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			Advance Praise for The Gift of a Happy Mother

			“Inspiring, heartfelt, practical, and a delightful read! Rebecca’s gift to the reader is like a compassionate embrace of a wise friend who’s been there. She understands the journey, tells you the truth, helps you find clarity, eases your mind, and always sticks up for you.”

			—Janet Lansbury, author of No Bad Kids and Elevating Child Care

			“Today’s moms are flooded with social media posts that perpetuate the false idea that they alone struggle with self-doubt, guilt, anxiety, and loneliness. Filled with gentle wisdom, honest revelations, and actionable steps, The Gift of a Happy Mother reminds us that the greatest gift we can give our children is our own contentment. Inspiring, comforting, and wise. A wonderful read!”

			—Susan Stiffelman, author of Parenting Without Power Struggles and Parenting with Presence

			“Finally, someone has tackled the stumbling blocks of motherhood—the fear, worry, guilt, sadness, stress and your own inner critic. The Gift of a Happy Mother is sterling inspiration. . . . A happy mother is a gift to her child. Make this book a gift to both of you.”

			—Susan Newman, PhD, social psychologist and author of Little Things Long Remembered: Making Your Children Feel Special Every Day

			“The Gift of a Happy Mother is the book we all need. One that lovingly reminds us that we must care for ourselves right alongside our children. This comprehensive look at today’s ‘joy stealers,’ along with easy-to-implement strategies to get it back, will help you feel like yourself again.”

			—Sarah MacLaughlin, LSW, author of What Not to Say: Tools for Talking with Young Children

			“Rebecca Eanes shares her wisdom and experience, emphasizing why it’s important for mothers to cultivate and embrace happiness and fulfillment. She offers self-affirming, practical strategies to help moms build their ‘joy armor’ and triumphantly navigate the reality, chaos, and challenges of parenthood—and, in turn, empower children to thrive.”

			—Joanne Foster, EdD, educator and award-winning author
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				In the happiest of our childhood memories, our parents were happy, too.
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			Introduction

			“Would you rather have a perfect mother or a happy one?”

			The words that had been swirling around inside my head came tumbling out of my mouth without much warning. It wasn’t even that I was striving for perfection—not really. I knew perfection wasn’t possible, and yet I did hold myself to unachievable standards, and my inner critic was harsh when I didn’t meet them.

			It had been a difficult year, which began with a big move to a new state. The village I’d come to count on was gone, our friends and family left behind. My children had difficulty adjusting to the many changes at first, and I worried that we had made a terrible mistake in moving to this new place. Guilt cozied up beside me and whispered of my doubts and shortcomings. Anxiety had become a constant and unruly companion. The happy mom my kids had known was absent, and in her place stood a woman with sad and tired eyes. I hadn’t realized that they’d noticed until the question spilled from my lips, and the answer came.

			My brown-eyed boy didn’t miss a beat.

			“A happy one. Definitely.”

			Something flickered behind his big chocolate eyes as he said it. Longing? Sadness? Perhaps hope? Whatever it was, it caused a stirring within my soul.

			Intrigued by his quickness to respond and the assuredness of his answer, I probed further. “Hmm. Would you rather have a happy mom or all the toys on your wish list?” I was half playing with him now, but half sincere. This boy with a wish list a mile long was serious about toys. He had his allowance planned out until his junior year of high school. Surely he’d pick all the toys. That would be his dream!

			I was mistaken. To my surprise, he didn’t even pause again. “A happy mom,” he said more fervently this time. There was a definite hint of hopefulness in his voice now. Oh, my sweet boy. He missed the mommy who smiled. The words he said next still echo in my heart. “I mean, I’d like to have all the stuff on my wish list, but it’s more important to me that you’re happy.”

			Wow. This was serious. This was a revelation. I thought for sure he’d choose truckloads of ice cream, candy, and toys, but his heart’s desire wasn’t for material things. His dream was for his mother to be happy. I suspect this is every kid’s dream. To see us laugh. To remember our smile. To feel the joy that permeates the home of a truly happy mother. I long to be what Brown Eyes needs me to be. A happy mom. I want to wear joy like a suit of armor. Strong, protective, and secure, I want to live in my shining suit of joy not only so that I may experience sustaining happiness but also that my children will have an example to follow so that they, too, may live joyfully and fulfilled. And so I have set out to build my joy armor piece by piece, day by day, until the day comes when I can look into my sons’ eyes and see more than hope, but rather a true reflection of joy.

			Each day, I take up my shield and ready myself for the fling of arrows that will come. Guilt. Comparisons. Loneliness. Busyness. Fear. Overwhelm. There are many joy stealers to guard against, but I also have the best reasons in the world to put up my guard. My children. It is my hope that, as they watch me fiercely protect my joy against the slings and arrows of life, they will also take up their shields, build up their armor, and beat back the darkness. It is my hope that Brown Eyes and his brother will always find a reason to smile.

			All mothers really want is for our children to be happy. Let’s show them how.

			This book is being written in the trenches of motherhood, and I write it as much for myself as I do for you. This very morning, my youngest is in bed recovering from a viral illness, and the next few days are jam-packed with extracurricular and end-of-term activities. In the last week alone, I have experienced feelings of fear, worry, sadness, and stress but also relief, joy, gratitude, and contentment. This is real life, Mamas. The ups and downs are inevitable, but we can all strive to enjoy the ride a little bit more. That is why this book exists—to encourage us all to live and love fully through the trials and triumphs of motherhood.

			Within these pages, you’ll find simple, everyday strategies you can use to build a happier mentality so that you may offer your child one of life’s greatest gifts, a truly happy mother. I will provide you with happiness habits, the same ones that I, myself, am practicing. You’ll find reflection questions and journal prompts because I’ve always believed that the best books are books you can dig into and work within, books that challenge you, grow you, and inspire you. I hope this books does all three.

			I also want to extend an invitation to you. Please join me in my Facebook community, Positive Parenting with Rebecca Eanes. We are over one million strong, and I’d love to accept you into my tribe. If you’re struggling in your relationship with your child, or if you’ve found conventional discipline practices don’t work for you, my books Positive Parenting and The Positive Parenting Workbook will help you connect heart to heart with your child as you build a loving, respectful, healthy relationship. After all, if you are often butting heads with your child, it’s hard to be happy. You can create positive relationships that reduce power struggles, increase cooperation, and add abundant joy to your days.

			Let’s begin this journey to a happier motherhood. Let’s build up our joy armor piece by piece, day by day, until happiness radiates from us and fills our homes with light, touching the loved ones within its walls.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			[image: ]

			Today’s Minutes Are Tomorrow’s Memories

			Go ahead and look up “how to be happy.” Actually, don’t bother, because I’m going to tell you what you’ll find. Eat nutritious foods. Exercise every day. Get fresh air. Take long walks in nature. Meditate. Find a hobby. Take time for yourself. Read a book. Listen to music. Get up early. Spend time with friends. Play. Do yoga. Practice gratitude. Get enough sleep.

			Does that about cover it? I suppose that’s solid advice. If you’re living at a spa resort with no kids, work, house, or responsibilities to tend to, that all sounds entirely doable. For the rest of us, GET REAL, PEOPLE. I have a little more “free” time now that my kids are older, but when I had littles, I was lucky to get a peanut butter and jelly sandwich scrap and a five-minute shower. Spending time with friends? That’d require a sitter. Listen to music? Sure, if you count the cartoon music. Meditate? Kind of hard to do when someone is tugging on your leg yelling, “HEY, MOMMY!” If chasing a toddler across the play area before he tumbled head over heels counted as exercise, then check. And sleep? You’re kidding, right?

			Even now that they’re somewhat independent and off to school, I’m still finding it difficult to practice all those wonderful happiness habits because, here’s the thing, I know what I am supposed to be doing (according to the experts) but there’s something getting in the way. I’m thinking the key to lasting happiness isn’t so much in a yoga pose but in clearing up enough head space to even be able to think about yoga in the first place, because that’s what it boils down to, isn’t it? Creating the space to make those habits part of our everyday routines. The trouble isn’t knowing what to do, it’s finding the energy and the time to do it, so that’s where we begin—we focus on what’s draining our time and energy. After all, one can’t learn how to sail the seas if she’s drowning in the ocean. A proficient sailor might be shouting all the rules of great sailing to me, but it doesn’t matter! Shut up and throw me a life buoy, would you? I’m drowning, for Pete’s sake.

			That’s exactly how I’ve felt for a while now, like I’ll be able to focus on cultivating all those wonderful happiness habits as soon as I get my head above water. Just let me get to safety, then I’ll be happy. Still, the waves keep coming and time keeps moving, so it looks like I’d best learn to swim instead of waiting for that buoy. Motherhood itself is a kind of beautiful chaos. The life I knew before has gone, and in its place is wild love like I never imagined and ferocious worry like I’ve never known. Sure, there is some material clutter that seems to inevitably come with children, but far worse is the emotional and mental clutter that unfortunately seems to also be an inescapable part of modern-day mothering. If I only find happiness in the serene, worry-free, perfect moments of life, I’m afraid I’ll find very little happiness. If I am to give my children the gift of a happy mother, I must learn to find happiness amidst the chaos.

			Just so you know, this isn’t my first rodeo. I’ve tried to tackle this before, and it went like this: I decide I am, once and for all, going to do everything I must do to be happier. I sit down with my paper and pen and begin a list, because all good things begin with a list, right? I put all the things on this list that I mentioned in the opening paragraph of this chapter because that’s what “they” say will make me happy and the Internet can’t be wrong. So I then make a notebook of charts for myself because it’s good to keep track of important things like this. If I check off a box for the day, I’ll know I’ve done it, and knowing I’ve done it will make me happier. I have my list and I have my charts. One exercise chart. One meal plan chart. One play chart. One spending time outdoors chart. One meditate chart. One sleep chart. One gratitude journal. How can I possibly fail?

			I get up the next morning with all my best motivation but still all of my previous responsibilities, because who is going to take those? That’s right. Nobody. So now I have exactly fifty-two charts of boxes staring at me to complete by day’s end and I’ll be damned if I don’t complete every last one so that I can finally be happy. I make that time to exercise really early and, boom, I check off a box. I’m feeling pretty good about myself two hours into my day. That exercise routine took up forty-five minutes, though, so now I’m behind on work. No worries! I’ll just buzz right through my writing so I can hurry up and meditate. Only, I can’t think of anything except all those boxes to check, and with my mind unfocused on the task at hand, work takes forever. Now I’m really behind. I have to go pick up the kids from school, so I wonder if I can meditate while I’m driving? It turns out that no, I cannot, and definitely not when I have to drive into the crowded, bumper-to-bumper city. Yikes!

			I get the kids and rush home (no stops today, boys!) because I have things to do to make me happy, but then, of course, they’re hungry. Boys are always hungry, by the way. So now more than half the day is gone and I’ve managed one happiness habit, which has thrown me way off course. No problem. I’m still motivated. It’s just day one. I listen to music while I make dinner because that counts, and I think to myself that cooking can’t really be considered a hobby if you despise it, so I probably can’t count the fettucine and garlic bread. Fine, so two. I’ve checked off two now. I exercised and I listened to music. I have exactly five hours left in the day to help my kids with homework, make sure they’re bathed relatively well, clean up the kitchen, throw in that load of laundry, go over spelling lists, pack tomorrow’s lunches, fold and put away that load of laundry, make myself a nutritious meal because a few bites of fettucine from my older kid’s plate surely didn’t count, get outdoors for a lovely evening stroll, write in my gratitude journal, play a game with my kids, and get to bed at a decent hour so I can get that proper sleep.

			No problem. I’m feeling happier already (sarcasm). I take the dog out to pee and count that as my outdoor time because it’s getting late and who has the time for a stroll? Not me. But I checked it off my list and I feel almost good about that. We get homework done, which, by the way, is a fiasco, and I send them off to bathe and pick out tomorrow’s clothes while I load the dishwasher and wipe down counters. I think I’m chugging along now at half past seven and then, uh-oh!, I forgot the laundry. I throw in a load and whisper that I am grateful for these dirty clothes because at least that means we have clothes and I figure whispering is basically the same as writing it down in a journal, so I check off that box. It’s getting too late to make that poached ginger chicken, Mediterranean tuna antipasto salad, and Asian pear sorbet with thyme (because that’s what came up when I Googled healthy meals), so I decide to go for a bowl of Lucky Charms, which at least is gluten-free, so I’m totally counting it. Check. Two happiness boxes left. I’ve got to play with the kids and get some sleep. But oh, wait, that load of laundry is ready to fold. It’ll have to wait, because good mommies play first, right? A meme told me so. Therefore I break out a board game, and if you’ve ever played a board game with kids you know how long that takes. An hour later, it’s time for bed! For them. I still have that laundry to fold, and I should probably shower because I’m smelling ripe from the morning workout, but, hey, all my boxes are checked. Yay! I’m not really feeling happy yet, but I’m sure it just takes a little time or something. You know, like medicine getting in your system. I fold the laundry and put it away and take a nice, warm shower. Now it’s 10:00 p.m. and I should be going to sleep right this minute to get a full eight hours, but I haven’t checked my e-mail. Plus I need to schedule some posts on my social media business accounts and insert some couple time in there with the hubby. I chat with him about my new charts and he doesn’t tell me I’m crazy, which is gracious of him. Finally I crash in bed around midnight. Close enough. Check.

			This goes on for three or four days. Each day I’m feeling increasingly more stressed to check off those darn boxes, and I realize this isn’t making me happier AT ALL. So I gather them all up in a fit of irritation and chuck them in the garbage can. The critic in my head tells me what an absolute loser I am, and I feel quite sorry for myself for a few days.

			At the root of it, my problem was one part overscheduling and two parts bad attitude. I found a lot of places to lay the blame. My children’s poor sleep made me tired. My increasing workload made me anxious. My crowded schedule made me resentful. My underactive thyroid made me sluggish. I was good at coming up with plenty of reasons for my recurring bouts of unhappiness until Brown Eyes gave me the kick in the pants that I needed.

			This time around, I’m going to start small. Really small. My first step to happiness this go-round is just a tiny baby step. I haven’t made a list or checked off a single box. I haven’t dedicated myself to two hours a day of happiness habits because that has set me up for failure in the past, and I’m guessing you don’t have two spare hours, either. Nope. This time, I’ve committed to just ten minutes a day.

			Strategy: Ten Minutes of Joy

			The water sloshed around in the bin as I carried it from the bathroom to the kitchen, droplets splashing onto the floor. I made a mental note to wipe it up before someone slipped. I think moms make about three million mental notes per day. I carefully set the bin down on a spread-out towel on the floor, my three-year-old excitedly stomping behind me. As soon as the bin hit the towel, it was transformed into a giant lake infested with crocodiles and wacky creatures, courtesy of a little boy’s imagination. His boat zoomed across the water, Batman in hot pursuit of the villain. Conveniently located to the left of the lake was a building that housed a few jail cells. Several bad guys had already been dealt justice, their blank eyes staring through gray bars. To the right of the lake stood a cardboard town made of varying sizes of boxes covered with construction paper and decorated with the art of four toddler hands. There was a tall purple bank, a short orange church, and several colorful homes. A construction paper roadway provided the citizens of Cardboardville a way into the bustling town where trees grew in random places and people walked their squirrels.

			My one-year-old son joined in the fun, running his car along the road. “Vroom, vroom,” he squealed as his car crashed through several trees and slammed into the bank. His thin, wispy curls were so adorable, and, oh my goodness, he had a smile that could melt me. He still does. “Whoa! Slow down!” I said, giggling, and I brought my little car alongside his. “Let’s race!” I said, and off we went!

			“Look, Mommy! Batman got the Joker!” I turned to my firstborn to see his broad smile as he held up the captured foe for me to see before he tossed him into a jail cell. “Way to go, Batman! The city is saved,” I affirmed.

			It was just an ordinary day, but it produced extraordinary memories that I cherish more with each passing year. The time I spent on my kitchen floor that day playing with my sons didn’t seem glamorous or spectacular in any way, and yet it was among the time of those ordinary days where I chose a few minutes of presence that produced the
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