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Busy Mother. Not Behind.
A practical magazine for mothers who never got a free afternoon
to learn something new — and are quietly tired of being told they
should have. 

Published by
VasuCraft — digital publishing for people who are short on
time and long on responsibility. Volume One, First Edition.

Who this is for
Mothers at any stage: newborn nights, school runs,
teenage negotiations, elder care, or all four at once.
Whether you work outside the home, inside it, or are trying
to earn from it, every system in this issue is built to run in
fifteen-minute pieces.

What you will need
A phone or a laptop, a free AI assistant account, and ten
minutes. Nothing is bought, downloaded or installed
anywhere in this issue. A pen helps — roughly a fifth of
these pages are yours to write on.

H O N E S T  L I M I T S

What this magazine will not do
It will not promise passive income, hand you a script
for quitting your job, or suggest that a tool can
replace the judgement you have built by raising
human beings. It will not tell you that mothers who
use AI are better mothers. And it will not pretend the
technology is harmless — Part Six is entirely about
where to draw the line and why.

If you are printing this
Print in color if you can — the color blocks carry the
navigation. If you cannot, print Parts Three and Four only
and keep the rest on screen; those two contain almost
every page you will want to write on. Single-sided is worth
the extra paper for the write-in pages.

A I  D I S C L O S U R E

This publication was created with the assistance of AI
writing and design tools, directed, edited, fact-
checked and arranged by a human publisher. We
say so plainly because a magazine teaching honest
AI use should model it.

I M P O R T A N T

This is not professional advice
Nothing here is medical, legal, financial, tax or
mental health advice, and neither is anything an AI
assistant tells you. AI tools state wrong things
confidently. For anything involving your health, your
money, your immigration status or your child’s
safety, a qualified human professional signs off —
always.

C O P Y R I G H T

© VasuCraft. All rights reserved. You may print this file
for your own household use. Please do not resell,
redistribute or reproduce it commercially. Tool
names, screens and prices change constantly; treat
every specific mention as a starting point rather
than a promise.

Set in Poppins and Lora. Designed for 8.5 × 11 inch reading on screen or paper. Every write-in page is built to survive a ballpoint pen and a
kitchen table.
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B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D E D I T O R ' S  L E T T E R

S

E D I T O R ’ S  L E T T E R

You are not
behind. You are
outnumbered.
omewhere in the last two years, a new worry got added

to your list. Everyone is using artificial intelligence. Your
neighbor automated her small business. A cousin says

she writes a week of content in an hour. Someone on your
phone screen is making money in their sleep. And you — who
has not finished a hot cup of coffee since 2019 — are
apparently late to yet another thing.

Let us settle that first. You are not late. The people who look
fluent had one thing you did not: an uninterrupted hour. That is
the whole advantage. Not intelligence, not youth, not a
technical degree. An hour.

So this magazine does not ask for one. Everything inside is built
in ten- and fifteen-minute pieces, because that is the honest
unit of a mother’s day. Not a morning. Not an evening. Fifteen
minutes between the school drop-off and the grocery aisle.

There is a second thing worth saying out loud. AI will not make
you a better mother. It cannot sit with a frightened child at two
in the morning or notice that your eldest went quiet three
weeks ago. What it can do is take back the part of your brain
currently occupied by permission slips, dinner rotations,
insurance appeals and the sentence you have been trying to
write to the school since Tuesday.

That returned attention is the entire point. Not productivity.
Attention. What you spend it on is your business — a business
of your own, a nap, a return to work, or simply being the
woman in the room instead of the woman managing the
room.

Start anywhere. Skip whatever does not apply. Write on the
pages with dashed borders; they were designed for your
handwriting, not ours.

Welcome. Start on page six.

15
M I N U T E S  I S  T H E
W O R K I N G  U N I T  O F
T H I S  M A G A Z I N E

Read it out of order. Read
only Part Four if the schedule
is what is breaking. Read
only Part Five if the money is.

Nothing in this issue requires
a paid subscription to
anything.

Roughly one page in five is
blank on purpose. Those are
the ones that change
something.

T H I R T Y  D A Y S  F R O M
N O W

Dinner decided in four
minutes

The paperwork pile
answered

A week you planned, not
survived

One skill you can charge
for

”
Competence is not a
personality trait. It
is a set of fifteen-
minute decisions.

T H E  E D I T O R S  ·
V A S U C R A F T

0 3 E d i t o r ' s  L e t t e r
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W H A T ’ S  I N S I D E
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P A R T S

I The Honest Start
Why you are not behind, what AI actually is, and
the four jobs worth handing over
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II Seven Days, Ten Minutes
A day-by-day first week that ends with five
prompts you actually use

16

III The Household
Meals, groceries, school, paperwork, gifts, chores
and the family money map

26

IV The Mother’s Schedule
Six real schedules, the Three Anchors method
and the 15-Minute Window
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V The Profession
Eight skills that pay, real rate ladders, first three
clients, return to work

50

VI The Balance
Guilt, hard limits, children and AI, privacy, and
keeping your own voice

62

VII The Toolkit
Seventy-five prompts, the 90-day plan and
where to go next
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W R I T E - I N  P A G E S

Fourteen pages in this issue are built for your pen: the
Overwhelm Map, the 7-Day Tracker, the Household
Handover, the Week Builder, the Skill Audit, the Family
Rules and the 90-Day Plan. Each one tells you exactly
what to write in the blank.

75
Ready prompts
Grouped by home, schedule and
money. Change three words and
use.

06
Mother schedules
Toddlers, school-age, teens, full-
time work, night shift, solo.

00
Purchases required
Every method in this issue runs on
free tools and a pen.

T H R E E  W A Y S  T O  R E A D  T H I S  I S S U E

The Seven-Day Route
You want to start and you do not
much mind where. Read Part One,
then follow Part Two one day at a
time. Ten minutes each evening for
a week. Everything else can wait
until it is useful.

P A G E S  0 6  –  2 5

The Emergency Route
Something specific is breaking this
week. Skip straight to the part that
names it — the household, the
schedule or the money — take the
one system inside it that matches,
and ignore the other five hundred
pages of good advice.

P A G E S  2 6 ,  3 8  O R  5 0

The Careful Route
You are not yet sure this belongs in
your home, particularly around your
children. Read Part Six first. It is the
most skeptical section in the issue
and it was written to be read before
anything is opened, not after.

P A G E S  6 2  –  6 9

Write-in pages: 14 · 24 · 25 · 36 · 37 · 49 · 61 · 69 · 74 Prompt banks: 28 · 71 · 72 · 73 Schedules: 43 – 48
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B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  I S S U E

B E F O R E  Y O U  S T A R T

How to read a
magazine you are
also meant to write in
Five page types repeat through this issue. Learning them takes
ninety seconds and saves you from reading anything you do not
need. 

F E A T U R E

Read once, keep the idea
Long-form pages that explain a concept — the
mental load, the guilt, what AI actually is. No action
required while reading.

B L U E P R I N T

Follow step by step
Schedules, systems and plans laid out in order. These
are meant to be copied exactly the first time, then
adjusted the second time.

P R O M P T  B A N K

Copy and change three words
Ready-written instructions for an AI assistant. Swap
the bracketed parts for your children’s ages, your
budget, your town. That is the whole edit.

Y O U R  T U R N

Dashed borders mean write here
Every dashed box carries a label and a hint telling
you exactly what belongs inside. There are no wrong
answers, only unwritten ones.

T H E  O N L Y  R U L E

One system at a time, for one week,
before you add another.
The most common way this goes wrong is enthusiasm. A
mother reads three parts on a Sunday, tries to install six
systems on Monday, and by Thursday is back to the old
chaos plus a new sense of failure. Pick the one thing that is
currently loudest. Run it for seven days. Then turn the page.

S T A R T  H E R E

The one thing in my week that is currently
loudest:

A note on tool names: this issue deliberately avoids naming one assistant as the winner. The free general assistants all handle everything
in these pages. Whichever one is already on your phone is the correct one.

0 5



P A R T  O N E

The Honest
Start
Before a single tool is opened, three things need saying:
who you are actually competing with, what this
technology genuinely is, and which parts of your load are
safe to put down.

01 Behind whom? The arithmetic nobody shows you

02 The invisible job description you never applied for

03 The overwhelm audit — where the hours really go

04 What AI actually is, explained at the kitchen table

05 Six things it is not, and one it will never be

06 The three questions before you hand anything over

07 The four jobs you can hand over tonight

08 Your Turn: the Overwhelm Map

0 6 B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  O N E  ·  T H E  H O N E S T  S T A R T

F E A T U R E

Behind whom,
exactly?
The feeling of falling behind is real. The comparison
producing it is not. 

0
U N I N T E R R U P T E D
H O U R S  I N  T H E
A V E R A G E  M A T E R N A L
W O R K I N G  D A Y

The people who appear fluent with this
technology did not receive a gift you
missed. Almost without exception they

received something far more ordinary: a stretch of
quiet time. An hour on a train. A slow week at work. A
Sunday with the door closed. That is the entire head
start.

Consider the arithmetic honestly. Learning to use an
AI assistant well takes most adults somewhere
between four and six hours of fiddling — not studying,
fiddling. Typing a request, getting something useless,
typing it better. Anyone with a free Saturday covers
that distance in one sitting and emerges sounding like
an expert.

You have the same four to six hours. They are simply
distributed differently: in eleven-minute fragments,
interrupted by a nosebleed, a lost shoe, a work call
and a request for a snack that was refused ninety
seconds earlier. Fragmented time is not lesser time. It
is just time that punishes the wrong method.

The wrong method is the course. Sixty-minute videos,
modules, a certificate at the end. Built for the person
with the closed door. Start one on a Tuesday, lose the
thread by Thursday, feel worse than before you
began.

The right method is the task. You do not learn the
tool and then find a use for it. You bring it one real
problem — tonight’s dinner, the email to the teacher,
the insurance letter — and learn only the part of the
tool that problem requires. Fifteen problems later you

T H E  C O M P A R I S O N

Who you are actually watching
The person whose AI results fill your feed is
almost always one of three people: someone
selling a course about AI, someone whose job
is producing content, or someone with no
dependants. None of the three is your
competition. None of the three has your
constraints. And two of the three are paid to
look effortless.

The advantage nobody names
Working out what is actually needed, in
seconds, from incomplete information, while
three people talk at you — that is the single
hardest skill in using AI well. It is called scoping,
it is what most beginners are catastrophically
bad at, and mothers do it roughly four
hundred times a day. You are not starting
from zero. You are starting from the part most
people never learn.

Read this if you take one thing
Being behind implies a race with a shared
finish line. There isn’t one. There is only your
household, your week, and the specific forty
minutes a day currently being eaten by tasks
that no longer require a human brain.

W R I T E  I T  D O W N
The person whose progress makes me feel late — and what they have that I do not:

0 7 B e h i n d  w h o m ,  e x a c t l y ?



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  O N E  ·  T H E  H O N E S T  S T A R T

T H E  L O A D

The invisible job description
you never applied for
Before deciding what to hand over, it helps to see the whole thing
written down. Most mothers have never seen their own workload
listed on one page. 

There are five categories of household work. Only one of them is visible to anyone else. The
other four run silently, never appear on a to-do list, and are the reason you can finish a day
having completed nothing and still be exhausted.

1. Doing 2. Remembering 3. Noticing

4. Deciding 5. Absorbing

T H E  U S E F U L  P A R T

Only two of the five can be
handed to a machine.

Remembering and deciding are the two categories AI
genuinely relieves — and, not coincidentally, the two that
cause the most background fatigue. Doing still needs your
hands. Noticing needs your eyes and your history with these
particular people. Absorbing needs your heart, and should
never be outsourced to anything. Every system in this
magazine targets the same two columns. That focus is what
keeps it honest.

Cooking, washing, driving

Bedtime, baths, homework

The physical, visible work

Roughly 30% of the total

Which child needs what,
when

Sizes, allergies, passwords

Renewal dates and
deadlines

Never written anywhere

Who has gone quiet

What is running low

The shoe that no longer
fits

Pure background
processing

Dinner, again

Which appointment moves

Whether it is worth the argument

Roughly 200 micro-decisions daily

Everyone’s mood, first

The apology to the teacher

Holding steady when it is loud

The one nobody sees at all

0 8



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  O N E  ·  T H E  H O N E S T  S T A R T

T H E  A U D I T

Where the hours
actually go
A typical weekday for a mother of two school-age children,
measured in the administrative work that surrounds the actual
mothering. 

M I N U T E S  P E R  W E E K D A Y  ·  I L L U S T R A T I V E

Meal decisions & planning 34 min

Messages & school
comms 27 min

Scheduling & rescheduling 22 min

Forms, portals, paperwork 18 min

Searching for information 16 min

Lists & shopping decisions 14 min

Looking for a lost object 11 min

2h 22m
D A I L Y  A D M I N  T O T A L

~55m
R E A L I S T I C A L L Y
R E C O V E R A B L E

Notice what is absent from that list. No
cuddles, no reading aloud, no watching a
match from the sideline, no conversation
with a teenager who has finally decided to
talk. None of the actual mothering appears,
because none of it is the problem.

The problem is the two-and-a-bit hours of
clerical work wrapped around it. And
critically, that work is not experienced as
two continuous hours. It arrives as forty
separate interruptions, each one small
enough to feel unreasonable to complain
about, and each one requiring a full
mental context switch.

Context switching is the real cost.
Research on interrupted work consistently
finds it takes several minutes to fully return
to a task after a break in attention. Forty
interruptions do not cost forty minutes.
They cost the ability to think in a straight
line for an entire day.

The honest target
Not all of it comes back. Roughly fifty-five
minutes a day is the realistic recovery for a
mother running the systems in this issue —
mostly out of meal decisions, message
drafting and form-filling. Fifty-five minutes is
not life-changing on any single day. Over a
school term it is roughly seventy hours, which
is.

Figures above are an illustrative composite drawn from common household-admin patterns, not a formal study. Your own numbers
matter more than these — page 14 is where you write them.

0 9



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  O N E  ·  T H E  H O N E S T  S T A R T

Plain
English
If someone has already explained
this to you using the words neural, 
model or parameters, you were
given an accurate answer to a
question you did not ask.

What follows is the version that
actually helps you use it well by
Thursday.

”
It is the most confident
colleague you have ever
had, and the least
accountable.

W H A T  I T  I S

A very good guesser
that has read
almost everything
An AI assistant works out, one word at a time, what should
probably come next. It learned to do this by reading an
unimaginable quantity of human writing — books, manuals,
arguments, recipes, medical pamphlets, school newsletters,
complaint letters.

That is genuinely the whole mechanism. There is no
understanding underneath, no opinion, no intent. When it
writes a warm note to your child’s teacher, it is not being
warm. It has read a hundred thousand warm notes and
knows exactly what shape they take.

Which explains everything that follows — both why it is so
useful and where it fails.

Why it is useful
Enormous parts of household admin are shape problems, not
knowledge problems. A polite chase-up email has a shape. A
week of balanced dinners has a shape. A packing list for a five-
year-old in November has a shape. A machine that has read a
million examples of a shape produces that shape instantly — and
the first draft is the part that was costing you twenty minutes.

Why it fails
A shape can be perfect while the contents are wrong. Ask for a
dosage, a legal deadline, a school district rule or a specific price,
and it will produce a beautifully shaped answer that may be
entirely invented — delivered with exactly the same confidence as
a correct one. It does not know that it does not know. This is not a
bug that will be patched. It is the mechanism.

The rule that follows
Use it for shape. Verify anything factual. If a wrong answer
would cost you money, health, a legal position or your child’s
well-being, the AI writes the draft and a human source confirms
the facts. Every single time.

1 0 W h a t  i t  a c t u a l l y  i s
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M Y T H S

Six things it is not
Most of the fear around this technology, and most of the
disappointment, comes from believing one of these six. 

01 “It is a search engine”

A search engine finds pages that exist. An AI assistant
composes an answer that has never existed before.
This is why it is better at writing your complaint letter
and worse at telling you when the library closes. For
anything with a single correct answer that changes —
opening hours, prices, dates, policies — use a search
engine or the source itself.

02 “It is always right”

It is always fluent, which most people mistake for the
same thing. Fluency is the product; accuracy is a side
effect. Treat every factual claim as a suggestion from
a well-read stranger who is guessing and would
rather not admit it.

03 “It is watching my family”

It is not surveillance and it does not follow you around.
It does, however, keep what you type, and that text
may be reviewed or used to improve the service. That
is a privacy question, not a spying one, and it has a
practical answer on page 65.

04 “Using it is cheating”

Nobody accuses you of cheating for using a
calculator, a washing machine or a recipe. The line is
authorship and honesty: your child’s homework must
be your child’s. Your grocery list does not have to be
anyone’s. Page 64 draws the line properly.

05 “It will replace my judgement”

It has no judgement to replace yours with. It cannot
weigh that your middle child had a hard month, that
this teacher responds badly to directness, or that the
cheaper option will break by March. You supply all of
that. It supplies the typing.

06 “I need to learn it properly first”

There is no properly. There is no syllabus, no certificate
that matters, and no order in which things must be
learned. There is only a question you type and a result
you either use or improve. Fluency is the residue of
about fifteen real attempts.

A N D  O N E  I T  W I L L  N E V E R  B E

It is not a witness to your life.

It will not remember that your daughter was nervous about
the recital last spring, or that this is the third time the same
neighbor has asked. It has no stake in your household and no
memory of your history. Which means it can draft the
message but never decide whether the message should be
sent. That decision was always yours, and it stays yours.

M Y T H  I N  P R A C T I C E

A mother asks for the deadline to
appeal a school placement. She
receives a date, stated plainly.
The date is invented. Nobody
checked, because nothing about
the answer looked uncertain.

T H E  C O R R E C T I O N

The same mother asks instead:
what questions should I ask the
district about appeal deadlines,
and write me a short email
asking them. Now the machine is
writing, not knowing — and the
district supplies the date.

T H E  H A B I T

Whenever an answer contains a
number, a date, a price or a rule,
add one sentence: tell me how I
would verify this myself. A good
assistant will name the source.
That single line prevents most of
the damage.

1 1



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  O N E  ·  T H E  H O N E S T  S T A R T

T H E  F I L T E R

Three questions before
you hand anything over
Run any task through these in about eight seconds. They will stop
you from both over-trusting the tool and under-using it. 

1 If this answer is wrong, what does it cost me?
This is the only question that really matters. Nothing — a dinner idea, a birthday theme, a first draft — means
hand it over freely and stop thinking about it. Money or time — a booking, a budget, a return policy — means
use the draft, verify the numbers. Health, legal standing, money at scale, or a child’s safety means the AI
may organize your thinking and write your questions, but a qualified human gives the answer. There is no
middle setting on that last one.

2 Am I asking it to know, or to write?
Writing tasks are where it is genuinely excellent: rephrase this, soften this, summarize this, turn these six notes
into a message, make this list shorter, explain this to a seven-year-old. Knowing tasks — what is the deadline,
what does this cost, is this allowed, what is the number — are where it invents. Same tool, two completely
different reliability levels. Sorting your request into the correct bucket before you type prevents almost every
bad experience people have with AI.

3 Would I be comfortable if this text were read aloud?
Whatever you type may be stored and may be reviewed by a person. So the test is simple: if the sentence
contains your child’s full name and school, your address, a diagnosis, a bank detail, a password or someone
else’s private crisis, rewrite it before you send it. “My daughter” works exactly as well as her name. “A school in
our district” works exactly as well as the school. You lose nothing in the answer and remove the entire
problem.

S H O R T C U T

Cost — Know or Write — Read
Aloud

Three words. After two weeks you will run them without
noticing, the way you already check a road twice before
crossing it with a toddler.

R U N  T H E  F I L T E R  ·  E X A M P L E  O N E

Task: a birthday message for your sister-in-law that
you have rewritten four times.
Cost of wrong: nothing. Know or write: write. Read
aloud: fine, no private details. Verdict: hand it over
completely and stop deliberating.

R U N  T H E  F I L T E R  ·  E X A M P L E  T W O

Task: working out whether a medication can be taken
with another one.
Cost of wrong: serious. Know or write: know. Verdict:
stop. Use it only to write the list of questions, then call
the pharmacist — who will answer in ninety seconds
and be accountable for the answer.

1 2
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T H E  H A N D O V E R

The four jobs you can
hand over tonight
Not fifty use cases. Four categories. Almost everything useful a
mother does with AI lives inside one of them. 

The First Draft The Decision Narrower

The Translator The Structurer

N O T I C E  T H E  P A T T E R N

All four are writing jobs. None is a
knowing job.

That is not an accident — it is the second question from page
12 applied to real life. Stay inside these four categories for your
first month and you will have an almost flawless run. Wander
into “what is the rule about” or “how much does this cost”
without checking a source, and you will meet a confident
wrong answer within the week.

01
A N Y T H I N G  W I T H  A  B L A N K  P A G E

The message to the teacher

The note in the group chat

The birthday invitation wording

The complaint that needs to stay polite

The thank-you you keep postponing

02
T O O  M A N Y  O P T I O N S ,  N O  T I M E

Five dinners from what is in the fridge

Three gift ideas for a nine-year-old

Two ways to handle a scheduling clash

A weekend plan for rain

03
T U R N I N G  C O N F U S I N G  I N T O  C L E A R

What this insurance letter means

This form, in normal words

Explaining fractions to a seven-year-old

Summarizing a twelve-page school policy

04
C H A O S  I N T O  A  U S A B L E  L I S T

Six scattered notes into one plan

A packing list from a trip description

A chore chart from a complaint

A study schedule from a syllabus

1 3
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Y O U R  T U R N

The Overwhelm Map
Twelve minutes with a pen. This page decides which parts
of the magazine you actually need — and which you can
skip entirely. 

1  ·  T H E  L O U D E S T  T H I N G

What part of your week is currently the most
exhausting? Write it as a sentence, not a category.
“Deciding dinner at 5.40pm while everyone is hungry” is
more useful than “meals”.

2  ·  T H E  R E P E A T  O F F E N D E R S

List four things you did last week that you also did the
week before, and the week before that. Repetition is the
strongest signal of a task worth handing over.

3  ·  T H E  F O U R  C A T E G O R I E S

Take each item above and mark which of the four jobs from page 13 it belongs to: First Draft, Decision Narrower, Translator
or Structurer. Anything that fits none of them is probably a task for you, not a machine — and that is worth knowing too.

4  ·  T H E  H O N E S T  C O S T

Roughly how many minutes a day do the items above
take you? Guess. A wrong guess written down beats a
perfect one in your head.

5  ·  T H E  O N E  Y O U  S T A R T  W I T H

Circle a single item. Not three. One. It runs for seven days
before anything else is added.

W H E R E  T O  G O  N E X T

Let your circled item choose your
route

Meals, school, paperwork or money » Part Three, page 26.
Time, routine or the shape of the day » Part Four, page 38.
Work, income or returning to a career » Part Five, page 50.
Worry about children and this technology » Part Six, page 62. If
you are not sure, start with Part Two on page 16 — it takes
seven days and ten minutes.

1 4 T h e  O v e r w h e l m  M a p
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S T A R T I N G  P O I N T S

Three mothers,
three first moves
Composite examples, built from the most common situations. Find
the one closest to your week and copy her first move rather than
inventing your own. 

The 5.40 Problem
Two children under seven. Works
part-time. The day is fine until
the late afternoon, when dinner
has to be decided and nobody,
including her, can think straight.

F I R S T  M O V E

One prompt, once a week, on
Sunday: five weeknight dinners
from a list of what is already in
the house, nothing taking more
than thirty minutes, one meal
repeated deliberately.

A F T E R  T H R E E  W E E K S

The decision has moved from
5.40pm daily to 4.00pm on
Sunday. Same amount of
thinking, done once, at a time
when thinking is possible.
Grocery spend drops slightly as
a side effect.

The Paper Pile
Three children, one with an
ongoing medical need. The
physical work is manageable;
the correspondence is not.
Forms, appeals, portals and
letters she cannot decode
accumulate on the counter.

F I R S T  M O V E

Type or photograph one letter
and ask for it in plain language,
then for the three questions she
should be asking, then for a
short polite reply requesting
clarification.

A F T E R  T H R E E  W E E K S

The pile is answered rather than
avoided. The genuine change is
not time saved — it is no longer
starting each letter from a
position of confusion.

The Return
Teenagers, largely self-sufficient.
Nine years out of paid work.
Wants to earn again, does not
want to commute, and is quietly
certain her experience is
worthless on a page.

F I R S T  M O V E

Not a job search. A skills
inventory: describe nine years of
work honestly to an assistant —
budgets held, schedules run,
disputes handled — and ask it to
translate that into employment
language.

A F T E R  T H R E E  W E E K S

A usable one-page profile and,
more importantly, the discovery
that the experience was always
there and only the vocabulary
was missing.

T H E  C O M M O N  T H R E A D

Each one started with a
problem, not a tool.

None of the three set out to learn AI. Each had one specific
thing that was grinding, brought that single thing to an
assistant, and learned only the fraction of the tool that the
problem demanded. Three weeks later all three could have
taught a friend. That is the entire curriculum, and Part Two
turns it into seven days.

1 5



P A R T  T W O

Seven Days,
Ten Minutes
One week. One small task each evening. No videos, no
course, no note-taking. By Sunday you will have five
prompts you actually use and no memory of having
studied anything.

01 Day 1 — Choose one tool and open it

02 Day 2 — How to ask: the C.L.E.A.R. shape

03 Day 3 — The first ten-minute win

04 Day 4 — The week ahead, in four minutes

05 Day 5 — The message you keep postponing

06 Day 6 — The letter you do not understand

07 Day 7 — The review, and what to keep

08 The 7-Day Tracker and your first five prompts

1 6 B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  T W O  ·  S E V E N  D A Y S

1
D A Y

T I M E  N E E D E D

10 min
I F  I T  G O E S  W R O N G

You spend forty minutes
comparing tools instead of
using one. Close the
comparison tabs; any of them
is fine.

W H A T  G O O D  L O O K S  L I K E

The assistant answers a
follow-up question without you
re-explaining who lives in your
house.

D A Y  1  O F  7

S E V E N  D A Y S

Choose one tool
and open it
The choice matters far less than starting. Ten minutes, one account,
nothing bought.

Every general AI assistant available free today does everything in this
magazine. There is no meaningful difference for household use, and
the differences that do exist change every few months. So the correct
choice is whichever is already on your phone, or whichever a friend
can help you with if you get stuck.

Open it and make an account. Then do the only setup step that
matters: tell it who you are once. Most assistants have a settings area
for personal context, sometimes called custom instructions or
memory. If yours does, paste in two sentences about your household.
If it does not, keep those two sentences in a note on your phone and
paste them at the start of a conversation.

This single step removes about a third of the friction people complain
about. Without it you re-explain your family every time. With it, “plan
our dinners” already knows there are four of you, one hates fish, and
Tuesday is football.

A L S O  W O R T H  A S K I N G

Ask it to summarize back what it
now knows about your household. If
the summary is wrong, your two
sentences were vague — fix that
tonight rather than discovering it on
Thursday.

S K I P  T O N I G H T  I F

You already use an assistant
regularly. Go straight to Day 2,
which is where most regular users
are quietly losing quality without
noticing.

P A S T E  T H I S  I N T O  S E T T I N G S ,  O R  T H E  T O P  O F  A  C H A T

“I am a mother of [two children, ages 6 and 11]. [One is vegetarian; nobody
eats fish.] Our evenings are busy on [Tuesdays and Thursdays]. When I ask
for help, keep answers short and practical, give me options rather than
essays, and tell me plainly when you are unsure about a fact.”

T O N I G H T  I  W R O T E
Which assistant I opened, and the two sentences I told it about us:

1 7 C h o o s e  o n e  t o o l
a n d  o p e n  i t
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2
D A Y

T I M E  N E E D E D

10 min
I F  I T  G O E S  W R O N G

The answer is vague and
generic. That is the signal that
Context and Limits were
missing, not that the tool is
poor.

W H A T  G O O D  L O O K S  L I K E

An answer you can use
without editing more than a
word or two.

D A Y  2  O F  7

S E V E N  D A Y S

How to ask:
the C.L.E.A.R. shape
The single skill that separates a useless answer from a usable one.
Learn it once tonight.

A bad result is almost never the tool’s fault. It is a request with missing
information. The assistant cannot see your kitchen, your calendar or
your budget, so anything you leave out it will simply invent — usually
generically.

C — Context
The facts it cannot guess. Ages,
numbers, the situation, what has
already been tried.

L — Limits
Time, budget, length, tone, dietary
rules, what is off the table.

E — End result
The exact shape you want back. “A
list of five.” “A four-line email.” “A
table.”

A — Audience
Who reads or eats or uses this. A
teacher, a nine-year-old, a landlord,
your mother-in-law.

R — Rework
The step everyone skips. The first answer is a starting position, not a result.
“Shorter.” “Warmer.” “Cheaper.” “Now assume I have no time on Wednesday.”
Two rounds of rework beats a perfectly written first request almost every time.
A L S O  W O R T H  A S K I N G

Ask it to score your own request out
of ten and name what information
is missing. It is unusually good at
this, and far faster than guessing.

S K I P  T O N I G H T  I F

You have not sent a single request
yet. Do Day 1 first — C.L.E.A.R. only
makes sense once you have seen a
vague answer arrive.

C O M P A R E  T H E S E  T W O  —  T H E  D I F F E R E N C E  I S  T H E  W H O L E  S K I L L

“Weak: help me plan meals.  |  C.L.E.A.R.: I have two children aged 6 and 11,
one vegetarian. Give me five weeknight dinners, each under 30 minutes,
under [$12] for four people, using mostly what a normal supermarket stocks.
Return it as a numbered list with a one-line shopping addition under each.”

T O N I G H T  I  W R O T E
One request I made today, rewritten in the C.L.E.A.R. shape:

1 8 H o w  t o  a s k :
t h e  C . L . E . A . R .  s h a p e
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3
D A Y

T I M E  N E E D E D

10 min
I F  I T  G O E S  W R O N G

The plan is too ambitious.
Reply once with: make these
simpler and assume I am tired.

W H A T  G O O D  L O O K S  L I K E

A five-meal plan and a short
shopping list that does not
repurchase what you already
own.

D A Y  3  O F  7

S E V E N  D A Y S

The first
ten-minute win
Dinner. Chosen deliberately because it is the task that fails most
often, most visibly, at the worst hour.

Tonight you solve one week of evening meals. Not because meal
planning is the most important thing in your life, but because it is the
fastest possible demonstration that this works — and because the
5.40pm decision is where a surprising amount of household stress
actually lives.

Do it in this order. First, open a cupboard and the fridge and type what
you see. Not a careful inventory — thirty seconds of listing. Second,
state your real constraints, including the honest ones: the night
nobody eats together, the child who has decided against a whole
color of vegetable, the budget.

Third, and this is the part that matters, ask for one meal to repeat.
Real weeks are not five distinct meals. Requesting a deliberate repeat
produces plans that survive contact with a Wednesday.A L S O  W O R T H  A S K I N G

Add: give me one meal that reheats
well for whoever eats late. Almost
every household has one person
eating at a different hour.

S K I P  T O N I G H T  I F

Meals genuinely are not your
problem. Swap tonight for Day 5
and use the message that has
been sitting unsent the longest.

T O N I G H T ’ S  P R O M P T

“Here is what is already in my kitchen: [list]. Plan five weeknight dinners for
[four people, ages ...]. Rules: nothing over 30 minutes, [no fish], one meal
repeats twice so I cook four times not five, and [Thursday] must be
something that can be eaten in shifts. Give me the five meals as a numbered
list, then a single short shopping list of only what I am missing.”

T O N I G H T  I  W R O T E
The one meal from this plan that actually worked, and why:

1 9 T h e  f i r s t
t e n - m i n u t e  w i n
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4
D A Y

T I M E  N E E D E D

8 min
I F  I T  G O E S  W R O N G

It invents events you did not
mention. Reply: use only what I
gave you, add nothing.

W H A T  G O O D  L O O K S  L I K E

One or two collisions you had
not seen, plus a short readable
version of the week.

D A Y  4  O F  7

S E V E N  D A Y S

The week ahead,
in four minutes
Not a productivity system. A four-minute conversation that finds
the collisions before they find you.

Most weeks do not fall apart because of a lack of planning. They fall
apart because two things quietly overlap and nobody notices until the
morning it matters. Tonight you find those collisions in advance.

Dump the week in as a mess. Deliberately as a mess. Do not tidy it first
— tidying it first is the work you are trying to avoid. Type everything you
can remember in whatever order it arrives, including the vague items:
“something at the school on Thursday, I think.”

Then ask the one question that earns its keep: where does this week
break? An assistant reading eleven scattered lines will spot the pickup
that cannot happen and the two things booked at the same hour far
faster than a tired person will.

A L S O  W O R T H  A S K I N G

Add: tell me the one thing in this
week I could cancel with the least
consequence. The answer is often
something you had stopped
questioning.

S K I P  T O N I G H T  I F

Your week really is simple this week.
Spend the time on Day 6 instead
and take something off the
paperwork pile.

T O N I G H T ’ S  P R O M P T

“Here is everything happening in our week, in no order: [dump it all in].
There are [two] adults and [two] children, and only [one] of us drives. Find
every place where this week collides or is impossible, list them first, then
suggest a fix for each. After that, give me a simple day-by-day version I can
read in ten seconds.”

T O N I G H T  I  W R O T E
The collision it found that I had not spotted:

2 0 T h e  w e e k  a h e a d ,
i n  f o u r  m i n u t e s
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5
D A Y

T I M E  N E E D E D

8 min
I F  I T  G O E S  W R O N G

It sounds like a corporate
memo. Reply: rewrite this the
way one human speaks to
another.

W H A T  G O O D  L O O K S  L I K E

Two versions you can choose
between, both shorter than
what you would have written.

D A Y  5  O F  7

S E V E N  D A Y S

The message you
keep postponing
Everyone has one. The email to the teacher, the reply to the group
chat, the thing that needs to be firm but not rude.

There is a particular kind of message that costs twenty minutes and
gets postponed for eleven days: the one that has to be polite and firm
at the same time. Asking for a refund. Telling a relative no. Raising
something about your child with a teacher who did not respond well
last time.

These are pure shape problems, which makes them the single best
use of this technology. You know exactly what you want to say. The
cost is entirely in arranging it so that it lands correctly.

Two instructions matter more than everything else. First, name the
tone precisely — “warm but unambiguous” produces something quite
different from “polite”. Second, always ask for it shorter. The first draft
is reliably twice the length it should be, and long messages read as
anxious.A L S O  W O R T H  A S K I N G

Ask for the version you would send
if you were not worried about being
liked. You will probably send
something between the two — but
you will have seen the range.

S K I P  T O N I G H T  I F

There is genuinely no message
waiting. Rare, but if true, translate a
form instead and bring Day 6
forward.

T O N I G H T ’ S  P R O M P T

“Write a short message to [my child's teacher]. Situation: [describe it in plain
words, no names]. What I need is [the specific outcome]. Tone: warm but
unambiguous, not apologetic, no more than [six] sentences. Do not open
with an apology for taking their time. Then give me one alternative version
that is slightly firmer.”

T O N I G H T  I  W R O T E
The message I finally sent, and how long it had been waiting:

2 1 T h e  m e s s a g e  y o u
k e e p  p o s t p o n i n g
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6
D A Y

T I M E  N E E D E D

10 min
I F  I T  G O E S  W R O N G

It states a deadline confidently.
Do not trust it. Confirm every
date and figure with the
sender.

W H A T  G O O D  L O O K S  L I K E

A clear translation plus three
sharp questions and a ready
email.

D A Y  6  O F  7

S E V E N  D A Y S

The letter you
do not understand
Insurance, school policy, a bill, a form with a section that makes no
sense. Tonight it gets translated.

Institutions write to mothers in a language designed to prevent
questions. Deductibles, tiers, eligibility windows, appeals processes,
clauses referring to other clauses. The result is a pile of
correspondence that is not difficult so much as deliberately opaque.

Take one item off that pile. Type or photograph it — with names,
account numbers and addresses removed. Then ask for three things
in sequence: what it says in ordinary words, what it is asking you to do,
and what happens if you do nothing.

Then the important step. Ask what questions you should be asking,
and have it write them out. Understanding a letter is useful; knowing
which three questions to put to the institution is what actually
changes the outcome. Verify any deadline or amount directly with
them — that is a knowing task, and knowing tasks are where this tool
invents.

A L S O  W O R T H  A S K I N G

Ask it to rewrite the letter as it would
read if the sender actually wanted
you to understand it. The contrast
tells you a great deal.

S K I P  T O N I G H T  I F

The pile is genuinely clear. Use
tonight to write your two household
sentences properly — most people
rush that on Day 1.

T O N I G H T ’ S  P R O M P T

“Here is a letter I received. I have removed the names and numbers. Explain
in plain English: (1) what it is actually saying, (2) what it wants me to do and
by when, (3) what happens if I ignore it. Then list the three questions I
should ask them, and write a short email asking those questions. Flag
anything I must confirm with them directly rather than trusting your
summary.”

T O N I G H T  I  W R O T E
The letter I translated, and the one thing I had misunderstood:

2 2 T h e  l e t t e r  y o u
d o  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d
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7
D A Y

T I M E  N E E D E D

10 min
I F  I T  G O E S  W R O N G

Everything feels like it half-
worked. That is normal at day
seven and is not a reason to
stop.

W H A T  G O O D  L O O K S  L I K E

Two obvious next steps and a
written record of the prompts
that earned their place.

D A Y  7  O F  7

S E V E N  D A Y S

The review,
and what to keep
The most valuable ten minutes of the week. Most people skip it, then
wonder why nothing stuck.

Six days in you have tried six things. Realistically two were genuinely
useful, two were fine, and two you will never do again. Tonight you find
out which is which, because a habit that is never reviewed quietly dies
within two weeks.

Look back at the six evenings and mark each one: kept, maybe, or 
dropped. Be ruthless with dropped. A system you do not enjoy using is
not a system, it is homework, and you already have enough of that.

Then take whatever you marked kept and write the exact wording
down somewhere permanent — a note on your phone, or page 25 of
this magazine. This is the single highest-value action of the entire
week. A prompt that worked and was not saved will be reinvented
badly four times before you give up on it.

A L S O  W O R T H  A S K I N G

Ask what you appear to be
avoiding, based on the week you
described. The answer is
occasionally uncomfortable and
usually correct.

S K I P  T O N I G H T  I F

Nothing is skippable tonight. This is
the one evening of the seven that
decides whether any of the rest
survives.

T O N I G H T ’ S  P R O M P T

“Here are the things I tried this week and roughly how each went: [list them].
Based on what worked, suggest two more small tasks in the same direction
that I could try next week, each taking under ten minutes. Do not suggest
anything that requires learning something new or setting up an account.”

T O N I G H T  I  W R O T E
Kept · Maybe · Dropped — my honest verdict on the week:

2 3 T h e  r e v i e w ,
a n d  w h a t  t o  k e e p
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Y O U R  T U R N

The 7-Day Tracker
Print this page or write straight onto it. One line each
evening. The right-hand columns are the ones that matter in
three weeks. 

D A Y T O N I G H T ’ S  T A S K M I N S W H A T  A C T U A L L Y  H A P P E N E D K E E P ?

Mon Open the tool, paste in the two sentences
about your household

10

Tue Rewrite one request using the C.L.E.A.R.
shape

10

Wed Five weeknight dinners and a short
shopping list

10

Thu Dump the week in, find the collisions 8

Fri The message you have been postponing 8

Sat Translate one confusing letter or form 10

Sun Review: kept, maybe, dropped — and save
the winners

10

T H E  O N E  T H A T  S U R P R I S E D  M E

Which evening produced something you genuinely did
not expect? That is usually the direction worth following
next.

T H E  O N E  I  W I L L  N O T  R E P E A T

Name it plainly. Dropping something on purpose is
progress, not failure — it means you tested rather than
assumed.

T O T A L  F O R  T H E  W E E K

Sixty-six minutes.
Roughly one episode of television.

That is the real cost of the entire first week — less than most
people spend deciding what to watch. If you missed three
evenings, the week still works; simply do the missed days next
week. Nothing here compounds and nothing is wasted by
being late. The only failing version is the one where you wait
for a clear evening that is not coming.

Reading the tracker afterwards: any line where the middle column says something concrete — a real dinner cooked, a real email sent —
is a system worth keeping. Any line where it says “fine” or “OK” is a system you have not actually tested yet. Give those one more week
before deciding.

2 4 T h e  7 - D a y  T r a c k e r
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Y O U R  T U R N

My first five prompts
The most valuable page in this issue, and the one most likely to
be skipped. Write down the exact wording of the five requests
that worked. Word for word. 

A prompt that worked and was not written down will be reinvented from scratch, badly, roughly
four times before you conclude that the tool is inconsistent. It is not inconsistent. The wording
was. Copy the ones that earned their place — including the boring details, because the boring
details are what made them work.

P R O M P T  O N E  ·  T H E  M E A L  O N E

The exact wording, including your family’s rules and the shape you asked for.

P R O M P T  T W O  ·  T H E  W E E K  O N E

Including how you described who drives, who is where, and what you asked it to find.

P R O M P T  T H R E E  ·  T H E  M E S S A G E  O N E

Including the exact tone words that produced something you were willing to send.

P R O M P T  F O U R  ·  T H E  T R A N S L A T I O N  O N E

Including the three-part structure: what it says, what it wants, what happens if I ignore it.

P R O M P T  F I V E  ·  Y O U R S

Something nobody wrote for you. The one that came from your own week.

Where to keep these: a pinned note on your phone works best, because that is where you will be standing when you need them. Name it
something you will find at 5.40pm — not “AI prompts”, but “Dinner”. Part Seven, page 70, adds seventy-five more to steal from.

2 5 M y  f i r s t  f i v e  p r o m p t s



P A R T  T H R E E

The
Household
Nine systems for the machinery of a family. Each one is
designed to be set up once, in under twenty minutes, and
then run on its own for months.

01 Meal planning that survives a real week

02 The dinner prompt bank — eighteen to steal

03 Groceries, and where the money actually leaks

04 Homework help without doing the homework

05 Birthdays, gifts and the party you forgot

06 The paperwork pile, answered

07 Chore charts children will actually follow

08 The family money map

09 Appointments, travel and the medical brain

10 Your Turn: the Household Handover and the Command Sheet

2 6 B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D
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S Y S T E M  O N E

Meal planning that
survives a real week
Most meal plans fail on Wednesday. This one is built around the
assumption that Wednesday will go wrong.

The standard advice — plan seven distinct meals
every Sunday — fails for a specific and predictable
reason. It assumes a week in which nothing changes.
Real weeks contain a late meeting, a child who
suddenly will not eat something they ate happily last
month, and one evening where everybody arrives
home at a different hour.

So build the plan around those facts instead of
pretending they will not happen. The structure below
has been the most durable across a very wide range
of households, and it takes about six minutes on a
Sunday.

The 3–2–2 week
Three cooked meals. Proper dinners, cooked on the three
evenings you are most reliably home.
Two repeats. One of the three deliberately makes enough
for a second night. Nobody has ever objected to a good
meal twice.
Two flexible. Not takeaway by default — a named, low-
effort fallback decided in advance, so the decision is
already made when the day collapses.

Set it up once

The rule that makes it stick
Never plan the meal for tonight. Plan for a
week starting tomorrow. Deciding tonight’s
dinner at 5.40pm is the problem itself — you
cannot solve it with a better decision, only by
moving the decision to a calmer hour.

T H E  S U N D A Y  S I X - M I N U T E  P R O M P T

“Plan our dinners for the week using a 3-2-2 structure: three cooked meals, one of which makes enough for a
second night, plus two low-effort fallbacks from cupboard staples. We are [four], [one vegetarian], no [fish].
Budget around [$__] for the week. Nothing over 35 minutes on [Tuesday or Thursday]. Give me the plan, then a
shopping list grouped by supermarket section, listing only what I would not normally have.”

O U R  P E R M A N E N T  R U L E S
Write your household’s fixed food rules here once — allergies, refusals, budget, how many you cook for. You will paste this into
every meal prompt for the next year.

Write your household’s permanent
rules in one message: allergies, the
thing nobody eats, the budget, how
many you cook for.

1

Ask for the 3–2–2 structure by name,
with the two fallbacks chosen from
things that keep in a cupboard.

2

Ask for the shopping list to be sorted
by supermarket section, not by
meal. This single change cuts the
shop noticeably.

3

Save the whole thing. Next Sunday
you send four words: same again,
different meals.

4

2 7 M e a l  p l a n n i n g  t h a t  s u r v i v e s  a  r e a l  w e e k



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  T H R E E  ·  T H E  H O U S E H O L D
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Eighteen dinner prompts
Copy any of these and change the words in brackets. That is the
entire edit. 

W H E N  T H E  F R I D G E  D E C I D E S

U S E  I T  U P

Here is what is in my fridge and
will not last: [list]. Give me three
dinners using most of it, nothing
else bought.

N E A R L Y  E M P T Y

I have [pasta, canned tomatoes,
frozen peas, eggs]. Four dinners
from this plus at most three
cheap additions.

T H E  O D D  H A L F

I have half a [cabbage] and half
a [jar of pesto] going to waste.
Two meals my children might
actually accept.

F R E E Z E R  A M N E S T Y

Here is what is in my freezer:
[list]. Plan a week that empties
half of it, in order of what should
go first.

B A T C H  S U N D A Y

Give me two things I can cook
on Sunday that become four
different weeknight dinners, not
four days of the same meal.

L E F T O V E R  R E S C U E

I have leftover [roast chicken].
Three completely different
meals from it so it does not taste
like the same dinner again.

W H E N  T I M E  D E C I D E S

F I F T E E N  M I N U T E S

Five dinners that genuinely take
15 minutes including chopping,
for [four] people. No marinating,
no resting.

O N E  P A N

Six one-pan dinners, oven or
stove, that leave nothing else to
wash.

S L O W  C O O K E R

Four slow cooker dinners I can
assemble in under ten minutes
before [8am] and serve at
[6.30pm].

E A T I N G  I N  S H I F T S

Three meals that hold well for 90
minutes and reheat without
turning unpleasant, because we
eat at different times.

N O  C O O K I N G

Five assembled dinners, no
stove, no oven, that still count as
a proper meal.

T W E N T Y  M I N U T E S  L A T E

It is [6.15] and dinner has not
started. Three things using [what
is here] that will be on the table
by [6.45].

W H E N  P E O P L E  D E C I D E

T H E  F U S S Y  O N E

My [7-year-old] eats almost no
vegetables. Five dinners the
whole family eats where their
portion works without cooking
twice.

M I X E D  D I E T S

One meal, [one vegetarian] and
[three not], cooked in one pan
with a split at the end rather
than two separate dinners.

T E E N  A P P E T I T E

Filling, cheap dinners for a
household with a [15-year-old]
who is permanently hungry. Bulk
without expensive protein.

G U E S T S  T O N I G H T

[Six] adults, two hours’ notice,
[$__] budget, one course.
Nothing that needs a specialist
ingredient.

L U N C H B O X E S

Five lunchbox ideas that are not
sandwiches, contain no nuts,
and survive until [12.30] without
refrigeration.

T H E  S I C K  W E E K

Someone is unwell. Gentle, low-
effort meals for the household
that do not require me to stand
up for long.

H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  P A G E

Pick three. Not eighteen.

Almost every household lives inside three of these
permanently: one for the ordinary week, one for the collapsed
evening, and one for the specific person who makes meals
difficult. Find your three, write them on page 25, and let the
other fifteen sit here until a strange week arrives and you
need one.2 8
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Groceries, and where
the money actually leaks
The leak is almost never the big shop. It is the three small ones that
follow it.

Households that feel out of control on food spending
are usually not overspending on the weekly shop. They
are making four extra trips, each costing a modest
amount plus one impulse item, because something
was forgotten. The forgetting is the expense.

There is a second, quieter leak: buying what you
already own. Almost every kitchen contains three jars
of the same spice bought on three separate Tuesdays
by someone who could not remember.

The two-list method
Keep two lists permanently. The Never List — things your
house always has and should be checked before every
shop. The Week List — only what this week’s meals require.
An assistant produces the second from your meal plan in
seconds; you write the first once and reuse it forever.

What genuinely helps

The honest caution
An AI assistant does not know today’s prices
in your shop and will happily invent them. Use
it to structure the list and estimate roughly.
Never treat a stated price as a fact — that is a
knowing task, and it is exactly where this tool
fails most confidently.

T H E  W E E K L Y  L I S T  P R O M P T

“Turn this meal plan into a shopping list: [paste plan]. Group it by supermarket section in the order I would walk
the shop. Exclude anything from my standing list: [salt, oil, flour, rice, pasta, canned tomatoes, ...]. Add a short
substitutions line for anything likely to be out of stock. Then give me a rough total so I can sanity-check it
against the receipt — I know the figure is an estimate, not a price.”

M Y  N E V E R  L I S T
The eight to twelve things your kitchen always has. Write them once here and paste them into every list prompt from now on.

Sort by aisle. A list in shop order
removes backtracking, which is
where unplanned items enter the
cart.

Ask for substitutions in advance.
One line stating what to buy instead
if something is unavailable prevents
a second trip.

Price-check the ten items you buy
weekly, not the whole shop. That is
where repeated savings live.

Ask what a plan costs before
shopping — treat the figure as a
rough guide only, then reconcile
against your actual receipt.

2 9 G r o c e r i e s ,  a n d  w h e r e  t h e  m o n e y  a c t u a l l y  l e a k s
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Homework help without
doing the homework
The most important boundary in this entire magazine, and the one
most worth getting right the first time.

There is a version of this that is genuinely wonderful
and a version that quietly damages your child’s
education. The line between them is not fuzzy.

The line
Acceptable: the assistant explains a concept to you so you
can teach it. It generates extra practice questions. It checks
whether an answer is right and explains why not. It turns a
syllabus into a study schedule.
Not acceptable: it writes, drafts or fixes the work that will be
handed in. Not even a little. Not even “just the introduction”.

The reason is not moral squeamishness. It is that the
struggle is the learning. A child who receives a finished
paragraph has learned nothing except that difficulty
can be outsourced — a lesson with a very long tail.

Four things it is excellent at

Say this out loud to them
“We use it to understand things, never to
produce things you hand in.” Children follow
rules they have heard stated far better than
rules they have inferred. Page 66 turns this
into an age-by-age agreement.

T H E  S O C R A T I C  H O M E W O R K  P R O M P T

“My [11-year-old] is stuck on [topic]. Do not give any answers. Ask one guiding question at a time, wait for a reply,
and adjust based on what the answer reveals about the misunderstanding. Use language suitable for that age. If
they get it wrong twice, explain the underlying idea in a different way — but still do not solve the problem itself.
Afterwards, give me ten similar practice questions with answers listed separately.”

O U R  H O M E W O R K  R U L E
Write the sentence you will actually say to your children about where the line is. One sentence, in your own words, said out loud
once.

Explaining it to you first. “Explain
long division the way it is currently
taught, as if I have forgotten all of it”
— because methods have changed
since you learned them.

Infinite practice. Twenty more
questions of exactly the type they got
wrong, with the answers on a
separate line so they cannot peek.

The Socratic mode. Ask it to help
without giving answers, only
questions. Say this explicitly or it will
default to solving.

Structure, not content. Turning a
project brief into a timeline with
deadlines so a thirteen-year-old is
not starting the night before.

3 0 H o m e w o r k  h e l p  w i t h o u t  d o i n g  t h e  h o m e w o r k
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Birthdays, gifts and
the party you forgot
A category that consumes an unreasonable amount of a mother’s
year and almost never appears on anyone’s list of work.

Gift decisions are a peculiar kind of exhausting. Each
one is small, none is urgent until it suddenly is, and the
mental cost is entirely in the deciding. Nobody ever
budgeted time for choosing a present for a seven-
year-old you have met twice.

This is the purest possible example of the Decision
Narrower from page 13. You do not need an assistant
to buy anything. You need it to reduce forty
possibilities to three, so that the choice takes ninety
seconds instead of an evening of scrolling.

Do the year in one sitting
Once, in January, list every birthday, anniversary and
obligatory occasion in your year with names, ages and
rough budgets. Ask for it back as a month-by-month table
with a two-week warning built in. Twenty minutes, once,
removes roughly a dozen small panics.

Where it saves the most

Small thing, large effect
Ask for the party timeline to include what to
do when it goes wrong at the forty-minute
mark. Every children’s party has that moment,
and having one named backup activity
written down is worth more than the entire
rest of the plan.T H E  G I F T  S H O R T L I S T  P R O M P T

“I need a gift for a [7-year-old girl] I do not know well. Budget [$25]. She likes [what you know]. She probably
already owns [the obvious things]. Give me exactly three options, each with one line on why it works, and one
backup that would still be fine if all three are unavailable. Do not give me a list of twenty.”

T H I S  Y E A R ’ S  D A T E S
The occasions that catch you out every single year. Write them here now, then move them into one place before you close this
magazine.

Party plans by age. A two-hour
running order for eight six-year-olds,
including the fifteen minutes where
everything falls apart.

Invitation wording, including the
difficult parts: no gifts, siblings not
invited, a firm end time.

Gift shortlists inside a budget,
filtered by what the child already
owns.

Thank-you notes a child can copy in
their own handwriting — three
variations so they are not identical.

The awkward reply. Declining an
invitation warmly, without a false
excuse that has to be maintained
later.

3 1 B i r t h d a y s ,  g i f t s  a n d  t h e  p a r t y  y o u  f o r g o t
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The paperwork pile,
answered
Insurance, appeals, school policy, benefits, disputed bills. The
category that gets avoided rather than done — and avoidance is
what it costs you.

Institutional correspondence is not difficult reading. It
is designed to be effortful, because effort filters out
claimants. The letter that takes forty minutes to
decode is doing exactly what it was built to do.

Which means the real cost of the pile is not the time. It
is that things which could have been challenged,
appealed or corrected simply are not, because the
first step was unpleasant enough to postpone eleven
times.

The four-question sequence
Run every difficult letter through the same four questions in
the same order: What is this actually saying? What does it
want from me, and by when? What happens if I do
nothing? What should I be asking them? The fourth is
where the outcome changes.

Before you type it in

The appeal letter
If something has been refused, ask for a short,
factual, unemotional appeal that cites the
specific clause the refusal relied on and
requests a written explanation. Unemotional is
the operative word: the version written at
eleven at night while furious is satisfying to
write and materially less effective than the
flat one.

If money, benefits, housing or immigration
status turn on the outcome, a draft is where
this ends. A qualified advisor reads it before it
is sent.

T H E  F O U R - Q U E S T I O N  P R O M P T

“Here is a letter with all names and numbers removed: [paste]. Answer in four short sections: (1) what it is
actually saying, in plain English; (2) exactly what it wants from me and by when; (3) what happens if I do nothing;
(4) the four questions I should put to them. Then write a short, polite, factual email asking those questions. Mark
clearly anything I must confirm with the sender rather than rely on you for.”

T H E  L E T T E R  I  H A V E  B E E N  A V O I D I N G
Name the one piece of paperwork that has been sitting the longest, and the date you will put fifteen minutes against it.

Remove full names, account
numbers, addresses, dates of birth
and any medical detail. “A letter from
our health insurer” works identically.

Keep the structure and the confusing
language — those are the parts
being translated.

Never let it confirm a deadline or an
amount. Those come from the
sender, in writing, every time.

3 2 T h e  p a p e r w o r k  p i l e ,  a n s w e r e d
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Chore charts children
will actually follow
Most chore systems fail within nine days. The failures are
predictable, which means they are avoidable.

A chore chart fails for one of three reasons: it asks for
too much at once, it is invisible at the moment the
chore should happen, or the adult is doing all the
remembering — which means the mental load has
not moved at all, only the physical work.

That third one matters most. If you are reminding,
chasing and checking, you have not delegated
anything. You have added a management job to the
job you already had.

Three rules that survive
Tie it to an existing moment, never to a time. “After dinner”
works; “6.30pm” does not.
Two chores per child maximum to begin with, held for a
month.
Define finished visually. “Tidy” is an opinion. “Floor clear,
door shut” is a fact a nine-year-old can verify without you.

What to ask for

The teenage version
For teenagers, drop the chart entirely and
negotiate an outcome instead: which
standing job is theirs, what “done” means, and
what happens when it is not. Ask for a short
conversation script rather than a chart.
Adolescents comply with agreements they
helped write and resist charts on principle,
which is arguably the correct response to a
chart.

T H E  C H O R E  S Y S T E M  P R O M P T

“Build a chore system for children aged [6 and 11]. Rules: maximum two chores each, each anchored to an
existing daily moment rather than a clock time, and each with a one-line visual definition of what finished looks
like. Tell me honestly if anything I have suggested is unrealistic for those ages. Then give me a script for the first
time one of them refuses, that does not turn into a negotiation.”

W H A T  I  A M  S T I L L  D O I N G  T H A T  T H E Y  C O U L D  D O
Two jobs currently done by you that a child in your house is genuinely old enough to own. Be slightly braver than feels
comfortable.

An age-appropriate list — genuinely
age-appropriate, so ask it to
challenge you if you are asking too
much of a five-year-old.

Chores anchored to existing routines
rather than clock times.

A one-line visual definition of “done”
for each.

A chart simple enough that a child
can read it without an adult present.

A script for the first refusal — because
there will be one, in week two.

3 3 C h o r e  c h a r t s  c h i l d r e n  w i l l  a c t u a l l y  f o l l o w
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The family
money map
Not budgeting software. A single readable page that answers where
it goes, and which three things would change it.

Most household budgeting fails at the same place:
categorizing. An evening is spent sorting hundreds of
transactions, the picture is briefly clear, and the
exercise is never repeated because it was miserable.

The useful version answers three questions and stops:
what are the fixed costs that cannot move this month,
what is the variable spending, and which three
changes would make the largest difference relative to
the annoyance they cause.

The annoyance ratio
This is the question almost nobody asks and the one that
matters most. Cancelling a subscription nobody uses saves
a modest amount and costs nothing emotionally. Cutting
the children’s one activity saves more and costs a great
deal. Ask explicitly for savings ranked by how little they hurt,
and the answer becomes something you might actually
do.

Two firm cautions

Where it is genuinely strong
Explaining what a financial product actually is
before you speak to anyone selling one.
Listing the questions to ask a lender or an
advisor. Translating a statement or a policy
document into plain language. Building a
simple, boring plan for an irregular bill that
arrives every year and surprises you every
year.

It is not a financial advisor and should never
be treated as one. It prepares you for the
conversation; a qualified human has it with
you.T H E  M O N E Y  M A P  P R O M P T

“Here is roughly where our money goes each month, in categories with no account details: [list categories and
approximate amounts]. Build me a one-page picture separating fixed from variable. Then give me the three
changes that would save the most relative to how much they would hurt, ranked with the least painful first.
Show your arithmetic so I can check it. Do not recommend any financial product.”

T H E  N U M B E R  I  D O  N O T  A C T U A L L Y  K N O W
Name one household figure you could not state right now if asked. Finding it is usually the single most valuable half-hour in this
part.

Never paste bank statements,
account numbers or card details.
Describe amounts in categories:
“roughly [$620] a month on
groceries”. The answer is exactly as
good and the risk disappears entirely.

Do the arithmetic yourself. These
tools make quiet mistakes with
numbers. Use it to structure the
picture and prompt the questions;
check every total.

3 4 T h e  f a m i l y  m o n e y  m a p
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Appointments, travel and
the medical brain
The information nobody else in the household is carrying, and
what happens when you finally write it down.

Somewhere in your head is a file nobody else has:
which child had which reaction to which medicine,
when the last check-up was, what the specialist said
in March, which pharmacy has the repeat
prescription. It has never been written down, it is
entirely on you, and it is one of the heaviest things you
carry.

This is not primarily an AI problem — it is a written-
down problem. But an assistant is unusually good at
turning a rambling spoken account into an organized
record, which is precisely the step that never happens
otherwise.

The appointment sandwich
Before: the five questions you want answered, written
down, so you do not remember the important one in the
parking lot.
After: dictate what was said while it is fresh and have it
organized into what was decided, what to watch for, and
what happens next.

Travel and logistics

The hard limit, stated once
This tool does not diagnose, does not dose
and does not decide whether something is
urgent. It helps you arrive at an appointment
organized and leave it understood. Everything
clinical belongs to a clinician. If you find
yourself typing symptoms at midnight hoping
for reassurance, close it and call the actual
after-hours line — a confident wrong answer
at midnight is worse than no answer at all.

T H E  A F T E R - A P P O I N T M E N T  P R O M P T

“I have just come out of an appointment about my [child]. I am going to describe what was said, out of order and
probably incompletely: [dictate it]. Organize it into: what was decided, what I need to watch for, what I need to
do and by when, and what was left unresolved. Then list the questions I should ask at the next appointment. Do
not add medical advice or interpretation of your own.”

W H A T  O N L Y  I  K N O W
One piece of household or medical information that exists nowhere except in your head. Where will it live by Friday?

Packing lists generated from the trip
rather than from a generic template:
duration, ages, weather, whether
laundry is available.

A day-by-day plan that assumes a
nap and one disaster, rather than
one that assumes everyone is at their
best.

The document checklist for traveling
with children, which varies and which
you confirm with the actual authority,
not with an assistant.

3 5 A p p o i n t m e n t s ,  t r a v e l  a n d  t h e  m e d i c a l  b r a i n
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The Household Handover
Eight systems have just been described. You are not going to
run eight. This page works out which two are yours. 

1  ·  R A N K  T H E  E I G H T

Meals · Groceries · Homework · Events · Paperwork ·
Chores · Money · Appointments. Write them in order of
how much they currently cost you — in irritation, not in
minutes.

2  ·  T H E  T O P  T W O  O N L Y

Write the top two again here. Everything below them is
deliberately ignored for the next month. That restriction
is the point of this page.

3  ·  T H E  O N E - T I M E  S E T U P

For each of your two: what is the single setup step, and when exactly this week will you do it? A named twenty-minute slot,
not “sometime”. Systems that are not scheduled do not get built.

4  ·  W H A T  C O M E S  O F F  M Y  P L A T E

If these two work, what specifically stops being your job?
Name it. If nothing does, the system is decoration.

5  ·  T H E  R E V I E W  D A T E

A date three weeks from now. On it you decide: keep,
adjust or abandon. Write the actual date.

W H Y  O N L Y  T W O

Two systems held for a month beat
eight held for a week.

Every one of these takes about three weeks to stop feeling like
an extra task and start feeling like the way things are done.
Run two, get them past that point, and they cost nothing to
maintain. Run eight and all eight are still in the effortful phase
when the first difficult week arrives — and difficult weeks are
precisely when new systems are abandoned.

3 6 T h e  H o u s e h o l d  H a n d o v e r
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The Family Command Sheet
One page containing everything currently stored only in your
head. Fill it in once, photograph it, and it stops being yours alone
to carry. 

H O U S E H O L D  R U L E S  ·  F O O D
Allergies, refusals, budget, how many you
cook for

T H E  N E V E R  L I S T
The staples your kitchen always has

W E E K L Y  F I X E D  P O I N T S
The evenings that never move

S C H O O L  C O N T A C T S  &  P O R T A L S
Who to email about what

M E D I C A L  B A S I C S
Practice, pharmacy, repeat prescriptions

S I Z E S  &  M E A S U R E M E N T S
Shoes, uniform, coats — with the date
checked

D A T E S  T H A T  C A T C H  M E  O U T  E V E R Y  Y E A R
Birthdays, renewals, the annual bill nobody expects

W H O  D O E S  W H A T
The standing jobs, and whose they are

E M E R G E N C Y  &  B A C K - U P  P E O P L E
Who collects the children if I cannot

P A S S W O R D S  &  P O R T A L S  —  W H E R E  T H E  L I S T  L I V E S
Not the passwords themselves. Only where to find them.

T H E  T W O  S Y S T E M S  I  A M
R U N N I N G
From page 36

M Y  T H R E E  S A V E D  P R O M P T S
Where they live on my phone

R E V I E W  D A T E
Three weeks from today

T H E N  D O  T H I S

Photograph it and send it to one
other adult.

This is the actual point of the page and the part most likely to
be skipped. Information that exists only in your head is not a
system, it is a dependency — and it is the reason you cannot
be ill, or away, or unavailable for a day without everything
requiring you. A photograph in someone else’s phone is a
fifteen-second act that changes that.

3 7 T h e  F a m i l y  C o m m a n d  S h e e t
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The Mother’s
Schedule
Six real shapes of day, the method that holds them
together, and the fifteen minutes hiding inside every one
of them.

01 Why time management fails mothers specifically

02 The Three Anchors method

03 The Sunday thirty-minute reset

04 The 15-Minute Window — where it actually hides

05 Schedule A — babies and toddlers

06 Schedule B — school age

07 Schedule C — teenagers

08 Schedule D — full-time work

09 Schedule E — night shift and irregular hours

10 Schedule F — solo, with no backup

11 Your Turn: build my week

3 8 B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D
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Why time
management
fails mothers
Every mainstream productivity system assumes one thing
you do not have. It is worth naming, because the failure is
not yours. 

11
M I N U T E S  —  T H E
T Y P I C A L  U N B R O K E N
S T R E T C H  I N  A  D A Y
W I T H  Y O U N G
C H I L D R E N

Time blocking, deep work, the two-hour
focus session, eating the frog before
eight in the morning — every one of these

systems was designed by, and for, someone whose
time belongs to them. They share a single hidden
assumption: that when you decide something will
happen at ten o’clock, it happens at ten o’clock.

A mother’s time is not owned. It is on loan, and it can
be recalled without notice by a temperature, a phone
call from a school, a diaper, or a fourteen-year-old
who has decided at 10.40pm that now is when they
will finally talk about the thing that has been wrong for
a month.

This produces a specific and unfair kind of failure. You
adopt the system, it works beautifully for four days,
and then a normal week happens and it collapses.
You conclude you are disorganized. You were not. The
system was built for a life with a door that closes.

The replacement is not a better calendar. It is a
different unit of planning. Instead of scheduling tasks
against clock times, you attach them to events that
happen anyway — the school run, the nap, the
moment the front door shuts at night. Those events
move, but they never disappear, and anything
anchored to them moves with them instead of failing.

That is the whole method, and the next page turns it
into three anchors you can hold in your head without
writing anything down.

Three failures, named

What actually survives contact
Systems that are anchored to events rather
than to times. Systems whose smallest unit is 
ten to fifteen minutes. Systems that degrade
gracefully — where missing three days costs
you nothing and you simply rejoin on the
fourth. Every schedule in this part was built
against those three tests.

One thing to stop doing
Stop planning tomorrow the night before. It is
the most commonly given advice and the
worst fit for this life, because it front-loads
decisions into the most depleted hour of your
day. Plan the week once, on a Sunday, when a

The clock-time trap. “Emails at
2pm” fails the first time 2pm is spent
in a pharmacy line. “Emails while the
baby naps” survives, because the
nap moves and the task moves with
it.

1

The long-block fantasy. Advice
built around ninety-minute focus
sessions is useless in a life whose
largest reliable unit is eleven
minutes. Anything that cannot be
done in fragments will not be done.

2

The guilt loop. The system fails, you
blame yourself, you adopt a stricter
system, it fails faster. Three rounds
of this and most women stop trying
to plan at all — which is the
genuinely expensive outcome.

3

3 9 W h y  t i m e  m a n a g e m e n t  f a i l s  m o t h e r s



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F O U R  ·  T H E  M O T H E R ' S  S C H E D U L E

T H E  M E T H O D

The Three Anchors
Not a schedule. Three fixed points in a day that will otherwise be
decided entirely by other people. 

Every mother’s day, whatever its shape, contains three moments that already exist and cannot
be canceled: a beginning, a middle where the house is at its quietest, and an end after the last
child is settled. Anchor three small habits to those three moments and you have a working
system that requires no willpower and survives a bad week.

The Look Ahead The Window The Close

The rules that keep it alive Why three and not seven
Because three is the number a tired person
can hold without a list. The moment a system
needs to be consulted, it needs to be
remembered, and remembering is precisely
the resource you are trying to protect.

Total daily cost: eighteen and a half minutes,
of which fifteen produce something concrete.
Run it for three weeks and it stops feeling like a
system at all — which is the point at which it
starts working.

01
A N C H O R :  T H E  F I R S T  Q U I E T
C O F F E E ,  O R  T H E  W A L K  B A C K
F R O M  T H E  S C H O O L  D R O P - O F F

Ninety seconds. Not planning —
looking. What is actually
happening today, and what is
the one thing that would make
today count as fine?

This replaces the low
background dread of not quite
knowing what is coming. Ninety
seconds of looking removes
most of it.

02
A N C H O R :  T H E  N A P ,  T H E
A F T E R - S C H O O L  S C R E E N
H O U R ,  O R  T H E  F I R S T  F I F T E E N
M I N U T E S  O F  A  L U N C H  B R E A K

The fifteen minutes described
on page 42. One task handed to
an assistant — the meal plan,
the message, the letter, the list.

This is the only anchor that
produces something. The other
two exist to protect it.

03
A N C H O R :  T H E  M O M E N T  T H E
L A S T  C H I L D  I S  F I N A L L Y  D O W N
A N D  T H E  H O U S E  G O E S  Q U I E T

Two minutes. One thing written
down for tomorrow — usually
the thing you would otherwise
lie awake remembering.

The point is not productivity. It is
that written-down things stop
occupying the part of your brain
that should be sleeping.

Anchor to an event, never a time. If your anchor
has a number on it, it will fail in the first difficult
week.

Two of the three is a good day. This is not a
streak to maintain. There is nothing to break.

The Close is the one to protect. If only one
survives, keep this one — it is the cheapest and it
buys sleep.

Never move an anchor to make room for
someone else’s task. They are ninety seconds,
fifteen minutes and two minutes. Anyone can
wait.

4 0



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F O U R  ·  T H E  M O T H E R ' S  S C H E D U L E

B L U E P R I N T

The Sunday thirty minutes
The single highest-return half-hour in the week, and the reason the
rest of the week needs almost no planning at all. 

1 The dump — 5 minutes
Type everything happening this week in any order,
including the vague items. Do not tidy it first. Tidying
it is the work you are avoiding, and an assistant
does not need it tidy.

2 The collisions — 5 minutes
Ask where the week breaks: two things at once, a
pickup that cannot happen, a day with nothing
possible in it. Fix them now, on Sunday, when fixing
is cheap and everyone is reachable.

3 The meals — 6 minutes
The 3–2–2 plan from page 27, plus the shopping list
sorted by aisle. Send the same prompt every week;
only the fridge contents change.

4 The one thing — 4 minutes
One non-urgent item from the pile — a letter, a
form, a message — given a named fifteen-minute
slot in the week. One. Chosen deliberately, not by
whichever is shouting.

5 The look back — 10 minutes
What went well, what did not, and what you are
deliberately dropping. This is the part that gets
skipped and the part that stops the whole thing
quietly dying in week five.

T H E  O N E  S U N D A Y  P R O M P T

“Here is our week, unsorted: [dump it all in].
There are [two] adults, [two] children aged [6
and 11], and [one] of us drives. First, list every
collision or impossibility you can see. Second,
suggest a fix for each. Third, give me the
week day by day in ten words per day. Fourth,
plan our dinners using 3-2-2 from what is in
the kitchen: [list], with a shopping list by
aisle. Keep the whole answer under one
screen.”

Why Sunday specifically
Not because Sunday is special — use any day
that repeats. But it must be a day where a
version of you exists that can think ahead
rather than react. For most households that is
a weekend morning; for shift workers it is
often a Wednesday. Pick the calmest
recurring hour you actually have, not the one
you feel you ought to have.

If you only ever do one thing
Do steps one and two. Eleven minutes, once a
week, finding the collisions before they find
you. Almost everything else in this magazine is
optional; this is the piece that consistently
changes how a week feels.

The version for a week you have no
Sunday
Some weeks there is no calm half-hour
anywhere. Do not skip the reset — shrink it.
Steps one and two only, standing up, in six
minutes, on any day before Wednesday. A
six-minute reset done on a Tuesday is worth
far more than a perfect thirty-minute one
postponed to a Sunday that never arrives
calm. Do not use the half hour to build color-
coded charts either — that is a well-known4 1



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F O U R  ·  T H E  M O T H E R ' S  S C H E D U L E

T H E  W I N D O W

The fifteen minutes
hiding in your day
Everybody says they have no time. Almost everybody
has this, and almost nobody has noticed it, because it
does not look like time. 

There is a stretch in your day that is already yours and is
currently being spent on nothing in particular. Not because you
are wasting it — because it is too short and too unpredictable to
start anything real in, so it gets filled with a phone.

It is not the same window for everyone. It is almost never the one
people assume. But it has three reliable properties: it recurs most
days, it is at least twelve minutes long, and you are not needed
by anyone during it.

Where it usually is

Why fifteen is enough
Because you are no longer producing the work — you are describing it
and checking it. A week of meals is four minutes. A difficult message is
six. A translated letter with three questions is eight. These were never
fifteen-minute tasks before; they became fifteen-minute tasks when the
producing part moved elsewhere.

The parked car. Ten minutes early for a pickup, engine off.
The most common window in the entire sample, and the
most consistently wasted.

The first fifteen minutes of a nap, before the tidying instinct
takes over.

The after-school screen hour, in the specific stretch where
nobody is yet arguing about it.

The line. Pharmacy, supermarket, the school hallway at
pickup.

The twenty minutes after they go to bed, before the point
where you are too tired to be useful.

The first fifteen of a lunch break, eating at your desk
anyway.

15
M I N U T E S .
M O S T  D A Y S .
N O T  E V E R Y  D A Y .

T H R E E  T E S T S

Does it happen most days without
being arranged?

Is it at least twelve minutes?

Is nobody needing you during it?

If all three are yes, you have found
it. It does not need to be protected,
defended or negotiated for. It
already exists.

T H E  H O N E S T  W A R N I N G

Do not turn this window into a
second job. The temptation, once it
is found, is to fill every one of them
and quietly rebuild the pressure
you were trying to remove.

Some days the correct use of a
fifteen-minute window is to sit in a
parked car and look at nothing at
all. That is not a failure of the
system. On a hard week it is the
system working.

4 2 T h e  f i f t e e n - m i n u t e  w i n d o w



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F O U R  ·  T H E  M O T H E R ' S  S C H E D U L E

S C H E D U L E  A  ·  B A B I E S  A N D  T O D D L E R S

The day with no edges
Nothing has a start or an end. The clock is irrelevant; the only real
structure is the nap, and even that negotiates.

A

W H E N W H A T  I S  A C T U A L L Y  H A P P E N I N G W H E R E  T H E  A N C H O R S  S I T

Pre-dawn Awake before anyone chose to be. Nothing useful is
happening yet.

—

Early Feeding, dressing, the first disagreement of the day
about socks.

Anchor 1: the Look Ahead, over
the first coffee — 90 seconds

Mid-morning Out of the house, or the house becomes unbearable by
eleven.

—

Lunch Fed, mostly on the floor. Cleared. Fed again. —

The nap The only reliably quiet stretch. Currently spent tidying. Anchor 2: the Window — first 15
minutes, before tidying

Afternoon The long stretch. Energy low, demands constant. —

The witching hour Everyone is tired, dinner must appear, nobody can think. Nothing here. This hour is
defended, not used.

Bath and bed The longest forty minutes of the day. —

After The house goes quiet. You are extremely tired. Anchor 3: the Close — 2
minutes, one thing written down

The window, for this shape of day
The first fifteen minutes of the nap. Not the whole nap —
the first fifteen, before the tidying reflex takes over. Tidying
will still be there afterwards, and it does not require a
functioning brain, which by that hour is the resource in
shortest supply.

What actually changes
The witching hour stops being a decision
point. Dinner was decided on Sunday, which
means the worst hour of the day now only
requires cooking, not thinking. For most
mothers of toddlers that single change is
worth more than everything else in this
magazine combined.

T H E  P R O M P T  B U I L T  F O R  T H I S  W E E K

“I have children aged [1 and 3]. Plan five dinners that can be cooked one-handed or prepared entirely before 4pm
and reheated. Nothing needing constant attention at the stove. Assume I will be interrupted at least four times per
meal. Include one that the toddler will probably eat and one I can eat cold at nine at night without it being
depressing.”

M Y  V E R S I O N  O F  T H I S  D A Y
Where does your window sit, and what is the one thing you would put in it this week?

4 3 S c h e d u l e  A  ·  B a b i e s  a n d  t o d d l e r s



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F O U R  ·  T H E  M O T H E R ' S  S C H E D U L E

S C H E D U L E  B  ·  S C H O O L  A G E

The day with two cliffs
Structured, and deceptively so. The hours exist — but they are
bounded by two immovable cliffs, and the second one arrives faster
than expected.

B

W H E N W H A T  I S  A C T U A L L Y  H A P P E N I N G W H E R E  T H E  A N C H O R S  S I T

6.45 Wake, uniforms, the search for one specific shoe. —

8.20 Out of the door. The first cliff. Non-negotiable. —

8.45 The walk or drive back. The house is suddenly silent. Anchor 1: the Look Ahead — 90
seconds, in the car

9.00–14.30 Work, or the household, or both. This is the real working day. Anchor 2: the Window sits here,
wherever the gap falls

15.00 The second cliff. Pickup, and the day changes shape entirely. —

15.30 Snacks, the screen hour, the beginning of homework
negotiations.

Optional second window — first
15 of the screen hour

17.00 Activities, or the drive to them, or the argument about them. —

18.30 Dinner. Already decided on Sunday. —

20.00 Bedtime routine, reading, the third glass of water. —

21.00 Quiet. The house is yours. Anchor 3: the Close — 2 minutes

The window, for this shape of day
The twenty minutes immediately after the school drop.
Do not go home first. The window closes the moment you
walk through the door and see the breakfast table — that is
not a discipline problem, it is what kitchens do to mothers.
Fifteen minutes in a parked car outside your own house is a
legitimate and highly effective strategy.

What actually changes
Homework stops being a battle you lose twice
a week, because the assistant asks the
guiding questions and you supervise rather
than teach a method you last used in 1998.
The three o’clock cliff also stops being a
surprise, which sounds trivial and is not.

T H E  P R O M P T  B U I L T  F O R  T H I S  W E E K

“My children are [6 and 11]. Build an after-school routine between 3pm and 6.30pm that covers snack, homework
and one activity, assuming everyone is tired and at least one person will refuse something. Anchor each step to the
step before it rather than to a clock time. Give me one short script for the homework refusal that does not become
a negotiation.”

M Y  V E R S I O N  O F  T H I S  D A Y
Where does your window sit, and what is the one thing you would put in it this week?

4 4 S c h e d u l e  B  ·  S c h o o l  a g e



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F O U R  ·  T H E  M O T H E R ' S  S C H E D U L E

S C H E D U L E  C  ·  T E E N A G E R S

The day that inverted
The physical work has almost gone. The emotional and logistical
work has not, and it now arrives entirely on their schedule rather
than yours.

C

W H E N W H A T  I S  A C T U A L L Y  H A P P E N I N G W H E R E  T H E  A N C H O R S  S I T

6.30 You are awake. They are not. Repeatedly. —

7.40 Departure, in whatever mood arrived with them. Anchor 1: the Look Ahead —
after the door closes

8.00–15.30 Genuinely yours. The largest block of free time in years. Anchor 2: the Window, easily.
Often much more.

15.45 Home, monosyllabic, into a room. —

16.30 Driving. Endless driving. To places you did not know existed. Parked-car window — the most
reliable one at this stage

18.30 Dinner, possibly together, possibly in shifts. —

20.00 Homework you cannot help with and are not asked to. —

22.30 The talking hour. When it comes, it comes now. Nothing here. This is protected
time, not used time.

23.15 Quiet. Anchor 3: the Close — 2 minutes

The window, for this shape of day
The parked car, waiting for a pickup. By this stage you
spend a remarkable number of hours in a stationary
vehicle. It meets all three tests perfectly: it recurs, it is longer
than twelve minutes, and nobody needs you. It is the single
most under-used window in this entire part.

What actually changes
The reappearing free hours get a purpose. This
is the stage at which Part Five stops being
theoretical — you now have the one thing you
did not have for a decade, which is a block of
uninterrupted time. It is also the stage where
mothers most often describe feeling suddenly
unmoored, and having something being built
helps with that more than most advice does.

T H E  P R O M P T  B U I L T  F O R  T H I S  W E E K

“My [15-year-old] is doing [subject] and has [an exam in six weeks]. Turn this syllabus into a study schedule of 25-
minute sessions, working backwards from the date, with two rest days a week built in. Do not include anything I
would have to enforce — write it as something they own. Then give me one short way to offer help that a teenager
will not experience as pressure.”

M Y  V E R S I O N  O F  T H I S  D A Y
Where does your window sit, and what is the one thing you would put in it this week?

4 5 S c h e d u l e  C  ·  T e e n a g e r s



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F O U R  ·  T H E  M O T H E R ' S  S C H E D U L E

S C H E D U L E  D  ·  F U L L - T I M E  W O R K

The double shift
Two full jobs, back to back, with a commute stapled between them.
The scarce resource is not time. It is the ability to make one more
decision.

D

W H E N W H A T  I S  A C T U A L L Y  H A P P E N I N G W H E R E  T H E  A N C H O R S  S I T

5.50 Awake early, because it is the only way the morning works. —

7.10 Daycare or school drop, then straight on. —

7.45 The commute. Not free time, but not demanded time either. Anchor 1: the Look Ahead — 90
seconds, on the train or at a red
light

9.00–17.00 The paid job, plus the household admin that leaks into it. Anchor 2: the Window — first 15
of lunch

17.30 Pickup, and the second shift begins immediately. —

18.15 Dinner, homework, bath, bed — compressed into two hours. —

20.30 The house is quiet and you are entirely finished. Anchor 3: the Close — 2
minutes, and nothing more

21.00 This is rest. It is not a third shift. Deliberately empty.

The window, for this shape of day
The first fifteen minutes of the lunch break. Eating at a
desk anyway. This is the only window in the working day
that does not have to be negotiated with an employer, a
child or a partner — and it is more reliable than any
evening slot, because by evening you have no decisions
left in you.

What actually changes
The evening stops requiring decisions. Meals
decided, week checked, collisions found — all
of it done at lunchtime on a Sunday and a
Wednesday. The double shift does not get
shorter; it gets less cognitively expensive,
which for full-time working mothers is
consistently the thing that was actually
breaking.

T H E  P R O M P T  B U I L T  F O R  T H I S  W E E K

“I work full time and have [two] children aged [4 and 8]. Design an evening routine between 5.30pm and 8pm that
requires me to make zero new decisions — everything decided in advance. Include exactly what is prepared on
Sunday to make it work. Assume I have roughly no energy and that one child will be difficult on any given night.”

M Y  V E R S I O N  O F  T H I S  D A Y
Where does your window sit, and what is the one thing you would put in it this week?

4 6 S c h e d u l e  D  ·  F u l l - t i m e  w o r k



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F O U R  ·  T H E  M O T H E R ' S  S C H E D U L E

S C H E D U L E  E  ·  N I G H T  S H I F T  A N D  I R R E G U L A R  H O U R S

The week with no
pattern
Nurses, caregivers, hospitality, warehouse, emergency services.
Every planning system ever written assumes a repeating week.
Yours does not repeat.

E

W H E N W H A T  I S  A C T U A L L Y  H A P P E N I N G W H E R E  T H E  A N C H O R S  S I T

Varies Sleep, at whatever hours the rota permits. —

Pre-shift The rushed handover of the household to someone else. Anchor 1: the Look Ahead —
attached to leaving, not to a
time

Shift Work. Long, and often physically demanding. —

Break The one genuinely reliable gap in the whole day. Anchor 2: the Window — the
most dependable slot you have

Post-shift Home. Awake but not functioning. This is not usable time. Nothing here. Do not attempt it.

Sleep The non-negotiable. Protected above every system in this
magazine.

—

The overlap hour The one hour a day the whole household is awake
together.

Nothing here either. It is the
most valuable hour you have.

Before sleep Whichever end of the day that falls on. Anchor 3: the Close — 2 minutes

The window, for this shape of day
The shift break. Counter-intuitively the most reliable
window of all six schedules, because it is contractual. It
happens whether or not your household cooperates, and
nobody at home can claim it. The one condition: it must be
attached to the break itself, never to a clock time, because
your clock changes weekly.

What actually changes
The rota stops being a planning obstacle. Give
an assistant your shift pattern and let it build
the week around it — which nights need a
meal that reheats, which mornings someone
else does the school run, which day is the only
realistic one for the shop. This is the schedule
where an assistant earns its place fastest,
because the underlying problem is genuinely
complicated.

T H E  P R O M P T  B U I L T  F O R  T H I S  W E E K

“Here is my shift pattern for the next two weeks: [list it]. There are [two] children aged [5 and 9] and [one other
adult] available on [these days]. Build a two-week plan showing who covers what, which meals must reheat rather
than be cooked fresh, and which single day is realistically the only one for a proper shop. Flag anything that is not
actually possible rather than quietly assuming it works.”

M Y  V E R S I O N  O F  T H I S  D A Y
Where does your window sit, and what is the one thing you would put in it this week?

4 7 S c h e d u l e  E  ·  N i g h t  s h i f t  a n d  i r r e g u l a r  h o u r s



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F O U R  ·  T H E  M O T H E R ' S  S C H E D U L E

S C H E D U L E  F  ·  S O L O ,  N O  B A C K U P

The day with no second
adult
Every task, every decision, every emergency. The constraint is not
time or money first — it is that there is nobody to hand anything to.

F

W H E N W H A T  I S  A C T U A L L Y  H A P P E N I N G W H E R E  T H E  A N C H O R S  S I T

6.15 Awake first, always. Nobody else will start the morning. —

8.20 The drop. Alone, on time, every day. Anchor 1: the Look Ahead — 90
seconds, on the way back

9.00 Work, or the search for it, or the household. Anchor 2: the Window — place it
early, before the day erodes it

15.00 Pickup. No alternative arrangement exists. —

15.30 Snack, homework, and the admin nobody else is doing. —

18.00 Dinner, cooked by you, decided on Sunday. —

19.30 Bedtime, unshared. —

20.30 The first moment of the day nobody needs anything. Anchor 3: the Close — 2
minutes, then stop

21.00 Rest. Genuinely. Not the third shift. Deliberately empty.

The window, for this shape of day
Early, and non-negotiable. Place the window in the first
available slot of the day rather than saving it for later. With
no second adult, the day only ever erodes — anything
postponed to the evening will be eaten by something. Early
is not a preference here; it is the only version that survives.

What actually changes
The written-down record matters more in this
household than in any other. The Family
Command Sheet on page 37 stops being a
nice idea and becomes genuinely important,
because if you are ill or unavailable there is
currently no second person who knows any of
it. Photograph it and send it to someone. That
is the highest-value action on this page.

T H E  P R O M P T  B U I L T  F O R  T H I S  W E E K

“I am a single mother with [two] children aged [7 and 10], no second adult and no regular backup. Build a weekday
routine that assumes I do every task myself and that one thing per week will go wrong. Tell me which three things I
could realistically ask for help with from outside the household, and write a short message asking for each one —
direct, specific and easy to say yes to.”

M Y  V E R S I O N  O F  T H I S  D A Y
Where does your window sit, and what is the one thing you would put in it this week?

4 8 S c h e d u l e  F  ·  S o l o ,  n o  b a c k u p



B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F O U R  ·  T H E  M O T H E R ' S  S C H E D U L E

Y O U R  T U R N

Build my week
Six schedules have just been shown to you. None of them is
yours. This page is. 

M O M E N T W H A T  I S  A C T U A L L Y  H A P P E N I N G W H I C H  A N C H O R  S I T S  H E R E

First waking

Before the door

After the door

Mid-day

The pickup

Late afternoon

Dinner

Bedtime

After they sleep

M Y  L O O K  A H E A D

Which event does it attach to? Not
a time — an event.

M Y  W I N D O W

Which recurring gap passes all
three tests on page 42?

M Y  C L O S E

The moment the house genuinely
goes quiet.

B E F O R E  Y O U  T U R N  T H E  P A G E

Test it against a bad week, not a
good one.

Read your three anchors back and ask one question: would
these still happen in the week where someone is ill, the car
fails and work is unreasonable? If the answer is no for any of
them, that anchor is attached to a clock time or to an
unusually good day. Move it to something that happens
regardless — the door closing, the engine stopping, the last
child settling. Those three events happen in every week you
will ever have.

4 9 B u i l d  m y  w e e k



P A R T  F I V E

The
Profession
Eight skills people genuinely pay for, what they
realistically pay, how the first three clients are found,
and how to describe nine years at home in language an
employer recognizes.

01 From “just a mom” to the one who fixes it

02 Honest money — what is realistic and what is not

03 The eight skills that people actually pay for

04 Skills one to eight, in detail

05 What to charge, and why most women start too low

06 Your first three clients in thirty days

07 Going back: the resume, the profile and the interview

08 Your Turn: the skill audit
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B U S Y  M O T H E R  ·  N O T  B E H I N D P A R T  F I V E  ·  T H E  P R O F E S S I O N

F E A T U R E

“I’m just a mom”
and other bad
translations
The experience is not missing. The vocabulary is. Those
are very different problems, and only one of them takes
years to fix. 

Nine years of holding a
household together is not
a gap in a resume. It is
the resume, written in
the wrong language.

A woman who has run a household for
nine years has managed a budget
without a finance department,

coordinated multiple people with conflicting
requirements and no authority over any of them,
negotiated daily with unreasonable stakeholders,
handled crises without escalation, and maintained
continuity of operations through illness, disruption and
staff who cannot read.

Every phrase in that sentence is ordinary employment
language. None of it is exaggerated. And almost no
mother would write a word of it about herself,
because at home nobody ever named any of it as
work.

This is not a confidence problem to be solved with
encouragement. It is a translation problem, and
translation is the thing an AI assistant is genuinely
excellent at — better than at almost anything else in
this magazine. Describe nine years honestly and
plainly, ask for it in employment language, and what
comes back is frequently startling to the person who
lived it.

Two cautions, both important. First, the output must
remain true. An assistant will happily inflate
“managed the family calendar” into “enterprise
scheduling systems”, which is a lie that collapses in
the first interview. Ask explicitly for accurate
professional language, not impressive language, and
delete anything you could not defend for two minutes
under questioning. And remember it is a starting
point, not a strategy: a translated resume opens a
door, but what happens on the other side of it is the
rest of this part.

The translation, both columns

Ran the family finances on one income
Managed a household budget across fixed
and variable costs, with monthly
reconciliation

Sorted out the school situation
Advocated through a formal institutional
appeals process to a resolved outcome

Organized the whole thing myself
Planned and delivered a multi-supplier
event to a fixed budget and date

Kept everyone going through a hard year
Maintained operational continuity through
sustained disruption

The prompt
“I have been at home for [nine] years. Here is
what I actually did, in plain words: [describe it
honestly, including the unglamorous parts].
Translate this into accurate professional
language for a resume. Do not exaggerate or
invent scale — I have to defend every line in
an interview. Flag anything you wrote that I
should soften because it overstates what I
described.”
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Honest money
This part of the magazine is where publications usually start lying.
Here is what is realistic, what is not, and how long it actually takes.

There is an enormous industry selling mothers the
idea that AI produces passive income while you sleep.
It is worth being direct about this: for almost
everybody, it does not. The people earning well from
that promise are overwhelmingly earning it from
selling the promise.

What is genuinely true is smaller and more useful. AI
has made a set of ordinary services — writing, admin,
organizing, summarizing, formatting — dramatically
faster to deliver. Small businesses still need those
services and still pay for them. The work has not
disappeared; the time it takes has collapsed. That
gap is where a realistic income sits.

The consequence is specific. You are not paid for
typing into an assistant — the client could do that
themselves. You are paid for knowing what to ask for,
judging whether the output is any good, and taking
the task off their hands entirely. Judgement and
reliability are the product. The tool is just what makes
it quick.

The realistic shape of the first year
Months 1–2: no income. One skill chosen, three practice
pieces made, a way of being contacted.
Months 3–4: first paid work, small and probably
underpriced. This is normal and its purpose is a testimonial,
not money.
Months 5–8: two or three regular clients. Income becomes
real but irregular.
Months 9–12: either a steady part-time income, or a clear
decision that this is not for you. Both are legitimate
outcomes.

Four claims worth refusing

T H E  M E A S U R E  W O R T H  U S I N G

Not “how much could I earn?”
but “what would change at $300
a month?”
A modest, reliable monthly figure is
achievable for most people who stick with this
for six months, and it is genuinely worth
having. It is also a target you can hit inside a
fifteen-minute window, which the salary-
replacement fantasy is not. Aim there first. The
bigger version, if it comes, is built on top of it —
never instead of it.

Every figure in this part is illustrative and reflects broad
ranges commonly advertised on freelance platforms. Real
rates vary enormously by country, sector, client and
experience. Nothing here is financial advice, and income is
never guaranteed. Check your own tax and self-
employment obligations with a qualified local professional
before you invoice anybody.

“Passive income.” Client work is not
passive. Digital products are only
passive after a long period of very
unpassive work, and most never sell.

“Replace your salary in 90 days.”
Occasionally true for someone with
an existing network. Not a plan.

“No skills needed.” The skill is
judgement, and it is the entire
product. Everything else is typing.

“Just automate everything.” Clients
pay for a person who is accountable.
Full automation removes exactly the
thing they are buying.
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Eight skills people
actually pay for
Chosen on three tests: real demand, deliverable in fragments of
time, and no qualification required to begin. 

Writing & editing Newsletters &
email

Social content Inbox & support

Systems & SOPs Data & reporting Local marketing Digital products

How to choose one — and it is one The mistake almost everyone
makes
Learning four of these at once, badly, and
offering all of them. It reads as inexperience to
every client who sees it, and it means you are
never quite good enough at any one to
charge properly.

One skill, done reliably, for six months. The
second skill arrives on its own — usually
because an existing client asks for it, which is
also the easiest sale you will ever make.

01

Blogs, newsletters, web
copy, product
descriptions for small
businesses with nobody
to write them.

L E A R N :  2  W E E K S

02

Businesses with a
mailing list they never
send to. Recurring,
predictable, monthly.

L E A R N :  2  W E E K S

03

Captions, repurposing
one piece into ten,
scheduling. High
demand, high churn.

L E A R N :  1  W E E K

04

Answering routine
customer questions for
a small business. The
classic entry point.

L E A R N :  1  W E E K

05

Writing down how a
business actually runs
so someone else can
do it. Undersupplied.

L E A R N :  3  W E E K S

06

Cleaning messy
spreadsheets and
turning them into a
readable monthly
summary.

L E A R N :  3  W E E K S

07

Listings, review replies,
local pages for trades
and shops. Least
competitive of the
eight.

L E A R N :  2  W E E K S

08

Templates, guides and
printables you own.
Slowest, and the only
one that scales.

L E A R N :  6  W E E K S +

What do you already half-know? A former
teacher, nurse, bookkeeper or retail manager
has a sector advantage worth more than any
general skill.

1

What can you stand doing on a bad day?
Enjoyment is a luxury; tolerance is the
requirement. You will be doing it tired.

2

What fits your actual window? Inbox support
needs daily availability. Writing does not.
Choose the one that fits the schedule you built
in Part Four.

3

5 3
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Writing, and the newsletter
nobody is sending
The two most common entry points, and the two with the most
competition — which makes reliability, not talent, the thing that
wins work.

01 Writing & editing

Small businesses need words constantly and rarely
have anyone to write them. Website pages, blog
posts, product descriptions, the ‘about us’ that has
said ‘coming soon’ for two years.

T H E  A C T U A L  W O R K

W H O  B U Y S  I T

Trades, clinics, small
shops, consultants,
anyone with a website
they are embarrassed
by.

T Y P I C A L  R A N G E

Commonly quoted at
roughly $40–$120 per
short piece when starting
out.

Y O U R  F I R S T  P R A C T I C E  P I E C E

Rewrite the ‘about’ page of a local business you like.
Send it to them free, with no pitch attached. Roughly
one in five replies, and that reply is your first client.

02 Newsletters & email

Thousands of small businesses have a mailing list
they have not emailed in a year, and they know it.
This is recurring work, which makes it far more
valuable than one-off writing.

T H E  A C T U A L  W O R K

W H O  B U Y S  I T

Local retail, gyms, salons,
restaurants, membership
groups, charities.

T Y P I C A L  R A N G E

Commonly quoted at
roughly $150–$500 per
month for a small list.

Y O U R  F I R S T  P R A C T I C E  P I E C E

Take a business you already use. Write the
newsletter they should have sent last month, as a
sample. Show it to them rather than describing what
you could do.

C H O O S I N G  B E T W E E N  T H E S E  T W O

Take the newsletter if you need the
money to be predictable.

One-off writing pays a little better per piece and stops the
moment a client’s budget tightens. A monthly newsletter pays
less per hour and arrives every single month, which for a
household budget is worth considerably more than the
difference. If you can only sustain one, take the recurring one
— and note that writing samples sell newsletter work anyway,
so nothing in week one is wasted either way.

Ranges are illustrative and reflect figures commonly advertised on freelance marketplaces. They vary enormously by country, sector and
client, and are not a prediction of what you will earn. Nothing on this page is financial advice.

Interview the client for twenty minutes
about what they actually do

Draft with an assistant, then rewrite it so it
sounds like a person

Edit hard — the cutting is where the value is

Deliver on the day you said you would,
every time

Agree a monthly rhythm — two or four
sends

Draft from whatever the business already
has: photos, offers, news

Write subject lines, schedule, and report
what happened

Never let the client have to chase you for it
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Social content and the
inbox nobody answers
The two fastest to start, the two easiest to lose, and the two where
turning up consistently is worth more than any creative ability.

03 Social content

Not growth strategy — production. Turning one thing
a business already has into ten pieces of content,
written and scheduled so the owner never has to
think about it.

T H E  A C T U A L  W O R K

W H O  B U Y S  I T

Any small business
whose owner has told
you they ‘should post
more’.

T Y P I C A L  R A N G E

Commonly quoted at
roughly $200–$600 per
month per platform.

Y O U R  F I R S T  P R A C T I C E  P I E C E

Pick a business with a dormant account. Produce
one week of posts as a sample. Do not offer strategy
— offer to remove the job from their week.

04 Inbox & customer support

Answering the same forty questions a small business
receives every week. The classic virtual assistant
entry point, and the one with the shortest path to
being paid.

T H E  A C T U A L  W O R K

W H O  B U Y S  I T

E-commerce, clinics,
tutors, trades, anyone
drowning in repetitive
messages.

T Y P I C A L  R A N G E

Commonly quoted at
roughly $18–$35 per
hour, or a fixed monthly
retainer.

Y O U R  F I R S T  P R A C T I C E  P I E C E

Write the twenty most likely customer questions for a
business you know, with an answer to each. That
document is both your sample and the first thing
you would build for them.

C H O O S I N G  B E T W E E N  T H E S E  T W O

Take the inbox work if your window
is daily. Take social if it is weekly.

Customer support requires you to be reachable most days
within an agreed window, which suits Schedule B or D and is
close to impossible on Schedule E. Social content can be
produced entirely in one sitting and scheduled ahead, which
makes it the only one of the four that survives a shift rota.
Match the skill to the shape of your week before you match it
to your interests.

Ranges are illustrative and reflect figures commonly advertised on freelance marketplaces. They vary enormously by country, sector and
client, and are not a prediction of what you will earn. Nothing on this page is financial advice.

Take one long thing and cut it into ten short
ones

Write captions in the owner’s voice, not a
generic brand voice

Schedule ahead so a bad week does not
create a gap

Report monthly in three lines, not a
dashboard

Build a bank of approved answers with the
owner

Reply within an agreed window, in their
tone

Escalate anything unusual instead of
guessing

Flag the questions that keep recurring, so
the website can answer them
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Systems, and making sense
of a messy spreadsheet
Less crowded, better paid, and both play directly to a skill mothers
have been practising involuntarily for years.

05 Systems & SOPs

Writing down how a business actually runs, step by
step, so somebody else could do it. Almost every
small business has this entirely in the owner’s head
and knows it is a problem.

T H E  A C T U A L  W O R K

W H O  B U Y S  I T

Any business about to
hire, expand, or lose a
long-standing employee.

T Y P I C A L  R A N G E

Commonly quoted at
roughly $250–$900 per
documented process.

Y O U R  F I R S T  P R A C T I C E  P I E C E

Document a process from your own household in
that exact format — the morning routine, or the
weekly shop. It reads as a genuine work sample,
because it is one.

06 Data & reporting

Taking a messy spreadsheet and producing a
monthly summary a human can read in ninety
seconds. Not analytics — tidying and explaining.

T H E  A C T U A L  W O R K

W H O  B U Y S  I T

Small retail,
tradespeople, clinics,
anyone with sales data
they never look at.

T Y P I C A L  R A N G E

Commonly quoted at
roughly $150–$450 per
monthly report.

Y O U R  F I R S T  P R A C T I C E  P I E C E

Build a monthly report from your own household
spending, anonymized. It demonstrates the format,
which is the part clients are actually buying.

C H O O S I N G  B E T W E E N  T H E S E  T W O

Take systems work if you can
interview people. Take data if you
would rather not.

Documenting a process means sitting with a business owner
and asking patient questions until you understand something
they have never had to explain. Reporting requires almost no
conversation at all — a spreadsheet arrives, a summary goes
back. Both pay well and both are undersupplied. The deciding
factor is genuinely whether you want the phone calls.

Ranges are illustrative and reflect figures commonly advertised on freelance marketplaces. They vary enormously by country, sector and
client, and are not a prediction of what you will earn. Nothing on this page is financial advice.

Watch or interview the owner doing the
task once

Write it as numbered steps a new starter
could follow

Include what goes wrong and what to do
about it

Deliver as one plain document, not a
system to be learned

Clean the obvious errors: duplicates,
formats, blanks

Build three or four figures the owner
actually decides with

Write two short paragraphs explaining
what changed

Check every total yourself — assistants
make quiet arithmetic errors
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Local marketing, and
the thing you own
The least competitive route in, and the slowest one — which is also
the only one that eventually earns while you are not working.

07 Local marketing

Business listings, review responses, local landing
pages and directory entries for trades and shops.
Deeply unglamorous, consistently needed, and
almost nobody is competing for it.

T H E  A C T U A L  W O R K

W H O  B U Y S  I T

Plumbers, electricians,
dentists, garages, cafes,
cleaners, gardeners.

T Y P I C A L  R A N G E

Commonly quoted at
roughly $200–$700 per
month.

Y O U R  F I R S T  P R A C T I C E  P I E C E

Find a local business with an incomplete listing and
three unanswered reviews. Write the three replies
and send them. It costs you twenty minutes and it
converts unusually well.

08 Digital products

Templates, planners, guides and printables that you
own and sell repeatedly. The only one of the eight
that is not paid by the hour — and by far the slowest
to produce anything.

T H E  A C T U A L  W O R K

W H O  B U Y S  I T

Individuals, not
businesses — which
means marketing is the
whole job.

T Y P I C A L  R A N G E

Highly variable. Most
products earn very little;
a few earn steadily for
years.

Y O U R  F I R S T  P R A C T I C E  P I E C E

Do not start here. Start with a client skill, earn
something, and build this in the fifteen-minute
window with money already coming in from
elsewhere.

C H O O S I N G  B E T W E E N  T H E S E  T W O

Do local marketing now. Build the
product later, if at all.

Local marketing pays from month one and has the least
competition of any route in this part, largely because it is
unglamorous. Digital products pay nothing for months and
most never pay at all. The sensible order is almost always:
earn from clients first, then build something you own in the
fifteen-minute window with money already arriving. Reversing
that order is the single most common way this ends in
disappointment.

Ranges are illustrative and reflect figures commonly advertised on freelance marketplaces. They vary enormously by country, sector and
client, and are not a prediction of what you will earn. Nothing on this page is financial advice.

Fix and complete the business listing
properly

Reply to every review, including the bad
ones, in the owner’s voice

Write simple location pages for their site

Report monthly on calls and enquiries,
honestly

Solve one narrow problem for one narrow
group

Make it genuinely good, then make it
findable

Build an audience first, or expect to sell
almost nothing

Expect the first three products to fail. That is
the normal path.
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What to charge
Almost every woman starting this work prices too low, stays there
too long, and concludes the work does not pay. The ladder matters
more than the first rung. 

The proof piece

Free – nominal

The first paid
work

Entry rates

The going rate

Market rates

The specialist
rate

Premium

Four pricing rules The sentence to practice

“It’s [amount] a month, which covers [the
deliverable]. Shall I send it over?”

Say the number and stop. Do not justify it, do
not add “but I can be flexible”, and do not fill
the silence. The silence after a price is the
client thinking, and every word you add into it
costs you money. Practice it out loud until it is
boring to say.

Before you invoice anyone
Self-employment brings tax, registration and
record-keeping obligations that differ by
country and change regularly. Find out what
applies to you from a qualified local
professional or your national tax authority
before the first payment arrives, not
afterwards. This magazine cannot tell you,
and neither can an AI assistant — it will
answer confidently and it may well be wrong.

R U N G  O N E

One or two pieces of
work done free or
nearly free, for
someone real, in
exchange for a written
testimonial and
permission to show it.
Time-boxed to two
weeks.

R U N G  T W O

Deliberately low,
deliberately brief. You
are buying evidence
and confidence, not
income. Set an end
date before you start.

R U N G  T H R E E

Once three people
have paid you, charge
what the work is worth.
Most people should
reach this within four
months and most take
a year.

R U N G  F O U R

Same skill, one sector.
“Newsletters for dental
practices” charges
considerably more
than “newsletters”, for
identical work.

Price the outcome, not the hour. If AI means a
task takes you forty minutes instead of four
hours, hourly pricing punishes you for being
efficient. Quote per piece or per month.

1

Never explain how quickly you did it. Clients
are buying a solved problem. How long it took
you is not information they need or want.

2

Raise it on new clients first. Existing clients get
the increase at a natural break, with notice. New
clients simply meet the new number.

3

Have one price you will not go below, decided
when calm rather than during a negotiation
with someone who is good at negotiating.

4

5 8
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Your first three clients
in thirty days
Not marketing. Thirty conversations, mostly with people who
already know you, in fifteen-minute pieces. 

1 Week one — make three things
Three samples, made for real businesses you
already know, unpaid and unrequested. Not a
portfolio site, not a logo, not a business name.
Three pieces of actual work. This is the whole of
week one and most people skip it, which is why
most people stall in week three.

2 Week two — tell twenty people
Not an announcement post. Twenty individual
messages to people who already know you, each
naming one specific thing you now do and asking if
they know anyone who needs it. Warm contacts
convert several times better than strangers and
cost nothing but nerve.

3 Week three — ten cold ones, done
properly
Ten local businesses. Not a pitch — a finished piece
of work attached. The review replies already written.
The newsletter already drafted. The response rate
to “here is a thing I made for you” is in a different
league from “I offer services”.

4 Week four — follow up once, then stop
One short follow-up to everyone who did not reply.
A large share of positive responses arrive at this
stage, from people who meant to answer and
forgot. One follow-up only — after that it becomes
someone else’s problem, not yours.

T H E  M E S S A G E  T H A T  W O R K S

“Hi [name] — I noticed [specific, true
observation about their business]. I wrote
[the thing] for you, it’s attached, use it
whether or not we ever speak again. If it’s
useful I do this monthly for a few local
businesses. Either way, no reply needed.”

Why that message works

Realistic arithmetic
Thirty approaches usually produces a handful
of genuine conversations and one or two
pieces of paid work. That is a normal, healthy
outcome — not a disappointing one. The
mistake is expecting a high response rate and
stopping at approach number eleven, which
is where almost everybody stops.

What to do with a no
Ask one question: “Is it a not-now or a not-
ever?” A surprising number are not-now, and
those go in a list to contact again in three
months. A rejection with a date attached is a
warm lead, not a dead one — and after a
year that list will be producing more work
than cold approaches ever did.

It has already given something
before asking for anything.

It is specific, so it cannot be mistaken
for a mass mailing.

It removes the obligation to reply,
which paradoxically increases
replies.

It is four sentences. Long messages
from strangers are not read.
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Going back: the resume,
the profile, the interview
Self-employment is not the only answer and is frequently the wrong
one. If what you want is a job, this page is the whole of Part Five for
you. 

T H E  R E S U M E

Name the gap, then
move on
A single line — “[2017–2026]
Career break, primary carer” —
and then straight into what you
did. Do not apologize, do not
pad, do not leave it unexplained
for the reader to wonder about.

Then use the translation from
page 51 for anything genuinely
transferable: budgets held,
processes run, disputes
resolved, people coordinated.
Every line must be defensible
under two minutes of
questioning.

Have an assistant check your
resume against the actual job
posting and tell you what is
missing. It is unusually good at
this and it takes four minutes.

T H E  P R O F I L E

Written for a stranger
skimming
Most professional profiles are
written for people who already
know the author. Yours is read
by someone who does not, for
eleven seconds, on a phone.

Three things must be obvious
immediately: what you do, what
you did before, and that you are
currently available. Everything
else can wait until they scroll.

Ask an assistant to read it back
as if it were a stranger and say
what it thinks you do. If the
answer is vague, the profile is
vague — and that diagnosis
would have cost you two weeks
of guessing.

T H E  I N T E R V I E W

Rehearse the two hard
questions
There are only two you are
afraid of: “why the gap?” and
“how will you manage
childcare?” Both are entirely
predictable, so both can be
answered fluently.

Have an assistant interview you.
Ask it to be a slightly skeptical
hiring manager, ask follow-up
questions, and afterwards tell
you where your answers were
vague. Doing this three times is
worth more than reading any
amount of advice.

The gap answer that works is
short, unapologetic and
forward-facing: what you did,
what you kept current, why you
are returning now. Then stop
talking.

W O R T H  S A Y I N G  P L A I N L Y

A job is not the lesser option.

Employment brings a predictable income, holiday, sick pay,
pension contributions and colleagues — none of which self-
employment provides, and all of which matter enormously in
a household running close to the line. A great deal of writing
aimed at mothers treats a return to employment as a failure
of ambition. It is not. For most families it is the more sensible
outcome, and the skills in this part make you better at getting
one.
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The skill audit
Twenty minutes. At the end of this page you will have chosen
one skill, one target and one date — which is the entire decision.

1  ·  W H A T  I  A L R E A D Y  H A L F - K N O W

Previous jobs, training, the thing friends ask you about,
the sector you understand from the inside. Sector
knowledge beats general skill every time.

2  ·  W H A T  M Y  W I N D O W  A L L O W S

From page 42: when is your window, how long, and how
reliable? Daily inbox work needs a different shape of day
from monthly newsletters.

3  ·  T H E  O N E  S K I L L

One of the eight. Write it, and the honest reason you
chose it rather than the one that sounded most
impressive.

4  ·  M Y  T H R E E  P R A C T I C E  P I E C E S

Three real businesses you know, and what you will make
for each. Names, not categories. Week one exists to
produce these.

5  ·  M Y  M O N T H L Y  N U M B E R

What would meaningfully change
at this figure?

6  ·  M Y  F L O O R

The price you will not go below,
decided now while calm.

7  ·  T H E  D A T E

When the first sample is finished.
An actual date.

O N E  L A S T  T H I N G

Deciding not to do any of this is a
legitimate answer.

If you have read this part and concluded that you do not want
another job on top of the ones you have, that is a real decision
and not an avoidance of one. Parts Three and Four give back
time; nothing obliges you to spend it earning. A great deal of
writing aimed at mothers assumes that recovered time must
be monetized. It does not. If the honest answer is no, write that
in box three, close Part Five, and go on to Part Six with a clear
conscience.
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P A R T  S I X

The
Balance
The skeptical part. Where the hard limits are, what
should never be typed into a box, how children fit into
this, and how to keep sounding like yourself.

01 The guilt, addressed honestly

02 When not to use it — the hard lines

03 Privacy: what never goes in the box

04 Children and AI, age by age

05 Keeping your own voice

06 The conversation with the other adult

07 Your Turn: our family rules, written and said aloud

08 Why the limits matter more as this becomes ordinary

B E F O R E  Y O U  R E A D  O N

This is the part to read if you are uneasy about any of the previous
fifty-six pages. That unease is worth taking seriously rather than
arguing away — some of it is misplaced guilt about work that was
never love, and some of it is an entirely correct instinct about where
this technology does not belong. The next eight pages separate the
two.
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T

F E A T U R E

On the guilt
It is worth naming directly, because it is the most
common reason a mother reads something like this
and then quietly does none of it. 

here is a feeling that arrives the first time an assistant
writes a birthday message, or plans a week of meals, or
drafts a note to a teacher. It is not quite shame, and it is

more specific than guilt. It is closer to the sense of having been
caught.

The feeling has a source, and it is not a moral one. Almost all of
the labor described in this magazine has historically been
invisible — unnamed, unpaid, and treated as an expression of
love rather than as work. When work is understood as love,
making it faster feels like loving less.

It is worth separating those two things, because they were
never the same thing. The love is in noticing that your middle
child has gone quiet. It is not in the forty minutes spent
constructing a polite email about a dress code policy. Nobody
has ever felt loved because of the time their mother spent on a
dress code policy.

A useful test, when the feeling arrives: would your child know
the difference? A meal plan generated in four minutes
produces exactly the same dinner as one agonized over for
forty. A well-written note to a teacher achieves exactly the
same outcome. But a mother who has forty minutes back is
measurably more present in the evening, and that difference a
child notices immediately.

There is one place where the answer to that test is yes, and it
deserves naming. If it would be in your handwriting, in your
voice, and read by someone who loves you — a birthday card
to your mother, a letter to your daughter, the message you send
someone who has just lost someone — then the effort is the gift,
and outsourcing it removes the only thing it contained. Page 67
is entirely about that boundary.

Everything else is administration. It was never love. It was simply
never named as work, which is a different problem, and one
that predates all of this by several centuries.

”
Nobody has ever felt
loved because of the
time their mother spent
on a dress code policy.

T H E  T E S T

Would the person on the receiving
end know the difference — and
would it matter to them if they did?

I F  T H E  A N S W E R  I S  N O

It is administration. Hand it over
without a second thought and
spend the recovered attention on
something that was never
administration in the first place.

I F  T H E  A N S W E R  I S  Y E S

Write it yourself, badly if necessary.
A clumsy sentence in your own
words is worth more than a perfect
one in nobody’s.

A N D  I F  I T  S T I L L  F E E L S
W R O N G

Then do not do it. This magazine is
a set of offers, not obligations. A
system that makes you feel worse
is not a system worth keeping,
however efficient it is.
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T H E  L I M I T S

When not to use it
Six situations where the correct answer is to close the app. These
are not cautions to weigh up. They are lines. 

Anything medical
It does not diagnose, dose or
judge urgency, and it will answer
as confidently when it is wrong as
when it is right. A confident wrong
answer at midnight is worse than
no answer at all.

I N S T E A D

Use it to organize your questions
before an appointment and your
notes afterwards. For anything
clinical, call the actual after-
hours nurse line.

Legal and immigration
Rules differ by country, region
and year, and this is precisely
where invention is most likely. The
stakes are also among the
highest in this list.

I N S T E A D

Use it to understand a letter and
prepare questions. A qualified
advisor gives the answer,
particularly where status, housing
or custody are involved.

Your child’s work
Work that is handed in must be
theirs. The struggle is the learning
— a finished paragraph teaches
only that difficulty can be
outsourced.

I N S T E A D

Explanations, practice questions,
guiding questions and study
timetables. Never text that will be
submitted. Page 66 sets this by
age.

Genuine emotional crisis
It can produce sympathetic-
sounding sentences without any
of the understanding underneath.
In a real crisis that is not support;
it is the appearance of support.

I N S T E A D

Speak to a person. A friend, your
doctor, or a crisis line in your
country. If someone is at
immediate risk, contact
emergency services.

Decisions about people
It has never met your family and
has no history with them. It
cannot know that this teacher
responds badly to directness or
that your sister is having a hard
year.

I N S T E A D

Let it draft the wording once you
have decided. The deciding stays
with the person who knows
everyone involved.

Anything you cannot
verify but must be right
Deadlines, entitlements, dosages,
prices, legal rights, school rules.
The answer will look identical
whether it is accurate or
invented.

I N S T E A D

Treat every number and date as
a suggestion. Confirm with the
institution, in writing, before
acting on it.

T H E  P A T T E R N  U N D E R N E A T H  A L L  S I X

Every line is drawn where a
wrong answer cannot be
undone.

A bad meal plan costs you an evening. A bad medical
assumption, a missed legal deadline or a child who never
learned to struggle costs something you cannot get back.
That is the whole test, and it is the same one from page 12: if
this answer is wrong, what does it cost me? When the honest
answer is “something irreversible”, the tool stops and a
qualified human starts.
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P R I V A C Y

What never goes in the box
Assume everything you type is stored, may be reviewed by a person,
and may be used to improve the service. Then it becomes a simple
set of habits. 

This is not a warning about surveillance. Assistants do
not follow you around or listen to your house. The
realistic risk is narrower and worth taking seriously: the
text you type is retained on someone else’s servers,
policies change, and companies suffer breaches.

Which produces one governing habit. Everything
works just as well without identifying detail. “My
daughter” produces exactly the same quality of
answer as her full name. “A school in our area” is as
good as naming it. You give up nothing at all and the
entire problem disappears.

The never list

Four settings worth ten minutes

The habit that covers everything
Before pressing send, read the sentence once
and ask: if this were read aloud by a stranger,
would anything in it identify my child, my
home or my money? If yes, replace it with a
description. Ten seconds, every time, and it
replaces the need to understand any privacy
policy ever written.

Photographs, specifically
Uploading a photograph of a letter is one of
the most useful things in this magazine and
one of the easiest ways to leak everything at
once. Cover the name, address, account
number and reference before you
photograph it. A thumb over the top of the
page works perfectly well.

Full names of your children, or their school, class
or teacher by name

Your home address, or anything that identifies it

Bank details, card numbers, account numbers,
passwords, security answers

Government or national identity numbers of any
kind

Medical records, diagnoses or anything tied to a
named person

Photographs of documents that still show the
details on them

Somebody else’s private crisis, told to you in
confidence

Training and improvement. Most
assistants let you opt out of your
conversations being used to
improve the model. Find it and
switch it off.

1

Chat history. You can usually turn it
off or delete conversations. Do a
clear-out every few months as a
matter of routine.

2

Children’s accounts. Under-13s
should not have their own account
under most services’ terms. Older
teenagers use one with parental
controls and a shared
understanding of the rules.

3

Connected apps. If you have linked
an assistant to email, calendar or
files, review what it can reach. Grant
the least access that still works.

4
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C H I L D R E N

Children and AI,
age by age
They will encounter this whether or not it is in your house. The
question is whether they meet it with you present or without you. 

Under 8 8 to 12

13 to 15 16 to 18

T H E  S E N T E N C E  T O  S A Y  A T  E V E R Y
A G E

“It is a very good guesser. It is not
a person, and it is not always
right.”

Children who hear this from the beginning develop skepticism
as a reflex rather than as a lesson. That reflex is the single
most valuable thing you can give them here — more than any
rule about access. Watch particularly for a child using it in
place of company, and for any use that involves personal
detail about themselves or their friends. Both are worth a
calm conversation the first time, not a ban.

Not their tool. Yours, occasionally used in front of
them.

No account, no independent access, no
exceptions

If they see you use it, name it out loud: “this
is a computer program that guesses, and it
gets things wrong”

Never let it be a companion or a substitute
for conversation

The one genuinely good use: it explains
things to you so you can explain them to
your child

Supervised, in a shared room, on your account.

Sit beside them. Every time, at this age

Teach the single most important habit:
check it. Ask “how would we find out if that is
true?”

Homework rule stated explicitly:
understanding yes, producing no

Watch for it being used to avoid difficulty
rather than to get past it

Their own supervised access, with an agreement in
writing.

Parental controls on, history visible, and they
know it is visible

Write the rules together rather than issuing
them. Adolescents keep agreements they
helped make

Talk about what it is: not a friend, not a
therapist, not a person, and not always right

Discuss what a deepfake and a fabricated
citation are, before they meet one

Largely independent, with honesty as the standard
rather than restriction.

Restriction stops working at this age; a
working relationship does not

Academic honesty is the real conversation
— and the consequences are theirs, not
yours

Teach the professional habit: it drafts, you
verify, you sign it

Talk about privacy for real. What they type
about themselves does not vanish
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C R A F T

Keeping your own voice
There is a particular flatness to text nobody wrote. People notice it,
usually without being able to say why. 

Assistants write in a recognizable register: smooth,
slightly formal, relentlessly balanced, fond of three-
part lists and of announcing what it is about to say
before saying it. It is competent and it is completely
characterless, which is fine for a shopping list and
quietly corrosive everywhere else.

The cost is not embarrassment. It is that people stop
hearing you. A group chat message written in that
register lands differently from one written by a friend,
and over months the difference accumulates into a
distance nobody can name.

The three-word rule
Never send anything without changing at least three words
to your own. Not for honesty — for texture. Three words is
usually enough to put a person back into a sentence, and it
takes about eight seconds.

The stronger version is to write the first two sentences
yourself and let the assistant continue. Openings
carry almost all of the voice in a short message, and
yours are far better than anything generated —
including the ones you think are clumsy.

Tells that give it away

Teaching it your voice
Paste three things you actually wrote — real
messages, not polished ones — and ask it to
describe how you write: sentence length,
warmth, whether you use humor, how you
open and close. Save that description and
paste it in when you want something to
sound like you. It is imperfect and it is a great
deal better than the default register.

Where it should never go near
Condolences. Apologies that matter. Anything
to your own children. Birthday cards to people
who raised you. A message to someone who
has just had bad news. In every one of these
the effort is the message, and a well-
constructed substitute is worse than three
clumsy sentences that are yours.

Opening by restating the question
you were asked

Everything in threes, always three,
endlessly three

“It is important to note that” and its
relatives

Perfectly balanced sentences with no
rhythm at all

A closing paragraph that
summarizes what was just said

No contractions, anywhere, in a
message to a friend
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T H E  C O N V E R S A T I O N

Talking to the other adult
This conversation is rarely about technology. It is usually the first
time the invisible work has been said out loud, which is why it can
go sideways. 

Two versions of this conversation exist. In the first, you
mention that an assistant now plans the meals, and
the response is mild interest. In the second, it
becomes an argument about something else entirely
— and the something else is almost always the fact
that one person has been carrying the remembering,
the noticing and the deciding for years without either
of you naming it.

If the second version arrives, the conversation is not
going badly. It is going properly, several years late.
Page 8 exists partly to give you the words for it.

Three things that make it go better

A  S C R I P T ,  I F  I T  H E L P S

“I’ve written down everything I keep track of
for this house. It’s longer than I expected.
I’m not asking you to do all of it — I’m using
something that handles a chunk of it now.
But there are two things on here I would like
to hand to you completely, so that they stop
being mine to remember. Can we pick which
two?”

Why “completely” matters
Handing over a task while retaining the
remembering of it is not a handover — it
converts you from the person doing the job
into the person managing someone doing
the job, which is frequently more work. The
word “completely” is the entire point of that
script.

If there is no other adult
Then this conversation happens with
someone outside the household: a sister, a
friend, a neighbor, a parent. Not to hand over
tasks, but so that one other person knows
what you are carrying and where the
Command Sheet lives. It is a fifteen-minute
conversation and it is the difference between
being ill and everything stopping.

I F  I T  G O E S  B A D L Y

Stop the conversation rather than
winning it. The list is not going
anywhere and neither is the
point. A defensive partner rarely
concedes in the same
conversation and often does
three days later, unprompted.

I F  I T  G O E S  W E L L

Write down which two things
moved, and where. Verbal
handovers quietly revert within
about a month; a line on the
Command Sheet saying who
owns what does not.

S I X  W E E K S  L A T E R

Check one thing only: are you still
remembering the handed-over
tasks on their behalf? If yes, the
job moved but the load did not,
and that is worth one more short
conversation.

Lead with the outcome, not the tool. “I want
dinner to stop being a 5.40pm decision” lands
better than a description of software.

Show the Command Sheet from page 37.
Seeing the list written down does more than any
amount of explaining. Most partners have
genuinely never seen it.

Ask for one specific handover, not a general
acknowledgement. “Would you take the school
emails?” is answerable. “I need more help” is not.
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Y O U R  T U R N

Our family rules
Write them once, say them out loud once, and stick this page
somewhere the children can read it. Rules that are heard are
followed; rules that are inferred are not. 

1  ·  W H A T  W E  U S E  I T  F O R  I N  T H I S  H O U S E

Be specific and short. “Meal plans, tricky emails,
explaining homework to Mom.” Children follow concrete
lists, not principles.

2  ·  W H A T  W E  N E V E R  U S E  I T  F O R

Your own version of page 64, in your words. Include the
homework line explicitly — it is the one that will be
tested.

3  ·  W H O  M A Y  U S E  I T ,  A N D  H O W

By child, by age, from page 66. Alone or beside an adult,
own account or yours, history visible or not.

4  ·  W H A T  N E V E R  G E T S  T Y P E D  I N

Your household’s never list. Names, school, address,
anything with a number on it. Write it in words a nine-
year-old understands.

5  ·  T H E  S E N T E N C E  W E  S A Y  W H E N  I T  T E L L S  U S  S O M E T H I N G

Every family needs one automatic response. Ours is on page 66: “It is a very good guesser. It is not a person, and it is not
always right.” Write yours, then use the same words every time.

T H E N  D O  T H E  P A R T  T H A T  M A T T E R S

Read it aloud to them once, and let
them argue with it.

A rule a child helped write is a rule a child keeps. A rule that
appears on a wall is a rule a child works around. Expect the
eleven-year-old to find the loophole immediately — that is not
defiance, it is exactly the skepticism you were trying to teach,
and it means the conversation worked. Revisit the page in six
months; by then the technology will have changed and at
least one of your rules will be out of date.
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P A R T  S E V E N

The
Toolkit
Seventy-five prompts to steal, a ninety-day plan that
assumes bad weeks, and the last page, which is short.

01 Prompt vault I — the house and the children

02 Prompt vault II — the week, and you

03 Prompt vault III — money and work

04 The 90-day plan, built for bad weeks

05 What to keep if you keep only three things

06 Closing

B E F O R E  Y O U  R E A D  O N

Nothing in this part needs to be read in order, or at all. It exists to be
returned to on a Tuesday when something specific is needed —
which is why the prompts are grouped by the situation you are
standing in rather than by topic. Take three, write them on page 25,
and leave the rest here.
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P R O M P T  V A U L T

The house and
the children
Twenty-five for the machinery of a family. The first column is the
one most people end up using daily.

F O O D  A N D  T H E  K I T C H E N

W E E K  P L A N

Plan five weeknight dinners for [four],
one repeating, nothing over 30
minutes, no [fish], budget around
[$__]. Shopping list by aisle at the end.

F R I D G E  R E S C U E

Here is what will not last: [list]. Three
dinners using most of it, buying at
most two things.

L U N C H B O X E S

Five lunchbox ideas, no nuts, not
sandwiches, that survive until [12.30]
unrefrigerated.

F U S S Y  E A T E R

My [7-year-old] refuses [vegetables].
Five family dinners where their portion
works without cooking twice.

B A T C H  D A Y

Two Sunday cooks that become four
different weeknight dinners, not the
same meal four times.

L A T E  A R R I V A L

It is [6.15] and nothing is started. Three
options from [what is here] on the
table by [6.45].

P A R T Y  F O O D

Food for [10] children aged [6], allergy-
safe for [nut allergy], assembled not
cooked, in under an hour.

E M P T Y  C U P B O A R D

I have [pasta, canned tomatoes, eggs,
frozen peas]. Four dinners, at most
three cheap additions.

S C H O O L  A N D  H O M E W O R K

E X P L A I N  T O  M E  F I R S T

Explain how [long division] is taught
now, assuming I learned a different
method in [1998].

S O C R A T I C  H E L P

My [11-year-old] is stuck on [topic]. Ask
one guiding question at a time. Give
no answers at all.

M O R E  P R A C T I C E

Twenty more questions of exactly this
type: [example], with answers listed
separately at the end.

S T U D Y  P L A N

Turn this syllabus into 25-minute
sessions working back from [date],
with two rest days a week.

T H E  T E A C H E R  E M A I L

Short message to a teacher about
[situation]. Warm but unambiguous, six
sentences, no opening apology.

R E A D I N G  L E V E L

Explain [topic] three times: for a [6-
year-old], a [10-year-old] and a [14-
year-old].

P R O J E C T  B R E A K D O W N

Turn this project brief into a timeline
with deadlines so a [13-year-old] is not
starting the night before.

C H O R E  S Y S T E M

Two chores each for ages [6 and 11],
anchored to daily moments not clock
times, each with a visual definition of
done.

T H E  R E F U S A L  S C R I P T

One short script for when a child
refuses an agreed chore, that does not
become a negotiation.

P A P E R W O R K  A N D  A D M I N

T R A N S L A T E  I T

Names and numbers removed:
[paste]. What it says, what it wants and
by when, what happens if I ignore it,
and the four questions I should ask.

T H E  A P P E A L

Short, factual, unemotional appeal
citing the clause the refusal relied on,
requesting a written explanation.

C H A S E - U P

Polite chase-up for [thing], third time
asking, firm but not rude, four
sentences.

F O R M  H E L P

Explain what this form section is
actually asking for and what a
complete answer looks like: [paste,
redacted].

G I F T  S H O R T L I S T

Gift for a [7-year-old] I do not know
well, budget [$25]. Exactly three
options plus one backup.

T H E  D E C L I N E

Warmly decline [invitation] without
inventing an excuse I would have to
maintain later.

P A C K I N G  L I S T

Packing list for [4 days], ages [3 and 7],
weather [__], laundry [available/not].
Group by person.

A F T E R  T H E  A P P O I N T M E N T

Organize this into what was decided,
what to watch for, what I must do and
by when, and what is unresolved:
[dictate].

Everything in square brackets is yours to replace. Everything outside them can stay exactly as written. Add “keep it under a screen” to any
of these if the answers come back too long, and remember that anything factual — a date, a price, a rule, an amount — is confirmed with
a real source before you act on it.7 1 T h e  h o u s e  a n d  t h e  c h i l d r e n
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The week,
and you
Twenty-five for the shape of your time, and for the parts of it that
are supposed to be yours.

T H E  W E E K  I T S E L F

S U N D A Y  R E S E T

Our week, unsorted: [dump]. Find every
collision, suggest a fix for each, then
give me the week in ten words a day.

W H A T  T O  C A N C E L

From this week, what is the one thing I
could cancel with the least
consequence, and why?

S H I F T  P A T T E R N

My rota: [paste]. Build a two-week plan
showing who covers what and which
meals must reheat rather than be
cooked.

A N C H O R  C H E C K

Here are my three anchors: [list]. Would
each survive a week where someone is
ill and the car fails? Say which would
not.

M O R N I N G  R O U T I N E

A morning routine for [ages] that
assumes one person will refuse
something, anchored to events not
times.

E V E N I N G  R O U T I N E

An evening between [5.30] and [8]
requiring zero new decisions. List
exactly what is prepared on Sunday to
make it work.

T H E  I M P O S S I B L E  D A Y

This day is not physically possible:
[describe]. Tell me plainly what has to
give.

S C H O O L  B R E A K

Fourteen days, children aged [__],
mostly at home, small budget. A loose
rhythm, not a timetable.

T H I N K I N G  A N D  D E C I D I N G

N A R R O W  I T

I am deciding between [options]. Give
me the three questions that would
actually settle this, not a pros and cons
list.

S E C O N D  O P I N I O N

Here is my reasoning: [describe]. What
am I not considering? Be direct rather
than encouraging.

T H E  H A R D  M E S S A G E

Draft [message]. Tone: [warm but firm].
Then a slightly firmer version. Both
under [six] sentences.

U N T A N G L E  I T

I am going to describe something
confusing out of order: [dictate].
Organize it into what is actually going
on.

W R I T E  I T  S H O R T E R

Cut this by half without losing anything
that matters: [paste].

S O U N D  L I K E  M E

Here are three things I wrote: [paste].
Describe how I write, then rewrite [this]
in that voice.

E X P L A I N  T H E  J A R G O N

Explain [term] as if I am intelligent but
have never worked in that field. No
analogies to sport.

P R E P A R E  M E

I have [a meeting/appointment] about
[topic]. Give me the five questions I
should ask and the two I will forget.

Y O U ,  S P E C I F I C A L L Y

T H E  U N N A M E D  T H I N G

I keep meaning to do something and
not doing it: [describe]. Ask me
questions until we work out what the
real obstacle is.

F I F T E E N  M I N U T E S

I have fifteen minutes and no idea
what to use them on. Here is my week:
[describe]. Suggest three things, one of
which is resting.

L E A R N I N G  S O M E T H I N G

Teach me [subject] in ten-minute
pieces. Start with the piece that is most
immediately useful, not the beginning.

T H E  R E A D I N G  L I S T

I have [20] minutes a day and like
[books/topics]. Five suggestions and
why each, no bestsellers I will already
know.

S A Y  N O

Help me decline [request] in a way
that is kind, final and does not invite
negotiation.

T H E  R E H E A R S A L

Interview me as a slightly skeptical
[hiring manager]. Ask follow-ups.
Afterwards tell me where my answers
were vague.

T W O  M I N U T E S

One thing to write down tonight so I
stop turning it over at 2am. Ask me
what is on my mind first.

H O N E S T  R E V I E W

Here is what I tried this month: [list].
Which of these am I keeping out of
habit rather than because it works?

S T A R T  A G A I N

I abandoned [system] after [two]
weeks. Ask me why, then suggest a
smaller version I might actually keep.

Everything in square brackets is yours to replace. Everything outside them can stay exactly as written. Add “keep it under a screen” to any
of these if the answers come back too long, and remember that anything factual — a date, a price, a rule, an amount — is confirmed with
a real source before you act on it.
7 2 T h e  w e e k ,  a n d  y o u
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P R O M P T  V A U L T

Money
and work
Twenty-five for the household accounts and for the work you might
be building. Every figure that comes back is checked by you.

H O U S E H O L D  M O N E Y

T H E  M O N E Y  M A P

Our monthly categories and rough
amounts, no account details: [list].
Separate fixed from variable, then
show your arithmetic.

R A N K E D  B Y  P A I N

From that picture, the three changes
that save most relative to how much
they would hurt, least painful first.

E X P L A I N  T H E  P R O D U C T

Explain what [financial product]
actually is, in plain English, and the
questions I should ask before agreeing
to anything.

T H E  A N N U A L  S U R P R I S E

[Bill] arrives every [year] and surprises
us every time. Build a boring plan so it
does not.

C O M P A R E  H O N E S T L Y

Two options: [A] and [B]. Set out the
trade-offs. Do not recommend one; I
will decide.

B E F O R E  T H E  A D V I S O R

I am meeting a [mortgage advisor].
The eight questions I should ask, and
the two things I should not agree to on
the day.

G R O C E R Y  L E A K

We spend roughly [$__] a week on
food for [four]. Where does that usually
leak, and what would I test first?

K I D S  A N D  M O N E Y

Explain [saving/interest] to a [9-year-
old] using something they can see
happen in a month.

B U I L D I N G  T H E  W O R K

T R A N S L A T E  T H E  Y E A R S

I was at home [nine] years. Here is
what I actually did: [describe honestly].
Accurate professional language, no
exaggeration. Flag anything
overstated.

R E S U M E  V S .  P O S T I N G

Here is my resume and here is the job
posting. What is missing, and what
would I be asked about in the first ten
minutes?

T H E  P R O F I L E

Read this profile as a stranger with
eleven seconds. Tell me what you think
I do. Be blunt.

P I C K  T H E  S K I L L

Here is my background, my window
and what I can tolerate doing tired:
[describe]. Which of these eight suits
me, and which am I choosing for the
wrong reason?

T H E  S A M P L E

I want to make a free sample for [type
of business]. What would be genuinely
useful to them and take me under an
hour?

T H E  F I R S T  M E S S A G E

Four-sentence message to a local
business, opening with one specific
true observation, attaching finished
work, requiring no reply.

T H E  P R I C E  S E N T E N C E

Rehearse me saying my price. I will
type it; you tell me every word I added
that weakened it.

W H A T  T O  C H A R G E

Here is the work and roughly how long
it takes: [describe]. Set out how people
typically price this, then the questions I
should ask myself. Do not guess a
market rate as fact.

C L I E N T  W O R K ,  D A Y  T O  D A Y

S C O P E  I T

The client asked for [request]. Write the
five clarifying questions I should send
before agreeing to anything.

T H E  P R O P O S A L

One-page proposal: what I will deliver,
when, what it costs, what is not
included. Plain language, no jargon.

R E P U R P O S E

Turn this one piece into ten short posts
in the owner’s voice, not a brand voice:
[paste].

T H E  S O P

Turn this description into numbered
steps a new starter could follow,
including what goes wrong and what
to do about it.

T H E  R E P O R T

Turn this messy data into four figures
the owner decides with, plus two short
paragraphs explaining what changed.
Show your arithmetic.

R E V I E W  R E P L I E S

Write replies to these [three] reviews,
including the negative one, in the
owner’s voice. No defensiveness.

A W K W A R D  C L I E N T

Client [is late paying/keeps expanding
the work]. Draft a message that is
friendly, clear and holds the line.

T H E  F O L L O W - U P

One short follow-up to someone who
did not reply three weeks ago, that
does not sound like chasing.

W I N D  I T  D O W N

Politely end a client relationship that is
no longer worth the money, without
burning anything.

Everything in square brackets is yours to replace. Everything outside them can stay exactly as written. Add “keep it under a screen” to any
of these if the answers come back too long, and remember that anything factual — a date, a price, a rule, an amount — is confirmed with
a real source before you act on it.7 3 M o n e y  a n d  w o r k
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Y O U R  T U R N

The ninety-day plan
Built on the assumption that roughly a third of these days will
go badly. That is not pessimism — it is the reason this version
survives and stricter ones do not. 

Build one thing Make it boring Decide what is real

M Y  D A Y  3 0

What will exist on day thirty that does not exist today?
One sentence, checkable, no adjectives.

M Y  D A Y  9 0

The same, ninety days out. If it needs more than two
lines, it is too many things.

W H A T  I  W I L L  D R O P  T O  M A K E  R O O M

Every plan added to a full life fails unless something leaves it. Name the thing you are dropping — a commitment, a
standard, a habit. This box is the one most likely to be left blank and the one that decides whether the rest happens.

T H E  R U L E  F O R  T H E  B A D  W E E K S

Missing a week costs nothing.
Restarting from zero costs
everything.

There will be two weeks in here where none of this happens —
illness, a crisis, a school holiday, a month that simply takes
everything you have. Nothing in this plan compounds, so
nothing is lost. You do not begin again; you rejoin at whichever
line you had reached. The only version of these ninety days
that genuinely fails is the one abandoned in week three
because week two was imperfect.

D A Y S  1 – 3 0

One system, running,
unglamorous.

The seven days from Part
Two

The two systems chosen
on page 36

Three anchors placed,
from page 40

Five prompts written down
on page 25

Nothing from Part Five yet

D A Y S  3 1 – 6 0

The point at which it stops feeling
like an extra task.

Sunday reset, six weeks
running

Add the third system, not
the third and fourth

Family rules written and
said aloud

The Command Sheet
photographed and sent

If Part Five applies: pick
one skill

D A Y S  6 1 – 9 0

Keep, adjust, abandon — all three
are results.

Honest review of every
system

Abandon anything still
requiring willpower

If Part Five applies: three
samples made

Twenty warm messages
sent

Set the next ninety days,
or stop

7 4 T h e  n i n e t y - d a y  p l a n



C L O S I N G

You were never
behind.
You were outnumbered, uninterrupted-hour-less, and
holding a job description nobody had ever written down.

I F  Y O U  K E E P  T H R E E  T H I N G S

The fifteen-minute window
Page 42

The Sunday reset, shortened
Page 41

Five prompts, written down
Page 25

W H E R E  T O  B E G I N  A G A I N

If this has been sitting unopened for a
month, do not restart at page one. Go
to page 42, find your window, and use
it once.

I F  O N L Y  O N E  P A G E  S U R V I V E S

Page 25. Five prompts in your own
words, saved on your phone, are
worth more than every other page in
this issue put together.

A N D  T H E  O N E  T O  R E R E A D

Page 64. The limits matter more as
this becomes ordinary, not less —
because that is when people stop
checking.

If you take nothing else from seventy-five pages, take
this: the problem was never that you had not learned
enough. It was that every system offered to you
assumed a life with a door that closes, and yours
does not have one.

So the fix was never going to be a course. It was going
to be fifteen minutes in a parked car, one prompt
written down on a phone, and a Sunday six minutes
long. Small enough to survive a bad two weeks. That is
the whole method, and it is the only kind that works in
a life like yours.

Whatever you recover is yours. Not earmarked for
productivity, not owed to a side business, not a debt
to be repaid in output. Spend it on a nap, a book, a
friend, a business, or on sitting in a parked car looking
at nothing at all.

The competence was always there. Only the fifteen
minutes were missing.

Thank you for reading. — The Editors,
VasuCraft

A B O U T  V A S U C R A F T

VasuCraft publishes practical magazine-style
guides for people who are short on time and
long on responsibility. Parenting, women’s
well-being, household systems and honest
routes to independent income. Every issue is
built to be read in fragments and written on
with a pen.

A L S O  F R O M  T H I S  P U B L I S H E R

The Learnable Parent series · Still Sharp · She
Owns It · The Sandwich Generation Handbook ·
Equal Pay, Equal Say

One last honest note
This technology will change substantially
within a year of this issue being printed. Tools
will be renamed, merged and replaced.
Almost nothing in these pages depends on
that — the anchors, the window, the four
categories and the hard limits will outlast
whichever assistant is fashionable. Where a
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