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By Victoria Young

his is the book | wish had existed during my first few

years of motherhood. If you've picked it up and are
wondering whether it’'s for you, or maybe for someone you
know, the first thing to mention is that this is definitely not a
‘How To’ book. Rather, what you will find here is a collection
of very different women sharing their unique, honest
experience of motherhood: the highs and the lows, the
funny bits and the sad bits, the good, the bad - and the not
always pretty.

When | first started approaching women asking them if
they wanted to write something about motherhood, the
overwhelming response was ‘yes’ - they all had so much to
say. But what really struck me as the book started coming
together is that every single woman wanted to write about
something different, whether it was navigating the world as
a single mother of an unplanned baby, having a baby who
thought sleep was for losers or how to nurture a relationship
that has gone from being two to three. And that’s the thing
about motherhood - there are as many ways to be a mother
as there are women, and there is no one right way to do any
of it. It's just that when you are surrounded by all those
‘how-to’ books it’'s easy to get confused and think that they
are right, and you are wrong.

When | was first pregnant, four years ago, | spent hour
upon endless hour thinking about my pregnancy and birth:
buying a birthing pool, reading books about natural birth
and assembling an ambient playlist in preparation for my
home birth. But | gave barely any thought to what would
happen if things didn't quite pan out as I'd planned (like,
say, if my home birth ended up being an emergency C-



section). And although | was aware, in the most abstract
way, that life as | knew it was about to change, the amount
of time | spent dwelling on what life would actually be like
once the baby had arrived was virtually nil. Or, rather, the
time | spent thinking about it was coloured by, for example,
my NCT class on breastfeeding, which consisted mainly of
describing how, left to its own devices, my newborn would
crawl up my tummy and ‘self-latch’.

In my case that information turned out to be so inaccurate
as to be almost criminal, and, in retrospect, | wish | had
asked for my money back. Unfortunately, | was too busy
sitting on the sofa with each boob tethered to a milk-
expressing flagon to do much of anything else for six
months, because no matter how hard | tried - and BQY, did |
try - breastfeeding didn’t really happen. But | really hung on
in there with the expressing because at that stage | was still
certain that denying your child breast milk was tantamount
to child abuse, and that formula is the devil, obviously.! |
know lots of women take happily to breastfeeding like ducks
to water, and that is a wonderful thing. | just wish I'd
prepared for the possibility that not everyone does. The
bottom line is that, despite reading many manuals about the
theory of motherhood, somehow none of them even
remotely prepared me for the reality of it.

The propaganda about motherhood starts in pregnancy,
when people cross crowded rooms to stroke your bump and
tell you, misty-eyed, how much they miss those early days
and what a wonderful mother you will be. It's lovely, in a
way, how society conspires to treat pregnant women like
fragile creatures who will be transported on a cloud to the
flower-scented meadow of motherhood. But it's not very
helpful. For some reason it’'s deemed cruel or distasteful or
unfair to talk honestly to pregnant women about what lies
ahead. Instead, people - and weirdly, it's mostly other
women - perpetuate a vague, fluffy idealisation of the truth
that can be projected and spun out for nine months, which



pregnant women, who know no better, get lulled into
believing.

The problem with that, of course, is that when the baby
actually comes along, the reality can be that much harder to
deal with. Worse, it can leave women feeling they must be
somehow lacking as a mother if they find it difficult. | know |
felt that way. Even so, somehow the realities of motherhood
often remain a hidden world, not talked about out loud.

But what | have slowly discovered is that everyone has a
different experience and, often, it's not straightforward. For
every woman who has had an ecstatic birth followed by
unparalleled joy and happiness at being a mother, there is
someone for whom parenthood has had a difficult start
because of colic (unexplained and relentless crying), a
sleepless baby or because they are doing it solo - or just
because of bewilderment at this new state of affairs:
adjusting to having a third person in your relationship or to
having a body that is battle-scarred and unrecognisable. Not
to mention never having even close to enough sleep.

Personally, | probably had an unusually difficult start to
motherhood - my baby was hospitalised for a week when he
was ten days old because he was so dehydrated, after
which he was tube-fed (and had nothing by mouth) for
twelve weeks while doctors decided whether there was
something wrong with his swallow. As it turned out there
was not, but by the time the feeding tube came out, my son
had lost the urge to breastfeed. So that was tough,? and not
at all what I'd expected those early days to be like.

But | found other aspects hard too. After paternity leave
ended, my husband - with whom | had shared an equal
partnership until that point - disappeared off to work every
day while | stayed at home bouncing on my birthing ball to
soothe the baby, then expressing milk, then feeding.
Bouncing, pumping, feeding. Bouncing, pumping, feeding.
There | sat, bouncing, all day, thinking: ‘Where has my life
gone?’ and feeling a bit guilty that | wasn’t having the time



of my life, as advertised throughout the duration of my
pregnancy.

But when | mentioned | was finding it hard to anyone who
asked how | was doing, | realised that was the wrong
answer. Bizarrely, when you are learning how to do the most
challenging new job you’ll probably ever do, you're under
pressure to pretend that everything’s going brilliantly.

Looking back, | wish | had been able to read more about
other people’'s actual experiences of motherhood, rather
than how it ‘should’ be. Instead of reading manuals about
what to do, | wish I'd read more about the myriad ways that
things - from the birth to sleeping, to weaning, to toddlers,
to teenagers and everything in between - actually do pan
out. After all, there is nothing like knowing you are not
alone.

The feeding thing turned out to be my big hurdle. Once we
got that sorted, everything slowly started to get easier.
Gradually, the angst subsided, | found my feet and | started
to really enjoy it. Of course, there will be more challenges
ahead, but now | am the mother of a funny, sweet and very
loving little boy who has slowly lit up my world and filled it
with more joy, fun and love than | had ever hoped I'd be
allocated in life - and having a child is by far the best thing |
have ever done.

If 1 could go back in time to talk to myself as | sat
beflagoned and bewildered on the sofa, then | would
probably say something along the lines of: ‘Don’t panic. Yes,
your life feels like it has disappeared overnight, but it will
come back - with bells on. Oh, he will eat like a trooper. And
it doesn’t matter whether he breastfeeds or not. At some
point he’ll start sleeping through the night. You'll get the
hang of it - really you will. He’s amazing. Nothing much else
matters. All will be well. And you are doing a brilliant job.’

| very much hope this book will do something similar for
you. Whether you are a seasoned mother or father, or just
recently swept away on the tidal wave that is new



parenthood, the aim is to offer some humour, hope and
perspective. If nothing else, | hope you will take heart that
you are not alone. But | hope the main thing this book
makes you realise is that no one can do a better job than
you.

Footnotes

1 My revised view, for what it is worth, is that formula really
is NOT the devil. If you are having a hard time
breastfeeding, please, please just give your baby a bottle
of formula and give yourself a break.

2 Understatement!



By Justine Roberts, co-founder of Mumsnet

n spite of having spent thirteen-plus years now being a

parent and around twelve of those years running a
parenting website, and in spite of having spent a fair bit of
that time thinking about what it means to be a mother
(when | wasn’t thinking about head lice, maths homework,
search engine optimisation or poo), | still feel like you could
fit my conclusions about this whole motherhood malarkey
on the back of an envelope. And if you weeded out the bits
that sound like the sappier type of Mother’'s Day card, my
words of wisdom would probably fit nicely on a postage
stamp. And of course | have frequent days when my
thirteen-year-old daughters send me letters detailing my
many and various parenting sins ... and usually they’ve got
a point.

However, one thing | can say that hanging out on a
website for mothers and reading their thousands of differing
views has taught me is that there is no standard template
for a good and effective mother. Among our regular users,
there are some impressive teen mothers, a fair few who
have had one or more children in their mid-forties, some
inspiring mothers of children with special needs, a lot of full-
time working mothers and full-time stay-at-home mothers,
mothers of seven and mothers of one, single mothers,
lesbian mothers, stepmothers and adoptive mothers. There
are amazing mothers who cope with their own physical
disabilities or mental ilinesses. There are some who grind up
carrots, others who get out jars and some who hand their
babies a carrot baton. Women who do the school run in
stilettos and a full face of slap and others who cruise
through the day in their PJs. And the great thing about a



website like Mumsnet is that often you don’t actually know
any of these things about a person when they first start
posting - so you only later find out that the fantastic advice
about helping a child with school anxiety came to you
courtesy of a mother still struggling with PND (or a dad).
The internet is a great leveller, and it hits you when your
prejudices are down. That anonymity can be a liberating
thing, because while there may be many more ways to
choose to be a mother now, it also feels like there is far
more scrutiny of mothers and what they do. And maybe we
all need to learn to put away stereotypes and take off what
Mumsnetters would call our ‘judgey pants’.

As reproductive choices proliferate, it begins to seem that
whatever choice we make (and how many of us have many
real choices?) leaves us open to criticism. Having a child at
all is selfish and ecologically irresponsible. Having a child
too young is economically irresponsible. Having one too old
is biologically irresponsible. And choosing not to have
children is selfish and unnatural - the woman who decides
not to be a mother often gets the worst press of all.

How and whether we choose to have children is only the
first of many things for which mothers are held up to
scrutiny. For women in the public eye, the relentless
appraisal of body shape and size reaches new intensity
during pregnancy and after childbirth. And you can’t get it
right - the mother who gets her figure back within six weeks
of the birth is clearly not spending enough time with her
baby. The actress mother who looks flabby and tired at an
awards ceremony is the subject of gleeful tabloid
schadenfreude. That scrutiny filters down to the rest of us
and how we feel about our postnatal bodies. And that’s just
the beginning. It sometimes seems like barely a week goes
by without the press reporting a new study about how some
aspect of the way we look after our children - feeding,
education, childcare - is fundamentally wrong and



damaging. And a few months Ilater another study
demonstrates the opposite of the first study ...

The fact that the most popular forum on Mumsnet is
called ‘Am | being unreasonable?’ says much about the
relentless self-analysis and need for validation that can go
with the mothering territory. And truth be told, as well as a
hell of a lot of advice and support and sharing of jokes,
there is often a fair bit of judging that we’re all guilty of from
time to time - of a mother on the bus whose eighteen-
month-old is downing a bottle of Coke or feeding himself
from a jar of baby food, or of toddlers let out in cold weather
without hats. Yet at the heart of Mumsnet is a core
philosophy which boils down to this: ‘There’s more than one
way to skin a cat.” And that’s just what this book proves.



By Adele Parks

Adele Parks is a bestselling author who has written fourteen novels, the latest of
which is Spare Brides. She lives in London with her husband, Jim, and son,
Conrad, who is thirteen years old.

he hardest thing | had to come to terms with when | had
my son was that | suddenly became public property. |
was no longer an independent woman; | was defined
through someone else. | was not ‘Adele’; | was ‘a mother’.
It's funny, but marriage hadn’t clipped my wings in any
noticeable way; we were a young, reasonably affluent
London couple who still pretty much did what we liked when
we liked, and | certainly wasn’t defined by myself or anyone
else as ‘a wife’. However, the moment | became a mum - in
fact as soon as | was pregnant - | suddenly transformed into
a being that every member of society seemed to have a
view on, worse still, a view they were all too willing to share.
| was shocked by the degree to which other people would
offer up unsolicited opinions as to how | should raise my
child. I remember giving my son a bottle of milk in a
supermarket café (I know, hold the glamour!). As it
happened, it was actually breast milk that | had expressed
(because | didn’t always feel comfortable feeding in public),
but a man in his forties came up to me and gave me a
lecture about how breast was best and proceeded to tell me
all the benefits | already was fully aware of. In effect, he was
saying | was a bad mum for feeding in a way he disagreed
with. This man didn’t know if | had mastitis or a child who
hadn’t taken to the breast, or if | had simply decided to
bottle-feed because, erm, it's my baby. | didn’t bother to tell



him it was breast milk, not because | didn’t feel | had to
justify myself (I did feel that, | still do, that’s why | mention
it now!). | just couldn’t justify myself because | was too
angry. | simply told him if he ever had to get his boobs out in
public to be a parent then he could have a view, but until
then he couldn’t. He stormed off, outraged at my behaviour.
OK, this wasn’t necessarily a moment I'm particularly proud
of, but | think you’ll understand.

If the general public had confined their unsolicited advice
to the parameters of how | should bring up my child, | might
have managed to grin and bear it, to write off the
interference as well-intentioned advice. However, it seemed
to me that once | became a mum not only did everyone feel
they could tell me how to do that exactly, but that they
could pass comment on every aspect of my behaviour.
Suddenly what | drank, ate, wore and said was scrutinised
and judged. Received wisdom would have it that ‘Good
Mums’ don’t drink, they eat well, they shouldn’t have time
to look glamorous and they most certainly shouldn’t say
‘tits’ out loud in a supermarket.

Views from family members are to be expected and to
some extent tolerated; families do involve themselves in
one another’s lives, that’s their job. But everyone has a view
about how | ought to look after my baby: other parents,
people without children, strangers in the street, journalists,
shopkeepers, butchers, Dbakers, candlestick makers!
Furthermore, the public aren’t often that nice about mothers
as a breed. It seemed to me that the word ‘mum’ was only
ever attached to negative adjectives: ‘Pushy Mum’,
‘Overprotective Mum’, ‘Slummy Mummy’, ‘Frumpy Mum’. It
seemed it was a lot easier to get it wrong than to get it
right.

There is a strong consensus (too strong for me to dare
ignore) that new mothers must ‘socialise’ their babies, the
accepted meaning of which is to take them to pre-arranged
(often expensive) playgroups. This naturally means that



mothers have to spend time with other people they may not
have all that much in common with - other than possession
of a small baby - all of whom have opinions that they are
keen to share. Quickly new motherhood can begin to feel
like a competition. If Freddie is sleeping through the night
and Millie isn’t, then the implication is that Millie’s mum is
doing something wrong. If Azma manages to get out of
nappies before Zac, then Zac’s mother is certainly to blame.
Mums feel like failures on two counts: one) their child’s
development is perceived to be behind that of other
children; and two) it has to be her fault! The question ‘Does
he eat avocados?’ suddenly seems like a judgement, not
just a rather yuppie comment on my son’s digestive habits.
It's only in hindsight that | can see that questions from
other mothers about my son’s
eating/sleeping/weeing/regurgitating habits were often more
about insecurity than boastfulness. If only I'd known that at
the time! Personally, | was plagued with a sense of ‘Do they
[other mothers] know something | don’t?’ It was illogical
then that | didn’t want them to tell me if they did! This is
perhaps because of the inherited notion that women should
all somehow instinctively know how to be mothers - no one
wants to admit that their instincts might not be up to it.

As a new mother | had to come to terms with being public
property - neighbours I'd never spoken to knocked on the
door to get involved in my life, | had to join groups (I'm not
a joiner, I'm actually quite a private person) and | had to
answer to nursery teachers, midwives and health workers. |
see the sense of these structures in our society and
enormously respect the work done by these individuals, but
| just hadn’t expected them to be there in my life. I'd had a
vision that it would be just me, my husband and our baby.
Naive, | know. | felt extremely connected with my baby and |
adored him, but | was not always comfortable with the new
people who entered my life. | sometimes found them to be a



