
Name: 
Kira Paran 
@northern_style
Based: 
Edmonton
Followers: 39K
T h i s  b l o g g e r 
invites us into the 
colourful world 
she shares with 
son Alastair, 2.

P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

Y
:I 

N
S

TA
G

R
A

M
.C

O
M

 (
N

O
 F

IL
T

E
R

: @
O

L
IV

IA
S

T
R

E
N

),
 C

O
U

R
T

S
E

Y
 D

IS
N

E
Y

 (
C

IN
D

E
R

E
L

L
A

 A
N

D
 M

A
L

E
F

IC
E

N
T

),
 C

O
U

R
T

S
E

Y
 U

N
IV

E
R

S
A

L
 P

IC
T

U
R

E
S

 (
S

N
O

W
 W

H
IT

E
 A

N
D

 T
H

E
 H

U
N

T
S

M
A

N
)

THEKIT.CA / 11

Editor-in-Chief 
Laura deCarufel 

 @Laura_deCarufel 
 @LauradeCarufel

Creative Director 
Jessica Hotson 

 @jesshotson 

Executive Editor 
Kathryn Hudson 

 @hudsonkat

Beauty Editor  
Rani Sheen  

 @ranisheen 

Fashion Editor  
Jillian Vieira  

 @JillianVieira 

Managing Editor 
Eden Boileau 

 @lilyedenface

Associate Beauty 
Editor  
Natasha Bruno 

 @Natashajbruno

Assistant Digital 
Editor 
Carly Ostroff 

 @carlyostroff 

Assistant Editor  
Veronica Saroli 

 @vsaroli 

Assistant Art Directors 
Sonya van Heyningen 

 @svanh7 

Kristy Wright 
 @creativewithak 

Designer 
Amber Hickson 

 @amblynncreative 

Publisher, The Kit  
Giorgina Bigioni

Associate Publisher 
Tami Coughlan

Project Director,  
Digital Media 
Kelly Matthews

Direct advertising  
inquiries to:  
Marketing Manager 
Evie Begy 
eb@thekit.ca

The Kit is Canada’s 360˚ 
beauty and style leader 
(c) 2016, The Kit,  
a division of Toronto Star  
Newspapers Limited. 

Acting Publisher, Toronto 
Star and Acting President, 
Star Media Group 
David Holland

Editor-in-Chief, Toronto Star 
Michael Cooke

Name: 
Monika Hibbs 
@monikahibbs
Based: 
Vancouver
Followers: 113K
This home decor 
maven—and mom 
to Liam, 3, and 
Lillya, 5 months—
has a feed full of 
breezy inspiration.

WHO TO FOLLOW
Meet some of the coolest moms on Instagram

Name: 
Ana-Maria Klizs 
@bluebirdkisses
Based: 
Toronto
Followers: 81K
C o - o w n e r  o f 
kids’ shop Rufus 
+ Murdog, Klizs 
is often chasing 
sons Johannes, 
5, and Magnus, 1.

“Do you love him yet?” my partner asks frequently, while 
looking at me with a mixture of hope and reproach. After 
four years together, including a year of cohabitation, and 
weeks before our wedding, he needs to know that I love his 
son. “I’m getting there,” I say.

It’s not that he’s an unlovable child; it’s quite the opposite, 
in fact. He’s a charming, bright and curious 10-year-old, 
and for the most part, we have a strong relationship based 
on a genuine fondness for each another and a shared love 
of The Simpsons. Aside from the usual bevy of unpleasant 
traits that I’ve been assured are commonplace among “kids 
these days”—subpar manners, limited attention span and 
general smartassness—he’s a great kid. But I’ll never be his 
mother and that’s a fact he continually reminds me of, either 
by swiftly correcting me when a term of endearment slips 
from my lips or, more hurtfully, by immediately retracting a 
comment that could be construed as a compliment.

“As a stepmother, you are initially perceived, falsely or 
not, as a rival to the most traditionally revered and respected 
biological force in the family—the mother,” writes Cherie 
Burns in her seminal book Stepmotherhood: How to Survive 
without Feeling Frustrated, Left out, Or Wicked. “If that’s not 
enough to put some drama into your life, there’s plenty more. 
You are the last member to enter an extended family and you 
are often the last to grasp the significance of that. Family 
life is already in progress.”

According to 2011 census numbers from Statistics Canada, 

blended families account for 
12.6 per cent of Canadian 
households, and they include 
nearly 558,000 children under 
the age of 14. That makes for 
a lot of step-parents trying to 
form a connection with chil-
dren who very likely resent 
their mere existence.

Fortunately, we are past 
our days of theatrical displays 
of resentment, which included mild temper tantrums on 
sleepover nights, hostile dinners and a repeated refrain of 
“You’re not my mom.” I’d like to say that I handled all of these 
moments gracefully, but I chafed visibly, responding equally 
coolly and, I’m ashamed to admit, juvenilely. Uttering “Don’t 
worry, I don’t want to be your mom” was not my shining 
moment. But time, as they say, heals all 
wounds, and eventually he grew to accept 
the fact that I was going to be a permanent 
fixture in his life. Despite his initial weepy 
reaction to learning that he and his father 
would be moving into my home, he loved 
his bedroom on sight. 

The reality is that I care for him very 
deeply. I cook his favourite foods—baked 
pasta and pork tenderloin—when he’s with 

us (which is half the 
time) in a vain attempt 
to garner i f not his 
admiration, then at least 
his appreciation. I tidy 
his room, do his laundry 
and make sure he has clean towels; I pick 
up souvenirs to take back to him when I 
travel, and I agonize over Christmas and 
birthday presents. Most of all, I defend 
him to my friends and family, who often 
default to hackneyed remarks like “He’ll 
never respect you” and “You’ll never have 

a real relationship with him.” My partner insists that his son 
sees and appreciates these gestures, but I’ve yet to receive 
praise for my cooking (my deepest desire from anyone, to 
be honest) beyond “Can I have seconds?” 

A real relationship—the term my friends lob at me—is 
precisely what I crave. I want to feel the warmth that exudes 

from his every pore when he sees his father, 
and I want to be on the receiving end of 
the excitement that rings through his 
voice when he recounts his weekend activ-
ities. In a nutshell, I want to be wanted 
and not just tolerated. It’s why it cuts so 
deeply when he says he’ll never even call 
me his stepmother. Rationally, I under-
stand that attaching the word “mother” to 
me in any way makes him feel as though 
he’s betraying his biological mom. But I 
feel rejected as a person in his life who is 
genuinely attempting to leave a positive 
and lasting mark.    

Despite Burns’s belief that “the ideal of 
a mutually devoted relationship between 

a stepmother and her stepchildren is seldom achieved,” I 
haven’t abandoned hope that, one day, he will fold me into 
his life without guilt and refer to me as his stepmom, and 
I will find the strength and security to let my guard down, 
put my sensitivities aside and love him. It will probably be 
a long and bumpy road to that point, but I’m hopeful. And 
for now, I’m working on getting there.

When Facebook was in its infancy, and 
people began posting shots of their 
offspring in their infancy, I made a 
private vow: In the interests of discre-
tion and not turning into a wannabe 
stage mother, I would refrain from 
posting pictures of my own infant, 
should I ever have one, to any social 
media site. I reasoned, however, that 
my cats were suitable subjects, as cats 
are the irrepressible Kardashians of the 
social media universe. (Plus, if I were 
as good-looking as my cats, I wouldn’t 
mind having my portrait up in Times 
Square.) So I proceeded to post occa-
sional shots of myself with Baby Lemon 
at the peak of her destabilizingly ador-
able kittenhood (a mother’s prejudice). 

Years passed, and then I had a 
(human) baby, last year. In my post-
partum haze, when I was forced to give 
up things like REM sleep, I swiftly 

turned into my own worst nightmare. 
I was told repeated ly that when-
ever the baby slept, I should sleep, 
too—sound and sanity-preserving 
counsel. But while Baby Leo snoozed, 
instead of napping, I was busy snap-
ping endless shots of him in various 
stages of slumber, which I hastened 
to post to Instagram. When he was 
awake, I’d photograph him in all his 
shiny-eyed freshness (at least one of 
us was looking good). Perhaps the 
impulse was to protract the fleeting 
and capture the rare and miraculous—
like a National Geographic photogra-
pher shooting an eclipse. But it was 
also to curate the fantasy (read: lie) of 
order and serene maternal delight; to 
make it seem as if all was peaceful and 
perfectly lit. 

I’m hardly the most prolific poster: 
Instagram is a rabbit hole of aggres-

sively adorable baby pictures, unwitting 
subjects captured in their dimpled splen-
dour, bedecked in their finest for all to 
“like.” It has turned parents (of humans, 
hounds, felines, etc.) into Anne-Ged-
des-esque photographers, prop stylists 
and set decorators. Not that we’ll admit 
it. As I defensively replied to a friend 
who said as much: “I posted a shot of 
Baby Leo in a Petit Bateau sleeper—not 
in, like, a sequined bustier.” 

She wasn’t swayed by my compelling 
wardrobe argument. She pointed out 
that I was photographing the baby in 
his most bunny-soft French sleepwear, 
among his most photogenic playthings 
in the most optimal lighting. So, she 
wondered, was I really that different 
from a pageant mom? 

The truth can be glaringly unf lat-
tering—but that is surely something a 
Valencia filter can fix. 

FIRST PERSON

THE STEPMOTHER LODE
No familial relationship is more layered or fraught than the one between 
a woman and her stepchild

CULTURE

No filter
Is posting pics of your perfectly lit baby in French sleepwear  

a gateway to posing your toddler in fake tans and tiaras?

Olivia Stren posted 
sunlit pictures of 

her son, Leo, to 
Instagram during 

his most charming 
moments: sleeping 

as a newborn, 
learning to smile 

for the camera and 
playing with his 

feline friends.

“It was to curate the fantasy 
(read: lie) of order and  
serene maternal delight.”

BY MARILISA RACCO

“I want to be 
wanted and not 
just tolerated. 

It’s why it cuts so 
deeply when he 
says he’ll never 
even call me his 

stepmother.”

BY OLIVIA STREN

Name: 
Catriona Smart 
@cocoandcowe
Based: 
Toronto
Followers: 14K
Look for cute and 
curated shots of 
this style blog-
ger ’s daughter 
Harlow Lake.

Name: 
Roxanne West
@bonjourbliss-
blog
Based: 
Toronto
Followers: 116K
This French Cana-
dian has enviable 
style, as do her 
kids, Ella, 3, and 
Noah, 18 months.

Hollywood is rife with unflattering 
stepmother stereotypes, from Disney’s 
Cinderella to Maleficent (bottom left) and  
Snow White and the Huntsman (bottom right).


