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For my four teachers,
Jack, Noah, Kai and Poppy,
and for Pete,
my fellow student
PART 2 | WHAT DOCTORS AND MIDWIVES KNOW
PART 5 | CAMPING OUT AT THE HOSPITAL
Some mothers and mothers-to-be have many supporters and advisers; some have few. Some may feel at times that they are completely alone. Regardless of the size of their support team, the bottom line is that mothers need to be enduringly strong, independent and self-reliant. Most importantly, they need to have confidence in their own judgement, their ability to seek information and support and make wise, appropriate decisions.
Midwife Wisdom, Mother Love is a very easy-to-read, logical and informative yet friendly and intensely personal guide to pregnancy and delivery from an experienced midwife and mother of four. Sarah James offers oodles of common sense, practical tips and useful insights in a simple, down-to-earth style. She doesn’t hold back from sharing the honest truth about her own four pregnancies and deliveries — not just the highs, but also the lows. This balanced approach is at once comforting and credible.
After her first delivery, she whispers to her partner, ‘He’s so beautiful, we’ll have to have another one,’ but then takes a year to get over the disappointment and ‘emotional mess’ of not having had the ‘natural birth’ she had expected. After her second blissfully ‘orgasmic’ birth, she says, ‘You know we will have to have another one. That was too fantastic not to do again.’ After her third, when she says, ‘I don’t want to have any more. I don’t ever want to do that again,’ my heart went out to her. I thought, ‘This woman tells the truth.’ Despite her husband’s vasectomy, eighteen months later she realises she is pregnant again.
Thank you, Sarah, for sharing your secrets and giving such a frank, up-close-and-personal account of your very varied birth experiences. Your stories clearly illustrate just how unique, unpredictable, juicy, gory, orgasmic and excruciating motherhood can be. You have given us not so much a ‘how to’ guide as a ‘how I did it’ account and you give us all encouragement to make our own choices, listening to everyone but finally trusting in ourselves.
Pregnancy and childbirth are indeed miraculous, mindblowing experiences that change our lives forever. While reading this book may not change your life, it may open your mind. I warmly invite every woman and every man to open their minds and their hearts to Midwife Wisdom, Mother Love.
Dr Cindy Pan, Doctor, writer, media presenter and author of Pandora’s Box: Lifting the Lid on Life’s Little Nasties
People who give of themselves asking for nothing in return are rare and for this, much gratitude is owed to Denise Hartley, both my boss and friend and a constant source of inspiration, knowledge and reassurance.
Teaching antenatal classes has given me a new insight into the pregnant mind. Warm thanks to Pindara Private Hospital for the opportunity to teach and to the midwives who take antenatal classes and work in the maternity unit.
Early readers who hold you in their heart while they read and are able to give advice without cutting you down at the knees are like a warm glass of milk on a cold stormy night. They offer comfort and the knowledge that everything will turn out all right. For this I am truly grateful to Anna Lamberton, who has been there since I first put pen to paper with the word ‘book’ hidden somewhere deep in my sub- conscious; Paula Ellery, whose enthusiasm kept me writing when I felt like a klutz; and Vicki Chester, who told me the truth when I was ready to hear it.
To those in the writing industry who have helped clear the way when it seemed like there was no path to be found — I am extremely grateful; The Queensland Writers’ Centre, for its support and professionalism; Judith Lukin-Amundsen, for helping me to believe I had something to say and offering a referral to an agent; Belinda Castles, for the first positive feedback the manuscript received in the writing industry; Anna Kassulke for helping me edit before facing the big scary publishing world; Margaret Kennedy, my agent, who took the time to read the pages I sent, told me what the second half of the book needed to be about, and without whom this book would never have found a home; Cathy Smith for believing in Midwife Wisdom, Mother Love and taking a risk on a first timer, and Rebecca Roberts for knowing where my voice was and making it so much stronger.
Without family everything would be harder. For your constant love and encouragement, for letting me be who I am — thanks to Edith, Marcia, Fred, Melissa and Danny James.
To those who are part of my heart, who live my every day and help me breathe, Jack, Noah, Kai and Poppy, and Pete who always said, ‘Of course you can’; you are my constant inspiration — without you there would be nothing to write.
When I first started teaching antenatal classes I was amazed by how many expectant parents had never held a baby. The idea of bathing a tiny baby, or changing a nappy scared the pants off a lot of them. These people were on a collision course with reality. Their babies — snuggled and warm inside bulging bellies — were coming, ready or not.
I had expected a lack of knowledge about the birthing process itself. I knew that in today’s world most people’s first exposure to childbirth was the birth of their first child. This in itself saddened me; it highlighted the breakdown in the passing of treasured stories and much needed information from generation to generation. I knew that most people didn’t get the chance to look after their sister’s baby, or their cousin’s, or the baby of the girl-who-used-to-live-across-the-road, experiences that would make bringing a baby home for the first time that much easier. Many women I teach can’t remember the last time they held a baby — some never have.
I was inspired to fill the knowledge gap with this book. More than just another book by an expert, it’s also a book by a mother of four. I know what it’s like to be pregnant and so tired that you can’t lift your head off the pillow. I know the pure amazement of those first movements, as you feel your baby’s feet brush against the inside of your uterus. I know how much it hurts to push a baby out. And I know the feeling of complete rapture when you stare into your newborn’s big, wide eyes. Being a mother has given me more insight into the birth process and parenthood than any of my qualifications.
This is a book of sharing and honesty — I will let you know how I survived and kept my sense of humour while bringing four children into the world. I share the stories of friends and some of the women I have helped during pregnancy and childbirth over the last twelve years.
My mother always said you should be able to recycle your first child — she is the one you conduct all your experiments on. You should be able to send her back and start again once you have everything worked out. Jack, Pete’s and my first- born, was our experiment and he continues to be to this day. That is why you will find a lot of the stories in this book are about him.
In an effort to be fair to both sexes (I have three sons and a daughter), I have used ‘he’ and ‘she’ at random when talking about the unknown baby.
I hope Midwife Wisdom, Mother Love both inspires and comforts you and, if knowledge has been lost between the generations in your family, I hope it acts as a good substitute. But remember — you know what is best for your baby and what is best for you. Listen to your heart first before you listen to anyone else.
MY BIRTH STORIES
When I teach antenatal classes, people constantly ask me about my own birth experiences. ‘How did you cope?’ ‘What did you find gave you the best pain relief when the contractions were really biting?’ ‘How would you do it differently if you were having another baby?’
I use my own birth stories a lot when I am teaching. Couples always comment on how my personal stories have given them reassurance and a deeper understanding of the birth process. I hope my four different birth stories, scattered throughout the book (Jack, Noah, Kai and Poppy), can offer you the same inspiration and comfort.

MURMURS OF PREGNANCY
My pregnancy with Jack was unexpected. The week before we found out I was pregnant, Pete and I had decided we were going to spend the year saving and then go travelling in Europe for a year or two. When we came back we would save for a house and then maybe five years down the track decide to have children. So when we were running along the beach a week after this momentous decision to go travelling and I found I couldn’t keep up and that all my thoughts were of bed, it didn’t occur to me that I might be pregnant. That was not part of the plan. I thought I had some sort of bug, hence the lethargy.
My bug theory was helped along by the fact that I started to feel sick in the stomach and could detect very powerful, sometimes off-putting smells. It was a strange stomach bug. The nausea would fade when I was lying down, and I had the ability to read in the car. Normally I couldn’t go around one corner in a car reading a book without feeling like I was going to hurl. I read a whole novel on a twelve-hour car trip without once having to stick my head out the window for air.
I put down the extreme irritability I had been feeling to my period being ten days overdue. I had patience for nobody and would cry watching a Brady Bunch episode on TV. Part of me thought I was just being paranoid doing a pregnancy test, but the other part seemed to know something I didn’t want to admit. My hand was shaking as I peed onto the thin pregnancy test strip. I rested the strip on a piece of toilet paper and handed it to Pete. I ran into the kitchen to hide while he watched for the stripe to appear in the window.
He came into the kitchen, a big smile on his face. A wave of relief washed over me: Europe was still on the agenda, this pregnancy stuff had been paranoia after all. Pete gave me a big hug and squeezed me tight, ‘We’re going to have a baby! Sar, we’re going to be parents!’ Pete was so excited, I wanted to be happy with him but I knew too much about the real world of having a baby. I knew that Europe was now a distant dream. I didn’t stop crying for six hours.
I was at the start of a brand new life. Jack, hidden deep inside the dark warmth of my uterus, was already telling me loudly that he was there and that I needed to look after him.
The tiredness that followed felt like I had been drugged with a sleeping pill. No matter how much I slept — I never had enough. Every morning, I struggled to get my head off the pillow. I had never felt tiredness like it. At first I rallied against it, annoyed that my life had to slow down but the struggle only made it worse.
One afternoon, after an early work shift at the hospital, I collapsed into bed under the warm blankets. Part of me wanted to be out doing my afternoon run, but a much larger part wanted to stay curled up where I was until Pete arrived home from work. I thought about my body while I was lying there and all the work it was doing to help this tiny new life grow. I thought about how much growing that tiny life had to do during the first three months of pregnancy and I was amazed. Look at the pictures in any of the pregnancy books and see how a tiny dot becomes a developed foetus. When I think about all this growing and developing, I am amazed that women can find the strength to even get out of bed in the early stages of pregnancy.
Listen to your body and all that it is trying to tell you. Have respect and awe for the new life it is nurturing and enjoy the peace that rest can bring.
MORNING SICKNESS
Before I was pregnant I thought morning sickness was exactly that. You woke up in the morning, felt a bit queasy until lunch- time, then the day moved into the afternoon and morning sickness wasn’t an issue again until the next day. I knew that for some unfortunate women it meant having a chuck in the toilet before breakfast. Of course, they were in the minority. Then I fell pregnant with Jack.
Morning sickness (or should we call it ‘all day, all night’ sickness?) started for me when I was about four to five weeks pregnant and then continued until fourteen weeks. The nauseous feeling I had in my stomach had no respect for the time of day. It was there morning, afternoon and night. Sometimes the feeling was worse than other times; it would often come in waves and then subside. I never vomited — but that lovely nausea sensation did keep me company for about ten weeks.
I found there were things I could do that helped. Being horizontal was one of the best, especially during my first pregnancy when I didn’t have other children to race around after. If at all possible I lay down when my stomach wanted to heave.
There were certain foods that helped me and other foods I couldn’t touch. Mincemeat and even the smell of chicken frying in a pan would make me want to vomit. But everyone has a different group of foods that seems to work for them. I can remember craving potato wedges and sour cream, or just plain, fatty chips hot out of the fryer. Not so healthy and the last thing you would think you’d feel like when you’re queasy, but they soothed my stomach wonderfully. They often kept the queasiness at bay for a good two hours — a huge relief when you are in the middle of a ten-week period of constant nausea. A friend of mine got the same respite from eating a packet of potato chips.
Besides lying down and eating foods that offered relief, I found it was important to never get to the point of being hungry. I had small portions of food — often. As soon as I started to feel hungry the nausea would swell and swell until I felt that if I ate anything I was going to throw it straight back up. But I also knew that if I didn’t eat anything I would find myself in the same position — leaning over a toilet bowl. So avoiding hunger can help a lot and that means starting as soon as you wake up. Eat straight away so your belly doesn’t have a chance to think about feeling sick.
Some lucky women will tell you they never felt sick during their pregnancy. And for most pregnant women the daily nau- sea routine does end. When you come out the other side it is hardly surprising that the second trimester leaves you looking all rosy and aglow!
SMELLY UNDERPANTS
A pregnant woman’s vagina secretes more mucus than usual. It’s normal for there to be a lot more moisture down there. With extra body weight and heat, the combination can some- times cause extra smell. Here you have the lovely phenom- enon of smelly underpants. But do remember that your nose is on extra-high alert when you are pregnant. You can smell things that mere mortals don’t have a chance of detecting even if the wind is blowing in their direction.
Shower at least once a day, twice a day if you feel the need. Don’t use harsh soaps that strip your body of its natural oils, try sorbolene with glycerine instead. Wash your underpants when you change, so the ants and any puppies that may be hanging around your house can’t attack. Soak them and any tight pants you have been wearing in something that smells nice. And then, when the pregnancy is over and all the heavy bleeding has stopped, throw out all your pregnancy under- pants and celebrate with a whole drawer full of crisp, fresh knickers.
SUPERHUMAN SMELL AND TASTE
When I purchased the pregnancy strip tests from the pharmacy they always confirmed what my nose had already told me: You’re pregnant. When I was pregnant with Poppy, our fourth baby, I was in the kitchen and I could smell the hint of a rotting mandarin. I sniffed until I landed at the fruit bowl. Pete, who was standing beside me unloading dishes from the dishwasher, couldn’t smell a thing. I picked up the mandarin that I had sniffed out and it looked fine. ‘There’s nothing wrong with it,’ he said. I broke it open. The fruit, rotting on the inside, fell apart in my hands. That was when my stomach began to churn and thoughts of pregnancy flitted into my mind.
It can be a wonderful thing, this superhero smelling power. Roses and mangoes smell like they have never smelt before. It can also work the other way, sometimes surprisingly so. A shampoo you have used for years and with a smell you love can all of a sudden make you want to vomit. Some pregnant women who have loved to drink coffee can’t get their mouths anywhere near it because their noses won’t let them. This heightened sense of smell can certainly add a whole new realm to the morning sickness experience.
My nose is often blocked with hay fever and my sense of smell has never been one of my outstanding qualities. But when I was pregnant I could smell drying seaweed on a hot sandy beach three blocks back from the ocean. If the wind was in my favour I could smell it six blocks back.
Along with their honed sense of smell, some pregnant women find their taste buds are no longer happy with foods they used to love. They start avoiding familiar tastes and seek out new ones. When a friend — a health freak who normally lives on nothing but tofu, beans and salad — fell pregnant, she started craving caramel milkshakes (much to her horror). She tried to resist at first but found it impossible, especially when sitting in a café watching her husband sip on a milkshake. She gave in and enjoyed caramel milkshakes for the rest of her pregnancy.
In one of my antenatal classes, a woman was very distressed when she could no longer stand the taste of chicken. Chicken had been one of her favourite dishes before she fell pregnant, enjoying it at least three or four times a week. In her pregnancy she not only recoiled at the taste but she couldn’t be anywhere in house where chicken was being fried. I saw her at an antenatal class reunion happily biting into a chicken sandwich. Her aversion to chicken disappeared with the last push that birthed her baby.
I think pregnancy is one of those few times left in our mod- ern lives when our body attempts to take over and tell us what is best while we nurture a brand new, little life. As much as possible — try to listen! Trust that your new sense of smell and taste are simply guiding you to protect your growing baby.
BIG BOOBS AND ROUND BELLIES
In a world obsessed with the female body and the way it should look, the changes that occur in pregnancy can sometimes be hard to accept. Bellies grow; thighs get bigger (I always used to say I was having twins — a baby in each thigh); stretch marks appear here, there and everywhere; breasts become huge with beautiful blue veins running across them (I have heard them described as train tracks); capillaries burst on your once perfect legs; and varicose veins pop out in places that make it hard to sit down.
I’m not painting a pretty picture, am I? Of course, this is the negative side — what you see when you are feeling down. The positive side is the blossoming and the glow that is a pregnant woman. Her hair will grow faster, thicker and will shine, and her breasts will feel full and voluptuous. At different times in all my pregnancies I never felt sexier or more beautiful — I felt my pregnant body glowing, even radiating. Pete agrees.
Your body does change during pregnancy. After your baby is born (and with a bit of time) your body will return almost to its former shape. Enjoy the changes, embrace them. Without the changes you would never be able to bring your beautiful baby into the world. Be fascinated by your body — its strength, its ability to change, to nurture, to protect.
I have often thought men miss out when it comes to pregnancy and childbirth. A pregnant belly is beautiful and round. It holds the promise of new life and new love. I have often wished I could share pregnancy with Pete, so he could experience the wonder of a new life growing inside him, and of bringing that new life into the world.
PERMANENT PMS
My two sisters haven’t had children yet. When they ask me what pregnancy is like I say, ‘Well, you know what it’s like when you have a bad dose of PMS?’ They both nod. ‘Well take that, double it and imagine it every day for nine months.’ ‘Oh,’ they say and run off to make sure they have taken the day’s contraceptive pill. Perhaps I exaggerate a bit, though for some people I may not exaggerate enough.
Hormones fluctuate throughout pregnancy, after birth, and during breastfeeding. They are needed to make sure every- thing is running smoothly. Some women find their mood swings are dramatic all the way through, while others I have spoken to find their moods stabilise after the first trimester and they feel what they describe as ‘pleasantly floaty’.
Most women notice a shift in their moods when they are pregnant and it is also obvious to their partners. Pete carried a handkerchief around with him for times when I’d become unexpectedly tearful. I’m sure every time I fell pregnant he would sigh and think, ‘Here we go again, the hormone roller- coaster.’ He never said it to me because he knew I would have screeched in his face and run off to the bedroom bawling my eyes out.
During my pregnancies I found the best way to cope with the hormone fluctuations was to first admit that your hormones are taking you on a roller-coaster ride. You are not Superwoman. Even you cannot avoid the plunging lows and soaring highs that your hormones insist on. Secondly, be very aware of taking time out for yourself and having time to rest. Thirdly, make sure you get some exercise. I swam through three of my pregnancies, walked through them all and practised yoga for two. I found both yoga and meditation wonderful. They not only give you the benefit of exercise, but also calm the mind, leaving you with the feeling that things are not so cluttered. Also, in my fourth pregnancy I used vitamin supplements to temper my mood swings. Of course, you have to be very careful about what you take when you are pregnant, and must consult your doctor or midwife before taking anything.
Accepting that mood swings are often part of pregnancy will help both you and your partner cope with them. Be comforted by the fact that pregnant couples all over the world are going through what you are going through in the lead-up to birth.
HAEMORRHOIDS
It’s a word that’s whispered behind pregnant women’s hands, a blush on their cheeks, ‘Have you got haemorrhoids?’ ‘Did you have haemorrhoids when you were pregnant?’ Haemorrhoids are varicose veins that occur outside or inside the anus. It’s an embarrassing discomfort that even today we are still not keen to talk about. Don’t worry if you have them: you are not alone. Haemorrhoids are a common side effect of pregnancy.
When you are pregnant, the level of the hormone progesterone circulating in your body increases and relaxes the muscles of your vein walls and gut. This can lead to engorged veins (varicose veins) and constipation. The strain of constipation puts a lot of pressure on your anus and can make those uncomfortable haemorrhoids worse.
To stop haemorrhoids from occurring, or to improve and hopefully get rid of the ones you already have, think about what you are eating. Eat lots of fresh fruit, vegetables and wholemeal foods. Make sure you drink plenty of water and do some exercise. Walking is one of the best things you can do. It’s a simple, low-impact activity that costs nothing. Also, be aware of any iron supplement you are taking because iron can cause constipation. Talk to your pharmacist about which iron tablet is less likely to cause constipation. If none of this works, use laxatives as a last resort.
Ice offers good relief and there are topical creams that you can apply. It is rare that haemorrhoids in pregnancy or after birth will require any further remedy.
DREAMS
An unusual dream I remember very clearly was that my baby — instead of being the size of a newborn — was big and chubby and ten-months old. And he wasn’t your average ten- month old! He had a black Hitler moustache and a fat cigar drooping from between his lips. Although he didn’t look like he could walk, he was strutting around in clothes that were too old for him (a suit and tie) but they fitted just fine. He puffed on his cigar. During the dream I can remember not knowing whether I should laugh at this little baby or cry.
I don’t know what the dream meant. It may have been a prediction that my baby was going to have unhealthy lungs because I had seen him smoking, or would grow up a bossy, arrogant man with few friends. Or was my subconscious speaking out and I felt nervous that my life would be taken over by a demanding baby? Chances are that none of these interpretations are true and it was simply a vivid dream.
With all my pregnancies my dreams were brighter, more colourful, louder, funnier, and at times, scarier. Sometimes I woke from dreams shouting or with tears running down my face. I remember once I was woken by my own laughter.
Some of my friends have had terrible dreams while pregnant. One friend dreamt that her baby had only one arm. She was paranoid about going for an ultrasound in case the dream turned out to be true. The baby was born healthy, with two arms. She had spent a lot of time worrying unnecessarily. Another pregnant friend dreamt that she drowned and was dragged from the bottom of the ocean floor. It was so real to her that when she woke with a start she could still feel the cold ocean on her body and the panic of suffocation.
Dreams do become more intense during pregnancy for most women. It goes with the charged emotions, the swelling breasts and nausea during those early months. Don’t make too much of your dreams, don’t let them get under your skin and unsettle you. Know them for what they are — your subconscious roaming while you sleep.
BABY KICKS
I remember so often trying to get to sleep at night while the baby inside me would not stop wriggling around. Kicking me, elbowing me, shoving his or her butt so far under my ribs I would have to get out of bed and stand up. Irritable with lack of sleep and sick of feeling so uncomfortable all the time I would wish for my baby to stay still, just for an hour or two so I could get comfortable and fall asleep.
I knew though, even in the middle of the night when I wanted sleep, that I would rather the endless kicking and shoving than stillness. Stillness from my unborn baby was scary and if the stillness stayed for too long, all sorts of fears would settle at the pit of my stomach. I feared that my baby was unwell, that perhaps his life supply from my placenta wasn’t working the way it should. The worst fear of all though, the one I tried not to think about (but which always crept into my mind): is he still alive? My fears wouldn’t lift until I felt good, strong kicks again.
Movement inside you can be one of the best indicators of a happy, healthy baby. Remember though, it is normal to have some quiet time too — they don’t have to move all the time. When I started to worry, thinking, ‘This baby hasn’t moved for a long time,’ it was usually on very busy days when I had been racing from one thing to the next. When I stopped and made myself sit still for half an hour with my feet up, my baby would be there with little swimming movements, rather than big thumping kicks. He always seemed to save those for the middle of the night.
If I didn’t feel movement I would lie on my back and give my baby a nudge with the flat palm of my hand and see if I could get him to react and kick me back. Having a cold drink or something to eat would often wake him up and get him moving.
If none of my ideas get your baby moving or you are concerned about whether he is moving enough, it is worth contacting your midwife or popping into the hospital where you are going to have your baby. They will listen to his heart beat and may hook you up to a cardiotocograph (CTG) machine. This is very simple and nothing to be concerned about. Two leads are strapped around your belly: one listens to your baby’s heart and the other measures the strength of any contractions (including painless, ‘practice’ Braxton Hicks contractions, which I talk about in Part 2). From the CTG print-out, midwives and doctors can tell if your baby is okay or suffering any stress.
Most of the time there is nothing to worry about but it’s always better to rest assured, rather than sit at home losing sleep over it.
A PARTNER’S PREGNANT THOUGHTS
At the hospital where I teach antenatal classes, we do a group exercise during the first week’s class. We split the men and women into two separate groups and give each a piece of butcher’s paper to brainstorm about the positive and negative effects of pregnancy.
It is an interesting exercise, especially when each group is unaware of what the other is writing down. You always get a few common responses: looking forward to becoming a family; concern over the high and low moods pregnancy brings; fascination with watching the baby grow; the joy of the first ultrasound; the ‘can’t wait to meet the baby for the first time’; and apprehension about the coming labour. But there are always a few points that differ and they are consistently raised.
In every antenatal group I have taught, men raise similar issues. What generally worries them most is how they are going to survive financially when their baby arrives. I receive constant comments like, ‘I’m worried that when Cathy stops working my wage won’t stretch quite far enough to cover everything.’ Or, ‘What if I’m no good at being the major breadwinner, what if I stuff up somewhere?’ Some men have even said to me, ‘You know, it’s a long time to be bringing in the money — babyhood to university.’ Even in today’s world of feminism and working women, men still deeply sense the financial burden of their approaching family. In nearly every antenatal group I have taught the men plan to continue working while their wives take at least some time off after the birth.
When the men are huddled around the piece of butcher’s paper, it doesn’t take long before the joking and laughing begins. ‘A built in taxi driver for all our nights out, this pregnant belly is saving us a fortune.’ ‘She snores so loudly I’ve had to drag a mattress up into the back shed.’ ‘She used to be the one who remembered everything. I was always in trouble for forgetting we had to be somewhere, but now neither one of us remembers. Life is all of a sudden much quieter.’
And it doesn’t take long for the subject of sex to come up. Some men are concerned because they are having sex less often, others say there is no lack of sex but are worried about hurting the baby. Someone always wants to know what will happen to their sex life after the baby is born.
Women tell of how they are enjoying preparing the nursery, shopping for baby things and arranging them in the baby’s room. (Men will call out in bewilderment here: ‘Does a baby really need so many things?’) In all the classes I have taught women have never shown concern about money, or how they will survive financially after the baby is born.
Women are more worried about their body changes: ‘Is there any chance my breasts will stay this way forever so filling a T-shirt is no longer a case for the push up bra?’ ‘How long before I can pull my Levis back on?’ ‘Are you sure my ankles won’t always look like they belong to a baby elephant?’ Men, maybe surprisingly for some women, never mention body changes in their partners in a negative way. They are always interested in the changes, and are more often than not, attracted to them.
My antenatal class has been interesting to observe over the years. The biggest lesson it has taught me, for my own life, is not to assume that just because I feel passionate about something, Pete will feel the same way. Pete only ever wanted two children. His biggest pregnancy concern was its financial impact — especially how many more years he would have to work if we had more children. I thought this was just an excuse for not having any more babies. I didn’t understand how you could let money stop you from having children. But his concerns were genuine, they came from his heart. Seeing this helped me accept that not everyone experiences things the way I do.
SCARY STORIES
Why is it that whenever you say to a group of women, ‘I’m pregnant,’ the very first words that come out of their mouths after ‘congratulations’ are, ‘I have to tell you what happened to me’ or, ‘I have to tell you what happened to a friend of mine’? Then they proceed to tell you the scariest, most horrific birth or post-birth story you have ever heard. Do they wait for you to fall pregnant so they can pounce on you to get the story off their chest? Or is it simply that some women like to see the horror on other women’s faces?
I don’t know why, but I do know that every pregnant woman will be told her fair share of scary stories and the scary story, if told well enough, will manage to give her a few sleepless nights.
Be assured that for every scary story there are hundreds of happy, normal, healthy stories you are not hearing. If the stories get to you or you find one particular person has a new scary story every time you see them, simply walk away midsentence. Usually that’s enough to make people stop and think about what they are doing. Better still, force a few tears. Tears generally stop scary storytellers dead in their tracks — prevents them from dredging up the latest birth trauma they are so desperate to unload.
MYTHS
Everybody has a baby-to-be theory. I think I’ve heard them all. A woman who is pregnant with a baby girl will find her pregnant belly sticks out more in front; if she is having a boy her belly will be flatter, protruding more from the sides. If you are having a girl, your belly button sticks out, if it’s a boy your belly button stays in. A fast heart rate means you are having a girl, a slow heart rate means you are having a boy. A gold ring hanging from a gold chain will travel in a circle if held over a pregnant belly that has a girl inside; it will swing in a straight line if it’s a boy. If you feel like eating healthy food then you must be having a girl, if you eat a lot of fatty food it must be a boy.
And there are heaps of other theories not related to the sex of the baby: if you have a lot of heart burn the baby will have a lot of hair or raising your arms up above your head knots the umbilical cord. I could go on and on.
I tested a lot of these theories while working in labour wards and found none of them to be true. I have delivered many a healthy baby to a mum who has stretched her arms above her head during pregnancy. I’ve seen many a little girl whose heart rate was low, or whose mum’s belly button did not pop out during the pregnancy.
While you are pregnant everybody has a secret bit of information to help you tell the future. Have a bit of fun with it if you want, but don’t take it too seriously or you could end up being very surprised in the birth suite.
PREGNANT BELLY — PUBLIC PROPERTY?
When I was pregnant I loved to run my hands over the roundness of my pregnant belly, to feel its smoothness, the tight skin and then the thrill of my baby kicking where my hand had come to rest. I loved Pete’s hands on my belly, my sister’s and my mum’s. It was a way of sharing what was going on inside me with those closest to me. Wanting those I know and love to touch me is very different from complete strangers coming up and putting their hands on my belly without asking.
Some people are touchy-feely, others are not. Some people love when others touch their pregnant bellies, others do not. I have spoken to many women in my classes about this and they all agree: as soon as a pregnant belly becomes round and prominent, it seems to become public property. I remember walking down the street during one of my pregnancies and an old woman stopped me: ‘Oh, how beautiful. Do you know what you’re having?’ When I told her I didn’t, she rubbed my belly as if it was a genie’s lamp. ‘A girl, definitely a girl,’ she said, continuing to stroke my belly.
Sometimes this can be lovely, but sometimes it’s the last thing in the world you want. In the workplace, it’s now law that people are not allowed to touch pregnant bellies without the permission of the belly owner. For me, I generally didn’t mind people touching my pregnant belly; I was quite happy to let others feel the baby kick, to point out a heel, an elbow, or a foot. But I did mind if I was not asked — if my personal space was invaded.
A pregnant belly is not public property.
GETTING COMFORTABLE
You haven’t been able to sleep on your back since just before the start of the third trimester, sleeping on your belly was out of the question a good five months ago and now even sleeping on your side is starting to get difficult. You’re always hotter than your husband: he wants the blankets on, you want the fan on. As soon as you lie down your heartburn starts or your baby starts kicking or your tiny squashed bladder starts calling ‘Pee! Pee!’ Getting comfortable in bed during those last weeks of pregnancy can be next to impossible.
Many of my friends have opted for separate beds towards the end of their pregnancies. They stay in the big, comfortable bed where they can spread out and turn over and groan without worrying about waking their husbands (who are sent off to the spare room). Husbands are usually happy to go too, sick of having their own sleep interrupted.
To stay comfortable in bed with Pete right up to the birth, I found that a big bed was essential. I needed room to spreadout and I used lots of extra pillows. Make sure you don’t sleep with more covers than you need — if you are too hot, sleep is always hard to find. Sleeping on my side, I found a pillow between my legs and one underneath my belly helped to keep me comfortable. I would also sleep with a pillow loosely placed behind my back so that when I rolled to my other side I didn’t have to drag the belly pillow with me. Some of my friends have used those long, body pillows and found them fantastic.
I only had one pregnancy where I didn’t last the distance sharing a bed with Pete. I found it very difficult to sleep when I was pregnant with Poppy. I think my body threw up its arms in horror and, realising it would have to spend another nine months pregnant, gave in. My hips and lower back were extremely uncomfortable. During the last month the only way I could get any sleep was to lie on a firm mattress on the floor. This position provided a lot of relief for my hips.
You will need every bit of energy your body can store to get you through birth, and some leftover to look after your newborn. So, hunt down whatever you need that will allow you to get some quality rest.
PREGNANCY AND SEX
A colleague of mine was asked by a polite man during an antenatal class, ‘When do we have to stop having sex?’ She looked at him, face straight, and said, ‘The day you die.’
It’s true. If there are no medical reasons stopping you from having sex, you can have sex right up to the commencement of labour. Sex is actually good for bringing on labour. A female orgasm encourages the uterus to contract and the male orgasm deposits semen up and around the cervix. The semen contains prostaglandin that will help to soften the cervix and get it ready for labour. So sex can be a good thing during pregnancy, especially at the end when you wish labour would start.
Some pregnant women go right off sex. They feel tired, uncomfortable and perhaps unattractive. Other pregnant women feel very turned on. They are full of energy and in tune with their bodies. Their engorged breasts and bulging bellies make them feel beautiful.
Everyone’s sex drive is different — during pregnancy or not. Your sex drive is individual and depends on so many different things. Pregnancy can change your sex drive — it may increase or decrease — or may just stay the same.
Some men say that as their wife’s pregnant belly grows they feel uncomfortable because it’s like the baby is there having sex with them. Other men fear they will hurt the baby or their partner if they continue to have sex during pregnancy. Although these fears and anxieties about sex are unfounded, they can play havoc with a man’s sex drive.
Pregnancy is the best form of contraception you are ever going to have. Enjoy it!
TENTS AND BRAS
I am not a good clothes shopper at the best of times. Give me a big round belly that seems to change shape every day, two breasts that are in competition with the belly, and thighs that won’t slide into my most generous jeans and any shopping enthusiasm simply vanishes.
I have learnt a few things during four pregnancies. Not all maternity clothes have to come from maternity shops and nor do they have to look like tents! During my last pregnancy I wore a stretchy skirt I had worn before I was pregnant. It lasted me through the whole pregnancy, and was still in use as my tummy continued to shrink. I have bought blouses just a few sizes bigger that have fitted as well as maternity ones.
I decided after my first pregnancy that I was much better off sticking with tops and bottoms rather than dresses. The elastic waist of a skirt or pants with a shirt tends to be more comfortable and flattering. (Unless of course you have one of those pregnant figures that looks great in the clingy dress — I wish!) Also, make sure every piece of maternity clothing you buy is a colour that will mix and match; you will get a lot more outfits for much less money.
Whatever you buy, make sure you like it because you will be wearing it for at least six months, probably longer. I can assure you that even if you love it initially, by the time your baby comes you’ll be so sick of the sight of it, you will never want to see it again. One woman I looked after in hospital asked her husband to promise he would bundle up all her maternity clothes and give them to St Vinnie’s before she brought their new baby home. If it meant she never again had to look at her maternity clothes from all three pregnancies — she was more than happy to live in tights and T-shirts until she lost her pregnancy weight.
Maternity bras. Three bras were enough to get me through a pregnancy and breastfeeding. It’s a good idea to buy the bras by twenty weeks, because by then you may find your breasts are becoming too big and heavy for your normal bra. When you go shopping ask to be properly fitted. I always found the major department stores very helpful. Some of the women I have taught have also found maternity boutiques good at sizing bras. Your breasts are going to change shape dramatically, especially when the milk comes in, so you need to be fitted by someone who knows what they are doing. They should tell you what size bra will suit you for pregnancy as well as breastfeeding.
When you buy a maternity bra check that the clips (you will undo and do up at feeding time) are easy to use. It’s not a good look when you are feeding in the middle of a shopping centre with your shirt hoisted up over your head trying to figure out how to undo the silly thing. It’s helpful to first consider the type of clothing you intend wearing over the bra, such as a T-shirt or a blouse, and then find a bra that works under that.
Maternity clothes shopping — have fun!
SCANS AND TESTS
When you fall pregnant and visit your doctor or midwife for the first time there seems to be no end to the number of scans and tests you can undergo to ensure everything is all right with you and your baby.
When I was pregnant I didn’t take every test on offer. There are a couple of things you might like to think about before agreeing to any test. For me, the first and most important was, ‘Can this test hurt my baby?’ Secondly, ‘Is it necessary for this pregnancy?’ For instance, with my first three pregnancies I didn’t have any tests to check for foetal abnormality because I knew if there was anything wrong I would continue with my pregnancy anyway. There was no point being told at the start that there was a high chance my baby would have something wrong with him. This would only have left me worried and uptight when there was nothing I could do anyway.
With my fourth unexpected pregnancy it was a different story. I had three children who took up a lot of my time and energy. I felt I had to consider how a sick or disabled child would affect our family life. So, with my fourth pregnancy I took the tests designed to detect abnormalities. I was still unsure about what I would do if there was a problem, but I wanted the chance to make an informed decision.
An ultrasound can be a most amazing experience. It is the first time you get to see your baby. If you have an ultrasound before 24 weeks, an hour and a half before your appointment you may be advised to drink a litre and a half of water. You are allowed to pee up to twenty minutes before the scan — and then it’s time to hold on. A full bladder acts as a window for viewing your cervix and also lifts your baby to a more visible position.
Often by the time of your first scan you have not felt any kicks, but on the screen is this tiny baby madly kicking away at you. With Jack, I remember watching his little legs race inside my uterus and not being able to feel a thing. I thought (even though I had seen many ultrasounds before), ‘This picture can’t be real, it must be a set up to reassure new mums.’
Remember that ultra-sounds, like the other tests, are a choice. As you plunge into the middle of all these tests, keep at the back of your mind that medical science is not God. It doesn’t have all of the answers, and it does sometimes make mistakes. Listen to your doctor or midwife for advice, gather all the information that you need — and then make your own decision.
ANTENATAL CLASSES
I have had so many pregnant friends say to me, ‘Antenatal classes, why bother? Can’t my doctor tell me everything I need to know? And what about books, won’t they give me all the answers I need?’
Their lives are busy, it’s just another thing to fit into their weekly schedule and sometimes the whole concept of going along to a group where everyone else is pregnant is a bit threatening, particularly for some of the men.
My answer? Your appointment with your doctor or midwife is often short, with others queuing patiently in the waiting room. So you hurry through your appointment and after- wards, when you’re making your next appointment with the receptionist, you remember something else you wanted to ask. Books are great — you will get lots of answers from them — but it’s also good to ‘see and touch’ things. And it’s always helpful to talk to others who are going through the same experience.
In antenatal class you have one midwife’s full attention for two hours — or longer if you are doing a weekend workshop. Most midwives encourage open discussion in their class, so you can ask questions and also hear the concerns of others. The classes are a great way to share information.
Antenatal classes give you knowledge. They teach you how pregnancy, labour and birth changes your body and how to cope if things don’t go the way you were hoping. Classes also encourage you to explore what it will be like when you take your precious baby home. Knowledge is a wonderful thing — it answers questions, allays fear and can be comforting.
I tell couples in my classes what sounds they might hear while they are labouring in the birth suite. So if a metal jug clangs on a metal trolley mid-labour, the sudden noise doesn’t come as a surprise. If they hear a certain hissing, they will know they are hearing a suction machine. Most importantly, knowledge gives you power. In labour, when staff members are pulling lights and trolleys out from behind closed doors, you will know what is going on and therefore you can question it if you’re concerned.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/53253 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!