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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.
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