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introduction


Congratulations! Whether you’ve been hearing congratulations for months now, or if your pregnancy is still a closely guarded secret, I’m honored to offer my well wishes and blessings to you.


Pregnancy is a unique time in our life, one filled with a variety of emotions and a lot of changes in our bodies, our relationships, and even our sense of self. It’s a time when our self-care, which is always important, takes on a special significance as we eat, sleep, and breathe for two. In the early stages of your pregnancy, your body reminds you of this need to slow down and nurture yourself through the hormone-induced fatigue that often has you falling asleep on the couch by 8pm!


I invite you to think of this book in your hands right now as another invitation to self-care. Becoming a mother, whether for the first or sixth time, is a significant change—one we need to face with lots of reserves of patience and empathy, and with a lot of skills in our wellness toolkit. Mindfulness can be a powerful ally for you in your motherhood journey.
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My mindfulness and motherhood journey


To me, mindfulness and motherhood are deeply intertwined. While I had certainly heard of mindfulness prior to becoming a mother, I didn’t begin to practice it until I was a mom. For me, becoming a mother was an amazing, powerful, and overwhelming experience. After years of feeling relatively in control of my schedule, my emotions, and my home (not to mention my sleep!), new motherhood presented an opportunity to be with uncertainty, unpredictability, and unexpected emotions. I discovered I needed a whole new set of skills to manage the changes in my life, as even the most beautiful and desired gifts (my dear daughter and, a few years later, my delightful son) often usher in a sense of feeling unsettled and unmoored.


I offer the words and practices in this book as a gift to you, a fellow mother embarking on an amazing, profound, and sometimes challenging journey. Discovering mindfulness when my children were infants, and deepening my practice into their toddlerhood, literally changed my life. I transformed how I interacted with my children (long story short: a lot more patience and a lot less frustration), how I navigated my own thoughts and emotions, and how I communicated with my partner as we sought to raise these beautiful humans as lovingly and intentionally as we could.
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While I trust that the path I walked was the path I needed to be on, I often think about how my early years of motherhood may have been different had I known sooner the mindfulness practices that I will share with you in this book. I wonder how I may have approached my pregnancy differently, how I may have labored differently, and certainly how I may have adjusted to those first few weeks and months of motherhood differently. I hope that this book empowers you to cultivate a mindfulness practice for yourself as a resource now, something that you can call upon when you need it throughout your pregnancy and in readiness for your life as a mother.


Pregnancy, while it may feel like it lasts forever, is a brief portion of your motherhood journey, but, if you’ll excuse the pun, it’s a fertile time for you to learn new practices and perspectives as you transition to a new life stage. It’s a time to bond with your baby, to connect more deeply to yourself, and to cultivate the skills and practices that support greater calm, joy, and ease. Beginning, or deepening, your mindfulness practice at this time of your life will serve you, and your children, for many years to come.


I wish you lots of love on the journey!
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How to use this book


In the chapters that follow, I will introduce you to simple mindfulness practices that you can incorporate into your day. In Chapter 1, you’ll learn how to make mindfulness a habit during your pregnancy, one that you can sustain throughout your motherhood journey. In Chapter 2, you’ll discover specific practices that can help you navigate the stresses of pregnancy and support your physical and emotional health. In Chapter 3, I’ll offer a variety of exercises that will promote bonding between you and your baby, well before she enters the world. In Chapter 4, we’ll explore the ways that you can mindfully prepare for labor, and you’ll learn mindfulness techniques that can support you as you give birth. Finally, in Chapter 5, you’ll discover mindfulness practices that will help you bond with your baby and adjust to new motherhood.


The book, therefore, follows the timeline of your pregnancy journey, but feel free to “skip around” as you explore the practices that will be most helpful to you. If you’re new to mindfulness, I recommend you begin with Chapter 1, as it contains many introductory practices and meditations to get you started on the basics.


This book is intended to provide both guidance and inspiration for your mindfulness practice. You’ll discover lots of different ways to bring mindfulness into your day. Think of this book as a menu, not an all-you-can-eat buffet. Sample the exercises that appeal to you, experiment with them in the laboratory of your own life, and see what works for you. If a particular practice brings you some ease and comfort, you can come back for seconds.


Honor your own feelings and intuition—if a particular practice doesn’t feel right to you, feel free to modify it or not do it at all. You can’t do all of the exercises every day, nor should you even try! See if you can approach mindfulness with an attitude of playfulness—play with these practices, see what resonates with you, and consider how you can integrate mindfulness into your life as an important component of your self-care.
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chapter 1


BECOMING MORE


Mindful


BASIC PRACTICES AND TECHNIQUES TO PROMOTE SELF-CARE


Paying attention is a skill, one that we cultivate through deliberate practice. If we want to be more present, and to be able to move through our lives with greater calm and ease, we need to practice. Just as we don’t become better cooks by simply reading recipes, we cannot become more mindful just by reading about mindfulness.


We need to practice.





what is mindfulness?


You probably hear about mindfulness a lot these days; it’s gotten quite a bit of attention lately for its ability to help us manage our stress. And while mindfulness is a powerful tool for meeting stress, it is, fundamentally, a way of paying attention.


Paying careful attention to the present moment


As a human being with a human brain, you’ve probably already experienced how difficult it can be to pay attention! In fact, researchers say that many of us today live in a state they call “continuous partial attention”: instead of focusing on one thing at a time, we try to place our attention on many things all at once (such as washing the dishes while planning tomorrow’s meeting in your head and also wondering if you need to pick up milk at the store and also trying to respond to the question your husband just asked you). It’s exhausting!


With mindfulness, we train ourselves to pay careful attention to the present moment. We bring our attention to what we are doing, thinking, saying, or feeling as we do, think, say, or feel it. We focus on being here, in this body, in this moment.


Curiosity


We also pay attention in a special way: with curiosity. As adults, we sometimes look at the world without really seeing it. We’ve probably walked the same route from the front door to the car hundreds of times, literally on autopilot. We probably don’t notice the small details like the exact patterns of leaves on the grass, or the squirrel running up the tree. With mindfulness, we bring curiosity to our experience: what does the outside world look like today? Or, upon waking in the morning, we may think we know exactly how our day is going to go, and we may even feel a sense of dread or irritation as we think about heading into work. But with a little curiosity, we can be more open to our experience. We can acknowledge that we actually don’t know how the day is going to turn out. We can allow things to unfold as they are, rather than being stuck in the stories in our head.


Non-judgment


This means that when we pay attention mindfully, we also pay attention non-judgmentally. Once you start paying attention to your thoughts, you’ll likely notice that you spend a lot of time judging. There’s no reason to be upset with yourself for thinking this way; it’s what your brain was designed to do, after all. It’s your brain’s job to judge things (“Is this safe?”, “Am I okay?”, “Should I approach or avoid?”). But sometimes all that judging actually makes you feel pretty miserable, especially when you’re turning your judgment on yourself.


With mindfulness, you begin to notice the judging commentary in your mind, and you learn practices for interrupting those judgments and for seeing things more clearly. In fact, you may have noticed yourself already engaging in a lot of self-judgment in your pregnancy, telling yourself you’re not eating healthily enough or exercising enough or something else. These thoughts are quite normal, but also not very helpful! As you move through the exercises in this book, you’ll learn techniques for working with your worries and not being so self-critical.


Positivity


In addition to paying attention to the present moment, with curiosity and awareness of our judgments, mindfulness also includes the cultivation of positive mind-states, including joy, gratitude, and empathy. These positive traits improve both our mental and physical well-being, and, as you can imagine, are quite important for us as we navigate our journey through pregnancy and motherhood.
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A mindful moment


While all the explanations on the previous pages are multi-faceted and perhaps seem complex, mindfulness is fundamentally simple—it is about being present, in this moment. When we are present, our capacity to pay attention, to notice judgments, to be open and curious, and to incline the mind to positive states is naturally cultivated. And the best way to do that is to practice—in this moment. Try the exercise below.




As you are reading these words right now, check in with your present-moment experience. Notice where you are sitting. Can you feel the places where your body is making contact with the surface that’s supporting you?


Look up from this page and take in your surroundings. Take a moment to fully see the space you occupy right now—what colors or familiar objects do you see?


Pause for a moment to listen. What sounds can you hear?


Finally, take two slow breaths with full awareness. What does it feel like in your body, right now, as you breathe?





If you’ve never practiced mindfulness before, congratulations! You just spent a moment in mindful awareness.
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