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Clemmie Telford, @clemmie_telford

‘This book is a comfort to women recovering who read it and realise that all their crazy mad-ass thoughts were the illness and not themselves.’

Fiona Telford, postpartum psychosis survivor

‘Laura’s raw, honest book gets to the core of postpartum psychosis. She has emerged with a greater understanding of self, with deeper compassion for those who suffer from mental illness, and with a determination to combat stigma and ignorance by speaking out. I hope this book will give women and their families confidence that the brain and body will heal. And I hope it will encourage other women to speak out.’
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Mia Vaughan, @cigarettesandcalpol
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The events described here are based on memories of my experiences. The identifying features of some people and places have been changed in order to protect the privacy. Any similarities are purely coincidental.




Author’s Note

I very nearly didn’t write this book.

It scares me to death. Revisiting the messy pain of what happened. It’s a lot of ‘what the FUCK was all that about?’ But also a lot of holding onto myself, thinking, ‘Wow. That was close.’ I’ve seen something I can’t un-see. Trauma can make you fragile and vulnerable, and shame can stalk you in its wake. You become a sort of mental health police officer, trying to identify and assess the slightest thing that might trigger your symptoms, troubleshooting your days so as to not upset your delicate equilibrium. Writing about my postpartum psychosis is like stepping into a field full of landmines with a blindfold on.

Perhaps your first year of motherhood was what you expected, but it certainly wasn’t for me. Having a baby almost ruined my life. I soon realised that I am not alone. So many women have related to some degree. Many mums feel they pushed their personalities out of their bodies along with their baby, they feel lost, and are trying to somehow put their old selves back together.

And nobody warns us.

The story of motherhood goes well beyond mine, from miscarriage, child-loss, termination for medical reasons (TFMR), adoption, surrogacy, parents unable to conceive, IVF – there are many different paths to becoming a mother. I recognise I am lucky. To be able to have a child is lucky, and I want to acknowledge that I write this from the vantage point of privilege. I am not trying to play the violin here, but I want to use my position of being a ‘middle-class, healthy, white woman’ – with a supportive partner and family close by living in the UK where the health-care system is exceptional compared to most parts of the world and pregnancy and birth are generally safe – to help bring attention to postnatal mental health. And what even makes you a mother anyway? It is not found alone inside the simple act of carrying and birthing a child, I can tell you that. It took me ages to understand that I was a mum – in fact, it’s something I’m still trying to understand.

There is a stigma surrounding postnatal mental health. There is silence. I am telling my version of events to add my voice to the wider conversation that needs to grow around women’s health experiences.

To get better, I needed everything from medication, a psychiatrist, a psychotherapist, midwives, the NHS and lots of support from my family and friends. My partner Hugo says if he could share one piece of advice from our experience, it is this: speak up. Talk about what you’re experiencing. A lot of the problem with any mental health illness is about finding the vocabulary to articulate what you are going through. So trust your loved ones and talk to them – they know you better than anybody, they know who you are.

This book might contain ‘triggers’ that could be sensitive to some readers. As I have said, landmines are everywhere! I had never experienced any kind of mental-health issue or illness up until the birth of my son so I know as well as anyone that it can happen to anybody and it does not discriminate. You are not immune from mental illness. The spectrum is vast and kaleidoscopic and we are all on it.

If you find some of this book hard to read then please ask for help, there is no weakness in taking responsibility for your health.

The bravest thing a person can do is ask for help.




Prologue

It was my first Mother’s Day.

I woke up alone and confused in starched white sheets in a bed that wasn’t mine. The room was office-y with a ‘homely’ touch, kind of Premier Inn-meets-hospital-ward. Cream walls and a navy-blue carpet. A sink. A mirror. A wardrobe. A desk. A chair. A TV. A small chest of drawers. A bathroom. A framed photograph of a hot air balloon floating up above fields in a blue sky.

There was no Hugo.

The door to the room was ajar. An eye peered in, watching me. I didn’t recognise the face it belonged to.

I was bleeding, my scar was raw and sore and my boobs were full of milk.

Is this a hell hotel? Have I done something really terrible? I feel like I have. Is this a posh prison? An asylum?

It was as though I’d been returned to the world from a blackout – like I’d been on a serious bender for the past month and this was the ‘What the hell did I do last night?’ moment, times a million. I felt like I needed to contact everybody in my phone in that ‘apologise to everybody for everything I’ve ever done’ panicked dread. But before I knew it, all the feelings that I’d been fighting against came flooding back. After a few sweet hours of sedated sleep, all my racing, looping, intrusive thoughts surged back and all I could do was lie there, looking at the ceiling, and say, ‘Oh no. Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.’

Because I knew I had to kill myself.

And I really didn’t want to.

Even if I did, it seemed, there was no way of doing so. This room was kill-yourself-proof. The triple glazed window was jammed shut with industrial-scale locks. The TV was screwed to the wall. All cables were tied up: my phone charger; the lamp. It was like waking up at the start of some wretched zombie film in which I was the main character.

I looked at the captive electrical wires and thought, Ha! Joke’s on you, guys. I wasn’t even gonna do it that way anyway.

And that was why I was here, in this place, being watched, because I was having thoughts like that.

In fact, I’m pretty sure that somebody had sat in the room with me that night and watched me sleep. As in, that person’s only job was to sit there in the darkness, watching me. I had definitely asked somebody to sit with me because I was terrified of myself. And I wanted to feel safe.

A nurse came into my room. I knew she was a nurse because she was wearing a nurse outfit. I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. I felt like a child. No, like a wild animal that had been snatched from the veld and unloaded from some dark shipping container at a zoo. This is your life now.

‘Would you like some breakfast, Laura?’ I had zero appetite but I asked for scrambled eggs on toast because that’s what I’d been eating at the hospital and it reminded me of home. I was so desperate to feel anything that reminded me of who I am – or who I was.

I said thank you, though. I had to be polite. I had to work with this place.

The scrambled eggs arrived on a beige lightweight wooden tray with a plastic knife and fork. I felt weak, slow and extremely numb. I crawled towards the chair, the duvet wrapped around my head. My hands were trembling. I didn’t want the nurse to see my face because I was ashamed. Guilty. Disgusted. Ugly. Transparent. I felt sick for even eating, like I didn’t deserve the food. The eggs went down my throat like lumps of clay.

A month before I had been the happiest I’d ever been, and now I was a shell. Suicidal. Another nurse came in to give me tablets. I was scared, but the Laura bit of me almost wanted to laugh. This couldn’t be real. It was a cliché of a nightmare: you wake up in a psychiatric ward with no clue how you ended up there, a kind nurse gently coaxing, ‘Time to take your pills, *insert name here*.’

Oh. God. Oh God. Oh God.

What had I done?

I had a baby.

And then I went mad.
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If childbirth and motherhood are the most natural, universal, common things in the world, the things that women have been doing since the beginning of time, then why does nobody tell us that there’s a good chance that you might not feel like yourself after you have a baby? That you might even lose your head? That you might not ever come back?

We are all too conscious of the physical changes and pain of pregnancy and childbirth – I mean, from late childhood, we women have been in pain (some of us wrapped in shame too) since we started bleeding monthly as young girls. It’s no secret. But what about our minds?

As one of my friends said recently, ‘The birth of your baby is also the death of yourself.’

I wanted to snog her for her honesty.
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On 3 March 2018, about three weeks after my son was born, I posted a photo of me up on social media. I’m in a restaurant, smiling, with my bright pink lipstick on, proudly holding a celebratory glass of champagne. The caption read, ‘Guess what, world? … I’m a MUM!’

That photo was a complete lie. And I knew it was. I was pretending to be myself. Lying to myself. It doesn’t show how terrified I am. Of the whole world. Of the slightest noise that made me jump. Of myself and my baby and of what I might do. It doesn’t show that, secretly, I want to get on a train to somewhere far, far away with Hugo, and never come back.

Six days after I posted that photo I was admitted to a psychiatric unit.
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It’s not easy to admit that the worst time of your life was when your baby was born.

We’ve all seen them. The Instagram post of Mum in her cool leopard-print leggings and Nike Air Max, red lips smiling. Are those painted nails? Boy, has she got it together! Smugly poised at a laptop, earning the bacon with a plump seven-month baby swaddled in its hippy wrap (which, BTW, are a complete nightmare) sucking on her breast. The caption: ‘It’s simply doing everything I did before, just this time with a baby’.

Or there’s the New Mum at her Cross Fit class using baby as a deadweight, and another burpee-ing her way around the swings in the playground while her six-week-old baby watches on from a car seat, frowning all concerned, like: ‘Are you OK, Mum?’

Or the one of New Mum having champagne and cake with the girls. Another doing ‘date night’ two weeks before her six-week check, like, ‘Yes, we still have sex!’ Mum is fitting back into her clothes; Mum is making papier-mâché piggy banks; drinking enough water; shaving her armpits; reading a bedtime story; going to a gig; playing peekaboo. Mum is keeping up with her favourite TV shows; reading the Booker longlist; being a good friend; making a healthy yet tasty cost-effective-probably-vegan meal; recycling; giving baby massage; sterilising. Mum is getting rid of her pregnancy knickers when they are the only knickers she truly likes; doing her taxes; walking the dog; donating to charity; freezing bananas; learning Japanese because why not? … Oh look! Mum is abseiling down the Shard and still finding the time to express and write a blog about the whole experience.

Yes. Some mums can do it all. And are really good at it. But why do we feel like we have to do it all? Social media doesn’t help, because guess what guys: SOCIAL MEDIA SOMETIMES LIES … How do I know? Because I am guilty of it. Sorry about that.

But sometimes, if you look closely at those seemingly ordinary photographs the reality is there, plain for all to see. Behind the powder-pink babygrows and bug-eyed soft toys often lurks a scene of domestic horror, scented by washing powder and underscored by a terrifying lullaby: the frantic struggling confusion of, ‘What the hell do I do with this thing that really needs me?’ and ‘How the hell do I take care of it when I can’t even take care of myself?’

Who am I? Where did I go? Why the fuck did nobody tell me that this is what it’s like?

But no time for that. The baby needs you. The baby needs you. Not your mum or grandma or Janice from number 97. You.

And what do you do if you just cannot be found at all? What if you are lost?

I think back to being on the Tube when I was pregnant, proudly wearing my ‘Baby on Board’ badge. I would smile at mums on the train with babies in buggies and they would never smile back. I once watched a woman carrying her pram down the out-of-service escalators at Victoria Station and she said to me, ‘They’re better in than out.’ Now I know why.

Now, I patrol around the park like the ‘Postpartum Police’, looking into the eyes of every parent and surveying their behaviour.

‘Yes, I can see the baby is fine. But how are you?’
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When we were fourteen, Hugo and I were best friends. We met sometime over the summer stretch of school holidays on Wandsworth Common and spent long hot, lazy days lying on the grass, sharing Ribenas and beers, or jumping on our friends’ massive trampoline. We spent most of our time making each other laugh. In the evenings, we spoke on the phone and made each other mixtapes. We moved like inseparable Geminis, sat back to back like the Kappa logo.

He came to my mum and stepdad’s wedding and I went to his mum’s funeral. We held hands as we walked back to his house afterwards. Hugo was the most beautiful person I’d ever met; seeing him in so much pain was almost too much to bear, but there was nothing I could do to make it better. Hugo grieved gracefully and silently. We spent hours on his bed listening to music, eating easy-peelers and stroking his cat Curly. We wrote each other letters.

We would joke about getting married if we couldn’t find anybody else (we didn’t want to find anybody else) and have babies. We chose our babies’ names. Made designs of our future house. We got drunk. We snogged each other’s friends. We accidentally fell in love but never said a word to each other about it. It never happened and when we were twenty, we fell apart.

Ten years on and we were reunited. We found each other again in two whirlwinds that seemed to spin together. We were in love. Boy, proper love. We had ten years’ worth of catching up to do. We stayed up all night drinking and dancing, singing, reading to each other, watching every film we loved, eating at every restaurant we liked, telling each other stupid story after stupid story. We filled in the gaps, explained ourselves, laughing and kissing. It was ridiculous and reasonable. We became nocturnal. Adrenalin burned through our veins as we walked through the city in the evenings, play-fought, met each other’s friends and drank and talked more. We ran in the park in the dark and ate dinner at 3 a.m. Then we would sleep in the day with our faces touching.

We fell through a trap door in the world. Nobody could find us. Hugo would play guitar and I’d read him poems. Yes, gross. It was grossly romantic and full on. We shared clothes. We shared a toothbrush, we thought the same thoughts, cared about the same things, laughed at the same stuff. We got our hair cut the same way! This was it. It was as though I’d been walking around in one pair of shoes my whole life and then suddenly putting another pair on and going, ‘Oh-h-h-h! That’s what shoes are meant to feel like.’ We just fit.

We were starting again and didn’t have much. We slept on a borrowed bed. We didn’t have a TV. We sat on my best friend’s old sofa and used an ironing board with two garden chairs as a makeshift dining table and we were so, so happy.

Six months and one holiday to Morocco later, I fell pregnant.

I know this seems extremely premature, but it didn’t scare me one bit. It was the right thing. No, it was the best thing that could have ever happened.

If Hugo and I hadn’t known each other for so long I don’t think we would have survived what happened next.

We still share the same toothbrush.
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My pregnancy was a dream. I felt proud and excited, beautiful and strong, enormously creative and productive.

I was prepared to be as unprepared as I could be. I didn’t overdo it on the reading or research but I knew enough to not be completely surprised. We didn’t go and buy the whole floor of John Lewis. I didn’t want a baby shower. I didn’t make a birth plan because although they are reassuring, essential and empowering for many couples, for me, it was like writing a guide to the Land of Anxiety. I had read enough to know that the birth rarely goes as you think or hope. So, we remained open-minded, trusted our instinct and just took care of ourselves until the time came.

We saved money so we could take time off to enjoy the baby once he came. I saw my friends. I relaxed properly for the first time in my life and I felt so precious and important and necessary. Every day I felt purposeful, deliberate and delighted; it was as if I walked around surrounded by this special Saturn-like ring of protection. Nothing could harm me. I couldn’t get a cold. Friends couldn’t fall out with me. Murderers didn’t exist. Bad things didn’t happen. I felt like nothing could touch me and when I felt him wriggling under my skin I couldn’t wait to meet him.

The first time we ‘met’ him at the scan, we couldn’t find him. The sonographer chased him around my bare belly trying to catch glimpses of our tiny baby. It was like tracking Bigfoot – we never got close enough to take a photograph. I suddenly recognised that this was a real actual human with a life of his own.

The sonographer tried again, this time an internal scan, and suddenly there he was. A little black-and-white pixelated prawn from another planet. And his heart. Loud. The nurse even said it herself, ‘Wow! He has a strong heartbeat.’ He was surrounded by a cave of sponge-like mass. I mean the poor thing’s face was pressed flat against the stuff.

‘What’s that?’ I asked.

‘Err … are you constipated by chance?’ The nurse blushed red.

‘Oh …’ And I went even redder.

Funny how the big things you imagine in life, like seeing your first baby scan, are never quite how you picture them.

I used to hate the dark, now I would look forward to waking up in the middle of the night, just me and my bump. Bowls of porridge with maple syrup. Peanut butter and bagels and watching TV, then softly creeping back into bed. Snuggling down in my nest. Blankets and socks. Hugo, arm slumped around my growing belly.

It was the first time in my life I felt like I was good at something. Like I wasn’t being a fraud or winging it or asking for permission or convincing somebody that I was able to or waiting to be found out, because I knew this was my experience. Nobody could tell me how to do it because my body was doing it for me.

I look back at that naive me sitting on the sofa eating her bowls of cereal and I want to hug her. It makes me cry just thinking about it, because that pregnant me really had no idea of what was about to come her way.
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There is a huge expectation of expectant mothers. You feel like you are born with a special seed-like thing in the pit of your stomach that will blossom once you become pregnant: nature will take over your body and your maternal instinct will kick into gear. You trust that you will know what to do.

I imagined this Mother Nature version of me who’d waft about barefoot in flowing skirts and arms jangling with bracelets, my long mermaidy hair studded with flowers picked from my lawn. I’d wear anklets, maybe even a toe ring. I’d hang out my washing on a line with real wooden pegs. I’d become like one of those renaissance pieces of art: fecund and blissful, stretched across a swamp of silk, my ‘babe’, a naked chubby cherub, suckling from my breast. Of course, I’d suddenly be able to bake perfect bread and boil fluffy rice every time. I’d shout at people in shops and have them listen to my complaints, because I am a mother.

I would be an inspiration.

And when I heard those other mums that say they found it hard or couldn’t cope, I’d think, Hah, you found it hard but you are just not me. For I was born to do this. I am up there with Florence Nightingale and Mother Goose and Aunt Bessie. My skin is a Cath Kidston print. I will boss this. After all, I was ten years older than my mum was when she had me. I’d be fine!

I promise that I wasn’t being all white-picket-fence about it. I was being realistic. I kind-of-ish knew what to expect. My friends had kids. I had always made extra money from babysitting, I’d done a lot of nanny jobs and used to work at a children’s play centre. I have a younger brother and sister. I write children’s books for a living. I was under no illusion that this wasn’t going to be tough.

I was pre-warned. And then there was all the third-party advice. You might get piles. They might shave your fanny hair in the hospital. A ‘natural’ birth is so much more conducive to bonding than one in which medical intervention is necessary, yes, yes, I’m going to have a natural birth, with just gas and air, yes, yes, of course. You might poo during labour. Your fanny gets wrecked. People told Hugo, ‘Don’t go down the goal end, mate; it’s like watching your favourite pub burn down.’

Oh ha. Ha. Ha.

Get all your sleep in at once, Laura, because you’ll get none once the baby arrives.

Remember to sleep when the baby sleeps. Breast is best. Don’t ever bring your baby into your bed, you’ll be making a rod for your own back, Laura. They should be in their own room from six months, if not earlier. You will have no time to yourself. You and your partner will fight. The baby won’t stop crying. Your nipples will hurt. Your boobs will never be the same again. Wave goodbye to your jeans.

Anxiety-inducing statements flew at me from every angle. People love to give advice, they can’t help themselves. It’s well intentioned but all it’s doing is notching you higher and higher up the anxiety rollercoaster of motherhood making your drop even scarier … crank, crank, crank …

Childbirth and raising a child became not an experience but a threat that the slightest bad decision would negatively impact our child’s future.

The size of my bump was compared to everybody’s and anybody’s; someone would tell me that his partner’s grandmother heroically gave birth to her triplets all by herself in the middle of a cornfield without any pain relief and had to bite all three umbilical cords off with her teeth.

Panic set in. What would everybody think if I needed an intervention? How can I get all my sleep in at once? That’s a coma, surely? Am I moving too much? Not enough? Should I be working, still? Did I accidentally eat raw eggs in that mayonnaise? Did I use the wrong bubble bath? Is bubble bath safe during pregnancy? How hot was my bath anyway? Do we have a room thermometer? What does a rod for your back even mean?

I began to wonder if I was up to this, so I tried my best to be as prepared as unprepared can be.
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Ever since I first found out I was pregnant, I’ve thought about my mum a lot.

My sister and I don’t have many memories of her growing up. Our memories are mostly of our dad. Those I do have of my mum are forever shifting and impossible to capture; they are like glancing Super 8 flashes in my mind that blur and blend like ink in water, like feathers. I see disco-light glimpses of long blonde tangled hair surrounded by a roaring blitz of colour. She’s a firework with a cackling dirty laugh.

I remember a ferocious, electric woman with a fiery tongue and a wild imagination – and amazing boobs. Someone who was strong and powerful. Who kept up with my friends’ dads’ boisterous jokes and bravado. She was interested in everything. She liked ghost trains and magic tricks, car-boot sales, animals and insects, spicy food, pints of beer and conversation. She was known for being quick-witted, impossible to out-do, confident, hilarious, generous, outrageous, grotesque and competitive.

We adored her. But she was not a mum mum, and I struggled with that when I was little. She worked for most of my childhood. And hard too. She was a free thinker and impossible for anybody to jar and label. I felt like I was always running behind, trying to catch up with this butterfly of a person, just so I could get a closer look. But I never ever could. I would watch her from the back seat in the car, doing her make-up in the pull-down mirror, and think, Who are you?

I wanted so badly to understand her. I wanted normal. My name sewn into my school jumper by her; packed lunches made by her hands; for her to pick me up from school. I wanted her to own a first-aid box and for her to put bandages on my knee and kiss it better; to mark my height on the doorframe; to read me bedtime stories; to plait my hair and hum me a song. But she wasn’t that kind of woman. She didn’t teach us about periods or sex but taught us how to cook curry and chilli, how to be a feminist by simply being one herself, how to be creative, the art of conversation, about morals and principles, how to stick up for ourselves, how to be bold and to celebrate our individuality.

Later, in my early twenties, when I found out that she had suffered from postnatal depression with her youngest, my little brother Hector, it somehow didn’t surprise me. It made sense and filled in the gaps of my childhood. But to this day I feel like a detective trying to put together the clues of my enigma of a mother, because she is a beautiful complicated mystery. And one of a kind.

I remember bits: my mum lying in bed in a darkened room, a lot. I remember that my dad (my parents have since separated) would take care of us, almost like a single dad. He’d make endless cups of tea and ask us to carry them down the hall to her. I would carefully balance the mug, not wanting to spill a drop. That bright magical mum of mine was now distant and her edges frayed. I remember her often on the phone, crying, in her dirty dressing gown. She would play computer games for hours on end. I remember her once screaming, tearing her pyjamas off like a wrestler, the buttons flying in the air. The neighbours taking care of us, a lot. And I remember that she and Hector had this incredible bond. He slept in her bed until he was about seven.

She loved us with a tough love that I used to resent but now I know she was like a lioness. It has made us resilient. I used to blame her and resent her for working so much but now I know that it’s because she wanted to give us a better life. She was the breadwinner and Dad was the carer. She wanted to inspire us, but also, maybe, she wanted to survive – she worked because it was something she was good at.

Once, over dinner, I remember telling my mum that I didn’t have many memories of her from when I was young and she got upset. This was before I’d become a mum myself and I didn’t realise how hurtful that was for her to hear. I didn’t want to tell her that the only proof I had of her being there was from photographs. She said that she didn’t enjoy us as kids, but loves us now as adults, we are her friends. And really we are. It’s now I know that she’s the best.

But Mum doesn’t see herself as a hero; she barely talks about what happened to her after Hector was born. It wasn’t until I was ill myself that so many people told me just how bad Mum’s postnatal depression was. That she would crawl on all fours down the hallway. That there wasn’t a minute that went by when she wasn’t trapped inside her own head. And my poor mum was undiagnosed. She suffered like that for a whole year with two daughters already to care for, little money and no family nearby. She says she remembers coming out of the darkness and getting her hair cut for the first time and thinking, Oh my God, I don’t feel anxious, I don’t feel depressed. I can’t believe it. And that was it. It was gone.

I asked my dad what it was like. He said, ‘I don’t remember, I’ve blocked it out. But she wasn’t Jaine.’

There is some faint biological link that suggests postnatal depression can be hereditary. What’s interesting is that my mum is adopted. She prides herself on this fact, saying that it’s the best thing that ever happened to her because it made her who she is. We used to joke that her birth parents were a T-Rex and a shark. She never met her mum and that didn’t seem to affect her. We can’t trace back to see if my biological grandmother had postnatal depression (or if she actually was a T-Rex).

Mum didn’t have a strong bond with her adopted mother either. She had no imprint of a maternal figure, no traditional template of motherhood, and was unorthodox in her approach. But … could that have something to do with my mum’s adoption? Did my mum’s biological mother have postnatal depression? Could that even be why she was adopted in the first place?
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Early on in my pregnancy, I told the midwife that my mum had suffered from postnatal depression. She didn’t seem worried.

I said, ‘I’m scared to push the baby out.’

The midwife reassured me, ‘Trust me, at forty weeks you will be desperate to get this baby out of you!’

All was good. I was healthy. I weed, aiming awkwardly and messily, into the clear plastic cup she gave me with the screw top lid. My blood was drawn and tested. Mine was a regular low-risk pregnancy. There was no reason why anything should go wrong. There was no reason why there would be a complication.

But as my pregnancy progressed my blood pressure increased. It continued to rise to the point that every time that Velcro strap went around my arm, I started to get anxious. I began to dread the midwife appointments purely for this reason.

As I approached forty weeks, people kept telling me that my belly looked unusually small. They didn’t seem to believe that I was almost full term. I told my midwife that I was worried, but she measured me and said that everything was absolutely normal: my bump was completely healthy.

She was concerned, however, about my ever-increasing blood pressure, and told me to go to the hospital to be checked out.

‘Get a snack though,’ she said. ‘It could be a long wait.’

It was a long wait for Hugo and me in the hospital corridor. We met a cute two-year-old girl who covered Hugo’s hand in stickers and we felt giddy about the little friend in my tummy who we’d get to meet very soon. The girl’s heavily pregnant mum smiled at us wearily from across the waiting area, grateful we were entertaining her toddler. I love watching Hugo with kids. He’s natural, funny, warm and gentle. And although the two-year-old couldn’t yet talk, they seemed to have found a common language. I felt happy seeing them together. I’d already made one good decision as a mum: choosing Hugo to be the dad.

I couldn’t help staring at the other women waiting alongside us in the corridor, oddly jealous of their swollen stomachs, breasts up by their chins, hands on lower back all teapot like, breathing deep and waddling. I didn’t look like that. I reminded myself that everybody is different. I was overthinking it, surely?

I was plugged into a monitor. Our heartbeats – my baby’s and my own – were galloping like wild horses. The nurse encouraged me to ‘relax’ (they all said that – as if!). Hugo went to get us a drink from the hospital shop, leaving me alone, just me and my baby’s beating heart. Saying ‘Hi.’

It was a beautiful day in London. I watched the sparkling river, the people tiny below. The sun kissed my stomach through the window. Everything seemed to calm. The horses stopped galloping. Our hearts settled. The nurse reassured us that everything was normal. And we went home.

At forty weeks all was good. Although I was full term, it isn’t uncommon for first babies to be overdue. My mum was almost three weeks post term with me.

The doctor offered to give me a ‘stretch and sweep’ but by this point I’d have said ‘Yes’ to anything to get my baby out safely, so they pulled a curtain around a bed and down went my dotty leggings.

A stretch and sweep is not as perky as it sounds – do not be fooled by your obstetrician’s chirpy cheeky-chappy bob’s-your-uncle chimney-cleaner routine. It’s when your doctor lubes you up and with her fingers attempts to separate the amniotic sac, which has the baby inside, from the cervix to encourage the first movements of labour. It’s uncomfortable, intrusive and ‘worse than a smear-test’ painful.

The doctor apologised. ‘Sorry, my hands are quite small.’

Was I already having intervention? Was I already having an ‘unnatural birth’ by letting a doctor finger me? I tried to block the whole thing out. And breathed.

That would be the first of five stretch and sweeps.
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My mum was so excited and supportive. She bought a posh pram and a fancy car seat and sent me a box of crisp white baby vests. She bought a real wool hat and the sweetest grey babygrow with white stars on it to bring him home in. She said, ‘The most painful thing about having a baby isn’t the labour but the bit when they bulldoze your heart down with a truck of love, it’s unbearable.’

One day the doorbell rang and it was boxes and boxes of nappies, a big tub of Sudocrem and wipes. Mum texted me to say, ‘We couldn’t always afford nappies when you were a baby, and I never want you to have to worry about that.’

She also sent me the biggest bag of table salt that you’ve ever seen and told me that I should bathe in it after I’d had the baby. Still, to this day, she’s the only person that has ever suggested that. I know she is a bit of a witch doctor but isn’t ‘salt on the wound’ a thing that you don’t want?

I kept the salt anyway. For oven chips.

It was Valentine’s Day and I was bouncing on a giant pink yoga ball and watching The Office. I was nearly two weeks over my expected delivery date and hadn’t slept much.

I had an unexpected call from one of my friends’ mums informing me that I could orgasm in labour. ‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’ll look into that.’ And put the kettle on instead.

I had begun to nest, not because I felt compelled to go into pre-birth prep overdrive, but because I felt like I should be feeling that much-vaunted urge. I had an inner voice (don’t worry not in that way … yet) in the back of my head sounding like some pumped-up football coach, reminding me that I’d have no time to myself once the baby was here. I made endless batches of vegetarian shepherd’s pie and macaroni cheese for the freezer, de-scaled the kettle, cleaned the oven (which I’d never done before in my life), packed and repacked my hospital bag.

Hugo had assembled the cot, bought us a TV, painted the baby’s room, bought a tumble drier and a microwave, he’d rehearsed fitting the car seat in the back, his eager ‘Baby on Board’ badge stuck on the rear window, and now all there was left to do was get all that sleep in and wait. But I didn’t exactly know what I was waiting for.

My body was well versed in Braxton Hicks and false alarms so I guessed my labour would start for real with the theatre of my waters breaking – that surprising splatter of clear liquid that smacks the floor alerting you that IT IS TIME. No one wants that to happen in the supermarket or to soak the seats of your friend’s car, so I stayed at home, convincing myself that every twinge and belly rumble was a contraction.

I spent hours on pregnancy forums, gleaning what was useful from the endless feeds proffering free advice about preparing for labour, researching all the signs. ‘Sprouting feathers out of your bum and clucking?’ Ah yes: labour symptom!

I solemnly tried to follow the bossy gospel of Dos and Don’ts. It’s ‘EAT, EAT, EAT like you’ve never eaten before – for the energy, eating encourages the baby to move about!’ And then it’s ‘DON’T, DON’T, DON’T eat anything at all because it will make you nauseous and you’ll poo yourself when you push.’

Next it’s ‘Take a hot bath and relax: it’s the last bath you’ll ever have in peace, so enjoy’, but then it’s ‘DON’T you DARE take a bath – what are you trying to do? Boil the baby? Poach your foetus?’

Then it’s ‘Dab this cloth with essential oils to help you to relax.’ But one click away and it’s ‘WHAT ARE YOU, A WITCH? Put that smelly rag down and eat a bowl of ice cream, you hippy weirdo!’

I started to think that it was maybe just a whole lot of fuss.

I was doing all of the things I could to bring on labour – more of those wretched stretch and sweeps, spicy curry and beer, herbal teas, reflexology, essential oils, bouncing on
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