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            Foreword
      

         

         T
         his book, lovingly written by Liza Jankowski, is an incredible, emotional account of the roller-coaster experience of a mother, her husband and family, as they go through the highs of expectation and joy in pregnancy, and plummet into the depths of despair with the stillbirth of their baby.

         This book provides a moving and personal insight into the difficult journey a parent who experiences the death of their child from stillbirth, or other causes, faces. Grieving parents find hope and encouragement in reading and learning from others who have travelled a similar path. It is also reassuring to know others have survived and that the common physical and mental difficulties are a normal part of bereavement. The book shares with great honesty the difficult emotions and experiences the author endured as well as information about what can help parents as they navigate their own grief journey.

         There are very few people who really understand how hard it is to face the unique pain and trauma of losing a baby and the length of time it takes to recover. This book provides a resource for those who seek to understand either their own journey or that of a family member or friend who has experienced such a loss. This book is unique as Liza’s story continues through her subsequent successful pregnancy and delivery, and she shares with courage and openness the thoughts and feelings she experienced as a result of having lost her first baby to stillbirth. Liza has captured the very personal details that consistently relate to other bereaved families that SIDS and Kids, South Australia support.

         This book is not only for health professionals, but for those families that have been touched by the death of a baby either in miscarriage, stillbirth or post natally. Once you pick up this book you will read it to the end because it’s real life, and written by a loving mother who has lived the experience and wants nothing more than to share her story to help others.

          
      

         Dorothy Crosby

         Counsellor/Education Manager

         SIDS and Kids, South Australia

          
      

         Peter Papps

         Counsellor

         SIDS and Kids, South Australia

      

   


   
      
         
            
               To the Reader …
      

            

            I
          started to write my story in the weeks following Olivia’s death. Initially, I found that putting my thoughts and feelings down on paper helped me to cope with my grief, but I also thought that it may give other people an insight into what had happened and how deeply it had affected me.

            Many of our family and friends found it hard to understand the depth of our grief, as we were in their eyes grieving the loss of a child that never was. Although Olivia never took a breath and was therefore never ‘alive’, she was very much alive for the nine months I carried her. She was most definitely a presence in our life and in particular my life. From the moment I knew I was pregnant, Olivia was my world and the reason for my existence. I loved Olivia with all my heart and I continue to love her even though she is no longer a physical being in our life. We may only have memories, but Olivia will continue to be a part of our lives up until the day we die.

            I hope that by reading my story, you will get a sense of not feeling so alone on your journey, as you will see that many of the thoughts, feelings and emotions being experienced by you are common to many bereaved parents.

            
               Journal entry: 20 May 2004 (5.45 am)
      

               I am writing this in complete and utter despair. Peter and I have experienced the worst day of our lives, when I gave birth to our daughter who was stillborn. I gave birth to Olivia Grace Jankowski at 4.20 am on Monday 17 May. We have been completely devastated by the loss of our precious beautiful baby and are heartbroken. Olivia was seven pounds and 50.5 cm long. She had a full head of dark hair and was perfect. Everyone is at a loss as to how this happened, given the fact that I had a normal healthy pregnancy and I felt well even up to the day Olivia died inside me. It only happened three days ago but it feels like an eternity. I honestly and truly can’t believe that I had a baby. I know I did, but I feel like it wasn’t me. I’m having difficulty putting into words exactly how I feel. If I didn’t know it to be true, the last nine months could have been a dream. Peter and I have never cried as much as we have in the last few days. All our hopes and dreams for us and our baby have been shattered. It just doesn’t feel real.
      

            

            Sunday 16 May 2004 will always be the most significant day of my life. It is the day my world came crashing down around me and my life changed forever….

            I’d had a perfect pregnancy. All my test and scan results had been normal, my blood pressure and health had been consistently good and I had felt fantastic. The only negative was that I worried a lot throughout my pregnancy. I was a worrier by nature (and was very good at it!) and having worked in a hospital with a maternity unit, for my entire adult working life, I was aware that sometimes pregnancies didn’t always end well.

            Having said that, my pregnancy with Olivia was one of the happiest periods of my life. I felt incredibly lucky. I was pregnant with a much wanted baby, I had a job I loved, I was happily married and was living in a house my husband and I had spent 18 months renovating. I couldn’t believe how perfect my life was.

            I began my maternity leave when I was nearly 33 weeks pregnant and the days flew by. I pottered around our home, took up cross-stitch, ‘nested’ and generally enjoyed preparing for the birth of our baby.

            During the last week of my pregnancy, I could clearly remember my husband kissing me goodbye each morning and asking, ‘Feel any different?’ Meaning, did I think today was the day? My answer was always, ‘No different.’

            My due date passed without any signs of labour, so when I saw my doctor, two days past my due date, we discussed having an induction on Saturday 15 May. My initial response was ‘Yes’, but after discussing it with my husband later in the day, we decided to wait. We felt that we were being selfish by wanting our baby to be born, when he/she wasn’t ready to come yet. Our doctor had indicated that there was no reason to be induced immediately, (medically both the baby and I were fine) and the doctor said that there would be no harm in waiting until I was 41 and a half weeks pregnant. However, delaying the induction was the most life altering decision we would ever make.

            I was four days past my due date (Sunday 16 May), when I started to feel anxious because I hadn’t felt my baby move. I’d lost my mucous plug that morning and had heard that ‘babies went quiet before labour’, so initially I dismissed my anxiousness as worrying too much. This coupled with the fact that I’d had a definite kick from my baby at about 1.00 am the night before, made me think I was being paranoid. But, as the time wore on, and neither a walk nor a short drive got my baby to move, I began to panic and the realisation that there was something drastically wrong started to overwhelm me.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            chapter
          1
      

            Olivia’s Birth
      

         

         
            When is the sound of your own heartbeat the most devastating sound you will hear?
      

            When you are searching for the heartbeat of your unborn baby.
      

            With each movement of the probe, hope fades.
      

            Still only one heartbeat.
      

            Words are not necessary.
      

            Reality sets in and our dreams are shattered.
      

            Our baby is dead.
      

         

         M
         y husband and I drove in silence to the hospital and all the way there I prayed. ‘Please God don’t let this happen’. I don’t think my husband realised how serious it was, but as I lay on the bed in the delivery suite and the midwife tried yet again to locate my baby’s heartbeat, it became all too real. We had lost our precious baby. The midwife never actually said that our baby had died. She just said, ‘It didn’t look good’. She didn’t have to say anything. Her look said it all.

         It is difficult to describe exactly how I felt. ‘Why us, we’re good people?’ ‘Was it something I did?’ ‘How can this happen?’ Thoughts like these flooded into my head. I felt shocked and confused and in the midst of all this, we were asked if we wanted to go home and pack a bag, or did we want to start the induction now? It suddenly dawned on me that I was going to have to go through the labour and birth. This was not how it was meant to be. I did not want to do it.

         Then came the question of pain relief. I had wanted a natural birth and didn’t want medication if I was managing OK, but for the first time since I’d met her, my obstetrician was quite firm. ‘I think you should have an epidural, as I don’t think you should have to be in any more pain than you already are,’ she said. I was grateful for her firmness as I was running out of energy to make decisions and everything felt dreamlike. The anaesthetist was called and he put in my epidural. The oxytocin drip was started and my labour began.

         The room was quiet and the lights were dim. Peter and I were alone. We cried and cried. Cried because we’d lost our baby, cried because we’d lost our hopes and dreams and cried because we’d lost our innocence. Having a baby wasn’t meant to be like this.

         We needed to let my mum know what had happened, so Peter made the phone call, one of the hardest he’d ever had to make. My mum was hysterical and wanted to come into the hospital straight away, but at that moment we needed to be alone to deal with what was happening to us. Mum came into the hospital later and I was so glad that she did. Throughout this whole ordeal she has given endless love and support – she has been my rock. Without her I would not have made it through the initial few weeks.

         Other members of my family arrived with her and I was so grateful they had come to support Mum. She had been so looking forward to being a grandma for the first time and was hurting almost as much as I was.

         As the hours wore on, Peter and my mum stayed by my side. I remember that the room was very quiet. It’s ironic, I had spent ages picking out CDs to have as background music during my labour, but there was no music now. It just didn’t seem right. I can remember the uncomfortable sensation as my epidural began to wear off and I started to get the shivers as a reaction to the ‘top up’. I felt thirsty and nauseous. I was drowsy but couldn’t sleep. My mind was full of millions of thoughts and yet in the midst of all this, I felt like it wasn’t really happening. It wasn’t real and it wasn’t happening to me.

         The midwives changed shifts during my labour and one in particular, Jane, said that she had some idea of what we were going through because she had a stillborn baby a number of years ago. It sounds odd, but I got some comfort from the fact that we were not alone. This had happened to someone else and they had survived it. Jane was wonderful to us. About eight hours after my oxytocin drip was started, my doctor arrived and it was time to start pushing. I had visualised giving birth to our baby many times and this was not how it was meant to be. When I first started pushing, the epidural hadn’t worn off, so I couldn’t feel the contractions. I had to rely on the doctor to tell me when to push. I pushed as hard as I could when I was told to. Eventually, the epidural wore off and I could feel the contractions myself. It was such hard work. I vomited during my labour - partly from the exertion from all the pushing and partly because I was scared. I was scared of delivering a dead baby. The pain of my labour was the worst I’d ever experienced and yet it was nothing compared to the pain in my heart.

         Jane and the doctor kept telling me how well I was doing and that we were nearly there. Then there was one last push and I could see our baby’s head with a full head of dark hair. In that instant everything became real. The room was so quiet. No baby’s cry. No joyous sounds of ‘It’s a girl!’ Just silence. Jane wrapped our daughter up in a blanket and gave her straight to me. I wanted to see her and hold her more than anything I’d ever wanted before.

         The midwives sent my mum in and I can vividly remember saying, ‘She’s beautiful, she’s perfect.’ We named her Olivia Grace.

         Olivia’s birth was both the best and worst moment of my life. The best because I finally got to meet this wonderful little person whom I’d carried for nine months and for whom my life had revolved around, and the worst because of the realisation that we’d lost our precious baby and along with her, all our hopes and dreams. I couldn’t believe that this beautiful little bundle was my daughter. This should have been the happiest moment of my life and instead it was the saddest.

         We all took turns to hold Olivia and cuddle her. Jane did all the usual measurements and helped Peter bathe her. Jane treated her like any normal baby, gently picking her up and dressing her. She also took prints of Olivia’s hands and feet, and saved a lock of her hair for us. She gave us a ‘quilt of love’, made by volunteers for babies who had died and gave Olivia a teddy bear that had been donated in the memory of another baby.

         Olivia Grace Jankowski was born asleep at 4.20 am on Monday 17 May 2004, after a nine and a half hour labour.

         The hours following Olivia’s birth were a blur. I was exhausted both emotionally and physically. Peter, Olivia and I were taken to our room a few hours after her birth. We were given a room on the floor below the maternity unit. I was grateful for this, as to hear a baby’s cry would have pierced my already broken heart.

         My mum went home about an hour after Olivia was born, but she was back within a few hours. She was also completely shattered both physically and emotionally. Peter went home to collect some clothes for me and to pick up the bag of baby clothes that I had so carefully chosen. I wanted to dress Olivia in a ‘Pumpkin Patch’ outfit with a matching hat. It was the first outfit I’d bought for her and was too big. However, I couldn’t bring myself to dress Olivia because to look at her little lifeless body was too much to bear. My mum and one of the nurses dressed her.

         We kept Olivia in the room with us for a little while and then asked for her to be put in another room as we found it too upsetting to see her. She wasn’t as plump and pink as she had been when she was first born and we wanted to remember her like that.

         Over and over in my head I’d pictured what it was going to be like after I gave birth to a healthy baby. I would be such a proud mother with my new baby and we would have lots of visitors coming to meet our new addition. There would be laughter and happiness and of course baby sounds. Instead there was devastation and complete and utter despair. There was no laughter, only tears. I lay on the bed in a daze, still trying to make some sense of it. I desperately wanted to know why? I cried all day. I was so tired, but couldn’t switch off. Everything that had happened just kept replaying in my mind over and over again. Peter had started to ring people to tell them what had happened. He should have been ringing with good news. Everyone was completely shocked. Nobody knew anyone this had happened to before and I had such a dream pregnancy that any complication was unexpected, let alone this.

         Peter and I started to think about Olivia’s funeral arrangements. We’d been given the names of two funeral homes. Peter rang each one and we made an appointment with White Lady Funerals. It was crazy. It was inconceivable that we would use Olivia’s name and funeral in the same sentence. We also had to decide if we wanted Olivia to have an autopsy. We desperately needed answers, but we had been told that in about half of all stillbirths, the autopsy gave no explanation for the baby’s death. The thought of someone cutting Olivia broke my heart. In the end, we did decide to go ahead with the autopsy, as our need for answers was the overriding factor.

         As it got dark and 6.30 pm passed, I realised that it had been 24 hours since we had found out that we’d lost Olivia. How life could change in the space of a day. Things seemed worse at night. The nurse who was looking after me suggested that I take a sleeping tablet as I hadn’t really slept in two days, so I did. Its effect didn’t last long and I woke up thinking I’d dreamt of a baby crying, but in fact it was a real baby. The maternity ward was full, so they’d had to move patients to the floor I was on. The maternity ward was full of live healthy babies.

         I got very little sleep that night. Jane came down to see me and spent time holding my hand and listening to me cry and talk about how unfair it was and how cruel it was. Death before life was cruel.

      

   


   
      
         
            chapter
          2
      

            Going Home
      

         

         
            My arms ache to hold you,
      

            My ears long to hear you cry,
      

            My eyes yearn to see your beautiful face,
      

            And my heart breaks each time I think of you.
      

         

         I
          went home on Tuesday morning, only one and a half days after giving birth to our daughter. I was scared at the thought of leaving the hospital, as I felt safe there. Everyone knew what had happened and I felt like I could cry openly. However, now we had to go home without our baby. After nine months of planning for her arrival, loving her and hoping and dreaming of this moment, we would not be taking our beautiful daughter home with us.

         I had woken up that morning and wanted to see Olivia again. I wanted to hold her. I didn’t know if I would be too upset to do this, but I knew that if I didn’t try I’d regret it for the rest of my life. I asked the nurse to see her again and they had already brought her down to our floor. I phoned my mum to ask if she wanted to see Olivia again before we left the hospital, and Peter picked his mum up to bring her to the hospital to meet her grand-daughter for the first and last time. I was consumed with grief, with emptiness, with hopelessness and the sense that my future had been taken away. I remember saying to my mum that ‘I wanted to die’ and at that moment I meant it.

         I was overwhelmed when I saw Olivia. We spent another hour with her and took lots of photos1. Looking back, I should have made a point of studying each of her features in detail, so that they would become indelible memories. When we left the hospital and left Olivia there, I felt like we were abandoning her. It’s stupid, but I didn’t want her to feel lonely or think that we didn’t love her because we were leaving her behind.

         The drive home was heartbreaking. Returning home with no baby in my arms and such a feeling of emptiness was something I never wanted to experience again. There was evidence of our hopes and dreams everywhere - the car seat in my car, the bassinette, the nursery, my Winnie the Pooh cross-stitch. Everywhere I looked, I was reminded of my pregnancy and what should have been. Our house was full of baby things and yet it had never felt so empty.

         We didn’t stay home for long, as we had an appointment at the funeral home. The woman from White Lady Funerals was pleasant enough. I doubt even she would get used to organising a baby’s funeral. She seemed concerned that we were organising things so soon after Olivia’s death, but it was something we had to do and we felt that there was no point putting it off. As each option was presented to us, a decision was made. We were almost business-like and wanted to know details - I think it was like being on autopilot. It was our body’s coping mechanism for dealing with what had happened to us. We were functioning, but only enough to get done what had to be done.

         Flowers started to arrive on Tuesday. Arrangement after arrangement were being delivered from friends, family, neighbours and work colleagues. I’d never seen so many flowers in my life. Our lounge room looked like a florist shop. The kindness and support shown to us through flowers, letters, cards and phone calls, was something that we would never forget and would forever be appreciated by us.

         Over the coming weeks we witnessed first hand people’s generosity and compassion. I learnt to accept offers of help and not to be so independent.

         Interestingly, friendships changed. Some became stronger, some didn’t. New friendships were made. I had thought that people who had children would understand our grief more so than people who didn’t have them, but this was not the case. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason as to which of our friends and family ‘got it’. We didn’t lose any of our friendships, but the depth of our friendships was certainly tested, when our life went pear-shaped.

         We didn’t sleep at home on Tuesday night. We stayed at a hotel. I guess we were, in some way, putting off the inevitable. If we had gone home, we would have had to begin to deal with the reality of our situation, as we would have been surrounded by reminders of what should have been.
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