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I dedicate this book to you, from one mother to another. I hope you feel encouraged, empowered and mothered through these pages.




Introduction

This is not a parenting book. You won’t find any parenting tips. Instead, I’m going to help you gain the headspace, rest and confidence you need in order to be the best version of yourself you can be. I am not a ‘parenting’ therapist who provides advice on how to parent, what to do and what to say. Instead, I am a therapist to parents. I work with mothers, supporting them in developing more confidence, inviting balance and nurturing self-insight. Because, in my experience, as we turn the focus on our own well-being, our parenting can flourish too. For we are far more able to anchor, nurture, nourish and instil confidence in our children when we ourselves are more anchored, nurtured, nourished and confident. This is a journey that is changing my life and my approach to motherhood, and I am going to share it all with you so that you too can benefit from the insight and approaches that are bringing more balance into my parenting.

Have you’ve picked up this book in the hope it will be the one to offer the magic solution to make the parenting journey a little smoother? Or do you feel a bit lost in motherhood and are craving ways to strengthen your identity or your voice? Maybe you’re tired of questioning whether you’re doing enough. Or perhaps you just want confirmation you’re doing a good job. Whatever led you to picking up my book, I’m very glad you’re here.

I have so many brilliant parenting books on my shelf. Even buying them somehow made me feel like I was doing something positive. But no matter how much I read, or how huge my parenting toolbox became, when the challenging moments arose (as they often do), I found it hard to actually respond in the way that I wanted to. A tidal wave of guilt and shame would follow. I’d kiss my children to bed, promising to do better the next day.

‘There has to be another way,’ I thought.

I began to realize that the issue didn’t lie with the advice I was seeking. There was no panacea for how to truly nail it, no golden book to top all others. The challenge was that I had ploughed every ounce of my headspace and energy into being everything I believed I should be as a mother, and I was beating myself up each time I failed. The pressure I was putting on myself was leaving me weighed down by burnout, guilt, anxiety and feelings of not being good enough.

I tried to be a brilliant mother. But the gap between how everyone saw me and how I felt or acted behind closed doors became more cavernous the longer and harder I tried. Perfectionism does not translate to motherhood, I have learned. It is a costly pursuit for which I paid a high price. I see this echoed in my clinical work and in the many conversations I have daily with the women I encounter. We are all striving to do the best we can for our children. Yet most of us are parenting with a constant, nagging undercurrent of doubt about whether we are ‘enough’. And I’ve had enough of this exhausting pursuit, for me, for you, for all of us!

I am a psychotherapist and a mother to three. After working for years in general psychotherapy practices, I embarked upon motherhood. By my son’s first birthday, I was excited to discover I was pregnant again. My second journey into motherhood was a drastically different experience to my first. My baby suffered from undiagnosed silent reflux, and for long stretches of time it felt impossible to comfort him or lull him into much-needed sleep. This led to chronic sleep deprivation for me, so much so that at some points I hallucinated. I sunk into a deep, seemingly hopeless depression and felt utterly deskilled, as a mother, a therapist and a human.

I remember specifically the moment I reapplied mascara over salty, stinging eyes brimming with tears that had not yet dried. I was getting ready to face the world. I layered on my mask of I’m fine, thanks lest anyone question my love or my ability to mother by glimpsing tell-tale tear tracks. The pressure of ferocious self-sufficiency that I had piled upon my own shoulders began to send cracks through the foundations of my being. The desire to live up to a version of myself that was only ever attainable on a full night of unbroken sleep when everything went to plan (which was basically never) was suffocating the life and joy out of me.

There had to be more to motherhood – and life – than this? Well, there was. There is. I began to apply my clinical knowledge to think about all the things that stood in the way of a happier motherhood. And as I looked, I saw the same old challenges I’d always struggled with: the anxiety, the people-pleasing, the lack of balance, the need to validate my existence by doing everything brilliantly. Yet with children in the picture, the cost of these challenges was no longer only my own. They were paying the price too. So, I started trying to address each of these hurdles that stood in the path of me being the best mother I could be. I will be forever navigating the hurdles, but there is so much more enjoyment to be found as I do so. Enjoyment of my children, enjoyment of me.

We often reply to one another’s honesty with friendly proclamations of ‘Oh, we all shout at our kids sometimes’, ‘Oh, we all lie awake as our children sleep, with worries pounding through our minds like freight trains’, ‘Oh, we all dance to the shaming tune of mum guilt’. That’s motherhood, right? The bar we set for our parenting is often way higher than the one we set for our own mental and emotional well-being.

What if I said it didn’t have to be? What if there were ways to feed yourself a little more of what you need, so that you could respond to your children in the way that sits right with you, instead of the way that often lurches out of us when we are feeling depleted and frustrated? Not all of the time, of course, but more of the time.

The Motherhood Fantasy

To truly focus on being a mum and all that means for us, we must first strip away all of those other adjectives we’ve been tirelessly pursuing. And that is the journey I’ll be taking you on through this book. First of all, we will identify your own motherhood fantasy, exploring exactly what that looks like for you, and how and why it has come about. Secondly, we will get to recognize all the signs that you are striving towards an unattainable version of motherhood, so that you become aware of when this dynamic is at play in your life. And finally, we will rebuild and reshape your motherhood fantasy in a way that helps you thrive, rather than depletes you!

We will begin by shining the spotlight on the mother you feel you should be, the fantasy that you are trying to live up to, and berating yourself in the many moments you fail. We will look at how this motherhood fantasy was born before reshaping her to be far more attainable, sustainable and human.

As you read on, we will haul that spotlight around to focus on all the different things that get in the way of us being the mother we can and want to be. We will find new ways to approach guilt. We will break the taboo of anger and irritability in motherhood. We will dive into joy-robbing comparison and fear of judgement, and touch on the isolating loneliness we can feel in motherhood and how to ease it. You’ll be armed with fresh tools to ride the waves of anxiety, buying you more headspace, before finding a whole new stance on overwhelm and rest. We close with confidence, and some guidance on how to welcome more of it!

Each chapter of the book ends with three different, completely optional ways to engage with and help you absorb what you’ve just read. Use these as you wish. Here is how to make the most of them:

Journal Points: Whether you are an avid journaler or not, enjoy taking a moment to ponder some short prompts that encourage you to think further about how the chapter applies to you.

Talk it Over: If you wish to open some discussion with friends and family around the topics you’ve been exploring, the ‘Talk it Over’ points support you in doing just that.

Get Creative: Many people find it therapeutic to explore a topic in a creative way. The ‘Get Creative’ prompts aim to give you some ideas about how you might like to write, draw or create in order to reflect on the chapter.

My heartfelt hope is that the often cavernous gap between who you feel you should be as a mother and the mother you are becomes narrower as you read. And that you’ll grow in compassion and warmth towards yourself as we untangle the things that stand in the way of you being the mum you can be.
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1.

Getting to Know Your Motherhood Fantasy

So, we take our first step towards a more fulfilling experience of motherhood! We are going to really get to know your fantasy, pin-up version of your motherhood. We are going to explore all the ‘shoulds’ that summon up your feelings of guilt and not-enoughness. We are going to identify how, why and when your version of ‘fantasy motherhood’ came about.

When Dora first sat on my blue therapy sofa, she looked the picture of a calm and together mother. As a mum of four children, ages five to fifteen, she worked long hours as a nurse while somehow seeming to manage all the needs of her family and the home. I knew there must be more to the story, and it didn’t take long for us to get talking about the bone-tiredness and insomnia she experienced. She shared them as if they were sordid secrets as I discovered she lived life teetering on the edge of burnout. On her non-work evenings she would drink to counteract the stress she felt in her body, before spending what felt like all night awake, worrying about her job and about failing her teenager, who was struggling with friendships. Slowly, over weeks, we picked apart the narrative that said, ‘I must do it all, otherwise I’m a failure.’

Like Dora, most of us have a fantasy of motherhood in our minds, an unmoving, airbrushed version of something that in truth is living, breathing and real. Just like the model advertising the latest fragrance, this is a version where the dark corners have been lit, the rough edges blurred and smoothed. In this chapter, I want to take you on a journey where we pin down your pin-up version of motherhood, and we take a pen to it. Dora’s was one for which loving her children meant ‘doing it all without failing’. As her eldest children became older, they had more autonomy. Dora struggled with the letting go, and the decreasing ability to influence the decisions they made. I wonder what your airbrushed motherhood fantasy is? We are going to bring some life and texture into it. But, first of all, we must determine what this image is and why it’s so hard to let go of.

Why we seek a fantasy version of ourselves
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I had a good chat with my mother once. The kids were in bed and we started talking about how mothers of our generation are under so much pressure to always be ‘pursuing’ a better version of themselves, in a way that her generation wasn’t. Growing up, our house was lived in and appropriately shabby and cluttered, as were the homes we visited. We’d see the occasional ‘show home’ in a magazine, or in an advert, but there was something contrived and separate about them. We’d watch television at the same time each day, catching the new episode of our favourite soap, and again, we knew it wasn’t real, we knew the people on our screens were actors.

Today, it’s a different story. In the stories, images and insights we consume on a daily basis, through increased news access and social media, the line between ‘contrived’ and ‘authentic’ is thoroughly blurred. Our confidence and sense of enoughness is understandably challenged as we question where the bar of ‘normal’ now sits. Perfectionism might not be something we all struggle with, but our economy marches to the beat of you need more, you need to be more in order to survive. So whether you identify as a perfectionist or not, your experience of life and parenthood will not be untouched by the cultural siren call that there is always a way to be better, to be more, to do more, to have more.

The idea that a better version of ourselves could exist can inspire hope in us. Perhaps if we try hard enough we might one day truly embody this version of us that finds life easier and smoother. The version of us that makes fewer mistakes and always responds in a way that our children perceive as loving. Maybe, just maybe, if we keep trying, we will be her. Because sometimes it is hard to come to terms with the truth that we will always find life and motherhood challenging to varying degrees. Our failures will always punctuate our lives, and we will never be immune to messing up, or hurting others.

Our culture feeds the fantasy version of motherhood we so often hold in our heads. It has come about for a reason. We don’t approach motherhood with the intention of setting the bar so high that we guarantee ourselves a lifetime of guilt and self-criticism. I just yearned to do a good job, to ensure my children felt loved, nurtured, safe and supported. Who doesn’t want that? I wanted to spare them the years of therapy I have had, and the deep, soul-wrenching lows. I wanted to do a good job, the best job I could possibly do.

But the biggest challenge I hit, in my pursuit of being a great mum, was the sheer, overwhelming volume of advice, suggestions and information telling me how to achieve it. The more I read, watched or listened to, the harder a job it became. The more I tried to understand what I had to do in order to give my children what they needed to thrive, the more difficult it became. Instead of feeling comforted and equipped, I edged further towards questioning whether I could ever do a good job. With each frantic midnight internet search, social media scroll or barrage of text messages to a handful of friends asking the same question, I acquired knowledge of a new risk to be aware of, a new illness to be anxious about, a different choking hazard to watch out for, or a parenting approach that I’d been contradicting all along.

So, as we begin to dismantle and reshape the fantasy you have held of the mother you could be, do so with kindness and compassion for yourself. When we realize quite how something has impacted us, we can respond to ourselves with regret, irritation or self-criticism. But there are reasons you have created this fantasized version of yourself, and there are things outside of your control that made her more pertinent and seemingly attainable (more on that in a moment). Your mind created her out of a desire to love well, and why should we criticize that?

The fear of defacing the fantasy
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I wholeheartedly believed that my airbrushed vision of motherhood served to motivate and encourage me to be the best possible mother I could be. It was something to aim towards and a way of determining how good a job I had done that day.

When I’m working with clients, one of the reasons people fear addressing these fantasies is because they believe those fantasies work to drive and motivate them to do well. I’d love you to consider this …

Think back to a time in your life when someone tried to motivate you to do well by criticizing you or pointing out where you were lacking. How did it feel? Did it work? You might have done better, but did you feel good? I tried an outdoor exercise class once. The trainer motivated everyone by shouting and drawing attention to anyone who wasn’t able to keep up. It worked! I sped up my pace out of fear of becoming his focus, but I never went back.

Consider two teachers.

Teacher 1: This teacher shouts, shames you and throws your own work at your feet, demanding you redo it.

Teacher 2: This teacher slows, explains and reframes things to help you understand. They invite you to try afresh.

Both teachers get brilliant results, both are effective, right? However, Teacher 1 provokes fear, while the other nurtures. We had these teachers at my school, and I’ll never forget it. They had adjacent classrooms in the same year group. In my class, we cowered at our desks, being reprimanded for wrong answers. We’d be shamed and criticized in front of our peers when we got distracted or got an answer wrong. We yearned to be sitting next door with the warm, albeit firm teacher who smiled and gave praise where it was due.

High standards might feel like a motivating driver, but I see within the lives of my clients (and myself) just how incredibly destructive and exhausting perfectionism can be. In the pursuit of being better, you must focus on the areas in which you lack somehow. Lack patience, balance, stability, knowledge, structure, etc. If you identify as a perfectionist, you are likely to be experiencing parts of your personality or life as lacking, whereas actually many of these perceived ‘problems to be fixed’ are just incredibly human traits! I might view my impatience as a problem to be fixed, rather than seeing it as a sign of overwhelm or tiredness. I may view some dropped admin balls as a failing, rather than a sign that I am doing far too much. When we view ourselves or our parenting through a perfectionist lens, we tend to lean towards self-criticism and feelings of failure or shame. All of which chip away at confidence and identity, overlooking the needs and experiences that sit beneath them.

Perfectionist tendencies are recognized to be present in many struggling with depression, anxiety and other mental health challenges such as obsessive-compulsive disorder, suicidal impulses, chronic fatigue and more. The greater the extent to which perfectionism is a driver in your life, the more likely you are to experience any associated mental health challenges.

So, in this book my hope is that in time we will chip away at the idealized, perfectionist fantasy, to humanize her and make her more approachable. Instead of being a figure who views your mothering efforts with a disdaining look of ‘could have done better’, she will become the nurturing voice of guidance. But first we must really get to know who she is.

Get to know your fantasy
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The version of myself I had in my head was far more patient than I am. She doesn’t shout, but always speaks calmly. She would never forget her own children’s birthdays, and it would never occur to her to throw a piece of toast across the kitchen in rage. She would go to bed at a good time, after having a discussion with her partner about their days. There is no way she’d sit and grunt monosyllabically from the other end of the sofa, robbing herself of much-needed sleep by playing yet another episode of something she didn’t really care to watch. She would hug and hold her unsettled or upset children lovingly, the moment never marred by fantasies of running out of the house and leaving everyone screaming inside.

Fiona, one of my clients, grew up on a farm in an isolated area and had the most wonderful memories of childhood. ‘It was perfect,’ she said. Her family now live in a small city and she struggles with the speed and ‘modern pressures’ of motherhood. She was practising extended breastfeeding with her three-year-old and homeschooling her seven-year-old, as she believed he should be ‘a child for as long as possible’. Fiona felt so frustrated and unsupported in her pursuit of being the mother she wanted to be. Her husband felt uncomfortable with her feeding in public and felt pushed out by co-sleeping. They’d often argue about her decisions and she’d feel judged and alone. She so deeply craved to replicate her own childhood, believing this was the best and only way she should mother. As we dug a little deeper, Fiona came to recognize that perhaps she had blurred out some of the challenges she’d faced due to their isolated lifestyle when she was growing up, especially around the lack of friendships and the ability to explore her own choices and preferences.

What does your own fantasy version of you as a mother look like? I encourage you to write down or bring to mind everything this fantasy entails. The more detailed the better. Who is this pin-up version you have in mind? Let’s get her really clearly into your awareness. Here are some questions to guide you:


	What are the ‘shoulds’? For example, ‘I should always be calm/present/doing’.

	How does she communicate with those around her?

	How does she conduct her relationships?

	How many friendships does she have and how does she maintain them?

	What does she look like?

	What does her day look like?

	What does she enjoy doing?

	How does she rest and have fun?

	What feelings does she often have?

	How does she mother her children as babies, schoolchildren, teenagers, adults?



Now I want you to consider the differences between this fantasy version of yourself and the authentic version of who you are, how you actually feel, live and parent. How large is the gap between the two of you and how much energy are you investing into striving and pressuring yourself to be her?

The bigger the gap between the fantasy and the authentic versions of your motherhood, the more potential for guilt, self-criticism, low self-esteem and feelings of failure and shame.

The difference between my idea of who I should be as a mother and the mother I actually am has been huge. And it has been life-changing for me to adjust that fantasy image, transforming it over time to become more realistic. That’s what we’re here for. To lessen that gap and, as a result, to lessen all the feelings and costs that go along with it.

That ‘fantasy mother’ is not you. She is not real. And the most certain truth of all is that, as much as we would like to believe it sometimes, to justify the pressure we put on ourselves … she is not possible.

The challenge of striving for perfection
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As a child, I specifically remember making a conscious decision to be easy. In early childhood I journeyed through the trauma of my younger sister having brain cancer, and subsequently losing her in 1995, when she was six. I was surrounded by grief, and my core relationships were impacted by the way each family member processed their feelings. I decided that the best and kindest thing for me to do was to be happy and easy, so as not to add any worry to what was already a highly emotional time. I internalized a lot of my grief, emotions and anxieties because I didn’t want to add to the emotional noise. This way of coping became my way of life.

Striving hard to be good or ‘perfect’ gave me a welcome sense of control in times of uncertainty. Isn’t it true that aiming high gets us to good places? It finds us motivated, efficient and pleasing to others. Although there are huge hidden costs. To name a few: shame, exhaustion and fear of falling off the tightrope we find ourselves upon. We can push hard towards our motherhood fantasy, and it seems that the harder we strive, and the higher our bar, the more exhausted and burnt-out we become. We’re required to consistently push the limits of our resources of energy, and overlook our own need for support.

We’re going to spend a moment determining whether perfectionism plays a part in how you reach towards your motherhood fantasy. I see this a lot with the mothers I work with. Especially those who, pre-kids, were very driven in their work, those who were served well by this kind of striving or perfectionism. Maybe this resonates with you. Perhaps you were driven in your work environment and got good feedback. Maybe your perfectionism or drive helped you maintain good organization. Perhaps it meant you cultivated relationships as you tended towards people-pleasing behaviour. My own perfectionism served me well at this time. If this is you, can you take a moment to reflect on how any of your own perfectionist tendencies have benefited you too, over the years?

But don’t be fooled, as you know there is that hidden cost. My striving hurt me. I was often resentful of others if they didn’t recognize the work and energy I’d put into things. It was like I felt hurt that the unseen cost went unseen. I tended to be burnt-out and overwhelmed by the enormity of responsibilities I’d taken on. Meeting my own high standards, and the standards that others had come to expect from me, felt exhausting, and I feared the repercussions should I fail or let others down.

The thing about perfectionism is that it doesn’t translate at all well to motherhood (not that it’s really a good thing before we become mothers either, but more about that another time). In motherhood, the call on your resources is higher, and you can’t crash into a burnt-out heap in the same way. You are bringing up children who have their own personalities and challenges.

My client Dora talked about how, even when feeling low and chronically sleep-deprived, she stoically turned down offers of support from her mum, who lived locally. She believed that she should ‘find my way out of this feeling alone. I’m a mum of four, I should have this nailed.’ Like many mothers I work with, Dora’s narrative was that accepting support meant she’d failed somehow, thus her only option was to try harder at being more resilient.

My own experience of striving for my motherhood fantasy

Before I had children, I felt like I was generally thriving and in control of my external life. I managed work and friendships well. I say ‘external’, because while I might have appeared to be doing well in life, I was like the swan in the water gliding smoothly as my legs kicked frantically below the surface. I feared feeling out of control and I’d criticize myself cruelly for any perceived failure. I was terrified







	Exhaustion from trying to do everything well.

	Feelings of guilt, shame and failure when you don’t meet the standard you seek to achieve.

	Self-sufficiency. A belief that you should be the one to do everything, and a discomfort in asking for or accepting offers of help or support (practically or emotionally).

	Finding it hard to verbalize feelings or needs as you are so used to keeping them inside and trying to meet them yourself.

	Feelings of burnout, irritability, low mood.

	Challenged relationships due to a sense of being misunderstood, or frustration that others don’t support you in meeting your standards, perhaps because they don’t value them in the same way.

	Sense of disconnection and loneliness. This is often fed by a fear of being vulnerable and open with others.

	Fear of being judged.






Treading the fine line of perfect









Holding on to and letting go of control












Final thoughts



JOURNAL POINTS


	1. Consider the ‘fantasy mother’ attributes you noted earlier. How different is this version of you, compared to who you are?

	2. How has this fantasy version perhaps fuelled feelings of failure and self-criticism?

	3. Do you think that perfectionism and a desire for control affects you?

	4. Consider how it might feel to let go of control in some areas. How might you speak to yourself in those moments when you’d benefit from letting go a bit?
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TALK IT OVER
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GET CREATIVE


	1. Write a poem about your motherhood fantasy and the authentic you who moves from striving to be her to finding new acceptance.

	2. Write a letter to your younger self about how her worth isn’t based on how well she does as she grows up.
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