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Praise for DON’T FORGET TO SCREAM


‘Tells the truth of modern motherhood like nothing else I’ve read. Bold, brave and brilliant, it is also full of humour, joy and warmth. I loved it’


Cathy Rentzenbrink


‘Honest, witty, powerful and moving … an important book brimming with hard-won wisdom’


Robert Webb


‘Don’t Forget to Scream is a stunning, urgent, feminist masterpiece. Many of the essays brought me to tears, and I had to give myself breaks between them to digest their beauty and wisdom and insight before moving onto the next … So many mothers will see themselves in this book. And anyone who has ever rolled their eyes while a mother struggles to get a buggy onto the bus needs to read it too. A masterclass in empathy. I’m buying copies for everyone I know’


Holly Bourne


‘I loved these sharp, unusual essays about motherhood and cried my way through much of the book. Childbirth, desire, consumerism and marketing of baby stuff, deciding to have a second child, goldfish. Recommended’


Amy Liptrot


‘Funny and heartbreaking – a powerful portrayal of all that makes up motherhood. It feels both intimate and profoundly universal’


Catherine Cho


‘A work of painful genius. Exquisitely written, totally honest, insightful and alternately hilarious and moving. I don’t have or want children and might not have picked the book up, thinking it’s not “for” me. Which would have been a big mistake. Huge’


Jo Harkin


‘Funny, honest, courageous and brilliant … I really recommend it’


Brian Bilston


‘Extraordinary … I wanted to read it slowly because it made me feel so many things, but ended up devouring it because it’s so damn good’


Emily Itami


‘How I wish this book existed when I was a mother of young children. Each essay executes a brilliant swallow-dive from the enervating everyday of parenting into deep waters of profound and unorthodox thought. This is exciting, emboldening writing’


Tanya Shadrick


‘An excellent book … elegant, funny, raw and beautiful. It made me angry with myself and the world but it also made laugh. Compulsive reading’


Emma Beddington


‘Moving, funny, poignant and insightful: Marianne Levy’s reflections shine a light on both the joys and lies about parenthood with which we’re all complicit. This is This is Going To Hurt from the other side of the bed’


Dr Keir Shiels


‘Deep, direct and moving but also wry and funny … intimate, powerful and painfully honest’


Beth Morrey


‘Phenomenal. Words like “searing” and “extraordinary” and “blistering” will be used about this book, and they will not convey one tenth of the strength of it, nor the honesty or the bravery in writing it’


Emma Flint


‘A remarkable book, cutting to the quick of what motherhood really feels like – the terror and the rage and the joy … shot through with calamitous love. I’ve read so much about motherhood, but I’ve never read anything as sharply honest as this’


Shelley Harris


‘A brave, unflinching, utterly necessary book. I’m in awe of what it must have taken to write these searing and all too recognisable essays’


Tammy Cohen


‘Perfectly articulates the contradictions of motherhood, the breath-stealing, heart-aching, painful intensity – and, above all, the love. What a book.’


Emylia Hall
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Row, row, row your boat


Gently down the stream


If you see a crocodile


Don’t forget to scream!







Introduction



My story is unremarkable. In 2014, I had a baby, my daughter. In 2018, I had my son. What followed was astonishing. At least, it was to me.


After the birth of my daughter, I tried to articulate something of what I was experiencing. I was met with well-worn assurances, with gentle concern, bafflement, indifference or disgust. And so I learned to stay quiet.


When a woman comes home from the postnatal ward, we talk to her about what we can see: the exhaustion, the mess and the paraphernalia. We talk about the baby, of course; this baby, just made. We forget that the mother is new, too.


I had not expected to find my voice the second time around. Even now I am unsure as to quite what prompted me to write a short essay and post it online when my son was fourteen days old.


People were asking me how I was. But instead of answering them honestly, I found myself protecting and reassuring the listener. I censored myself, questioned my experiences, even my thoughts. There were times when I feared for my sanity.


I was still weak from a difficult pregnancy, and ill with post-operative infections (although I did not know it) and I wonder now whether something of that attack on my system broke down a wall within me; I felt incapable of maintaining the calm maternal persona I had assumed when I gave birth to my daughter. Yet language failed me; I saw no way to explain what I was undergoing within the boundaries of acceptable conversation. Not to my friends nor to my family. Not to the health professionals whose job it was to look after me. Not even to my husband, the baby’s father.


So what I could not say, I wrote. And the response to my words left me stunned. The strength of it! That so many felt as I did – the fear and love and the goddam rage.


That essay was ‘Two Weeks’, which has now found its way into this book. A short while later I wrote ‘The Mothers’, and in the weeks and months that followed, I wrote more and more. Back then, I had no intention of producing a book; I was simply trying to convey the meat and guts of what was happening to me.


I always believed that if I became a mother, I would be fine. That was when I thought about it, which I didn’t, much. Coming of age in the 2000s, to me feminism was a given, as it was for most of the women I knew. If there had been difficulties for those who came before us, they appeared, from my standpoint at least, eminently surmountable. I had seen mothers, both real and imagined, all around me. Mothers in books, online and on TV, in newspapers and magazines; besides, I had a mother of my own.


Then I became a mother, and I felt as though I had been blown apart. And harder still, that I had to remake myself privately and hurriedly, while never allowing my smile to slip. I returned to everything I had read, asking myself, was I warned? Did I miss something? But no. Of the frantic horrors and unquellable panic, the sense that the woman looking back in the mirror was no longer someone I recognised, of love so powerful that it physically hurt, of the fact that I was utterly changed but in a way only I could see – I could find almost nothing.


Grief and falling in love, both are known to be universal, two of the great experiences of humanity. Motherhood is falling in love, and it is grieving, too. It is pain and beauty and death and life, all of it together. And I think, more and more, that on the page and in the park, in our homes and at work and in the corridors of power, motherhood’s unvarnished realities deserve our attention.


Yet so high are society’s expectations of mothers, and so uncompromising, that to speak of anything beyond milky bliss can feel akin to relinquishing one’s motherhood altogether.


When – if – communication does take place, it is almost always from one mother to another. Even then, we retreat into familiar aphorisms and bleak jokes, into acceptable mummy tropes like the need for wine and the uselessness of men. We couch our words carefully, guardedly. ‘I know I’m lucky, but …’ and, ‘I wouldn’t change a thing, but …’ or, ‘Sorry, it’s just that …’ or, ‘This is embarrassing, but …’


Looking back at what I have written, I am struck by how many times I, too, have apologised, for not saying what is expected of me. I am apologetic, too, for my white middle-classness, and this, I think, does deserve some scrutiny; I know that I have it good.


I have feared that my words will shock or offend. I have feared frightening people. I have feared being too loud, too angry, too much. In short, I have feared all the things women are taught to fear; things that, as a woman coming into adulthood at the turn of a new century, I had assumed we were, at last, beginning to vanquish. But there they were, just beyond my field of vision, low and scaly, waiting for me to dip a toe into the water.


There has been a global pandemic, and much of this book was written during lockdown, or in its shadow. I wrote never knowing when the next stint at my desk would come, during precious hours to myself, in the minutes between putting the pizza in the oven and getting it onto the dinner table. There were times when I thought that this book would sink me. Mostly, I think that putting words on the page is what has kept me afloat.


My children vary in age across these pieces, but as I finish writing, my daughter is seven and my son is three. So there are many children in this book – babies, toddlers and gangling kids. And there are many mothers, too, even if all of those mothers are me.







Part 1



If I Thought of Them at All







The Mothers



There’s an email somewhere in the depths of my archive. I can’t delete it. Nor can I ever look at it again. So it sits, not waiting, exactly. Perhaps it is bearing witness. At any rate it is filed away, invisible, but there.


The magnificent Anne Enright wrote that before she had children, there were women and there were mothers, separated by what seemed like a glass wall. When I first read those words, I thought, how apt. And then I came to realise that I hadn’t seen the mothers, not really.


I had noticed them, of course. Mothers blocking the pavements with their buggies. Mothers filling cafés with their shrieking offspring. Mothers who had replaced their profile pictures with those of their kids, as though announcing their own obsolescence. Bovine mothers, rhythmically pushing–soothing–shushing, trudging laps of the playground. Gazing into the middle distance from park benches as their babies waved at the sun.


If I thought of them at all, it was with mild irritation. Taking up so much space on the bus and why can’t they make their children shut up and who lets their kids run around like that anyway, and how come they get to dictate meal times and holiday arrangements and, oh, but how smug they are, how proudly complacent, how self-absorbed, the mothers.


We don’t like to discuss how we came to be here. Have a car crash and you’ll be going over it for years. Have a baby and no one ever need know anything beyond its weight and name.


When my son was born, I felt as though he and I had ventured to the frozen ledge where life drops off into darkness. A routine C-section under bright lights, the operating theatre was cold, a deep chill that ran into my open abdomen and left my little boy blue. It was a cold that worked its way into my bones and hasn’t quite left.


My daughter’s birth four years earlier was long and painful, and the inadequacy of those words in describing the experience still astounds me. It took fifty-six hours, and every second of each contraction was infinite. What’s fifty-six multiplied by agony times eternity? If I had been able to walk, I would have thrown myself under a bus. When it was over, I had a healthy baby girl and I was a mother. Nothing had happened. Everything had happened.


And I was lucky.


Two friends were due to give birth on the same day. Their boys were to be like brothers. Only one lived.


A friend had a baby that seemed normal, until at eight weeks his development stalled. A few months later he was on the operating table, his brain filled with tumours.


A friend began telling me about her miscarriage with an apology.


A friend of a friend’s baby lived and died on the same day.


A friend spent the second half of her pregnancy in hospital, where she bled and bled and bled.


A friend of a friend was pregnant with twins. One died, one lived, and she carried them together until it was time to give birth.


The friends who want children and cannot have them and are asked, When will you have them, when will you have them, WHEN WILL YOU HAVE THEM?


The friends who do not want children and are asked, When will you have them and if not why not, why not, WHY NOT?


I cannot think my friends are especially different from yours.


My daughter was the first in our NCT group to be born. We sent an email to our new friends with a few brief details – weight, name, Marianne’s doing well (a lie, and one in which I’d already become complicit) – and a photo of our daughter, asleep. As the days and then weeks passed, other emails appeared, as one by one more babies came. A silence. And then, that final email. Tragic news. And attached, a photo of the baby, with some teddies, wearing a hat I’d given her mother a few days before. Her lips were blue–black. She was dead. She was beautiful.


I ran into the mother a few times over the next year or so. She became pregnant again and had another girl, and we pushed our buggies and chatted about this and that, trudging our laps of the park, invisible to everyone but ourselves. Eventually, I heard that she’d moved away.


I hope they are noisy with life and love and happiness. I hope they fill the café, scream on the bus, block the pavement with joy. I picture her sometimes, in another park. With her new baby, a child now, and perhaps, somehow, her first girl, too. Running together across the grass, bright and vivid in the sun.







Someone New



Autumn is a season for pulling close. My children have collected all the cushions and blankets in the house, made themselves a den and cajoled me inside. It’s hot in there, dark and cramped, there are far too many elbows and feet, most of which seem to be in my mouth, and of course, the kids adore it. ‘It’s like when we were inside your tummy!’


The process of growing another person has always fascinated me, that state between one and two. I’m hardly the first person to be preoccupied with the question of when life begins, nor have I ever felt possessed of any particular knowledge on the subject. But when reproduction moved from notion and into the foreseeable, I did expect some kind of insight. Here we go, I thought. I’m going to find out what it’s really like to grow a person, to create life. In my mind’s eye, I was standing at the top of a water slide. It was cold and it was high and there was elation and a fair measure of terror. Here. We. Go.


From the second we began trying, I was on the watch for the arrival of someone new, for the moment of my imaginings: the split, or emergence, the dividing of a cartoon amoeba. Maybe it would be at birth (although even then, I wondered idly, would it be when the head came out? The cord cut? When the baby was placed into my arms?) or perhaps it would be sooner, in the first definite kick?


One becoming two. Two! In my imagined future, the scenery might be different, and the props. My appearance would alter, but as an actor changes their costume, nothing more.


Like rainbows and boiling pots, epiphanies don’t respond well to scrutiny. There was no moment of two-ness that I can pinpoint, no clean divide. And it’s not a careful step onto the flume. It’s more like being pushed, hard, from behind, and however long you’ve been standing there waiting, submergence in that icy water comes as a shock.


A few nights after I had taken the pregnancy test, my husband and I were shopping in town on a warm afternoon. Dinner, I said. We have to go out for dinner. We’ve got to go tonight, now, I know it’s only five o’clock, I gripped his arm, I’m not hungry either, but we have to. We must sit outside and it has to be perfect. Do you see? I heard my voice reverberate across the square. We have to do this now, because soon we won’t be able to, because it will be winter and then there will be a baby and, no, I’m not crying, yes, I am crying, but what you need to see … is … Here, I ran out of words, unable to articulate whatever it was. ‘It’ being hormones, blood, the rice-grain ball of cells that was her, singing a song I was yet to understand.


I downloaded an app that showed a picture of the foetus developing week by week, and for the first trimester, I came to see my baby as someone who lived in my phone. Every morning I would wake, log in for a visit, and delight when a new week flipped by and it had grown from a worm into a peg doll, and then something that might, almost, be human.


Not long after, at the first scan, I saw our baby again on another screen, higher this time, facing out for all to see. ‘Hi,’ I said, and it seemed to wave back, although the gesture was general, and anyway, the baby wasn’t really up there, but concealed, somehow, within my abdomen. It was there and it was on my phone, in my heart and in my head, someone about whom I knew everything and nothing, a sort of celebrity, or maybe someone I was stalking on Facebook. Poor baby, I thought. Could it not at least be left to grow those kidneys in private? The sonographer printed out a set of photos which I’d planned to put on the fridge, but instead kept in our bedroom to pore over late at night, the secret diary of us.


Hunger, exhaustion, a restlessness that sent me to do laps of the house at 3 a.m. – I felt them as my own even though I knew that they were not. Indeed, by the third trimester, distended and sloshing with amniotic fluid and extra blood and a whole entire child, what was left of my pre-pregnancy self seemed confined to a control tower, peering down from a high room atop the bustling factory floor. In photos taken at the time, there’s a vast bump, but what I find strangest is my face, which is wide and somehow flattened. I looked like myself, and also not; a sister, maybe, or perhaps a close cousin. Despite being so expanded, I felt myself reduced to a flesh coating, pulsating, taut, a series of interconnecting tunnels, or maybe one of those modular hamster houses. Even my feet grew bigger as my very ligaments loosened, as the boundaries of my selfhood grew correspondingly slack.


They don’t ping back, by the way. And I’m not just talking about feet.


For the first year or so, according to the books, the baby thinks it is part of its mother. My body agreed; not only did the merest snuffle or cry send breastmilk dribbling into my bra, but my emotions were hung upon those of the shifting bundle in the cot. When there were tears, I was frantic as a trapped bird, even as I tried to show none of it; not to the baby, who needed smiles and calm reassurance, and not to the people around me, for whom the baby’s crying was hard to hear but clearly not imbued with the same panic-inducing quality that had me dancing on the end of its strings.


This ongoing two-ness was something I perpetuated by wearing both my children in a sling, pausing occasionally to note that I no longer knew where I ended and they began. Four of the last six years have been spent literally unsure of how much space I have been occupying, first swelling with pregnancy, then the sudden deflation, then a baby strapped to my chest, my hands on a buggy or a toddler on my hip. Crossing a room has required feverish geometry, apologies, and scattered chairs.


Early on, my husband and I had a fight, the kind of wild and howling row that is less an argument than it is simply the outward expression of sleep deprivation and fear. It seemed to me that the house was too much, too heavy, too present, along with my husband, my daughter, my own post-partum body.


I had to leave, to get out, now, but the baby could not be left, any more than I could pull off one of my own arms. I knew this without even having to think it, bundling my daughter up and out, stopping, when she yelled, to sit on the pavement and feed her, all the while inwardly raging, I will never be alone again. Then, a few minutes later, when my emotions had cooled, cautiously putting my hand down into the pram, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Letting her wrap her tiny hand around my finger. I will never be alone again.


They are no longer babies, my children, and cannot remember their babyhood, though it feels so close, to me. Sometimes, that’s what I long for, to feel the kick of my daughter in my womb even as those very same legs send her off across the fallen leaves and into the horizon, to feel the tug of her as she hurtles away. And sometimes, as small hands reach out to pull me back into the suffocation of their blanket den, all sudden yelps and sweet hot breath, I am assailed by a desperate desire for my singular self.


I contain my children as surely as I did in pregnancy. Contain them even though they are so clearly beyond containment; indeed, it is more like playing host to an occupying army. There are days when I stand amidst the wreckage of my former self and think that in asking, How did I go from one to two? I was posing the wrong question. The real mystery is this: how do I go back to being one?


For they are both with me always, my two North Stars. When I do escape the house for the evening, even as I relish the taste of the wine, the very adultness of the room, I find myself talking about them like someone newly in love, aware that for every mention of them that I allow myself, I must filter out three more. Later, on the Tube home, I thumb through their photos, woozily imagining myself climbing into their beds and curling around their sleeping forms.


It is rare that I allow myself to think back to when I walked the earth containing only myself. I want to stay here and I want to go back, just as, so often, I want my children to go and I want them to stay. There are moments, sometimes whole days, when I experience all these desires at the same time. So much want and all of it impossible.


It’s OK, I tell myself, over and over. For even though I do not always believe it, I am allowed to mourn my old self. My one self. I should remember her; grieve for her. Shout goodbye to her, just as, every morning, I call out to my children from the gate. Knowing that they probably won’t turn to see me. And knowing that sometimes, very occasionally, they will turn, and call back.







Two Weeks



There’s a pram in the hall.


Well, really there are three prams in the hall. One actual pram and two buggies, which we’ve been meaning to put into storage and yet somehow haven’t. Also, because we live in London, it’s not a hall so much as a space by the front door.


This may not be especially coherent. Two weeks ago today, I had a baby.


Fourteen days old and he’s tiny, still curled, his legs bandy from being inside me. Sometimes, when he kicks underneath his blanket, I can put my hand on my stomach and remember when only I felt him moving. Experience tells me that I’ll forget it soon, that precise memory, maybe in the next few days. Right now, it’s still there. Just.


The other night, I was crying, for some reason (you cry a lot when you have a baby) and my husband put his arms around me and held me close and patted my back, long and slow. We both realised in the same moment that he was burping me.


Mostly, we sit on the sofa, which means TV. Only, given my thrumming brain, there’s very little I can stand to watch. Off the menu is anything with death, pain, tension, strong emotions, weak emotions, any emotions, animals, children and babies. Eventually, I discover a documentary on Netflix about pizza. When I watch it, I find its poignancy almost unbearable.


Four days ago (three? Five?) I went to the doctor, absolutely dragged myself in and sat down in the chair, more slumped, really, and said, ‘I’ve just had a baby and I’m not well, I’m not well.’


The doctor was kind and asked what, exactly, was the problem. I told him and he said, ‘Well, yes. You’ve just had a baby.’ I nodded, because, of course, that explained everything. Also, I was surprised. I’d just had a baby!


I keep remembering him, which must mean I keep forgetting him.


Who forgets they’ve just had a baby?


We were in hospital four nights, and all I wanted was to come home. Then I came home and all I wanted was to be pretty much anywhere else. Days seven, eight and nine, I longed to run up mountains, get on a plane, go to a museum. Sitting in the same room, counting muslins and rotating bottles, I was frantic to fill my mind with something, anything. An exhibition, maybe. If I could just get up and walk to the Tube, I could go to an exhibition and learn something! In reality I could barely make it to the front door.


I was explaining this to a friend who’d come to visit, saying that every night as I lay down my mind kept flitting between the emptiness of the day that had just passed, and its ultimate triumph. All I’ve done is keep the baby alive / I’ve kept the baby alive. My friend told me the German word for precisely that Escher-like shift in perspective, and I was pleased, because on that particular day I’d kept the baby alive and I’d learned something.


I’ve forgotten it now.


People keep texting, asking, ‘How are you? How was the birth?’ I have answers lined up ready (like bottles – everything’s like fucking bottles) but I can’t tell them, not really. I don’t allow myself to think about it much. The other afternoon, trying to nap, I remembered how blue he’d been when they put him on my chest, and how he’d stayed blue as the minutes passed, and the moment they’d taken him away, and the midwife who said, ‘He’s a fighter, he’ll be fine.’ I remembered thinking, how the hell do you know he’s a fighter? How do you know anything about him? He’s five minutes old. I remembered that, and how he had been inside me and then how he was far away, whole hospital floors away, and as I remembered, a drop of breastmilk, an opaque tear, ran down my stomach. I watched it in a detached kind of way, thinking that it was really a bit obvious that the milk should look so precisely like a tear drop. A bit much.


I know I’ve said it already but he is very small, unbearably small.


Because I had a C-section and so can’t have a bath, and mainly because I’m tired, and busy not answering texts and lining up bottles, my body is still covered with patches of glue where they placed God knows what on me during the operation. Every now and then I find a new drift of grey gunge, on my shoulder or my inner thigh, and try to think whether I remember a sensor being stuck there. Two weeks in and I really ought to rub it all off.


I’ve been told to keep calm, even though our baby is so little and not gaining as much weight as he should, and outside it’s a hundred million degrees and the newspapers say that when Brexit comes we may run out of food and the world could be ending and is, at the very least, on fire. A midwife comes over and asks how I am. I tell her that I’m suffering badly with anxiety. She nods and says, ‘That can happen. Now, let’s talk about cot death.’


When the panic comes, sometimes seeping in and sometimes with a smack, I look at him and think of the stillbirths and the miscarriages and the babies that will never be children and my breathing falters.


It’ll all seem easier soon, they tell me. We’ll be OK. He’s only been here two weeks.







Mr Skinny Legs



A quick inventory of every Peppa Pig-themed entity in my family’s possession:




	One George Pig cuddly toy.


	Two identical cuddly Peppa Pig toys. I have no recollection of how we came by the second, which leads me to believe that either I or my children stole it.


	A Daddy Pig T-shirt, worn by my husband to children’s parties, where it is much admired.


	A cuddly Mr Dinosaur toy.


	A too-small plastic cup featuring Peppa and George, generally used for dispensing medicine.


	A Peppa Pig rucksack.


	Peppa Pig-engendered arachnophobia.





What’s annoying (it’s all annoying) is that this last thing was not the outcome anyone intended; the TV episode in question sees Peppa and her toddler brother, George, encounter a spider, Mr Skinny Legs – so called, presumably, because even the word ‘spider’ is scary.


It’s all determinedly upbeat. The little pigs search for Mr Skinny Legs, carry him into the garden and sing as he climbs the water spout. So upbeat, in fact, that their attitude has caused problems in Australia, where Mr Skinny Legs is not always quite so benign.


But before that, before all the singing and the jollity, there is a crucial moment, the only bit my kids seem to have taken on board. And that is when Mummy Pig sees the spider, and, despite her best intentions, lets out a scream.


A few years ago, there was a bit of a hoo-ha after a midwife went on the record to say that it would be better if women didn’t quite so readily disclose, or seek out, tales of difficult births. ‘You just have to Google childbirth and you’re met with a tsunami of horror stories,’ said Dr Catriona Jones, a senior lecturer in maternal mental health, by way of explanation. ‘If you go on to any of the Mumsnet forums, there are women telling their stories of childbirth – “Oh, it was terrible”, “it was a bloodbath”, “this and that happened”. I think that can be quite frightening for women to engage with, and read about.’


At the time, I dismissed this as though swatting a fly; of course we should talk! Of course we should be prepared! It’s only gradually that I’ve come to realise that I don’t talk about my first birth. Not to medical professionals. Not to my parents and not to my friends.


Partly, it’s a matter of time. The full story takes a minimum of forty-five minutes and very few people I know, and certainly no doctors, have the inclination to listen much beyond a quarter of an hour. Which is not to say that they won’t try, but it’s tempting to speed things along, or cut to the ending. Or (and this is understandable, but not conducive to opening up) start getting a bit bored as we plod into Marianne’s Labour, Day Four, and pause the conversation to reply to an urgent WhatsApp.
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