Post-Partum Depression

I would like to talk today about post-partum depression.  I am not a trained psychologist or mental health professional.  I don’t claim to have all the answers. There are people who suffer from depression every day of their lives who know a lot more about it than I do.  My experience was very limited.  In fact, I’ve never dealt with depression except for the two or three months following the birth of our fifth child. I simply want to share my story in the hopes that women at risk might recognize the symptoms in themselves and seek the help they need.

The hard thing about post-partum depression is that it can often times be difficult to differentiate from the normal stress that accompanies the birth of any child.  The sleepless nights, the added responsibilities, and the hormonal fluctuations leave every new mother feeling overwhelmed. Because it’s such a slippery slope, we may not recognize that we’re in trouble until it’s too late.  I didn’t even know I had post-partum depression until it was over.  As I read the following journal entry, it’s so obvious to me now, but at the time I had no idea.

December 31, 2006

These last few weeks have been pretty wild.  Christmas was really good and the children really liked their gifts from Santa.  It was a very fun day.  The only damper on the day was that Josh decided to be colicky for two solid days.  He kept us up all night the night of Christmas Eve and then he screamed all through Christmas Day.  It was awful.  My husband and I were both so tired.  It was hard to even enjoy the holiday. Josh is doing a little bit better now.  The first month of his life wasn’t too bad –he had jaundice and had a hard time gaining weight, but we got everything under control.  He’s had gas and constipation and acted really colicky. He got thrush so we had to paint his mouth with Gentian Violet.  It caused him to get cankers in his mouth.  It was almost unbearable for a while. 

Lindsey, who is 18 months old, has been having a major adjustment.  She has been out of control, throwing food off her tray, throwing every object I put in her hand, dumping liquids out on the floor, and hitting people.  She has learned how to climb out of her crib, so we can’t get her down for a nap, or down for the night.  It has been kind of a dark last couple of weeks.  Doug and I are both burning the candle at both ends and it seems like our family has been in a downward spiral - total chaos and sleepless nights and crazy kids all day.  It seems to have exploded in our faces.  It is very similar to when Tanner was born and Paige freaked out.  I know that it won’t last forever, so we’re just hoping that we can survive and maybe get some sleep.  Josh gets up to eat and stays up for 1½ hours each time, so we’re just running on fumes.  

To break it up, we sent Doug and the three oldest kids to the cabin with the Williams family and I stayed home with Lindsey and Josh and it seemed to help.  We needed a couple of days to get the kids apart and let them have some fun.  I think that really helped turn things around.  I hope things will get a bit easier.  It will be several more months until we are sleeping through the night and I’m just hoping I can make it.   I’m 38 years old and it definitely feels harder than it did when we first started out.  

I would have to say that these past two months have been two of the hardest months of my life.  I was expecting it to be hard.  It seems that after the birth of each child you go through a definite adjustment.  I’ve often likened it to swimming.  Right after the baby is born you feel like you’re drowning, just literally overwhelmed.  After a while you get to the point where you’re dog paddling.  Your head is above water and you’re working really, really hard, but you’re not really getting anywhere.  Eventually you get to the point where you’re swimming and feel like you’re making progress – you see measurable growth and you’re playing offense instead of defense, just putting out fires.  

It seems like we’ve been literally drowning for about two months.  Every once in a while our heads will get above water for a few days and then we get plunged right back down.  I don’t ever remember such a chaotic time in our family other than right after Tanner was born and Paige was 20 months. That was a pretty bleak time because Paige quit sleeping and we quit sleeping and things were pretty dark for about three weeks.  This one hasn’t been as intense, but it has just lasted so much longer.  I really thought we’d be pulling out of it before now.  

We’re very functional – the house is clean, the meals are on the table, the homework is getting done, we get places on time – we’re up and running – but we’re just having a really hard time enjoying anything.  It is just so much work.  Doug and I are both burning the candle at both ends.  I think the root of most of my challenges is the lack of sleep.  I’m going to be 39 years old next June and I’m just old.  I’ll usually feed Josh at 9 pm and then he’ll wake up at 1 and 4 am and he’ll stay up 30-90 minutes each time.  I just end up losing so much sleep and I feel like a zombie during the day and my mind is cloudy and I can’t think straight.  I can’t solve problems - even simple things seem overwhelming.  I just can’t wrap my mind around things.  I can’t focus.  Sleeplessness is not a good thing I’ve decided.

I think it will probably be quite a while before Josh does sleep through the night just because he was six weeks premature, so we have several months ahead of us.  I was doing really well for the first month – it was almost like a honeymoon period.  Even though I wasn’t sleeping at night, I was able to take a nap every day when Lindsey slept.  But now Lindsey learned how to climb out of her crib and it’s been a little challenging ever since.  It’s not even worth putting her down for a nap because it takes so long.  She keeps climbing out of her crib, so I just gave up on her naps all together. I just keep her up all day until she’s so tired that she forgets to climb out of her crib.  Now that I don’t have that time for a nap, I’ve just fallen behind.  On an average night I probably get about six hours of fragmented sleep - on the bad nights maybe four, on the good nights maybe eight.  Even on the good nights, it’s just so fragmented that I only get about two consecutive hours at any given time and it just messes with my brain.  I’m still fighting to get the sleep that I need but it is definitely hard. 

The only thing I take comfort in is knowing that this is our last.  That I won’t ever go through this again and that it won’t last forever.  A couple of months from now I’ll probably be in a much better place and I’ll be a little more on top of things.  

Doug and I decided to go to Boise last weekend for a baby blessing and it was actually a good trip.  The kids were able to swim at the hotel and we took them to Planet Kids and to a restaurant.  They traveled well.  We didn’t get any sleep in the hotel because all seven of us were in one room and Josh kept us up and Doug was sick most of the time, so I tried to carry a little bigger share of the load.  Doug has been wonderful and has been helping me out so much – cleaning the house, watching the kids to help me get my sleep.  Without him I don’t know what I would have done.  He, Savannah and Paige have been so wonderful.  They’ve stepped up and helped me with the younger kids.  

The other thing that makes it hard is that I feel totally disconnected from my women friends and the support system they provide.  Three or four of my best friends just gave birth to their fifth child, so it’s like we’re all just in our own homes fighting for our lives.  There’s no one to trade babysitting with – it’s every woman for herself. I’m sure they feel just like I do.  My friends and I used to get together all the time and now our lives have become such that it’s much more difficult. We finally got together for lunch today because we really felt like we needed to get together and talk because we’re all kind of in the same boat.

My parents have both been sick.  My mom has fibromyalgia pretty bad and she’s been catching every bug that comes along.  Dad is getting ready for surgery on his neck and back and he’s having a lot of pain.  Doug’s parents are out of commission – Stanley just had surgery and then they’re headed for St. George for three months. Our parents have really hung in there.  It amazes me how much they love us in spite of all their illnesses and health problems.  They have really come through with flying colors – watching our kids even when they shouldn’t.  They have been so wonderful.  My mom let me go take a nap at her house for two hours the other day.  It felt so good! 

I’ve been pretty discouraged.  It’s been tough.  I’m just trying to survive and I know that I will. In a few months I think it will be a little bit easier.  Even though it’s hard, I’m so grateful for Doug and for each of my children.  I love them so much.  Even though it’s really hard, being a mother is a wonderful thing.  I love each of my children so much and I hope that I can get to the point in life where I can be the kind of mother that they deserve.
What’s interesting to me as I read that, is that I thought that as long as we were “functioning” as a family; as long as the dishes were getting done and the meals were being prepared that everything must be okay.  What I didn’t realize is that I was imploding inside.  This next journal entry, written a month later, wasn’t much better.

January 29, 2007

When I woke up this morning, I was just about as low as I have been in a really long time.  I don’t think I’ve even recognized it but I would not be at all surprised if I have been suffering from post-partum depression.  I don’t know if it’s hormonal or from sleep deprivation or stress, but as I’ve mentioned in previous entries, these last couple of months have been some of the most difficult of my life.  I have felt a lot of apathy – like I just don’t care, like I’m just going through the motions of life.  The nights have been very hard.  When you’re pushing forty years old and you’re still getting up with a baby several times a night it’s hard.  I’ve been able to accumulate six or seven hours of sleep a night, but it has been so choppy – an hour here, a half hour there, forty five minutes here – and I’ve just never gotten into that deep sleep that makes you feel human.  

I have also felt a total lack of enjoyment.  I’m just not able to enjoy the things that I should enjoy.  I remember that even on Christmas I didn’t feel happy.  I remember thinking, “This is not fun.”  I wasn’t able to enjoy anything.  When I got together for lunch with my friends - usually that is such a rejuvenating thing for me and I always come away feeling refreshed.  This time I didn’t.  They were talking about how much they were enjoying motherhood and I remember thinking, “I’m not.  What’s wrong with me?”  It has been building and building.  Some days I feel like I can get my head above water.  I feel like I am doing really well.  I feel like the cloud has lifted, that whatever was bothering me had quit.  The sun was shining again and I feel like I had made it. And then I would get pushed back down.

One day I reached the point where I thought “I can’t do this anymore.”  I was sitting at the computer and I literally could not stop the tears. It was like an open faucet. I knew I was in trouble, but was too powerless to reach out for help. I almost called my husband.  I almost called my Mom.  But I felt completely immobile – like there was a frozen computer screen in my brain.  I finally mustered up enough energy to pray.  Within minutes, my mom called.  She knew immediately that I was in trouble.  She helped me to rationally formulate a plan.  She told me to talk to Doug that afternoon and tell him everything I was experiencing. She told me to come to her house the next day for dinner. She sent in housekeepers to help me get caught up on the cleaning. 

When Doug came home from work, I told him everything. He was totally shocked because I had been acting like everything was okay.  I had fooled us both. He too helped me to formulate a plan. He called the hospital to schedule me a massage.  He said he would feed Josh late at night to increase my sleep time to 6 hours.  He told me to go to my in-laws that night since they were out of town so that I could sleep clear through the night. Then we planned a girls’ trip with my sisters.

I can’t even begin to express how free I felt after reaching out for help.  After struggling alone for so long, I felt like I had people on my team.  They had all been there all along, but had no idea what I was going through because I hadn’t told anyone.  At that point, the healing began.  I treated my spirit like a sprained ankle for a week or so – not putting any pressure on it, gingerly caring for it, etc.  It worked. I could finally see the light again. 

I am sure that the symptoms of post-partum depression are different for each individual.  Here are the ones I experienced.

1.I felt a total lack of enjoyment.  We all have good days and bad days.  Feeling sad on the bad days is normal.  Feeling sad when you should be feeling happy is another story – like the way I felt on Christmas Day.

2.I felt disconnected from friends. Normally when I get together with friends my spirits 

are lifted and my bucket is filled.  I feel a closeness to them.  While going through depression I didn’t feel that natural connection.  I also noticed that my friends were saying things like “I’m enjoying my children at this stage of life” while I was simply going through the mechanics of motherhood and felt caged in.

3.I felt overwhelmed. Even something as simple as putting my daughter down for a nap was too much for me.  I just didn’t have the energy to do it.

4. I wanted to sleep, even when I wasn’t tired. I didn’t want to get out of bed or get dressed.

5. I felt powerless.  I knew I was in a rut, but felt powerless to get myself out.  I couldn’t bring myself to call anyone, even though I knew I needed help.  I felt immobile and frozen.

6. I felt hopeless and helpless. With normal discouragement, I always knew that things would get better; it was just a matter of time until everything would be okay.  With depression, it felt like I would never be happy again.

Anyway, those are some of the symptoms I felt.  Again, I am not a mental health professional, but here are some solutions that worked for me.  

Recognize that you have post-partum depression. I so much wish I had identified the problem early on.  I had no idea what I was dealing with so I had no way to fix it. It is important to acknowledge, accept, and admit to yourself that you are dealing with something bigger than yourself.  It’s not a sign of weakness.  It’s not your fault.  It just happens. We so often pride ourselves in being super moms.  We think, “I should be able to handle this.  Other women have handled this. Why am I struggling so much?” It has nothing to do with us or with our ability to cope.

Reach out for help.  Because depression causes us to feel powerless, there are times

when we literally cannot get ourselves out of the rut. Since it is difficult to think

rationally, it helps to have a trusted friend, family member or counselor to guide us.

Rearrange your life.  Emotional stability needs to become your #1 priority.  Other 

things can wait.  During my experience, I thought we were fine because we were functioning – the house clean, the laundry folded, the meals prepared, and homework done.  But my actions were like straightening deck chairs on the Titanic. We were not okay. There were more important things that needed my attention.

Accept help. The day after I realized I had post-partum depression, one of my best friends called.  I gave her the whole story.  She offered to take Tanner and Lindsey for the day.  Normally I would have said no. But I immediately accepted her offer, even though we had been sick and they had been quarantined all winter and it was her husband’s birthday and she had twins and I had had plenty of sleep the night before. I had learned my lesson the hard way and I wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.

Get adequate rest, eat right and exercise.  This could be an entire talk in and of itself.  Everything that affects the body affects the spirit and vice versa.  You may be thinking, “I don’t have time.”  All I can say is “Make time.”  Your priorities need to change, at least for a while.

Eliminate guilt, and “should” phrases.  Part of the reason I slipped into post-partum depression is that I kept saying things like “I should be able to handle this. I should be able to get by on 5 hours of sleep.”  The truth was, I couldn’t. It really doesn’t matter what “should” be.  What matters is reality.

Get outside and get fresh air.  I hadn’t been out of the house much in three months.  

Even though it was only 17* outside, I walked down to the mailbox just to get some fresh 

air.  It felt wonderful!  I knew we needed to get out, so we planned trips to the library, to friends’ houses – anything to get us out of the house. The children and I were so much happier. People who suffer from seasonal depression know how essential this step is.

Prevent reoccurrence.  Like I mentioned before, the problem is that it’s difficult to distinguish between normal discouragement and depression – it’s such a gradual process, a slippery slope.  It’s like the story of putting frogs in water.  If you put them in cold water and turn up the heat gradually they don’t notice.  They just keep swimming. You can boil them alive.  We must be vigilant and alert for signs that we are slipping.  We can’t wait until it gets really bad to do something about it.  

I will forever be grateful for the experience I had with post-partum depression, mainly because it helps me to recognize it in other women.  If I talk with a relative or a friend who says things like “I feel so apathetic, I just don’t care anymore.  I feel so helpless or powerless” my antenna goes up. I don’t ignore it. Instead, I have a really honest conversation with her about the possibility of depression.  After all, we have to look out for each other.  

Some women will need medication, some won’t. Some women need counseling, others don’t.  I would encourage you to get professional help from a counselor, a medical doctor, or someone who can help you explore your options.  The worst thing you can do is nothing. 

I testify that healing does occur.  There is every reason to be hopeful and optimistic about the future.  This will come not only from medical and mental health resources, but also from the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Holy Ghost, and the Atonement.  By using all of these resources we can heal our bodies, our minds and our hearts. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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