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Everyone asks you how the baby is. Are they well? Can they come see them? How are they sleeping? Eating? But they don’t often stop and ask how you are. Are you managing to eat? Are you managing to sleep? Are you coping OK?
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Praise for OPEN:

OPEN is an intimate, honest and powerful read. So personal you want to jump into the pages.
–Giovanna Fletcher

Intensely moving but also full of practical advice.
–Alastair Campbell

A beautiful read.
–Zoe Ball
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This little life you have brought into the world is your everything.

And your world in that instant changed for ever.

We can grow a whole new human being inside our bellies, and our skin, muscles and organs all move around to allocate the correct space needed for them to keep on growing inside us. For the majority of us, we don’t even have to think about it or do anything for it to happen. It just does, the body just knows what to do! It’s completely magical. But for me, that’s the only magical, unknowing part of the whole thing, the rest we have to learn along the way. Both mum and baby learn from each other. As soon as the baby we have grown inside us is outside us, we have to help them to grow. We have to teach them how to grow up and release them into the world.

And this requires us to grow as mothers too.

We have to learn how to do this as we go along and what they need from us as they start to realize who they are. Don’t get me wrong, this can be magical, but it can also be hard, at times terrifying, and your body and mind will be changed by it for ever. No matter what happens, once they are born you will always, constantly think of them. They become something bigger than you and the rest of the world. They become your life’s work, the world shrinks down to this one tiny human.

But here’s the thing, it sometimes comes at a cost. A cost that no one ever really talks about. The cost of giving them everything they need to grow can often mean that you and your mental health fall to the wayside. We neglect our wants and needs and those around us do too. For a long time after, everyone asks you how the baby is. Are they well? Can they come see them? How are they sleeping? Eating? But they don’t often stop and ask how you are. Are you managing to eat and drink? Are you managing to sleep? Are you coping OK?

It can often feel like you’re alone in this thing called motherhood, that you’re the only one struggling or not loving every single second and that you’re never going to have another hot cup of tea or dinner for the rest of your life. The truth is, we all struggle with our mental health at times, at any stage of motherhood, no matter how young or old our kids are. Never really feeling like we have all the answers. And feeling like our wants and our needs are no longer important, to us or anyone else.

What I instead learned was that . . . My child would always be on my mind: no matter where I was or what I was doing, he would be there for the rest of my life. And while of course that’s not necessarily a bad thing, the realization can certainly be overwhelming and scary. I had so little control over this whole new part of my mind that would forever worry about and care for him. My career had been my main focus for most of my life, but now, how would I be able to commit the time and focus I needed to do both things? Something that I think so many women feel, but also are too afraid to say out loud, for fear of sounding ungrateful or unable to cope with their new life ahead. It was a realization, not a regret, that my life was never going to be the same again. Which was in so many ways a change from my usual anxieties that had consumed so much of my life and mind, but it was also terrifying and totally unexpected. I felt out of control of who I had become and who I was becoming.

The problem is that as women we are told we can have it all.

That we should want it all.

And we can do it all.

We are sold the dream from a young age that we should be successful, find love, have children, devote ourselves completely to our family and also stay successful – and then our lives will be complete.

Tick all the boxes:
for mother
woman
life.

And of course, there are women who achieve this. But for most of us, if anything falls out of that perfect list, we believe (or have been taught to feel as if) we have failed at being a woman. It’s this belief or this sense of failure that results in none of us embracing so much of the mess that is part of growing up as a parent or as a person. Because mistakes are no longer something to be made and then learned from, they are something to be held against us by others – but let’s be honest, mainly by ourselves. We often feel that if we don’t have a huge smile plastered across our faces, or aren’t posting on social media about how much we love every single second of it all, then . . . we are ungrateful and bad mothers. How did we get so removed from how we actually feel and how did we ever think this would make us better parents? Better mothers? Or happy humans?

Remember, this book is all from my experience of motherhood, yours might be very different from mine. And guess what? Neither of us is right or wrong. We need to get to a point in society where neither journey is judged. A lot of this book is about us learning to grow into who we are, not mourning our former selves. And as women, I don’t think this is taught to us or spoken about enough. The onus being that we have to have children, but not look or act like we do. From the moment we realize we are pregnant, we have to ‘carry’ a child everywhere we go, both physically and mentally, and when they are born we have to carry them into and through the world. This involves sacrifice and it involves giving over a part of ourselves in order to help create something else. Accepting this is an integral part of growing a child, but also growing as a person and as a mother.

Welcome to GROW.
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We’re going to be joined by two people who have helped me a great deal on this journey: my psychologist, Maleha Khan, and Dr Ed Abrahamson, consultant paediatrician at the Cromwell Hospital, London and vice-president of the Cornwall Air Ambulance. Paediatricians specialize in the medical care of infants and children, while clinical psychologists specialize in the diagnosis and psychological treatment of mental, behavioural and emotional illnesses. They do not prescribe medications but use a range of techniques such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT). Comments from Maleha and Dr Ed are marked with the symbols below:
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BECOMING A NEW PARENT
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There is no doubt that the joy of becoming a new parent can be overwhelming – your life changes overnight. It is a seismic shock, yet all the expectations of society and the extended family are that you are going be unconditionally elated.

After delivery, the most commonly heard phrase is ‘Mother and baby are both doing well.’ But has anyone asked the mother what she really feels? They never say, ‘Baby is doing well but mother is wrecked – 12 hours in labour, a third-degree vaginal tear, eight stitches and she can’t even pee now as she is in so much pain.’ The presumption that the mother will cope with everything nature throws at her starts here. It is a narrative that may continue right through the early months and years – often the mother won’t get her first sign of sympathy until her cute baby has grown into a screaming, demonic toddler.

Society presumes a newborn baby induces a nirvana-like state in its parents, who have arrived at their utopian destination. It often is like this, but not always. Inside there can be many conflicting emotions and the pressure to be outwardly ecstatic only adds to the guilt that you may feel for not being over the moon. Indeed, I have looked after many new parents where it has been the dad who has struggled, and there is a lack of awareness and understanding of this phenomenon. Perhaps one of the last taboo subjects – paternal post-natal depression.

Having your first baby is probably the most challenging life event you will face, other than serious illness or the death of a loved one.

Having your first baby is probably the most challenging life event you will face, other than serious illness or the death of a loved one. Every parent will react differently to a new baby at home. If there are two parents, they can sometimes be on a completely different page in terms of their approaches and feelings.

The role of the health professionals that are almost always involved with newborn babies, including midwives, health visitors, GPs, practice nurses and then in some cases paediatricians, is to have their antennae well positioned to detect the signals and intervene to support the family. Time pressures and, in 2020 and 2021, the lack of face-to-face contact and home visits caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, may contribute to signs being missed, and therefore parental and, as a consequence, infant needs not being met.

The awareness of the potential emotional impact is crucial, as this can have a direct bearing on the early weeks and months of the new baby’s life. If you feel stress and anxiety, this may well result in an unhappy early experience for everyone, and indeed lead to symptoms in the baby which may be misconstrued as a sign of ill health.

The two most common manifestations are constant crying and poor feeding, which can lead to attendance at the GP or paediatrician’s office, followed by a whole series of often unnecessary interventions. For example, it is not unusual for a healthy baby to end up on several medications and special hypoallergenic milks and for new mothers to be asked to restrict their diet or stop breast feeding altogether, when there may be nothing physically wrong.

In my 25 years as a consultant paediatrician, I consider the single most consistent and greatest failing of the whole support system for new (particularly first-time) parents to be a lack of time – the time to listen, time to talk and time to help them take those baby steps, literally and metaphorically, on the often-challenging journey ahead. For anxious new mums like Frankie, whose past medical history and mental-health issues should be known to her medical practitioners, even greater emphasis on talking and listening is needed.
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