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No Kidding MotHerHooD PANGS

From bumps  
to blues

Do you feel like bursting into tears — instead of beaming  
with pride — when you hold up your baby? For a lot of new 

mommies, there’s no escaping postpartum depression

by Karen ann Monsy

B
rooke Shields’ celebrity status has, no doubt,  
opened many doors for her in the past. But it was  
the mum in her that most notably brought post-
partum depression to the world stage when she 
traded barbs with Tom Cruise in 2005, after he 

criticised her for taking antidepressants just after the birth of 
her first child Rowan. He recommended vitamins and exer-
cise; she wrote an op-ed piece for The New York Times suspect-
ing the Mission Impossible star had never suffered postpartum 
depression before. Cruise later apologised for his remarks but 
it marked a change in the way the world saw what many had 
been casually writing off as mums with the blues.

As celebrities from Gwyneth Paltrow to Alanis Morissette, 
most recently, continue to come out and talk about the  
‘depressive chapters’ of their lives post motherhood, they’re 
highlighting what many mums have known for years:  
delivering a child may not be the hardest part of becoming  
a mother.

British national Anna Cahalin’s impression of life after a 
baby wasn’t, she admits, very different from the one she had 
of life without the child. “I imagined it would just be a com-
pletion of life — walks in the park, time spent at home, meet-
ups with friends — the baby wouldn’t change much and ev-
erything would be lovely.” After 36 hours of labour, involving 
the birth of her first child Ella and some major sleep depriva-
tion, however, ‘lovely’ was getting a brutal makeover.

“Ella just never slept,” says Anna, a part-time radiographer 
and mother-of-two. “She was feeding every hour every night 
and refusing sleep during the day. I had put a lot of expecta-

Mothers are scared of being 
referred to a psychiatrist 
because family members 
would reject the idea. But 
this is a common problem 
that needs proper treatment DOING BETTER: Anna Cahalin’s relationship with partner Harry and baby Ella 

struggled before she pinpointed postpartum depression as the cause



19 october 201234 khaleejtimes.com/wknd

No Kidding MotHerHooD PANGS

HOw TO TEll If A lOvED ONE Is 
GOING THROuGH PPD
Most women never imagine that they’ll suffer depression 
after delivery. As with many serious conditions, we often 
(unconsciously) convince ourselves they only happen to 
“other people”. So watch out for these signs — and if you see 
them in anyone who’s just had a child, help them get help.
•	 Excessive	sleep	or	inability	to	sleep
•	 Excessive	appetite	or	inability	to	eat
•	 Feelings	of	worthlessness	and	helplessness
•	 Entertaining	thoughts	of	death
•	 Lack	of	interest	to	engage	in	activity,	even	getting	out	of	bed
•	 Desiring	to	be	left	alone	for	long	periods	of	time
•	 Trouble	bonding	with	the	baby

sElf-TEsT
Wondering if you 
have postpartum 
depression?	Check	
out	the	Edinburgh	
Postnatal	Depres-
sion Scale online, a 
standardised and 
self-reported 10-
item questionnaire 
to help find out

tions on myself to being an all-singing, all-dancing mum, 
doing everything in the house, everything with the baby,  
being a socialite with my friends and family and it just got to 
a point where I felt like an utter failure because I wasn’t doing 
anything at all.”

Anna soon began to suffer anxiety attacks and make up 
any excuse not to leave the house because she was terrified 
something would happen to Ella. “I kept thinking somebody 
would take her away from me or follow us and stab me in the 
street and leave her without a mum — just terrible, terrible 
thoughts of things that obviously weren’t really going to  
happen. But it got to the point where I started mistrusting 
my partner Harry. It led to a lot of arguments between us — 
something we hadn’t had to deal with before. Yet, I didn’t 
want anyone else around the baby and was in tears every 
day, unable to cope.”

Could it have been her history of depression which started 
in her teens that brought about this most recent bout? Anna 
supposes there may have been an element of predisposition 
there but also knows of mums who’ve battled depression in 
the past who didn’t suffer postnatal depression. “I think part 
of it was that I had expectations of myself being the perfect 
mum which actually doesn’t exist. My self-esteem definitely 
took a bashing.”

I felt isolated, especially when all the  
family members would sit in some other 
room, taking the baby to play with them 
and leaving me alone” — Charu

“COMPlETElY uNEXPECTED”: Molly Balint underwent depression only with the youngest of her four girls, Catherine

The 33-year-old realised she needed to see a doctor after 
a particularly alarming episode when getting ready to visit 
Harry’s family one afternoon. “Halfway through getting ready, 
I just walked downstairs and out of the house. I can’t even 
tell you if I was fully dressed at the time because I don’t  
remember but I just got into my car and drove. I didn’t tell 
Harry what I was doing; just left him with Ella but when I 
came back I couldn’t stop crying. That’s when it hit me that 
things weren’t right and I had to speak to my doc.”

Anna tried cognitive therapy for six months but was  
prescribed antidepressants later when that didn’t work.  
The meds helped ensure she didn’t relapse into the blues 
when she had her son Sebastian four months ago. 

“I don’t know where it comes from but there is a certain 
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DuRATION
Postpartum depres-
sion is understood 
to set in within four 
weeks	of	delivery.	It	
usually	begins	two	
weeks	post	 child-
birth,	but	 can	 last	
for several months, 
even years, if left 
untreated

expectation for women to be successful in everything,” she 
states. “There are so many images of motherhood being such 
a happy time — which it is — but it’s also very difficult and 
not many people seem to talk about how it is when you’re 
unable to adjust to things that aren’t going as right as they 
could be.”

Indian-born Charu Kataria, 42, went through “severe” 
postpartum depression at a time when it was barely recogn-
ised as a condition to be taken seriously. She was not offi-
cially diagnosed when she had her first daughter in the late 
90s but realised years later what it must have been. “I was 
constantly crying, had trouble sleeping and my self-esteem 
was down in the pits,” she recalls. “I felt isolated, especially 
when all the family members sat in some other room, taking 
the baby to play with them and leaving me alone. I had 
thoughts of harming myself (thank goodness, never the baby!) 
but I took to eating as an escape and my portion sizes then 
were 4-5 times what I eat now!”

Things went wrong from the beginning when she had to 

I think part of it was that I 
had expectations of myself 
being the perfect mum which 
actually doesn’t exist. My 
self-esteem definitely took a 
bashing”— Anna

I was always in a funk… I reached a point 
where I’d be sitting in a room, feeding the 
baby and I’d be crying. It made me realise 
this wasn’t normal” — Molly

she comes to know about this someday, she won’t hold 
anything against me.”

A common assumption is that postpartum depression tends 
to worsen with every pregnancy. For American mother-of-
four Molly Balint, she remembers the third pregnancy being 
a bit of a rough transition (“perhaps because we were going 
from two kids to three — suddenly my husband and I were 
outnumbered!”) but experienced full-blown depression only 
with the last child. Considering it was her fourth pregnancy, 
no one could blame the 36-year-old freelance writer for  
expecting it to be a breeze. As she would soon find out though, 
it was anything but.

“I was always in a funk,” she says. “Even when I was  
happy on the exterior, it wasn’t how I was feeling on the inside. 
I reached a point where I’d be sitting in a room, feeding the 
baby and I’d be crying. It made me realise this wasn’t normal.” 
Even with her husband and kids, Molly says the smallest thing 
would set off something so much bigger than the actual prob-
lem at hand. “I remember my husband would say to me so 
many times, ‘I just don’t understand where this is coming 
from’ because it would be so out of the blue sometimes, even 
though he was being wonderful and understanding.”

Throughout this time, Molly kept telling herself it  
would pass and to give it time. Six months passed, but the 
depression didn’t. She made a lot of excuses to justify the 
way she was feeling but eventually what scared her back to 
her gynaecologist’s office were the physical reactions she’d 
begun to have. “I started experiencing ‘panic attacks’ and 
dizziness. My heart would be racing and I would wake up at 
night and wonder if I was having a heart attack.” Her doctor 
immediately diagnosed her symptoms for what they were 
and prescribed medications that Molly took for almost a year. 
It was only after she was off the meds that she decided to 
tell her family. “There’s a stigma to being on medication and 
I guess I just didn’t want to be treated differently. Everyone 
was very supportive though, so I needn’t have been embar-
rassed in the first place.”

What surprised her was how “completely uneducated” she 
was about the condition at the time. “Not once did I think it 
could be postpartum depression… It wasn’t even on my radar 
because I didn’t know it could last so long. I also believed I 
was too strong a person to have it happen to me… No matter 
what child it is, whether first or fourth, I don’t think any 
mother wants to let on that maybe it’s more than she can 
handle or that she’s not blissfully happy. I wish I’d gone for 
help earlier. It would’ve made things a lot easier.”

Dr Yousef Abouallaban, consultant psychiatrist and medi-
cal director of the American Center for Psychiatry and Neurol-
ogy in Abu Dhabi and Dubai, has come across numerous 
cases of postpartum depression during his career of 20 years 
in the field. According to him, postnatal depression is often 
confused with postpartum blues — a general state of feeling 
down in the dumps that lasts a few days. “The common symp-
toms of depression are emotional but sometimes it can man-
ifest itself somatically, such as through stomach upsets, back 
aches and migraines that can’t be explained otherwise.  
Patients end up coming to us after 2-3 months — because no 
one tells them what to do,” he notes.

sTRONGER: A severe bout of postnatal blues after her first child helped Charu 
Kataria take preventive measures for the second

The stigma involved causes the medical centre double 
trouble when it comes to nipping such cases in time. “Moth-
ers are scared of being referred to a psychiatrist, because the 
first reaction from family members would be to reject the 
idea. People don’t realise that this is a common problem that 
needs treatment by a professional.”

Dr Yousef warns there are risk factors that could induce the 
onset of depression, such as unwanted pregnancies, marital 
conflict, abuse during pregnancy etc. “Once diagnosed, how-
ever, it can be treated fully — even without medication,” he 
assures. “If you see any of the symptoms, opt for counselling 
immediately to prevent full-blown depression.”

While recent research published in The New York Times and 
The Washington Post, among others, suggests that 10 per cent 
of new dads also experience postpartum blues, the general 
estimation is that postnatal depression affects 10-15 per cent 
of women in the Western world. In a 2006 study of 125  
Emirati women in Abu Dhabi, it was found that 22.1 per cent 
of mothers were found to be suffering from depression three 
months after birth, while another 22 per cent showed symp-
toms of borderline depression. 

While the study findings do not claim to represent the 
situation across the country, it does highlight the need for a 
more accepting approach to the condition among residents 
here. Stigmas will remain where open discourse is discour-
aged, but with postpartum depression, if you’re aiming  
for the happy-mama-happy-baby effect, mum cannot be  
the word. 

karen@khaleejtimes.com

KEEPING THE BluEs AT BAY
Postpartum	depression	can’t	be	fought	on	your	own,	but	
here	are	some	ways	you	can	keep	it	from	taking	over	your	
life — and your sanity.
•	 Talk to someone:	If	there	is	any	way	we	could	highlight	
that	in	all-caps,	red	and	underlined,	we	would.	There	is	noth-
ing	more	important	or	effective	in	dealing	with	PPD	than	
talking	to	a	trusted	family	member,	friend	or	health	profes-
sional	about	what	you’re	going	through.
•	 Take time out for yourself:	The	rudest	shock	for	most	
mums is finding they’ve gone from living life on their own 
terms	to	living	them	(all	day	and	all	night)	on	their	baby’s	
terms. Me-time is critical. Pencil in some time for yourself 
when	the	baby	is	napping	or	have	someone	watch	the	child	
for	a	bit	so	you	can	steal	some	precious	moments	of	R&R.
•	 Get out of the house:	Don’t	shut	yourself	up	in	a	room.	
Seek	company,	especially	with	other	new	mums	who’ll	be	
able	to	understand.	Else,	take	a	walk	around	the	block,	hit	
the gym, get outside — even if only for an hour.
•	 Don’t feel guilty:	The	world	expects	you	to	be	having	a	
ball	right	now.	Ignore	the	world.	It’s	not	going	through	what	
you	are.	If	everything’s	not	looking	hunky-dory	and	swathed	
in sunlight, it’s all right. A lot of mums have gone through 
what	you	are	—	and	they’ll	tell	you:	keep	your	spirits	up.	Like	
all other phases, this too shall pass.

BABY TAlK: READ THEIR lIPs
One more reason mums can go into postpartum depression 
is	because	they	just	can’t	figure	out	why	their	baby	won’t	
stop crying — even though they’ve done everything from 
feeding	to	burping	to	exhausting	their	bank	of	ridiculous	
faces.	Priscilla	Dunstan,	a	former	soprano	who	claims	to	have	
a photographic memory for sounds, asserts that there are 
five distinct preemptive cries that can indicate what the 
infant requires. Misunderstand or miss that cry, she says, and 
you’re	in	for	a	long	night	with	a	hysterical	child.	(Check	out	
her appearance on The Oprah Show	on	YouTube.)	Here	are	
the	five	sounds	Dunstan	asks	all	new	mothers	to	listen	for:
•	 Neh	–	I’m	hungry
•	 Owh	–	I’m	sleepy
•	 Heh	–	I’m	uncomfortable
•	 Eair	–	I	have	lower	gas
•	 Eh	–	I	have	gas
Dunstan’s	claims	have	not	been	scientifically	validated	but	
it’s definitely worth a try so if this helps you understand 
your	tot’s	gurgles	and	stop	them	from	crying,	you	can	thank	
us later.

undergo an emergency C-section, and later found herself  
unable to lactate. “I was being blamed for these things, and 
it hurt me,” she says. There were other contributing factors 
as well. “All the second-guessing by my in-laws in everything 
I did made me constantly have doubts about whether I was 
a good-enough mother. Secondly, when my daughter was 10 
months old, I moved to the US to be with my husband. I had 
to stop working and that contributed to my sense of worth-
lessness. Plus, not being able to nurse my daughter was  
something that constantly bothered me — that I was unable 
to do what should come naturally to a mother.”

As coping measures, Charu talked it out with her husband 
and a group of friends. She also found a cash job (it paid 
“peanuts” but made her happy), started working out in a 
gym (“getting away from the house on my own even for an 
hour gave me some peace”) and went back to school to  
upgrade her skill set so it’d be easy to find a job once she got 
a work permit. 

“Through all this, I can’t tell you how grateful I was to my 
husband for being willing to go through this with me,” she 
adds. “At one point, I must have been impossible to live with. 
I often joke and say if I were him, I would have run away 
from me.”

Charu says her depression lasted for well over five years 
but she was ready for it the second time around. “When we 
had our second child five years ago, I talked to my doctor 
about the possibility of going through postnatal depression 
again and he had the director of a local moms’ group visit me 
in the hospital after my delivery to offer support.”

The couple also had their parents go over to help them only 
after they had had some time to settle in as a family. “It helped 
that during the first two months I did not have someone  
scrutinising my every move and telling me what to or not to 
do.” And under the more relaxed circumstances, depression 
did not strike again.

While she’s quite happy now, there are a few memories 
that still gnaw at her at times. “Had I known and had access 
to professional help at the time, I could have enjoyed  
my older daughter’s childhood better. The biggest regret  
I feel is that she was deprived of a happy mum. I like to 
think that I have made up for that now but I hope that when 


