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Anon: Does anyone else feel like they’re drowning? I’m a working mum who just sent my kid to kindy in their swimmers because there’s no clean underwear. The mood in the house in the mornings means the dog is now on anti-anxiety medication and I find it impossible to get my child to cooperate. My partner does his bit, but he travels quite a lot for work. We don’t have family nearby. Am I missing some necessary skills for adulting? What would you do to make it easier? 
Eve Liaw: It sounds like you’re still doing a great job. Cut corners, set priorities, be kind to yourself. My best hack: put the kid to bed in clean clothes for kindy the next day and serve breakfast in the car (bananas, a smoothie or Ziplock bag of dry cereal). Also, near enough is good enough. Your mental health matters too.  
Amber Green: Could you try waking up before your children and meditating for a bit to set some intentions? Then devote time to properly connect with your child in the morning; breath work and aerial play are both great. If your children feel less like an item on a To-Do list to be ticked off, the change in their behaviour may surprise you. 😊
Anon: Wow. OK. Thanks. Never once did I intend for my child to feel like that. Add ‘flagellate self, further’ to my list for the day. Serves me right for asking the internet for advice.
Christine Randolph: Hun, if the job is a problem, PM me. There are some opportunities with lots more flexibility you might be really interested in.
Brie Jones: Yes, it can be that hard. You’re being asked by the world to do two jobs. I have some magic words for you: Au Pair. Get another set of hands and it will change your life.


When Stella collected Ava the Au Pair from Sydney Airport, the poor girl was so wobbly with sleep deprivation and jet lag that she almost appeared drunk. She was wearing black leggings, sneakers and an oversized emerald hoodie with the word ‘KALE’ on it. Her backpack and suitcases dwarfed her, and Stella's first impression was that of a tortoise still growing into its shell. 
Stella had brought a welcome pack to hand to Ava in the car. She had included a beach towel and a pot of Vegemite, some sunscreen and a keyring with house keys on it, an Opal card for public transport, an old pink iPhone loaded with emergency contacts, some nice lavender hand cream and a sleeve of Oreo cookies and Tim Tams, for comparison. 
Stella also included a binder, with as much information she could muster about her expectations and how her family functioned. 
There was the simple logistics of the schedule: two days a week care of Natalie, help with pick-ups for two other afternoons. Then a list of simple things that could be done to help around the house: a few home cooked dinners, basic errands, a load of washing here or there for the girls. 
That was the easy stuff. But the rest of the job description was beyond her. 
How could she possibly put into words what she needed?
Trying to explain the scope of motherhood would be like trying to illuminate the dimensions of water. You could give the chemical formulations, you could describe the burn of ice and the boil of steam. You could hint at its necessity in drought and the risk of deluge, but you wouldn't really know what it felt like until you dived into it. 
The closest comparison was locating the meniscus of fluid in a beaker. Before Stell had her daughter Stella was water, curving up to the edge of a glass in a smile. And after, Stella was mercury, pushed up and out, threatening to spill at any moment.  After assuming the mantle of ‘Mother’ Stella could now see the curving limits of everything.  She now knew  it was possible to be full all the way to the brimming top.  
Stella had never known that every day caring for an infant would feel as tenuous as carrying an egg yolk in her cupped hands. There was no other job that Stella had ever had, where she had been so ill-equipped and the stakes were quite as high. Where the KPIs included tasks as varied as ‘scrub out the bottle nibs’ and ‘keep someone alive’. Trying to capture that sort of tension in a job description, seemed impossible.
All in it had taken two glasses of wine and three replays of Vivaldi’s ‘Four Seasons’ for Stella to complete the binder. But beyond the basic logistics, how could she begin to describe the personal vagaries of her family to an outsider? 
How to explain that Natalie had three stuffed unicorns, that were all priceless and never to be lost? ‘Corn’ was the oldest and most weathered. He had been a gift from the hospital. He was for bed only. Then there was ‘Fluffy Corn’, he was the secondary substitute that went out of the house, he was allowed to go to kindy and in the car. And then there was ‘Imposter Corn’, who was still pristine white and rejected for this very fact. Natalie would sleep with Corn and Fluffy Corn, but if she was given Imposter Corn, then she wouldn't sleep at all. But it was someone’s job once a week to go in and rotate Imposter Corn with Fluffy Corn, in the hope that they all weathered at the same rate. 
How could she explain that it was fine for Stella to be on her phone when she was around the kids, but that when she was working, she needed the au pair to keep hers tucked away in a drawer? 
Stella had tried to put it down, but she didn’t want to overwhelm Ava. So she put as much as she thought was reasonable. Just forty typed pages. 
What kept echoing in Stella’s head was what her mother in law had said about the blurriness of this arrangement. She hadn’t expected she would be walking into such a moral minefield. Everywhere she looked reminded her that au pair literally translated to ‘equal to’. In that when she arrived, Stella was to treat Ava as ‘equal to’ a family member. But which family member? A mother? Sister? Daughter? Stepdaughter? Spouse?
What Stella really needed was another version of herself. If there was a substitute Stella, life would have ease and grace again. She would get her skin checked, her teeth cleaned and cervix smeared. She would go to the post office and update the whole family’s passports, recycle the soft plastics and on-sell the tricycle and baby gates in the garage.
If there was a second version of her, she would be able to do her job properly. The one that if she took time off, she would lose her footing in. She would be able to take a phone call at 7 pm and concentrate completely on the issue at hand, not have to mime ‘teeth clean time’ and point at a wall clock or feel sad that one of her daughter’s first full sentences was ‘Shhh, mummy phone.’ 
But most of all, if there was two of her, she would be nice. She would have capacity for fun. If there was two of her, she could find her way back to happy. She would fit in. She was sure of it. 

