible connection? But fuck, my phone’s with the toddler. Double fuck, why are we so damn reliant on screens for survival in this house? I feel as crummy right now, sitting in my aloneness, as I did when I was a kid, sitting in my room alone with my feelings.

The truth is, I don’t have specific memories of being disciplined as a child. But for many years there’s been something almost automatic about my urge to isolate when my feelings become overwhelming, and it doesn’t always come from the enlightenment of understanding margins.

I was spanked once, according to my parents. My father was hit many times as a child, sometimes with a hand, often with a belt. One difficult afternoon during my preschool years, when I assume I was whining too much or not listening, he responded with what he knew would make it stop or force my attention. My father has told me since that he immediately regretted what he did, and he decided in that moment that he would never hit me again. And my mother made sure of it. This was their cycle-breaking moment, and I deeply thank them for that. The research is clear in this area of discipline: Hitting only hurts, in all measures.

What replaced spanking was a mixed bag of finger-wagging frustration, banishment of fun activities or treasured toys, “the look” of disappointment, the occasional round of silent treatment, and the ever-popular time-out. Holding space for their own emotions as parents or taking margins for themselves to figure out why they’d get triggered and reactive was not in my parents’ repertoire. The tactics they used are common threads in the fabric of most modern parents’ childhoods. But just because they’re popular doesn’t mean they’re productive.

Discipline has roots in the word disciple; what it means at its core is “to teach.” When I came barreling into the kitchen with my own version of finger-wagging frustration, something was going on underneath. “It gets harder than this” were the words that came out loud and angry, but underneath was a worry that the world will hurt him if he doesn’t learn to hold his big feelings inside, comply, and keep his desires quiet. I wasn’t aware that I was trying to “teach” him something in that moment, but my reactivity held old lessons.

As a kid, I was taught that life would be hard and the only way to get ahead of that and ease my own road was through academic success and the appearance of outward togetherness and perfection. In other words, the opposite of emotional outbursts. Those lessons were rooted in my father’s upbringing and my mother’s history.

My father is white, and his love of ancestry research has traced his family lines to Ireland, Bohemia (now part of the Czech Republic), and England. None of his Irish immigrant ancestors could read or write when they first arrived in the United States from Ireland, fleeing deadly famine and brutal suppression by English rulers, joining many other immigrants who were met with xenophobia and limited opportunities. He was born in 1946 and grew up in the Midwest in a working-class family. At home, discipline was strict; corporal punishment like spanking and belt whipping were normalized as methods of parenting. Religious division shaped his community as well. Catholic and Protestant families rarely crossed that line, and his own parents—a Catholic father and a Protestant mother—faced tension precisely because of it. And like many white children of his generation, he also grew up surrounded by segregation, witnessing racial divisions in schools and public life even as he was shielded from their impact.

Every night at the dinner table, the conversation revolved around grades. My dad remembers that his parents knew they wouldn’t be able to afford college for their boys, so scholarships were the only path ahead. Nothing below an A was acceptable; achievement was a survival plan. Amid economic uncertainty, religious and social pressure, and harsh household rules, my dad found safety in one steady pathway: education, seeking not just success but academic perfection as a way forward.

Out of that framework—the belief that safety and opportunity came through striving and excellence—grew his conviction that women, too, could do anything if given the chance. In a generation in which many fathers doubted or dismissed their daughters’ ambitions, my dad held the opposite view. He believed women belonged everywhere, even at the highest level of power. When I was born, he had a sign made that read: Welcome home, Cassidy, future first woman president!

That sign became a stake in the ground in our home, a story retold with pride. To me, as a child, it was a banner of possibility, convincing me I could be or do anything. But woven into that possibility was also pressure—and a growing dissonance, as the world around me made clear that not everyone shared my father’s belief. Even as he celebrated my potential, I could see the glass ceilings waiting above me.

Perhaps it’s no surprise, then, that my dad chose to marry a woman who refused to be confined by those ceilings. My mom, a Hispanic woman entering the legal world at a time when few women (and even fewer women of color) held such positions, was determined to make her own way for herself where the doors were not already open. Raised in a military family, she moved often as a child, learning early how to adapt to new environments. Throughout her life, she faced constant inequities of gender and race on her path to where she is now—a presiding judge of the juvenile court. In the mostly white, male-dominated legal spaces she entered, she knew there was no room for error—when you already stand out, every move is scrutinized. She knew the margin for mistakes was razor thin, for her especially.

Her stubborn commitment to justice began in adolescence, though her family struggled to understand it. My grandmother urged her toward more “acceptable” paths like teaching; her father asked, “When will it end?” Later on, their pride for her was palpable from anyone who knew them. And yet, to get there, she had to press forward largely on her own, determined to carve out a place in a world that was unfamiliar (and sometimes unwelcoming) to her.

That determination carried into her home life as well. The same vigilance that served her in courtrooms and offices shaped her parenting. For her, to acknowledge flaws or apologize was risky, even within her own walls, because vulnerability had never been safe in the spaces she’d fought to enter. To little me, though, she was perfect. A woman who seemed to hold it all together without ever revealing just how much strength and sacrifice it took to do so.

When I look at my parents’ stories side by side, I see how deeply the expectation of excellence was woven into me. My dad’s family linked survival to straight As at the dinner table; my mom’s survival in law required constant composure in spaces where there was no room for error. Together, those legacies taught me that love, safety, and belonging were tied to achievement.

It’s no wonder I carried that forward into motherhood—grading myself on patience, on productivity, on how well my children behaved. I was trying to be a straight-A mom. In moments like this one with my son, it all came rushing forward, warning him, at only nine years old, to shut this shit down if you want to survive in the world. As an adult, I can hold compassion for my parents’ pain and the contexts that shaped them. But I don’t want their history to dictate my children’s future, or their present.

And yet, here we are—both in our rooms, doors closed. Two nervous systems overwhelmed, withdrawing in our own familiar ways. At first glance, it might look like we are each taking a break. But the truth is, it doesn’t feel restorative. It feels lonely.



Repair: The Cycle Breaker’s Best Friend


As I sit in my bed in my self-imposed time-out, I picture me and my son on opposite sides of the wall. Both of us are probably feeling a tightness in our chests and having swirling thoughts of frustration and shame. Both of us are alone. I was a kid once, one who understood the urge to have a chocolate Popsicle when hunger hit. I knew the frustration of having rules imposed and decisions handed down that I had no part in making. I knew how scary it was when adults got loud. I know now that what I really wanted was someone to sit in the hardness of it all with me, to see me in my hot-mess moment and not turn away. I needed to learn that it was okay to ask for help.

A famous sculpture comes to mind: Love, by Ukrainian artist Alexander Milov. It depicts two people, sitting, and within each of them an inner child. The two people are back-to-back, but the children face each other, reaching out to touch hands. As I sit in my bed, I picture my inner child, desperately reaching out, both to my son and to me. This childlike part of me understands what Theo needs, and she knows what I need too.

I take a few deep breaths (humming on an extended exhale) and put my hand over my heart. “I need a hug,” a part of me whispers. “Okay,” I acknowledge. I’ll ask my husband for one later when recounting what happened, but for now I wrap my arms around myself. I know from my clinical work that shaking my body can help discharge stress and help me calm down, so I stand up out of bed and shake out my legs and arms, noticing as my shoulders begin to drop.

Have you watched the 1990s sitcom Saved by the Bell? As a kid, I spent most of my school-day afternoons eating Kraft mac ’n’ cheese and watching the Bayside High gang get into various mishaps. In the show, in hard moments, high-school heartthrob Zack Morris would often call, “Time-out!” The whole scene around him would freeze, giving him a chance to reflect on what was happening and how he got there. Now that I’m feeling more grounded in my body, it’s as if I can do the same. I have a chance to freeze the scene in my kitchen—to pause long enough to figure out how I ended up screaming at my kid over a Popsicle.

So, let’s assess. How did I get there? Well, I was trying to get my to-do list done, and if I explore what was behind that urge with some compassion, it’s probably because I was chasing a desire to be present with my family, and the weight of unfinished tasks can feel like a block to my presence.

Then my son got disappointed, and I know from the personal work I’ve done that I struggle in moments when I disappoint others. He was screaming and I stepped on some sand—hello, sensory overload.

Next, he unleashed his feelings, probably because he feels safe enough to do so, and the size of his reaction led me to think that there might be something wrong with him (and, by default, with me). I learned somewhere that letting my big feelings out isn’t safe, so I reacted from a place of protective anxiety.

Great. Solid parenting right there, Cassidy, way to show up for . . . wait, hold on. He said something else before stomping away to his room.

“You’re going to say the s-word soon.”

Sorry.

He knew I would say sorry. Somehow, even amid that shitstorm, he was able to access the knowledge that my reaction wasn’t about him and that I would apologize. Somewhere along the way, he must have learned that I will apologize following moments like this—in fact, it has become so familiar that he can trust it is coming.

I take a few more minutes and head to his room. He is curled up in bed, the aftermath of some toy tossing evidenced on the floor around him.

“Hey, buddy, I’m here,” I say. “You were right. I am sorry.”

“Go away,” he mutters.

I don’t take the bait.

“I’m going to sit. I’ll be right here.”

A few minutes later, I scoot closer. Theo’s shoulders shudder and then the tears begin to fall.

I curl into my son, holding him, in the way I know I crave to be held.

“I’m here. I got loud, and I’m sorry I scared you. I’m working on that. I love chocolate Popsicles too. You were hungry and wanted a yummy snack. Being a kid is hard sometimes.”

“Being a kid is the worst!” he repeats back through his tears.

“I know, I believe you. It IS hard. I remember,” I say, because it’s true, I really do.

[image: ]
Maybe you can relate to this cycle of feeling overwhelmed by expectations, getting triggered, reacting from a place of dysregulation (a.k.a. losing your shit), isolating with shame, and then never asking for help for fear of letting anyone see what a mess you are.

These behind-the-door moments in our homes are messy. The way this all unfolded wasn’t perfect. I got pulled out of being present. I didn’t hold a work boundary. I got triggered and reactive. I felt the urge to grab my phone to distract from my feelings when what I really needed was real-life connection, and then I relied on screens for my kids to get a moment to myself. It was not perfect, but being human means perfection is never actually the goal.

Most of us recognize this kind of moment, when something small spirals into something big. Or at least, something that feels big, because it taps into a deep well of frustration, shame, or fear. You know the moment . . . the cup spills, the shoe can’t be found, your child loses it—or maybe you do. Suddenly, something that should be small feels so big, and your reaction to it matches.

It’s tempting to label it a bad morning and promise yourself you’ll do better tomorrow. But then it happens again, and again. I get it; I’ve been there! So what if this moment isn’t just a fluke? What if it’s part of a pattern—a cycle of reactivity that keeps pulling you in, over and over?

The good news? Cycles can be broken. And that’s what we’re here to do.

Throughout this book, we’ll explore what it actually means to break cycles, not in theory, but in the messy, lived moments of motherhood. We’ll dig into the roots of our triggers and the parts of us that show up when we’re overwhelmed. We’ll look at the weight
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