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    To Andrew, Jenna, Matthew, and Jamie:


    you are my sun, my moon, and all my stars.


    

    —E. E. Cummings
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    NOTE TO READER



    T his story is factually accurate to the best of my recollection. Still, at times, I’ve changed a name, or a situation, or been intentionally vague. Some characters in this book are composites of a few different people.


    I have tried to give credit where credit is due with the Resources section in the back of this book, doing my best not to inadvertently repeat an idea I’d heard or read elsewhere. To the best of my knowledge, what you’re about to read is material gleaned from my own experience unless stated otherwise.


    In the interest of keeping things simple, I’ve chosen to use terms like mom, dad, she, and he, but I wrote this book for everyone who feels overwhelmed by the demands of parenting, regardless of gender identity.

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    If you don’t like the road you’re walking, start paving another one.


    —Dolly Parton


    I huddled under the covers in my king-size bed, sniffling into a wadded tissue from the nightstand. I pulled the sheet all the way up so it covered my face. In the darkness of my bedroom so close to midnight, I tried not to make a sound so as not to wake the kids. The house trembled for a moment when the garage door opened and then closed downstairs; then I heard the dull, familiar thud of Larry’s footsteps as he walked to the fridge to find his dinner.


    Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. You’re a strong, powerful woman, always in control. I hoped that if I repeated this enough, eventually I’d start to believe it.


    It had been an unremarkable day in my life. It was 2009 and like every day before that, as a mom of four young children, I’d done all the things I was supposed to do. Poured the Frosted Flakes into bowls and added the milk. Wiped up the dribbles and splashes that got all over the table. Lined up the bowls, plates, and cups in the dishwasher. I pushed the kids’ sneakers onto their feet. Slid their backpacks over their arms. Held their hands to help them climb into the waiting minivan. I dropped them off with hugs and kisses at their four different schools in four different parts of town. I sat bundled up on the sideline at soccer practice, rushed into the grocery store to pick up a chicken to roast, got it into the oven just in time to start homework. Then baths and stories, snuggles and goodnight kisses.


    I was proud of my momming. I gave the kids everything I had. Every. Single. Day.


    As I heard Larry enter the room, I prayed he’d believe I was asleep and that no one would wake up asking for a glass of water or, worse, another story. I had nothing, absolutely nothing, left to give. This had become an increasingly regular feeling—being depleted simply by the day-to-day.


    On some level, I was angry with myself for feeling that way. Who was I to feel sorry for myself? What nerve did I have? I was lucky, married for almost fifteen years to a kind, loving man, living in our beautiful home, with healthy kids. I knew better than to be ungrateful. Andrew, Jenna, Matthew, and Jamie were my world. Larry’s income more than supported us, and I had the freedom to start my own business and build it at my pace, which I had done a few years earlier. Everyone was happy and well-adjusted. On the surface, everything about my suburban life was the stuff of those enviable family scenes I had watched so often in rom-com films.


    So why was I hiding under the covers? Why the uncontrollable, daily tears? Why did I frequently find myself locked in my room, or driving in my car with my heart palpitating, or sitting on the couch with my kids, heart racing, unable to take a full, deep breath?


    What was wrong with me? It’s not like I was in a war zone. I was a stay-at-home mom in suburban Connecticut. How hard could that be?


    Despite all the good in my life, I frequently found myself on the verge of collapse. My mind raced with unfounded, irrational fears, especially late at night. Publicly and on paper, I was a great mom, a loving wife, an overachieving “mom entrepreneur.” Behind that mask I’d become a high-functioning mess, perpetually overwhelmed, sad, and anxious.


    Epiphany by a Thousand Needles


    Knowing I needed help with my mounting anxiety in the face of simple day-to-day tasks, I took the first baby step on what would become a years-long quest for inner peace. I eventually sought out many different remedies, modalities, and healers. Jacques, an acupuncturist and Chinese medicine doctor, was the first.


    Acupuncture seemed like an easy way to reduce what I thought was standard mom overwhelm. My plan was to lie on the table and be fixed—that’s how I thought it worked. I didn’t anticipate having to put any emotional honesty into acupuncture.


    I didn’t know whom I expected to meet the first time I walked into my acupuncturist’s clinic, but it definitely wasn’t Jacques. He strode into the treatment room wearing khakis, horned-rim glasses, and a Vineyard Vines button down—the Dude uniform of suburban Connecticut—looking like someone I could have gone to college with. I went to Colgate University, a small, liberal-arts bastion of preppy style. As it turned out, he went there too, though he’d graduated a few years before me. Despite looking like he’d just come from a business-casual lunch at the country club, Jacques was a practicing Buddhist and healer.


    It was a strangely stark room, sparsely furnished with a couple of folding chairs and a table. He placed a plastic office chair in front of me and looked into my eyes. His eyes were brown, surrounded by soft crinkles. Though he’d just entered the room only a moment before, he was totally there with me.


    He reached out for my hand, closed his eyes, and felt my pulse. First one hand, then the other. Then he opened his eyes and asked if he could look at my tongue.


    As I stuck out my tongue, he took a look and started shaking his head. “You’re totally overwhelmed,” he said. “Overwhelmed and sad.”


    Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.


    I felt totally exposed. Although Jacques was simply evaluating my health from a clinical standpoint, he did so in a way that felt like he was really seeing me. Was I so deprived of emotional engagement that any hint of it, even in the clinical environment of a doctor’s office, felt like a tidal wave of feeling within my body? Did I even want to be seen? I had gotten myself there to his office seeking help, but suddenly being faced with what might have prompted that need and what was causing it in the first place made me want to run.


    As the truth of Jacques’s words screamed in my gut, I felt heat rising up into my face. My eyes started to well up, and I willed myself to keep it together. I resisted the urge to flee. He let me cry for a few minutes, and talk a bit, until I finally I got up on the table for my treatment.


    After that first appointment, Jacques’s prescription, aside from weekly sessions with needles in my body, was to examine what wasn’t working in my life and to either change it or accept it.


    He wanted me to find my own happiness in the life I’d built. But how could I look inward for happiness when I could barely get through the day?


    At first, all I could find was the other side of the equation: the struggle. I had built a beautiful, full life, but my days were filled with constant activities revolving around our kids. Taking care of them, in addition to my husband, our home, and everything else on my to-do list, took every ounce of my energy, leaving me depleted. There was always so much to do, and it felt like there was never a moment to relax or breathe. My shoulders were perpetually up by my ears, my jaw and hands always clenched. And if I did happen to have a moment to myself, I felt guilty about it, as though unproductivity of any kind was simply unacceptable. Everything fell to me, from breakfast to school to sports to errands to laundry to dinner prep to cleaning up. As a result, I was cranky and irritable with the kids, and my relationship with my husband had flatlined.


    I simply wasn’t strong enough to carry it all on my own any longer.


    Why I Wrote This Book


    After that first, fateful visit with Jacques, I started ever so slowly to right my ship.


    Years and years, a multitude of therapists, coaches and healers, and hundreds of self-help books later (oh, and spoiler alert: one divorce), I climbed out of my dark, unhappy hole. I will never say “I’m fixed,” as life is a constant work in progress. But, more than a decade after getting started, I’m happy.


    I put my own needs on the to-do list and put myself back in the equation. I’m writing this book to tell you that it feels great. What’s more, everyone around me is better for it.


    Talking to other moms over the years made me realize I wasn’t alone in my struggles. Overwhelm was the norm. Guilt was rampant. Even with all we did, it never felt like enough. Who had time to sit back and enjoy the fruits of our efforts? And who had the “right” to feel unhappy? Knowing I wasn’t alone helped me feel better.


    I learned that stress doesn’t merely sit in our minds. We carry it in our bodies. And if we let go, we fear our whole world will come crashing down. Everything, it seems, depends on keeping it together. Perfection for moms feels like the only option, or our kids will be messed up.


    Like me, many of the women I spoke with didn’t see a way out either. They were overwhelmed, stressed out, and unhappy, but didn’t see a solution. And even the thought of prioritizing themselves seemed selfish and likely to be ineffective.


    What these women were not understanding, and what with a lot of work I had come to know to be true, was that their misery was not only not good for them, but also not good for marriages. Not good for kids. Not good for anyone. Many moms think we’re doing everyone a favor by sacrificing ourselves. We think we’re doing what’s best for our kids and our families. As it turns out, the opposite is true. Putting ourselves last is bad for our kids, our relationships, and ourselves.


    In 2016, I distributed a survey to one hundred of my customers. The findings were startling.


    [image: ] 80 percent felt overwhelmed.


    [image: ] 95 percent felt stressed out.


    [image: ] 80 percent struggled with managing time.


    [image: ] 60 percent worried about being a good-enough mom.


    [image: ] 80 percent struggled with finding time to take care of themselves.


    [image: ] 65 percent struggled with feelings of guilt.


    [image: ] Only 45 percent felt they had work-life balance.


    Think about that: more than 95 percent were stressed out. It was basically unanimous.


    With these stats on my mind, I realized all of my inner work and struggles suddenly had a purpose. That purpose was to help other people. And that’s what this book is—my attempt to share what I learned. I want to give moms everywhere the most effective tools I know of to make the changes that lead to a happier and more beautiful life.


    Overcoming the Mom-Life Crisis


    It took me years of trial and error to discover what worked and what didn’t, but you won’t have to endure those years of trial and error because I’ve come up with a system to help you get through it. In the pages that follow, I’m going to share with you how I overcame my mom-life crisis, and help you beat yours with a step-by-step process.


    Each chapter reveals an important moment in my life and the story that led to a breaking point or a turnaround. It’s not a full chronology of my life, by any means, rather quick snapshots, stories, or circumstances that felt universally relatable to other moms out there reading.


    To make it easy and faster for you, I’ve included not only the steps to success with real, actionable solutions, but lots of exercises at the end of each chapter to help you move through this process with ease. To work through the steps along the way, buy yourself a notebook or journal that you can use to complete the exercises in this book.


    Be honest with yourself when completing the exercises. I spent a lot of years telling myself that everything was fine because it was too painful to face the fact that everything was not at all fine. Don’t make the mistake I made! You’ll only be cheating yourself.


    I’m sharing my journey with you because I don’t want you to experience what I went through. I don’t want you hiding from your spouse and kids, crying under the covers.


    The information I gathered as I worked through my own process was, to me, revolutionary. It took me years to undo all the old conditioning that made me constantly put myself last.


    Once I learned to integrate my own needs into my to-do list, everything changed. I no longer hide from my feelings. I live authentically now. I know that my family functions better when I have a voice in it, so I speak my truth. I understand on a deep level that my needs and my voice matter as much as everyone else’s.


    That’s what this book is about: overcoming the mom-life crisis and putting your needs back on the to-do list so you can create a life you love. Because I truly believe that our kids thrive when we’re thriving. Our relationships with our partners thrive when we’re thriving. You cannot give from an empty tank. But when your tank is full, it will run over with love and joy for everyone in your life—including yourself.


    The biggest favor you can do for yourself, your kids, your partner, and your entire family is to commit, today, to taking care of you. Let’s start putting your needs on the to-do list in pen and treating yourself with as much love and care as you give your children.

  


  
    Chapter 1



    AWARENESS



    You are here not to shrink down to less, but to blossom into more of who you really are.


    —Oprah Winfrey


    “Mommmmmaaaa.”


    Feverish, a mist of sweat on his forehead, Jamie whimpered as I sat beside him, where he was lying on the couch in our living room. Always a snuggler, he shifted his weight toward me and nuzzled his face into my arm, then his tiny arms reached out for a glass of water on the table.


    “Could we pway Monopowy one moah time?”


    At age six, Jamie still couldn’t pronounce his Rs or his Ls, but I couldn’t get enough of his sweet little baby voice and adamantly refused to take him to a speech therapist.


    Monopoly. Again. “Of course, honey!”


    Monopoly had started to monopolize my life.


    It was fall of 2010, and the notorious swine flu had the world melting down with fear. In the wake of the utter devastation and suffering of COVID-19, the relatively tame swine flu seems almost cute. But at the time, it was no joke, and it paid a lengthy visit to our home.


    I put down my BlackBerry and feigned enthusiasm for another round, even though I was in the middle of writing an email I really needed to get to my business partner, Maureen. She’d been so patient with me while I’d been out of the office staying home with sick kids. Jamie sat up and picked the board game up off the floor, where we’d left it after we’d finished our last game a couple of hours earlier. I secretly hoped he’d lose interest after a few laps around the board, as was his usual pattern, so I could finish up the email.


    Three of my kids came down with this brutal strain of the virus, one after another. It was kind of like the chicken pox: They didn’t all get it at the same time—one infected the other and the next started to feel sick two weeks later, and so on. And so on. So Matthew had it first, then two weeks later Jenna got it, and then two weeks later Jamie got it as well.


    The kids were sick for a total of six weeks. That’s 60,480 straight minutes of brewing tea, making chicken soup, cleaning up vomit, playing Monopoly, watching TV, reading stories, doing laundry, playing cards, and playing board games we forgot we had. It’s 1,008 hours of being cooped up inside the house, which seemed to get smaller and stuffier over the course of those hours. I rarely left, except for more supplies at the drugstore. I’d savor the short walk from the front door of my house to the car on a crisp October evening, feeling fresh oxygen fill my lungs as I stepped briefly away from the constant demands that were calling me at home.


    Rock bottom had officially arrived.


    Not What I Signed Up For


    Having my own company gave me the freedom to work from anywhere, anytime. Not only could I stay connected with my phone and laptop, I didn’t have a boss to protest my lack of focused, in-office face time. I could conduct meetings on the sidelines of the soccer field during Matt’s practice, make calls while sitting in the carpool line, and pick color swatches with our production manager while watching the kids take swim lessons at the local pool. Initially, it made perfect sense that I’d continue to be on double duty, both working and raising the kids. I chose that for my life.


    But there was a lot of time to think during the flu period. Mostly, I started thinking that this situation was not exactly what I had in mind when I set up this flexible work arrangement. I’d be carrying my sixteenth load of laundry of the week and catch myself thinking, Why the hell is it always me doing the grunt work?


    I started to wonder why it was that when the kids were sick, I was always the one to stay home with them. Don’t get me wrong, I wanted to be there. But why was there never even so much as a conversation about it? Because after six weeks of being the one home, with no break, it was getting seriously old.


    In fact, why was it that I’d attended every parent-teacher conference alone? Why was I the only one who knew the names of our kids’ teachers? Why was it that I cooked for the family every night? Why was it that I was the only one home for drop-off, pickup, dinner, and bedtime? Why was I the one who emptied the dishwasher, made the school lunches, bought the birthday presents, booked the dinner reservations, swept the floor, dropped off the clothes at the dry cleaners?


    My husband wasn’t intentionally MIA. He was simply focused on other things—mostly, on working hard and providing for us. When I’d ask for help at home, he wouldn’t place the same importance on it that I did. What I viewed as necessary tasks to keep the household running smoothly, he viewed as valuable but not super important. Why take out the garbage when it’s not overflowing? Why throw in the laundry today, when tomorrow is coming and there will undoubtedly be more dirty clothes? He knew the kitchen would be cleaned eventually. Why did it have to happen at that very second?


    Somewhere along the way, we fell into a pattern of me asking him to help, him doing things his way, and me subsequently resenting him, wiping down the countertop with the tears clouding my eyes because I always end up doing everything in this stupid house and it’s not fair.


    By the time the flu hit, my resentment and self-pity were starting to snowball. Like with previous moments of stress and pending breakdown, I’d feel guilty and ungrateful and beat myself up because Larry was doing his best and working hard and providing for us and also I chose this. I no longer had any sense of what was reasonable and what wasn’t, because by this point I was angry about everything. I was starting to go into victim mode, feeling sorry for myself and blaming him for my misery. It was a messy ball of feelings wrapped in a lot of self-loathing.


    Larry and I were a progressive couple, and we were both committed to raising great kids. It was logical, therefore, that I’d always envisioned us holding hands in the sunshine with our four kids, equal partners and friends and lovers and household-duty sharers.


    The truth was that we’d become less and less connected over time. I was resentful that for years I’d shouldered what seemed like the entire burden of childcare, household work, and emotional labor, while he went off to work each day, not coming home most nights until after the kids were in bed. My happiness had taken a nosedive in recent years, as our unhealthy and, as I saw them, unfair patterns became more and more the norm.


    Here’s the thing: It wasn’t Larry’s fault. I had willingly put myself in this position. I chose this.


    But how had it gone so wrong?


    Emotional Labor


    Despite progress in terms of gender equality and a culture that increasingly celebrates “hands-on” dads, women still do 65 percent of the child-care work in households. That’s according to a 2019 opinion piece by Darcy Lockman in the New York Times. What I eventually learned, post-swine-flu-rock-bottom, was an awareness of the emotional labor that goes into taking care of a family.


    Gemma Hartley talks about emotional labor in her 2018 book, Fed Up: Emotional Labor, Women, and the Way Forward.


    “Emotional labor,” wrote Hartley, “as I define it, is emotion management and life management combined. It is the unpaid, invisible work we do to keep those around us comfortable and happy.”


    It’s calling the school when someone’s going to be out sick, keeping track of the doctor and dentist appointments, and taking the kids to the annual and sick visits. It’s being the one who notices that one of the kids needs a winter coat and mittens, and then going out and buying them. It’s keeping the laundry going, picking up the prescriptions, and keeping the fridge stocked with everyone’s favorite foods. It’s walking the dog, changing the litter box. It’s managing the family calendar.


    Emotional labor also includes being the one who remembers everything. The first words and first steps and first days of school, the dates of the extended family members’ birthdays, and getting the holiday card photo taken. Someone has to remember the kids’ shoe sizes and small things like running low on laundry detergent and needing to pick up more, or knowing that the only vegetable Jamie will eat willingly is cauliflower. The emotional labor bearer makes endless lists to track things to keep the household running smoothly.


    Emotional labor is also being the one who’s highly attuned to everyone’s emotions. It’s being highly empathic, feeling what the kids are feeling, being heartbroken when they’re sad and elated when they’re happy. You’re the one who notices your kids’ emotional ups and downs. You sense when Andrew’s unhappy at school or when Jenna’s fighting with her best friend. You feel it intuitively when Matt needs some extra love and make a mental note to provide extra cuddles at bedtime. It’s carrying the weight of the kids’ sadness on your own shoulders, feeling like you somehow make their load lighter when you carry it with them.


    Emotional labor, while time- and energy-consuming, is almost always invisible, unpaid, and unappreciated. It’s emotionally exhausting. But as all of us who do it know, the household would fall apart without it.


    My epiphany, while my kids were home with the flu, was that it wasn’t just work and raising kids that were hitting me hard and causing strain in my marriage…it was also the emotional labor that went along with those two jobs.


    Water, Slowly Reaching a Boil


    When I met Larry in 1993, we were both recent college graduates establishing our independence in New York City. Larry was in grad school, and I worked at an advertising agency. With Larry and me, it was an easy relationship, not only because we had similar backgrounds from Italian-American families, but because we both wanted the same things, marriage and a family. We married within two years of meeting and moved to suburban Connecticut.


    Our first child, Andrew, came quickly, followed soon after by Jenna, Matthew, and Jamie. I fell madly in love with my kids, beyond anything I’d ever experienced. I loved their delicious soft skin, the smell of their breath, their tiny hands holding a crayon to draw a picture, the way my baby Jamie would close his eyes and nuzzle his face into my neck.


    Larry started working on Wall Street, and I eventually stopped working so I could stay home with the kids. I threw myself into the role of stay-at-home-mom and home manager, applying my type-A tendencies to everything from preschool admissions to home renovations to dinner preparation. I felt a deep sense of contentment as a mom, but I was lonely. Larry seemed to be at work all the time, and his job was an hour-and-a-half commute from our home in Connecticut. He was a great dad and on weekends, when he was home from work, he was a totally hands-on, pancake-making, sports-coaching, 24/7 dad. But during the week, I was essentially on my own.


    To be completely transparent, I want to acknowledge that I did have help. Our nanny, Cicely, was like my right arm at home, always there to back me up by staying home with Jamie or doing the laundry while I was out driving the older kids around. I have only gratitude for Cicely, as it was because of her that I had the freedom to start my company.


    When I started momAgenda, the kids were seven, five, three, and one. As much as I loved being a mom to my kids, I missed working. But I didn’t want to lose my ability to be the mom I wanted to be. I didn’t want to have a boss that could tell me I had to be somewhere at a particular time. I didn’t want to miss important milestones in my kids’ lives because of some outside force that I had no control over. The answer was to start my own company. That way I wouldn’t lose the freedom to bring the kids to school, pick them up, show up for them at sporting events, and chaperone the field trips. Setting up an office right down the street from home and school meant I could be in either place at a moment’s notice. I envisioned working each day while the kids were in school and then picking up the kids and going home, ready for full-time mom mode.


    But the business quickly took off, surprising everyone, most of all me. What started as my little side project soon became a full-time occupation. I’d doubled my responsibilities, almost overnight.


    You know that story about the frog in the hot water? The poor little guy thinks he’s taking a bath. He doesn’t even realize he’s getting boiled because the water gets hot so gradually, until all of a sudden it’s so hot that the frog can no longer survive.


    I had jumped into the water and hung out there for years, as it got warmer and warmer, until my kids got the flu. And in that moment, I knew I wasn’t just in hot water—it was scalding me. I’d been so busy that I’d abandoned any semblance of self-care, and fallen into a major physical, emotional, and spiritual funk. In the absence of anything that might have sustained my sanity and wellness, I turned to empty, unhealthy coping mechanisms that felt good in the moment but didn’t actually benefit me. These guilty pleasures were my lifeline, providing much-needed, short-term doses of pleasure when I needed them.


    Those pleasures had consequences. I gained more than thirty pounds since my wedding. Every night I cooked rich, decadent meals for my family, like pasta drowning in creamy sauce with butter-soaked garlic bread on the side. I baked homemade bread, oatmeal chocolate chip cookies, and double-chocolate brownies, the yummy fragrances filling the house, the flavors providing comfort and pleasure. “I know I shouldn’t,” I would tell myself. “But I deserve a treat,” I’d say, as I filled another bowl of pasta carbonara, crisp bacon fat glistening on top.


    I drank at least two or three
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