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FOREWORD



Imagine having a baby and becoming paralyzed by illness.


Imagine the stigma attached to becoming a new mother and wishing your baby away.


Imagine the shame of not sliding into this role with the grace and enthusiasm that everyone expected from you.


Recently, professionals and laypeople alike have begun paying attention to the impact of depression and anxiety after the birth of a baby. After decades of silent suffering, we are beginning to see greater advocacy and new legislation in support of women struggling with perinatal distress. Despite this increase in public awareness and a new national conversation, mothers continue to feel marginalized and hushed by a culture that refuses to listen. Expectations of unconditional maternal bliss continue to run rampant. The prevailing notion that mothers should endlessly radiate joy, paradoxically keeps them feeling sick, longer.


Motherhood is a magnificently challenging role, asking that women continuously adapt and adjust their identities, routines, priorities, and expectations. Emotions are out of control, life becomes unpredictable, and self-care becomes something of the past. Regardless of how many books have been read in preparation or how much support loving friends and family members provide, a large number of women are surprised at the extent to which they feel overwhelmed, overloaded, exhausted, unsupported, and completely, utterly, misunderstood.


It’s hard enough to be a mother when everything turns out the way you hope it will. Mommy and baby are healthy. Dad is fabulous and supportive. Extended family is available and accommodating. Even when it’s idyllic, it can be a challenging journey. A woman with a postpartum mood or anxiety disorder experiences an additional and exceptionally complicated challenge. She unexpectedly finds herself face-to-face with one of life’s most cruel juxtapositions: trying to reconcile becoming a mother while wrestling soul-crushing emotions unlike any she has ever even remotely experienced.


The paradoxes inherent in motherhood within the context of emotional illness are often immobilizing: The elation and the despair. The ambivalence and the affection. The fury and the indifference. The irritability and the guilt. And then, there are the maddening thoughts. Like the thought that her baby would be better off without her. Or the worry that her husband will never love her again because she is unlovable. Or the belief that she made an irreparable mistake of unprecedented proportions and she should never have had this baby. Or, perhaps most unfathomable of all, if someone knew her innermost thoughts, would they take her baby away?


To the postpartum woman in distress, these secret thoughts are unimaginable, unspeakable, and unprintable.


Until now.


The indescribable distress experienced by depressed mothers is palpable. Courageous women have assembled in Mothering Through the Darkness: Women Open Up About the Postpartum Experience, to share their experiences in this collection of extraordinarily personal and private stories. The distinguished group of women identify strongly with their accomplishments as mothers transformed by both their babies and their illnesses, and also by their impressive achievements as educators, editors, lecturers, students, published writers, and award-winning poets.


This poignant anthology embraces the deep joy and excruciating distress of real women who believe in the healing power of self-disclosure through writing—healing themselves and healing the women who read their words. Recovery from postpartum depression and anxiety is a journey distinguished by tremendous triumphs and equally remarkable pain. It is precisely this contradiction which makes a postpartum woman’s experience so unique. Still, somewhat surprisingly, there exists little understanding of these intimate experiences. Denial persists. Misinformation is widespread. My hope is that these brave women who chose to defy the stigma will enlighten others with the honest portrayal of their fragile yet victorious tales.


Sarah Rudell Beach does a wonderful job capturing one of the overriding themes of the book when she declares: We can be shattered, and we can become whole again.


The words and sentiments throughout this book are heartbreaking and heartwarming. They are touching and provocative. For readers who dare to believe that good mothers feel a myriad of amazing and shocking emotions, the book will truly be inspirational.


—Karen Kleiman, MSW, LCSW Founder & Director, The Postpartum Stress Center Author, Therapy and the Postpartum Woman: Notes on Healing Postpartum Depression for Clinicians and the Women Who Seek Their Help





INTRODUCTION



Jrock back and forth in the glider, clutching my five-month-old daughter and squeezing my eyes shut. Every muscle in my body is clenched, and angry tears pour down my face. My baby wails, and I fight the urge to scream. My throat is raw with the unexpressed scream; it wants to come out. Why won’t she sleep? Why can’t I get her to sleep in her crib? What is wrong with me?


I berate myself, asking these questions over and over. I am a failure, an imposter. I have done everything wrong up to this point, leaving me with a baby who won’t nap, an afternoon with no quiet, and a scream that wants so badly to come out. I am not sad. I am filled with rage. I battle against the urge to slap myself in the face. My hand twitches with the impulse to make contact with my cheek. I can feel the sting; it burns and yet soothes. But I can’t do it. Women who rock crying babies shouldn’t slap themselves in the face. But I want to.


—Stephanie


For the first several months of my son’s life he was a crier. For the first time in my life, so was I. My son cried in the morning, he cried in the afternoon, and he cried in the evenings. I cried during those times too, but it was the intensity of my own crying that shocked me. It was the cry of a woman with a broken soul, no energy, no spirit. And that’s what it felt like to me at the time: the crying and the colic had crushed my spirit.


I believed that somehow, in some way, my unhappy baby was my fault. Maybe I passed on the anxiety that I experienced during pregnancy, maybe I didn’t have a sufficiently positive attitude, maybe it was the glasses of wine that I drank during the last trimester, maybe—and this was the most horrible thing to say to myself—I wasn’t cut out to be a mother. Now I would never finish my dissertation and never have a successful career. This was all just too hard. Maybe I just wasn’t built for it.


These are the thoughts that cycled through my mind, again and again, as I tried to find refuge from the crying. When the crying became too much, I would put him down in his crib and flee—to a third-floor closet, to the back pantry, anywhere where the sound was muffled. I would crouch on the floor and sob. But I could still hear the screams, even sometimes when the baby had stopped crying.


—Jessica


When we were first-time mothers, both of us held misconceptions about postpartum depression: Only people with a history of mental health problems get it. Mothers who have postpartum depression are sad all the time. They don’t want to get out of bed. New mothers can kick the “baby blues” if they just cheer up and get out of the house more. It will go away on its own. It only happens during the first few months after childbirth. These mothers want to hurt their babies.


None of these descriptions applied to either of us. As educated, middle-class women with support systems, we knew about which baby products to purchase and from where, the best way to swaddle an infant, how to introduce solid food.


Yet the psychological terrain of parenting remained a mystery. Nobody was talking. Nobody talked about the identity crisis that might ensue, or the fact that sleep deprivation could feel like slow torture, or the anxiety that could fill the hours of the day. Nobody was talking about the thoughts that weren’t supposed to be there.


The authors of the essays in this book have broken that silence. They are talking—about all of it. Their words dispel the many myths that still prevail, bringing to light the reality of postpartum depression and perinatal mood disorders.


If there’s one thing we’ve learned throughout the process of compiling these essays, it’s that there is no universal experience of antepartum and postpartum mood disorders. Symptoms manifest in different ways: sadness, intrusive thoughts, panic, anger, obsessive-compulsive behavior, anxiety, isolation, and grief can characterize the postpartum experience in individualized forms. We also know that postpartum depression does not discriminate. According to the American Psychological Association, 9 to 16 percent of women—from all cultures, religious and educational backgrounds, socio-economic classes, and family histories—will have postpartum depression in their lifetime.


The circumstances are often unique: sometimes pregnancy or infant loss is a factor; twin births, NICU stays, birth trauma, and colic can play a role; adoption may be the trigger; marital distress can be tied to perinatal depression and anxiety as either a cause or a casualty.


As we read story after story, common themes emerged. So many of the authors experienced a shame that paralyzed them into inaction. They felt guilty about their depression—after all, wasn’t this baby, this life, what they had wanted? Guilt and shame are powerful forces during the postpartum period; they often result in mothers denying themselves care as punishment for their inability to fully embrace their new roles.


The insidious myth of perfection also plays a part; women believe that if motherhood does not feel natural to them, they must be defective somehow. Kate Kearns puts it beautifully in her essay “I Love You; Leave Me Alone”: “When a mother has these thoughts, how can she feel anything but shame and fear? Even though we are told the causes and warning signs well ahead of time, who can bring herself to admit to not feeling overjoyed by her new baby, no matter what the supportive scientific pamphlets say?”


The brave and honest authors of this book have shown us that postpartum depression does not make you defective or broken. It is possible to find your way through the darkness and emerge stronger.
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HERE COMES THE SUN



Maggie Smith
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I can’t find the notebook.


My husband threw it away, or I threw it away, or it threw itself away.


With my son I wrote everything down: every feeding, what time he started, what time he finished, when he burped, when he spit up, what the spit up looked like, when he peed, when he pooped, what the poop looked like, when he cried, what his cry sounded like, when he slept, what position he slept in, when he woke.


If I wrote everything down, I would see The Pattern. The Pattern That Would Make Him Happy. The Pattern That Would Make Him Sleep.


The Pattern That Would Fix Him.


The Pattern That Would Fix Me.


The books all say to sleep when the baby sleeps. But he didn’t sleep. And if he did, in tiny spurts, I spent those few minutes scribbling down everything that had happened since my last entry. And then he’d wake, screaming, and I’d set down the notebook.
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We all come into the world less than done, unfinished, our skulls still stitching themselves together. We have soft spots. Fontanelle means “little fountain,” because of the pulsing you can see.
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Our daughter, born four years earlier, had been colicky, too. She hadn’t slept. She’d cried insistently, refusing comfort. Desperate for lullabies, I sang her “Graceland” and “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds,” because I knew the words. I played the white noise CD on a loop. I bounced, jiggled, walked, drove. I cried in the shower, when I could steal away to take one.


I’d said to my husband, “Why did we do this?” We’d had a good life. We’d ruined our good life.


Where was my bundle of joy?


The baby doesn’t look in your eyes. The baby cries like a creature, more animal than human. The baby doesn’t give. The baby takes. No one tells you, for those first weeks, your life is in service to a stranger.


I’d said to my husband, “She doesn’t love me—she only wants me for food!”


I’d sung her “You Are My Sunshine,” as if singing it could make it so.


Our life had been interrupted. No, we had interrupted our life. We’d done this to ourselves.
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With my daughter I’d cut my maternity leave short by two weeks to return to my office—mostly to escape, to row away from the lonely island we lived on together, but also to get back to the adult world, to a place where I could put in earbuds, type, and be functionally alone.


I remember dropping her off at daycare. I remember her sitting in a baby swing in a ladybug outfit, clutching a little burp cloth like a security blanket, her eyes focusing on something across the room. I left her there. I cried, but I was free.


And my dread, which I’d never treated, which I’d never even called by its proper name, began to dissolve. I could almost taste it—a hard lozenge melting in the heat of my mouth.
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It took us years to decide to have another child. I was terrified of regretting it, regretting him or her. Terrified of the “What have we done?” feeling. Terrified of those bathrobe days, bathrobe weeks, the faraway look I’d seen in photographs of myself. Terrified of that hollow, scraped-out feeling.


Life was good: mother, father, daughter. We were healthy. We were happy. We slept.


What I didn’t expect was that the road would be so difficult once we finally decided to travel it. I miscarried twice in 2011. I felt broken. I was broken.


Twice there was almost a child, as if almost were a variety of child, like an apple—Suncrisp, Red Delicious, Rome, Almost. And I was some variety of widow, some variety of orphan, some terrible hybrid: there is no name for a mother of an almost child.


There is no name for a mother of erasure.


There is no name for half a mother, only half of her children living in this world, only half.
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The year of the miscarriages was also the year of obsession. I insisted on test after test. I charted. I listed. If this, then that. If this test comes back negative, then I’ll feel safe. If my levels are X, then we can try Y again. I was in the dark alone, feeling my way along the wall, feeling for a light switch or a doorknob.


We decided to try again one last time in 2012. On Valentine’s Day, the day after my thirty-fifth birthday, I told my husband I was pregnant. “Here we go again,” he said. We both expected the worst.


But weeks later, there it was on the fuzzy gray screen: the heart a small button clicking itself on, on, on. And this time it stayed on. Still, the bargaining, the obsessive worry, the guardedness did not resolve. For nine months, I expected blood.
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He looked like an Elvis impersonator when he was born. Our son, almost ten pounds, had a full head of thick dark hair. He had sideburns.


Our son was the child who almost wasn’t. The last child we would ever have. If we’d believed in miracles, he would have been one. He was the sun, the light at the end of a long darkness.


At first he was so calm and quiet, I thought the curse was broken. He slept and slept, only waking to nurse. But after a couple of weeks, he emerged from the fog of birth. He screamed. He refused to close his eyes, let alone sleep. Hour after hour, I carried him around tightly swaddled, swaying him as he blinked up at me. He slept maybe six hours out of any twenty-four-hour period, but in brutal twenty-minute increments. I found myself at the edge again, but this time with a four-year-old to care for.


This time, I felt, it was me and the baby on an island, my daughter and her father on another. We could wave to each other across the choppy water. Nursing, I had the baby attached to me almost constantly, an appendage. When he wasn’t there, I could still feel him, like a phantom limb.
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An erasure is a kind of poem as much about the words not there.
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Our son was born in October. By December I was miserable. At eight weeks, my daughter had started sleeping—consolidating sleep, they call it—but this time eight weeks came and went without change. I couldn’t put him down. I couldn’t let him cry. I’d fought so hard to get him here. How could I put him down?


My mind’s engine ran and ran until it smoked. I wrote everything down. I couldn’t sleep. I was wired. I worried about what the next day would bring. I worried about being left alone with him. I dreaded morning.


I resented my husband for having an office to go off to each day. And when I snapped at him, when I stomped around the kitchen, slamming the cabinet doors, he said: “You chose this. This is what you wanted.”


What he meant was: You knew I’d be at work and you’d be at home. You knew it would be hard.


What I heard was: I told you so.
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There is no name for a mother, half a mother, only half of her children living in this world, only half.
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I sang my son “Here Comes the Sun” and “Close Your Eyes.” I gave him his own songs.


I sang him “Fire and Rain,” because I knew the words, because it was sad and beautiful and so were we. Then I worried that the melody would depress him, that the notes would somehow change his wiring. Or was he already wired to be like me: too raw for the world, nerves too close to the skin?


I sang him “Here Comes the Sun,” as if singing it could make it so.
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We all come into the world less than done, unfinished, little fountains. They call the first three months of a baby’s life “the fourth trimester.” Horses can practically run out of the womb. Even a deer can stand, sticky, and walk. But human infants are helpless, blind, bawling, not ready to be in the world—and you are not ready, either. You are not ready for this.
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This time I had no office to escape to. I’d left my job in publishing to begin a freelance career the previous year, so that I would have more time and flexibility as a parent.


This was not maternity leave. This was my life. I chose this. This is what I wanted.


If I couldn’t change my life, I would order it. I created a schedule and quickly became a slave to it: set feedings, set ounces, set “naptimes” (swaddled, carried around, propped precariously in a bouncer or swing, only to wake seconds later). I couldn’t leave the house. I had to stay home, keep him on track, offer him naps in his own crib. I had to swaddle, shush, sway.


I had to find The Pattern. The Pattern That Would Fix Us.
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It was bitter cold that winter. I was a recluse with a reflux baby who fussed and cried and rarely slept. My friends left fresh-ground coffee from the local coffee shop on the stoop or stayed and kept me company as I paced the carpet, bouncing and shushing my swaddled, blinking baby in my arms.


When my husband told me to call my doctor, when he told me that my frantic listing wasn’t normal, that my anger wasn’t normal, I vented to them. There is no parenting-a-newborn medication, I insisted. My life is hard, and there is no pill to make a hard life easy.
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One January morning, angry that my husband invited friends over for brunch, friends I couldn’t face, I started cleaning in a rage. I picked up toys from the living room carpet and threw them into the playroom. The air sizzled. He texted our friends to cancel. As he whisked our daughter away for an errand, I heard her say, on the way out the door, “Let’s go. I don’t want to be around Mom. She’s mad all the time.”


I was. I was furious. All the time. Where was my bundle of joy? How could this happen twice? How could I let it? After all I’d been through to have this child, why couldn’t I just be grateful?
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I drove around for maybe an hour that night, between feedings, because the car was the only place where I could be alone and sob, where I couldn’t hear a baby, where I could turn the music up loud.


They call it extinction: letting a baby cry it out, letting a baby cry until he can’t cry anymore, until he gives up and finally sleeps.


I let myself cry it out.


I was extinct?
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I was a mother, an erasure, a poem about what was not there.
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The next day I made the appointment with my ob-gyn’s office. Because I didn’t want to be that mother. Because I already felt guilty, as if I had cheated on my daughter by having another child. I couldn’t betray her again by changing, by having her lose the mother she’d had for four years, the mother she loved and counted on.


The nurse asked if I had thought of harming the baby or myself. Was I eating, was I sleeping, was I exercising, was I going out with friends?


No, I said. No, no, no, no.


I wasn’t sad; I was mad. I couldn’t turn myself off. I couldn’t fix my son.


She looked at my chart. I’d been pregnant three times in two years. It makes sense, but I hadn’t known it until then: miscarriage is a predictor for postpartum anxiety and depression. Of course you feel out of control: Your hormones have been all over the place. You’ve been heartbroken, wrung out, exhausted, and scared. You can’t make your body do what it should, and now you can’t make your child do what he should.
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Little fountains, we all come into the world unfinished, still stitching ourselves together.
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The nurse prescribed a low dose of Lexapro and asked to see me again in sixty days. It would take a few weeks for me to feel results, and it would be thirty days before the medication reached therapeutic level in my system.


The treatment itself was something to endure: the flat feeling, like monotone. I’d always felt high highs, low lows. I’d always been black or white. But Lexapro was gray, gray, gray. I listened to sad songs, alarmed that they didn’t make me feel sad. They didn’t make me feel anything. The flat gray, the deadening, was worth it—for my kids, for my marriage, for me—and eventually it gave way to shades of gray. There were almost whites, almost blacks.


When our son started sleeping more, when I felt like the worst was behind us, I weaned myself off the pills. I cried again. I was black. I was white. I was dragged into sad songs. I snapped occasionally. I was my old self, but it was manageable. I no longer felt out of control.
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I can’t find the notebook.


My husband threw it away, or I threw it away, or it threw itself away.


I know what I would not find there: Why my son wouldn’t sleep. Why I wasn’t producing enough breast milk. Why he couldn’t tolerate formula. Why my gratitude for him wasn’t enough to keep me happy. Why I willingly marooned myself on an island with a newborn a second time. Why I thought it would be different. Why it wasn’t different.


There are no answers.
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We are all little fountains—soft, pulsing, unfinished.


I am learning to forgive my body its brokenness, to forgive my mind its blacks and whites. I sing “Here Comes the Sun.”


Today I keep two notebooks, one for each of my children. Now and then I write down the sweet and funny things they say. My last entry is this:


Looking out the back door in the morning as the sun rises.


Rhett: Snowy!


Me: And sunny!


Rhett: No sunshine.


Me: What is shining on Mommy’s face?


Rhett: Rhett.
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IT GOT BETTER, BUT IT TOOK A LONG TIME TO GET GOOD



Jen Simon
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I pick at my body, obsessively, compulsively. Any scab, any scar, any loose skin or hangnail I can coax, I rip open, digging into the exposed flesh. I add myself to the mess of the apartment—bloody Kleenexes and dried, yellowed, hardened pieces of feet litter the floors.


It’s 6:32 a.m., June of 2010. I have been up since four, again, and am again counting the minutes until I can go back to sleep. Sleep: I need it, I yearn for it, I obsess about it. Every moment of my day revolves around its elusiveness and how to acquire as much of it as possible. This is my life. Every day. For the last eight months. It feels like an eternity.


Snuggling into the pillow, I breathe deeply, trying to relax my body and my mind at the time when many mothers are just waking up.


Noah was born in November. He is a beautiful blond baby with big blue eyes. He is quick to smile. He latched when I put him to me. He is happy to experiment with new foods. He is meeting all of his milestones. But there is something wrong with him. He doesn’t know how to sleep. His screams pierce our sought-after slumber every forty-five minutes during the night. Every night. Until he fully wakes up between four and four thirty in the morning. Every morning. This is my life. For the last eight months.


It will get better, the pediatrician says, as I cry in her office. It will get better, the friends in my moms’ group assure me as I cry during our walks around our Brooklyn neighborhood. It will get better, my mom says, consoling me as I cry on the phone with her. They’re all wrong. I know it. I feel it. It will never get better. How can it ever get better if nothing changes?


Nothing changes. Every night is filled with the same terrible, jolting cries. And every morning, as if on cue, Noah stands in his crib and wails until my husband, Matt, or I retrieve him. The only thing that allows me to maintain some semblance of functionality is the fact that Matt and I take turns getting up with him. But even then, I am still awake.


Perhaps worse than the crying and the aborted sleep are the fights I have with Matt. Although, no, who am I kidding—no fights or regrets or screams or full-body sobbing jags are worse than the grueling nights and zombie-like days.


But our fighting is awful, bitter and constant. Every day I plead for Matt to listen to my reasons for sleep training Noah and every day Matt is sure there’s another way, an undiscovered miracle cure just waiting to be found.


Fighting is new to us; we don’t know how to fight. I cry. Matt yells, stomping around the room. We both fume.


Matt doesn’t harm himself, but he too has a physical reaction to Noah’s cries. His whole body changes. His hands tense, becoming fists. His arms stiffen by his sides. His body is charged up and he paces, unable to contain himself or his emotion.


My husband, one of the most easygoing people I have ever met, has too become obsessive. As a lawyer, he bills his time to his clients in intervals of six minutes. Every day, he tracks hours at work—what he worked on, at what time, for how long. So, wouldn’t it make sense for me to do the same thing? For us to learn the baby’s habits? I dutifully fill in the thirty-minute segments on the Excel sheet by color: green for sleep, yellow for awake, and red for eating. Matt pores over them, sure they contain the key to our son and his patterns, the key to our salvation.


But even though each horrible day is the same, nothing on the sheets lines up to tell us why. Why is this happening? What are we missing? What are we doing wrong?


What am I doing wrong? Because I feel like I’m doing everything wrong.


I’m not sure what to do with him, so I do all the things I think I’m supposed to do. I dress him as a miniature version of my friends, in jeans and hoodies and socks that look like Vans. We go to playgrounds where I push him on swings. We go to baby music classes and sing silly songs. We go to baby gym classes where I grab him, kiss him all over until his laugh, his unmistakable all-consuming belly laugh, fills the room and the other moms and nannies give us approving smiles. Do you see me? Am I doing this right? I tell myself I’ll just fake it until it feels right, but it never does.


I recently stopped nursing, my broken body no longer producing milk, so I buy organic formula and feed it to my son in BPA- and phthalate-free bottles. All of his food and my cleaning supplies boast that they are “organic” or “natural” or “green.” Maybe if I can do all the “right” things for him, I can start feeling the right way about him. But the truth is I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel about him because I’m too tired and numb to have feelings for anything. And no belly laughs or Plum Organics pouch or tambourine sing-along can fix that.


Every day, I kiss his smiling face while actively regretting having him. It is horrifying. I am simultaneously empty and brimming over with hate and anger. Every day is filled with these disparities.


Sometimes I feel insatiable—an empty, consuming hole that can never be filled. I am hungry, so hungry. I eat all day long—nothing substantial, but I graze—because I want something in my mouth to make me feel better, but nothing ever does. I never feel better. I never feel full.


Other times I feel like I could never eat again. There is no point in thinking about food. There is nothing, absolutely nothing that sounds like it would taste good. There is nothing that is worth either cooking or ordering or even just opening a package. The physical act of eating is so exhausting. I can’t expend the energy even to open a bag and bring food or even a food-like item to my mouth. I can’t be bothered to chew.


Sometimes I feel like I can’t breathe. My body is a black hole of feelings and longing and lacks even oxygen—there is never enough and I’m choking and drowning at the same time. I can’t stand up straight because I’m afraid my lungs will collapse in on themselves as my stomach folds over.


I am anxious. Anxious all the time about nothing and everything. I’ve dealt with mental anxiety before but this is different. I’m physically anxious—my arms and shoulders are always tense—and I can feel my nerves contracting, spiderwebbing across my back. I am electric.


When my mom or Matt insists I give myself a break and hire a babysitter, I spend my “free” time just as anxious as when I’m with Noah. Walking around without him feels both liberating and wrong. It’s like having a giant weight lifted, but finding out that the weight was in fact a limb and you feel empty and lost without it.


I am tethered to Noah. I am untethered without Noah. He is an anchor, dragging me under, and I don’t know what to do except tread water.


At 2:41 p.m. I put Noah down for his third nap. I watch him sleep. He looks like a doll, an angel. He sleeps on his belly, his bottom in the air, head turned to the side, blond ringlets framing his face. He is so peaceful. He is so beautiful. He is so vulnerable. I step away from the crib.


Lately, the terrible thoughts—the thoughts I can’t admit to anyone, even myself, have started creeping into my days. I know it’s normal enough to think awful things at two in the morning when I’m half-asleep, but now the awful things don’t stay in the middle of the night. They haunt me at eleven in the morning, at two in the afternoon; they permeate my day.


Things will get better. People lie. But I know things will not get better if they don’t change and they’re not changing. So I think about how to change them.


I think about giving Noah away. I think about running away. Either with him so I can sleep train how I want, Goddammit, or without him so I can just be alone with the quiet and emptiness of nothing. All I want is a room with a bed and a door. All I want is a chance to sleep, uninterrupted.


I think about killing him. All it would take is a little extra pressure in the middle of the night while I was rocking him. Who would know? Accidents happen. He’s so small. Most nights my body already feels like it’s not my own. So what if I acted? It would just end. It would just be over.


I think about killing myself. Or about killing both Matt and myself so Noah won’t have either of us to screw him up. I think about killing all of us, so no one would have to worry about any of us anymore and our self-contained unit of sleepless misery would be gone. Forever.


These things start to make sense.
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It is December 2010. Noah is thirteen months old. Things are finally better, but they’re nowhere near good. No one tells you that even if things get better, they don’t get good.


Mercifully, after Matt finally agreed to the cry-it-out method, Noah is now sleeping through the night. But nothing we tried broke him of his early wake time. So his morning and ours still begins at four or four thirty.


I am taking antidepressants, so I no longer feel like hurting myself or my husband or my son. But now I feel detached. And anxious. Still anxious, anxious, anxious. Better, but not good.


My former best friend—who, like all my pre-mom friends, I rarely see—is throwing her annual Christmas party. I don’t want to go. I mean, I want to go and see her and my former friends and have a drink and get dressed up for the first time in forever and flirt and laugh and remember there are holidays and songs and silliness and joy for no reason other than to have fun.


But I really don’t want to put the effort into going. I don’t want to shower. To apply makeup. To shimmy into tights and a dress when my pajama pants are so comfortable.


When I complain about my conflicting feelings, Matt says, If you want two different things at the same time, you just have to choose one and get on with it.


Wanting two different things at the same time: that sums up my whole life now. I don’t want to be a mother, but my son has taken over my life, my identity. What would I do without him? Who would I be without him? I want to run away, get divorced, start over on my own somewhere, anywhere with quiet and sleep. But that seems like it would take a lot of energy. I just don’t have the energy. I want to have a second child because I’ve always assumed I would have two children. I want Noah to be an older brother. But there’s no way I want to be pregnant or even bother to have sex. And I can’t imagine replicating the hell of the last year.


Matt and I no longer have nightly, marathon fights, but there is a rift in our relationship so large that it seems irreparable. It’s as if a bomb has gone off in our marriage and even if we eventually find all the pieces, putting it back together will never make things the same. We’re now each on our own island, bound together by Noah, but no longer to each other. I don’t know that we’ll ever find our way back to one another, and if we do, if we’ll be able to mend the wounds or just cover the scars.


I don’t like who I am now. Before I had a child, I was so cognizant of the type of mother I didn’t want to be: one defined by her child. The fact that I’ve become that very mother is demoralizing and heartbreaking. I don’t like being with my child. But I can’t be without him. I’m a failure at the one thing no one in the world is supposed to be a failure at. Sure, I’ve felt like a failure for most of life—for not living up to my potential, not publishing the bestsellers in my head, not making much money at my attempt at a career. But this is failure of a whole different magnitude.


Isn’t raising a child the most basic, essential, “natural” thing a woman can do? And if that’s the case, then why am I so bad at it? I’m an educated woman in my thirties who planned, with her educated husband, to have a baby. I’m not some dumb teenager who got knocked up by accident. So why is every day such a struggle?


Every day is such a struggle.


But no one seems to notice. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not. At the grocery store, at the baby classes, at the playground—I look just like every other Brooklyn mom in skinny jeans, a fitted T-shirt, flats, and an initial necklace. We all have our children’s initials around our necks. We are all branded by our children. Since we all look the same, no one can tell I’m not the same underneath. But I’m not. I’m an impostor, an actor in a charming-looking life who is just going through the motions.


I have decided to go to the party. Greeting people, I get a drink and revel in the familiar warmth as it spreads from my belly outward. I’ve always been a fun drunk, a happy, flirty, chatty drunk. And as I loosen up, I start talking. But now that my entire life and identity have been swallowed by a child, I have nothing to talk about except that child.


At first, I start with a cute anecdote about Noah. He is, after all, adorable. But after some more sips, my chatting gets less fun and more honest. I can’t pretend like things are okay. I can’t stop myself from spilling out words that I know no one wants to hear.


I’ve been the girl at the party who made out with a random girl. I’ve been the girl at the party who was too drunk and got locked in the bathroom. But tonight, I’m the girl at the party telling everyone not to have children.
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It is July 2014.


Noah is four and three-quarters, as he likes to say, and Ryan is one.


After trials of Prozac, Lexapro, and Ativan, I settled into a decent place, medicine-wise, when Noah was around two. And then I knew I had to do it again.


Why would you want to do that to us? Matt asked, when I broached the subject of a second baby. I didn’t have a good answer. It was in part because my mother, an only child, impressed upon me throughout my youth how lucky I was to have a sister and how lonely she was growing up. It was in part because I felt we both doted on Noah too much and I didn’t want to create a little prince; our devotion, I felt, was bordering on obsessive. But mostly because I felt we needed to reset. Maybe if I got pregnant again I could reconnect some of the things that went haywire in my mind the first time around. Maybe it could help us gel into a family instead of just parents with a kid. Maybe it could help me feel like a real mother instead of a fraud.


So for a year, we tried. The monthly negative tests taunted me. Both relieved and frustrated, I wondered if I was doing the right thing. Did I truly want a second child? Would it upset the delicate balance we had finally achieved in our home? Would we ever sleep again? And more importantly, would I regret a second baby like I had regretted my first for so long?


I’m happy to say that while we’ve had hard hours and days, things are nothing like that long, dark period in our lives. Ryan is a happy, uncomplicated baby. He’s easy to love. I don’t mean to imply that Noah wasn’t; he was, but I just couldn’t feel the way I was supposed to. I’m a different kind of mother this time around. A more forgiving, go-with-the-flow, happier mother. Contributing in no small part to that is the fact that Ryan doesn’t have sleep issues and I started taking my medicine again after nursing for six months.


I feel like I’ve been given a gift with Ryan. All the clichés about parenting that I thought were bullshit the first time around? They all finally make sense. The time does go by fast. His laughter is glorious. Getting him up from a nap fills me with joy and wonder about who this child is and how lucky I am that I get to be with him.


I finally get to experience mothering a baby instead of just trying to survive it.


And Noah, he is smart and silly, a funny, engaging avid learner. An early riser still, he usually sleeps through the night and he usually stays in his room until 6:00 a.m. Usually. The days he doesn’t are hard, but I know we will get through them, move past them, get to something better. Because for the first time in a long time, things aren’t just better, they’re actually good.
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LIFE WITH NO ROOM



Celeste Noelani McLean
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I am afraid of the baby waking. I am afraid of the baby not waking.


I am with her alone, day after day, too soon after my cesarean to be of any real use. I am so swollen from water retention that the tops of my feet jiggle when I pace the living room with my brand-new bundle. Only this isn’t really pacing. It is more of a shuffle, a groaning limp as nerve pain radiates from my slowly healing incision. It is everything, everywhere, agony.


I want to call my mother, to have her take the baby from my arms and shoo me into the bedroom so I can finally sleep. She is supposed to be here. She wanted so very much to be. I think of my wedding just eight months ago. Mom rushed up to me immediately after the ceremony and I scooped her tiny frame into my arms, lifting her up off the ground.


“Hey, don’t hurt yourself,” she scolded. “I want you to have another baby.”


“Don’t worry, Mom,” I laughed. “Picking up your bag of bones ain’t gonna hurt anything.”


We wiped tears from our eyes, a well-earned truce finally between us. Photographs of the moment show us soaked in sunshine. Radiant.


Three days later, I learned I was pregnant. Three months after that, I learned my mother was dying.


Maybe today, at home alone with the baby, wouldn’t feel quite as dark and arduous if it wasn’t for the nerve pain. Or leg muscles weakened by fourteen weeks of bed rest. Or the progesterone shots or the cerclage or the threat of preterm labor blanketing the entirety of my daughter’s thirty-eight-week gestation.


Maybe the high-risk pregnancy would have felt more manageable, more reasonable, if I’d had my mother’s hand to hold during my weekly perinatologist appointments. But instead of having her there to hold me during the hopeful dash toward my daughter’s new life, I was there to hold my mother’s hand as she spoke to oncologists about death.


And maybe, just maybe, the cruel timing of my pregnancy and my mother’s lung cancer diagnosis wouldn’t seem quite as vicious if the peace my mother and I had finally forged hadn’t been sparked by my second son’s stillbirth. Or if the war that necessitated our peace hadn’t begun during my father’s terminal illness.


Or if, or if, or if. So many ways this could have been better, but I can only deal in today’s painful, hideous truths.


Today I put the baby into her swing, desperate to finally eat the strawberries and yogurt my husband put on the coffee table two hours ago. I tuck a blanket around my daughter’s little body and she begins to fuss. I swear under my breath. All I want is to eat my yogurt without trying to balance the bowl on top of a baby. This is apparently too much to ask.


I should love her. I know that. And I do, but also I do not. I am angry with her and her newborn-ness. I am angry at my dying mother and my living daughter and the no room in my life for sleeping, hot coffee, or cold yogurt.
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