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In a gloriously uplifting ref lection on 
motherhood, Lisa Brady reveals how 
the pandemic strengthened the bond 
she has with her children... and how 
she’ll miss the f lood of hugs, ‘I love 
yous’, arty disasters, mucky walls and 
jockeybacks when life gets hectic again

SATURDAY
ESSAY

by Lisa 
Brady

I’ll cherish  
our life in 
lockdown 

L
ast Friday, the parents of 
Ireland were thrown a 
bone. It was announced 
that playgrounds were set 
to open the coming 

 Monday. I devoured this news 
with delight, and used it as bait 
to tempt my wayward children 
into good behaviour for the 
 following two days. I said things 
like ‘the playground is open on 
Monday, but if you’re not good, 
you won’t be going,’ and ‘remem-
ber, fun at the playground’ and 
watched with satisfaction as 
their whining quelled and their 
dinners were reluctantly eaten. 
ah, blackmail can be a truly 
wondrous thing.

I practically had them in the car at 
8am on Monday, when I figured I better 
check my phone to see how Operation 
Playground was going to actually work. 
then – an image of children standing 
desolately outside a padlocked gate in 
my locality zoomed into view. What was 
this? Playgrounds in Wicklow County 
Council are to remain closed and will 
reopen on Friday? 

I wanted to howl like a wounded 
 animal. I definitely cursed. I seriously 
considered protesting on a plastic slide 
outside a certain Minister’s house, but 

play. It is how it is meant to be. 
as the path to freedom emerges, 

it’s bringing with it myriad feelings. 
If someone had told me this time 
last year that I would be working 
from home, with my children and 
husband 24/7 – with no outside 
support or recreational outlet of 
any kind accessible – I think I may 
have lost my mind. the ironic thing 
is, this time last year, I actually 
took six weeks unpaid parental 
leave solely to be with our children, 
before our eldest, Lana-Rose, 
started her first year of school. 

I wanted to spend that precious 
time with my girls, that small 
 window before a child takes those 
first steps away from your arms 
into school, embarking on their 
own journey. and we had a great 
time. the weather was glorious 
and we had trips or adventures 
planned most days, a short break 
and a holiday with grandparents. 
so many distractions and things to 
do. such excitement.

this year, the unimaginable – a 
deadly global pandemic which 
changed everything. again, I was 
at home with my children, but it 
couldn’t have been more different. 
Both myself and my husband jug-
gling work, attempting to home-
school, manage childcare, with no 
outside support or breaks. as the 
days turned into weeks and 

months, it seemed we had all the 
time in the world, yet simultane-
ously, not a second. 

Many days I wished for normality 
to resume. I cursed and detested 
and feared the virus and the cru-
elty it was unleashing in its wake. 
Personally, I was exhausted and 
frustrated by the intensity of hav-
ing no work/life separation, no per-
sonal space, little reprieve from the 
constant demands of the children.

and the guilt. Mum guilt is pretty 
much a constant, at least in my 
experience as a working mother. 
surprisingly, I continued to feel its 
p o t e n c y  d u r i n g  l o c k d o w n , 
 especially when faced with the 
mammoth task of trying to home-
school. I discovered that I am not a 
natural teacher. While I was at my 
computer I felt I should be playing 
with my girls. Lately, I’ve given 
them far too much screen time; I 
wave treats as freely as greetings; 
and our three-year-old’s soother 
may have to be surgically removed, 

such is its prevalence. On days 
when I’m struggling, all these reali-
sations make me feel like a bad 
parent. there have been times dur-
ing this lockdown that I’ve wanted 
to run away, pull my hair out, and 
scream and stamp my feet like an 
angry toddler (I may actually have 
done the latter).

Being in lockdown as a family is 
challenging, infuriating and some-
times, seemingly impossible. Even 
the word itself is terrifying, conjur-
ing imagery of captivity; a prisoner 
in a cell or a bird in a cage. We’ve 
had our wings clipped for months.

But what if I said that by the 
same account, we have possibly 

never been more free? In case this 
sounds like the ravings of a mad 
woman, let me explain. as a result 
of a deadly pandemic, we’ve also 
just had a marathon dose of 
school’s out. Remember the ela-
tion of waking up on a freezing cold 
morning, looking out at white 
rooftops and then getting the call 
that there would be no school as 
the pipes were frozen? Unless – 
God forbid – a second wave of 
Covid dictates otherwise, never in 
a school-going child’s life will  
they get a stretch like it. Little 
structure, less conformity, no uni-
form, zero rules. and an entire 
summer on top. I’m not downplay-
ing the effects of cancelled exams 
and missed schoolwork, but they 
will catch up. time is on their 
side.

Equally, many parents will not 
have had that amount of time to 
spend with their children in one go. 
apart from last year’s stint, and 

the occasional fortnightly holiday, 
the longest spell I’ve had of simply 
being with my children was on 
maternity leave. this is tradition-
ally the time when you bond with 
your baby, and get your head 
around the enormity of responsi-
bility and work that motherhood 
brings. But you will get little but a 
glimpse of the true personality of 
your child at this early stage.

You see, here’s the thing – the last 
four months have offered me the 
chance to learn more about my 
children than I’ve ever known. I 
have got to see them at every sin-
gle point of the day (and most 
nights). We can cuddle at leisure 
and have breakfast, unhurried, 
without the frenzy that the usual 
school prep brings. I have wit-
nessed their early-morning energy 
highs and also their 11am slumps. 

We have lunched together and 
played together and walked 
together. I have got more hugs and 
‘I love yous’ than I could ever 
dream of counting. We have run on 
the beach and splashed in the sea, 
and explored woods. We have 
climbed walls and trees (I watched, 
nervously), and ridden bikes and 
played football.

I have never done so much with 
my children, or been more present. 
as we had no choice but to stay at 

Being forced to become an evil 
sea witch at 6am is not ideal

The parents  
will watch as 
their children 

run away from 
them to play

then, I realised, my disappointment had 
little to do with it. as I looked at my two 
little girls, coats on, skittering with 
excitement at the front door, I felt my 
heart break a little. Oh dear – this was 
going to hurt.

It took a trip to a nearby café where we 
ordered ice cream with sprinkles and 
chocolate milkshake – then a detour to 
a fairy garden where we counted 28 
magical tiny coloured doors – to allevi-
ate their devastation. 

But today – our local playground will 
reopen. the gate will unlock and the 
children will dash through, and the 
invisible cords that have kept each fam-
ily together for the past three months 
will loosen. the parents will watch as 
their children run away from them to 
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JK Rowling’s 
tormenters 
do not have a 
scintilla of 
the courage 
she showed

Amanda 

Platell

H
arry Potter has spread 
magic all over the world 
for the past two decades, 
but I never fell under his 
spell. I haven’t finished 

even one of J.K. rowling’s books, 
haven’t been able to get past the 
f irst ten minutes of any of her  
movies, nor do I share any of her 
leftist political views.

and yet, her latest courageous intervention 
in the transgender debate, this week, has me 
rooting for her body and soul. It started when 
J.K. took issue with an online article which 
talked of ‘people who menstruate’ so as not to 
offend men who identify as women.

‘I’m sure there used to be a word for those 
people. Someone help me out,’ she said. 
‘Wumben? Wimpund? Woomud?’.

a clumsy response, perhaps, but one that 
millions will identify with — and yet it 
 provoked such a backlash that she felt the 
need to respond to her critics with a nuanced 
essay setting out her concerns about the 
aggression of transgender activists.

She’s worried about men being able to self-
identify as women, then use spaces women 
regard as safe, such as female changing rooms 
and toilets. She’s worried about the soaring 
number of young women wishing to transi-
tion. To back her arguments, she delved deep 
into her personal life, revealing how she had 
been sexually assaulted in her 20s, and telling 
of her violent first marriage.

She did this for no reason other than her 
passion about the issue. With her €835million 
fortune, she certainly didn’t need the public-
ity or front page headlines. With 14.5million 
Twitter followers, she knew that vile abuse 
and death threats would rain down on her.

and yet she still went ahead. Out of princi-
ple, because she wanted to make a stand. and 
that is why I so admire her. Of course, we 
should all respect transgender rights and 
 recognise that some people are deeply 
unhappy with their birth sex, and I am sure 
she would agree. But wherever you stand on 
the trangender debate, J.K. has every right to 
express her views.

By doing so she has shown far more courage 
than those quisling ingrates, the Harry Potter 
child stars Emma Watson (Hermione), Daniel 
radcliffe (Harry) and Bonnie Wright (Ginny), 
all of whom predictably condemned the 
woman who made them multi-millionaires.

Even more egregious is the school in West 
Sussex, which pompously decided J.K. — who 
has given hundreds of millions of pounds to 
the homeless, to single parents, to the victims 
of domestic violence — is ‘no longer an appro-
priate role model’ and dropped plans to name 
one of its houses after her. 

For that pusillanimous decision, Weald 
School deserves the curse of Voldemort — for 
all of eternity.

Paul’s GAA shorts 
not for Normal men
PAUL MESCAL only made just one series of 
Normal People before the former GAA play-
er’s huge thighs encouraged Gucci to sell a 
version of the O’Neills shorts he wears in the 
drama. They’re a snip at only €550, although 
perhaps not advisable for normal-shaped, 
d i m p l e - t h i g h e d ,  l i l y -w h i t e  m e n 
from either side of the Irish Sea.

home, we created our own little 
adventures daily. They’ve been 
immersed in both nature and, 
admittedly – technology. and 
they have opened up their imag-
inations to me in boundless 
ways, as superheroes and prin-
cesses, pirates and villains. I 
discovered that anything could 
become a game – and I was 
always asked to play.

Don’t get me wrong, at six in 
the morning, being shaken 
repeatedly and forced to become 
an evil sea witch is not ideal. If 
they could time it a couple of 
hours later, I’d imagine I could 
be a lot more convincing.

They’ve wanted to wear their 
PJs till 12, and some days I’ve 
let them. They have painstak-
ingly and enthusiastically 
destroyed the all-white walls 
and floors in our new home, and 
while initially this made me 
want to cry, I’ve actually come 
to look at the mucky little prints 
with love. I remind myself that 
those little hands won’t always 
be sticky with jam or smeared 
with paint. They won’t always 
reach for mine. 

We’ve had some big chats. 
They’ve questioned death, their 
fear of the virus and both of my 
daughters have told me they’ll 

be growing babies soon. We’ve 
gone through years of family 
photographs and reminisced 
about holidays and birthday 
parties. We’ve had much, much 
laughter and many, many tears. 
There have been slaps and  
kicks and jockeybacks and hop-
scotch. I’ve been challenged 
most days. 

We have done more arts and 
crafts than Mary Make and Do 
in her heyday – and most of 
them have turned out question-
able at best (even under the 
guidance of the talented lady 
herself). I’ve realised that Lana-
rose has a very strange obses-
sion with Sellotape and will 
happily spend hours sticking 
things together, including reams 
of the stuff to the floor. While I 
work, she brings these peculiar 
artefacts of her adoration – toi-
let rolls wrapped with ribbon, 
cardboard boxes with straws 
protruding, and leaves them on 

my desk as gifts. I didn’t have 
the heart to chuck them out, 
but knew I had to take drastic 
measures when I could no 
longer see my keyboard. I’ve 
marvelled at her painting, which 
is really quite excellent, and her 
zany sense of style, and I’ve felt 
my heart burst with pride at 
Layla’s talent shows – she is just 
so adorably cute (and she can 
bang out a tune).

We have done yoga together 
and danced together and sang 
together. We’ve baked – I use 
the term loosely – or at least 
assembled hundreds of rice 
Krispie buns, mountains of 
banana bread and a few iced 
cupcakes (little tip, always use 
unsalted butter). 

We’ve eaten together as a 
 family at dinner time. I now 
know that Layla prefers frozen 
sweetcorn while Lana-rose is a 
fan of fresh baby corn. This may 
not seem particularly revelatory 

but knowing their little nuances 
means a lot. It’s made me  
realise that when some sort of 
normality resumes, and life gets 
hectic – as it inevitably will – 
that I need to continue to  
pay attention.

I’ve had the opportunity to 
teach my three-year-old how to 
brush her teeth, and my most 
favourite thing – of putting 
them both to bed in the 
 evenings. While at the office, I 
tended to miss this part. and 
it’s so important, those glorious 
snuggles, baby-soft skin, hair 
that smells of vanilla, their 
sleepy little eyes as you read 
those favourite stories and wish 
them sweet dreams. Is there 
anything more precious?

We’ve had the best of times, 
and we’ve been lucky enough to 
avoid the worst.

It’s been terrible and terrific. 
Two small children have 

taught me more in three months 
than I could ever have imagined 
– to practise patience and 
 gratitude and view the world 
through their eyes, where you’ll 
see wonder in everything. 

In the most cataclysmic of cir-
cumstances, I got another sum-
mer with my little girls. There 
has to be some beauty in that.

While at the office, I tended 
to miss the precious bedtime

Closer than 
ever:  

Lisa Brady 
with her 

daughters 
Layla and 

Lana-Rose
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SHE CUT
HER HAIR!

MONDAY
Ok, let’s do this. I had a good night’s sleep, 
and we have some sort of system in place. 
The children – aged 3 and 5 – tend to wake up 
about 6.30am, so it’s my turn this morning to 
entertain them. Things start well – I’ve  
discovered a great YouTube channel called 
Cosmic Yoga, which is keeping them out of 
my hair while I prepare breakfast and log in 
to work. I put on the coffee and sit down 
while I’m rebooting my system.

It’s a bright morning, the birds are singing 
and looking at my little daughters doing 
downward dogs in our relatively clean sitting 
room, I’m starting to think that this self- 
isolation business might not be that bad 
after all. No commute, no worrying about 
contracting The Virus indoors… arrrghhh! 
No flipping wifi. 

We recently moved house and our road 
seems to be the only one in the locality with 
a miserly amount of megabytes. Ten minutes 
later I can add no peace to my prematurely 
smug list. The youngest – Layla – has decided 
that she can’t cross her impossibly bendy lit-
tle legs without help, so screeches every time 
the cheerful Jaime asks them to do a new 
pose. That’s ok; it’s all fine. We will just do 
something else.

Fast forward to 10am and we have played 
school, coloured, painted, Play-Doh’ed, 
washed dolls, gone on the trampoline and 
had three and a half tantrums, and they are 
still going. I’m the one ready for a nap. I still 
can’t get the wifi to work so my husband 
wraps yet another dongle in a plastic bag and 
hangs it out the attic window, which helps 

ous and random pieces of fruit and 
toast everywhere. A high-pitched 
American voice is explaining in 
monotone what’s happening as 
she’s unwrapping a kinder Sur-
prise. Everything is very loud.

The children, happy that they’ve 
destroyed one area, have retreated 
to the playroom, where the 
destruction is even worse. There is 
not one clear square foot to be 
seen as they sit in a sea of mess. 
Their thrilled little faces are cov-
ered in jam, snot and glitter. 

Christ, I panic. They’ve gotten at 
the crafts box. The scissors… too 
late. I spot, among all the debris, 
tufts of dark curls. 

It turns out all scissors should be 
kept away from children, especially 
child-friendly ones.

I  glower towards my co - 
commander in chief,  who is exit-

ing the bathroom after extensive 
reading of his emails. Why do men 
do that?

‘Look!’ I gesticulate to every-
thing. ‘What has happened here?? 
She cut her hair!’

‘I was on a conference 
call,’ he says, too calmly 
for my liking. ‘I only 
left them for a half 
an hour.’

Sweet mother of 
divine God. This is 
not going to work. 
It is time to get 
tough. On every-
body. As I vow to for-
mulate a plan, one 
that involves strict 
rules and punishment, I 
scour the eldest’s mop to see 
what damage she did. Something 
jumps. No. No, no, no.

Oh yes. I can reveal that nits do 
not adhere to social distancing. It 
doesn’t matter that the children 
have not seen another child in 

weeks. We clearly have a mutant 
infestation that, like Covid 

19, there’s no cure for.
Anyway, I ’m not 
going to be angry on 
St Patrick’s Day. I 
root out some ridic-
ulous green tat 
that I bought last 
year and festoon 
the children with 
it. They have green 

top hats and stick-
on beards and they 

look like something 
out of a cult horror 

movie. But they are happy. 
We make patriotic decorations and 
stick them on our front windows. I 

get a WhatsApp text from people 
in the neighbourhood saying they’ll 
be coming to their doors at 3pm to 
sing Ireland’s Call. I can’t take part 
though – I feel too emotional. This 
is such a strange time and I feel 
like something like singing together 
while staying apart could push me 
over the edge.

And then it happens. Leo’s 
address to the nation. We watch it, 
hanging on every word – and that 
line: ‘This is the calm before the 
storm, before the surge…’ does it. I 
start to cry, and reach for my hus-
band’s hand. ‘I’m scared,’ I say, 
tears trickling down my face. ‘I 
know,’ he says. ‘Me too.’

 

WEDNESDAY
AFTEr spending the previous day 
boil washing, working, minding 

by LISA BRADY

The Covid crisis is terrifying 
enough, but even scarier is 
being at home 24/7 with 
your own children, says our 
writer, who is exhausted 

after the first week of it

CORONAVIRUS CRISIS

Diary of a demented mother, age 41

me at least send emails. The house 
looks like it’s been burgled by blind 
elephants. But still, we get through 
the day without major incident or 
resorting to putting the children 
up for auction on eBay, so I figure 
we have done well. I kiss the little 
monkeys goodnight, and flop on 
the couch, exhausted.

 

TUESDAY
Ah, my turn for a lie-in! Super. I 
have a snooze, relaxed in the 
knowledge that I don’t have to face 
‘Them’ until about 9am. The time 
comes, and I make my way towards 
my fate. I survey our open-plan  
living space (whose great idea was 
that?) and it resembles a battle-
ground. What was once a couch 
has been dissembled to make a 
fortress. It looks like food has been 
used as weaponry, with Petit Fil-
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children, washing, combing and 
bawling, I have decided a different 
approach is needed. Order is 
required in this house. Certain 
things may be out of our control, 
but not two wayward children. 
Kids are master manipulators. 
They smell fear and can spot weak-
ness at 20 paces.

The key is to be prepared – and 
have a non-negotiable plan. So I’ve 
printed out a highly detailed daily 
schedule that has to be adhered 
to. If the children are good, they 
will receive a gold star (and a giant 
LOL Surprise at the end of the 
week). If they are not, the conse-

quences will be grave (I’m not 
quite sure what they’ll be yet, but 
they’ll be tough, ok?). I know, I 
know. I shouldn’t resort to black-
mail and bargaining but these are 
desperate times that call for des-
perate measures.

And lo and behold, it seems to be 
working. They are substantially 
less moany with more of a clear 
routine. 

As a treat, daddy brings them to 
the beach with the dogs, which 
ends abruptly as the little one falls 
on the shore and wails because of 
her wet bottom, and both of the 
dogs roll in poo (pick it up, peo-

ple). Still, at least they are getting 
out of the house.

Today, I physically feel rotten. 
I’m absolutely wrecked and I’m 
still harbouring a cold, passed on 
from my small petri-dish children, 
for well over a week. Although I 
don’t seem to have the big symp-
tom of The Virus – a fever – I defi-
nitely have a cough and feel out of 
breath. Is it anxiety? Is it some-
thing more sinister? 

Because I’ve had past heart 
issues, on days like this, when I’m 
feeling crap, I can convince myself  
– and others – that my expiration is 
imminent. So my doctor orders a 

test but warns it could take several 
days. I have a rest, interview a per-
son from bed (the perks of working 
from home) and a couple of hours 
later, I feel somewhat better. 

I try to do some meditation and 
deep breathing – which seems to 
work – until the dog jumps on me 
and I almost have an actual heart 
attack.

 

THURSDAY
WhAT a difference a day makes. I 
feel calmer and can breathe more 
easily. The girls have somehow 
gotten into routine – yoga to start 
(more for our entertainment value 
than of any therapeutic benefit) 
and I’m even managing to squeeze 
some work in among the craziness. 
We discover the sweetest little fairy 
trail close by where we live and 
manage to not bump into anyone 
– fairy or human – while the girls 
marvel at the little coloured doors 
and houses to be found in the trees 
and wood land along the way. 

I’m starting to appreciate the lit-
tle moments that I miss when I’m 
usually at work, the little ‘I love 
you’s’, and kisses, and sticky little 
hands in mine. 

And of course, the questions, 
which range from the hilarious 
‘Mama, what’s a boy’s vagina 
called?’ to the downright bizarre 
‘Mama, why do lemons exist?’ Err, 
I have no answer to that.

Even when I spot another louse 
in the eldest’s hair that evening, I 
don’t see red or call Rentokil, who 
wouldn’t send anyone anyway 
because of the lockdown. We’re all 

in this together now. 
Even you, Mr Louse.

FRIDAY
A n O T h E R  d a y, 
another 10-12 hours of 
multi-tasking. What a 
joy. Actually speaking 
of days, which one are 
we on? They all seem 
to be melding into one 
big homogenous time-
space. I have to do 
what I’ve been trying 
to avoid for as long as 
possible today – and 
that’s attempt a gro-
cery shop, and what’s 

worse, visit a chemist where sick 
people go, where I will no doubt 
catch The Virus. 

I arm myself with hand sanitiser, 
which I don’t need as I’m wearing 
woolly gloves, and then spend the 
next 14.5 minutes dodging/running 
away from other humans around 
Tesco. It was the quickest I could 
manage, but believe me, almost 15 
minutes is quite a long time when 
you’re trying not to inhale. At all. 

I was practically suffering from 
hypoxia by the time I got to the 
pharmacy, which thankfully was 
only letting two people in at a 
time.

And then – I did the unthinkable. 
I forgot all the warnings, and I 
scratched my nose with my sod-
ding woolly-gloved hand. I consid-
ered running to the bathroom to 
rinse my nostrils, but I figured it 
would be too late. honestly, I 
couldn’t get home quick enough. 
It’s like once you’re outside your 
own space, everyone else is poten-
tially trying to kill you.

I video-called some friends, and 
this made me happy, and sad. I 
thought about my parents and 
how they might not see the girls 
for a long time. I miss my life – 
going to work, the gym, socialising, 
leaving the house without feeling 
like an extra from 28 Days Later – 
but hey, we all do. And they are 
small sacrifices when it comes to 
getting through this and keeping 
everyone safe. Still, all this juggling 
work and all-day parenting and 
heightened emotional stuff is really 
tiring. At least we have the week-
end to relax. Oh no, wait...

Girls just wanna have 
fun: Clockwise from 

main, Layla and 
Lana-Rose dress up, 

enjoy St Patrick’s 
Day and play. Inset 

opposite: the 
incriminating hair  

–
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In this unf linchingly honest and  
at times heartbreaking account of 
parenting, Lisa Brady says having 
a new baby is not all joy and 
cuddles – there can be a darker side 
to it that can no longer be ignored

SATURDAY
ESSAY

by Lisa 
Brady

My battle with 
the final taboo 
of motherhood
M

ost mothers 
 remember the 
birth of their 
 children and all 
the anxiety, pain 

and euphoria that comes 
with bringing another living 
soul into the world. 

I certainly remember the births of 
my two daughters – Lana-Rose by 
emergency C-section, and Layla, a 
planned caesarean, almost two 
years later. Both dates are etched 
in my mind as the best days of my 
life, and I’m still in wonderment of 
these two little beings, the depth of 
my love for them and the joy they 
continually bring.

this next part may shock you. 
And for that I apologise, but there 
really is no other way around it. 

sometimes the early memories of 
my first child, tiny feet and gentle 
yawns, are not joyous but dark. 

they creep in when I’m tired or 
feeling vulnerable. they cloud my 
mind every time a young child dies 
in tragic domestic circumstances.

there were days I wanted to leave 
my child and simply run away. I 
wanted to be anywhere except in a 
room with my tiny, perfect baby. I 
certainly didn’t want to be alone 
with her. 

this inner torment was my battle 
with post-natal depression. 

When my first daughter was born, 
she was quite simply the most 
beautiful thing I had ever seen. she 
was doll-like and delicate. Her 
birth had been traumatic; she was 
six days overdue, and as labour 
continued into its 12th hour it 
became clear that a C-section 
would have to be performed. I 
didn’t care, I just wanted to meet 
my baby. 

I remember feeling a sense of 
doom as I returned home from hos-
pital four days later. I put it down 
to the baby blues. What did I 
expect, I reasoned, with a new 
baby, raging hormones and post-
surgery? I also had issues with 
breastfeeding, and decided my 
body had been through enough to 
pursue it – something which 
wracked me with guilt.

still, when I looked at my little 
child, I could almost forget about 
the knot in my stomach and the 
constant ruminating thoughts – 
which had started with querying 
the temperature in the nursery, 
continued with the issue of folding 
the cellular blanket, and fixated  
on whether I had moved her  

teddy away from her mouth.
I soldiered on, immersed in the 

territory that comes with a 
 newborn, feeding and cleaning and 
not sleeping – was this the baby 
bubble everyone spoke of? It wasn’t 
what I expected. Yes, I was 
exhausted, as was my husband, 
but there was something else... 

Negative thinking took a firm 
grip. My mind needled me with 
cutting accusations: ‘Why couldn’t 
I have a natural birth?’ ‘How can I 
call myself a proper mother? I’m 
not even nursing my child!’ 

When I wasn’t up with the baby, I 
couldn’t sleep. My appetite was 
waning, my heart racing.

About two weeks after my baby 
was born, I was in the kitchen. I 
spotted a sharp knife drying on the 
sink drainer. My exact thought pat-
tern was unclear, but it involved a 
knife, and I felt a prickling of panic. 
‘What if I hurt my child?’

I stood, temporarily stunned, 
before resuming normal activity. I 
shook my head. Nothing was going 
to happen.

‘What if I took that knife, and 
hurt her?’ 

Before I go further, it’s important 
to point out that I didn’t hear these 
words externally (that would 
 indicate psychosis, a very different 
thing). this was my own anxious 

thinking – but it was real and it  
was terrifying. 

I went to the bedroom to attempt 
to rest as she slept. As I put my 
head on the pillow another cata-
strophic scenario played out in my 
mind. ‘What if she smothered?’ 

At this, I jolted upright with a 
rush of pure adrenaline. My skin 
was burning, my heart was beating 
out of my chest and I was strug-
gling to breathe. I was almost 
physically sick. I looked frantically 
at my baby, asleep and peaceful. 
the cellular blanket was a little too 
close to her face, and as I went to 
move it, another sinister ideation 
whooshed in.

that night, and the next few days 
that followed, were spent in a haze 
of horror. It seemed the more I 
tried to bat the thoughts away, or 
reason with them – that of course 
nothing terrible was about to occur 
– the more insistent they became. 
As every hour passed, I felt I was 
retreating further into an abyss 
from which there was no escape. 
there was danger in even the most 
inanimate objects. A vase. A glass. 
A bath. 

I was consumed by a fear of 
 harming my child. 

It’s difficult to portray the impact 
of those thoughts. Even expressing 
them today is painful. the shame 
of it. What kind of parent lets such 
horror into their minds? I wasn’t 
simply a bad mother. I was a 

 monster, teetering on the brink of 
insanity. I felt at any point my 
veneer of normality would shatter, 
and with it my perfect world – and 
my precious daughter. 

V IsItoRs came and oohd 
and aahd and held her 
and hugged me, bearing 
gifts and exclaiming all 

the while: ‘You must be so happy.’ I 
nodded and smiled and poured 
cups of tea and offered biscuits, 
thinking: ‘If only you knew the 
truth.’ My baby was being adored 
by others, and me, her own mother, 
was finding it more and more 
 difficult to be in the same room as 
her. 

What hurt so much, was that I 
felt incapable of maternal love. My 
nervous system was in continuous 
fight or flight and it was unbearable. 
My harangued mind tried to 
develop an escape plan. I never 
seriously contemplated suicide, 
but I reasoned it would be 
 preferable to harming my baby.  

I held it together until I simply 
couldn’t. ‘Just take her away, I 
don’t want her,’ I pleaded with my 
husband, dissolving in tears as our 
baby slept in her Moses basket. ‘I 
can’t do this any more.’ 

I was desperate. I couldn’t eat, 
talk or sleep. I couldn’t stop crying. 
My mind was sensitised to the 

I held it together until 
I simply couldn’t
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Bonny baby: Lisa 
Brady with her 
daughter Lana-
Rose, one day 
after her birth

point where I avoided the TV, 
 newspapers, even looking at my 
child for Christ’s sake, for fear of 
what fresh nightmarish scenarios 
my mind would torment me with. 
Any joy of life had gone.

I went to see Dr Anthony 
 McCarthy, consultant psychiatrist 
in Holles Street. ‘I need to be taken 
away from my child,’ I declared, as 
I stood before him, shaking in his 
office. ‘I’m so ashamed and I can’t 
believe I’m saying this out loud,  
but – I think I’m insane and I’m 
terrified.’

He sat me down, and I explained 
what was going on. ‘You’re going to 
be OK. What you’re going through 
is very common,’ he said. 

His words were like balm to my 
frazzled soul. Tears ran down my 
face as he explained what was 
 happening to me.

I was, it transpired, suffering with 
postpartum depression – of which 
intrusive thoughts are a symptom. 
A human being can have an average 
of anything up to 80,000 thoughts a 
day – including many weird, bizarre 
and terrifying ones. We usually 
 dismiss them, and they fade as 
quickly as they arise. When we are 
struggling with depression and 
anxiety, they tend to stick. 

Because they evoke such a strong 
physical reaction, the person 
 experiencing them feels that they 
must be significant. The thought  
of seeing my baby drown in the 
bath must mean I want to drown 

her, right? Wrong, I was told. ‘It’s 
just a thought. A thought can’t  
harm you.’

So I didn’t have postpartum psy-
chosis? They didn’t mean I actually 
wanted to harm my child?

No. It was a negative thinking 
pattern that I, a depressed, sleep-
deprived, hormone-fuelled new 
mother, needed treatment for. 
Puerperal psychosis, on the other 
hand, is rare – occurring in about 
one in 500 new mothers – with 
symptoms such as hallucinations, 
delusions and mania. 

Any woman unlucky enough to 
have this is unlikely to have insight 
at al l ,  and urgent medical 
 intervention is vital.

In my case, I needed medication. 
I needed rest. I did not need to be 
separated from my baby. 

At this news, I felt a frisson of the 
first positive emotion in weeks. It 
was short-lived; as I was to 
 discover; there is no quick fix for 
depression. There would be many 
more visits – and emails – with this 

marvellous man, many more tears 
and nightmarish thoughts as I 
waited for my mind to heal and the 
chemical imbalance to right itself. 

I struggled. I struggled to bond 
with my baby. I struggled to do 
everyday tasks. Sleep came 
 courtesy of heavy-duty prescription 
tablets. It was not the beautiful 
baby bubble of joy that I had 
expected, that everyone had told 
me about. It was a living hell.

Six weeks later, it literally felt like 
a switch had flicked. I woke up, 
expecting the well-worn grooves in 
my brain to replay the horror hits 
once again, but this time, they 
didn’t come. I actively tried to 
reignite them, to make sure I 
wasn’t imagining this – the irony – 
but there was peace. My mind was 
quiet, and I was free. I lifted my 
small daughter with tears of joy in 
my eyes, and felt such gratitude 
that, finally, I could enjoy being  
her mother.

People don’t openly discuss  
postnatal mental illness. We all 

hear about the baby blues that 
come along about day three or four 
with a drop in hormonal levels, but 
beyond that? It’s not something 
we throw into conversation while 
congratulating parents on their 
bonny new babies. 

How is it, in this age where we 
share what we had for breakfast on 
social media, a taboo still surrounds 
postnatal mental health? Is it 
because there’s a pervasive belief 
that women are just expected to 
get on with it? After all, bearing a 
child is the most natural thing in 
the world. 

E
xCePT it’s  not.  It’s 
 terrifying and life-changing 
and anxiety-ridden. It’s 
c o m p e t i t i v e  a n d 

 pressurised, not helped by societal 
expectations. The mythical earth 
mother has a natural delivery 
(probably a hypnobirther), is a 
whizz at breastfeeding and pings 
back into shape a couple of months 
later, smiling all the while. 

The conversation has opened 
around depression in young men, 
for example, but new mothers? 
Complaining about lack of sleep or 
– recently enough, breastfeeding 
issues – seem socially acceptable, 
but an inability to cope, to stop 
crying, to stop intrusive thoughts? 
Not so Insta-friendly, I’m afraid – 
and this has to change.

I was lucky. I had access to the 
most incredible specialist perinatal 
care, something which, by the way, 
is available in hub hospitals across 
Ireland, and for this, the HSe 
should be applauded. 

I was also lucky to have support: 
a brilliant husband to take over 
night time feeds as I slept, who 
tried to reassure me daily that I 
would get through this; amazing 
parents and family who came and 
minded the baby or just stayed in 
the house so I wasn’t alone; friends 
who called over whether I felt like 
their company or not. I was minded. 
I was safe. As a result, I fully 
 recovered, and today have the 
strongest bond with my little girl, 
who is now five. 

The reality is at times, the so-
called baby bubble is not a fluffy, 
happy place full of coffee mornings 
and bonding. We need to dispel the 
myth that welcoming a baby should 
be the happiest time of a person’s 
life – and encourage new mums to 
talk about how they are feeling, not 
just physically, but mentally. 

This is a hard story to tell. 
 However, if it encourages just one 
terrified mother to seek the help 
she needs, then it will have been 
worth it. 
n  Maternal Mental Health Aware-
ness Week runs from May 4-10, 
with the BabyDoc Club parenting 
community running a campaign 
called #AskHerAgain. Visit 
 parentline.ie, pnd.ie or hse.ie 

In my case, I needed 
medication and rest
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