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for all the pregnant people and new parents




“What if, instead of worrying about scaring pregnant women, people told them the truth?”


—MEAGHAN O’CONNELL, And Now We Have Everything: On Motherhood Before I Was Ready





for copper




“Being your mother has required one act of vulgarity after another, and I am so strung out on you I couldn’t care less.”


—CAMILLE T. DUNGY, Guidebook to Relative Strangers: Journeys into Race, Motherhood, and History
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I



WTF I’M PREGNANT
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“I’m going to be a good mom? What the fuck do they know? They don’t know me!”


—KRISTEN, mom of two

















1) what moustache



Pregnancy fucks with your body.


When I was five months pregnant, in an attempt to cheer myself up, I took myself out for a pedicure. This is how that went.


JENNY: Hi! Do you have time for a pedicure?


TIFFANY (peering at me): You want lip wax?


JENNY: Ha, ha! Do I need it?


TIFFANY: And chin wax?


JENNY: WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT.


I have never been one for “taking care of my skin” or “doing my hair” or “brushing my teeth.” But I will occasionally take myself out for some kind of treatment. I have had a couple of facials. I have sat in a mud bath. I once nearly fainted in a Russian wet sauna.


This is all to say that if you care about how you look or feel, pregnancy can be a challenging time.
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I remember, ten or more years ago—before partner (hereafter known as Strong Jawline, or “SJ”), before child (hereafter known as Gargantubaby, or “GB”)—driving up Dolores Street in San Francisco in my manual Toyota Corolla and seeing a woman walking down the sidewalk on the other side of the street. I couldn’t figure out what the fuck she was wearing. It was jeans, but at the top was… fabric? It was attached, but it looked like… a scarf? It was bunched, ruched, but it made no sense. Then it hit me: The woman was wearing maternity pants, but she wasn’t pregnant. She was wearing maternity pants as a fashion statement.


I’ve lived in the San Francisco Bay Area since 1998, after four gray years in Evanston, Illinois. The temperate breezes and ocean air of San Francisco, discovered during a college internship, were a balm. So were the weirdos and freaks, the people who threw on living room curtains—or nothing at all!—and stalked out their front doors in the morning, ready to protest for peace in the Middle East or just ride around naked on a bicycle.


I moved as soon as I could after graduating, and for almost twenty years, I hopped from one crap apartment to the next, moving in and out of relationships and jobs, dating men and women, getting married, getting divorced, working as a freelance writer, a full-time editor, and a part-time babysitter.


Then, in my mid-thirties, I found myself single and living in a beautiful one-bedroom apartment across the San Francisco Bay in Deep East Oakland.


I had so much potential then. I had finally broken free of some horrible thoughts about myself and was making Good Choices. I was traveling to faraway places to learn about different cultures and peoples. I had fantastic neighbors and was involved in my community. I was gaining so much perspective and compassion for my fellow humans, understanding more deeply my privilege and my small place in the world.


Then I turned thirty-nine. I’d always been ambivalent about having kids, but I also thought they’d just sort of happen. They didn’t! Cue biological clock ticking, and a brief spate of focused dating. Almost immediately, I met SJ, a beekeeper and a gardener. The next year, I was living in his house in San Francisco with our baby, two strollers, and an acute sense of whiplash.
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For those people with access to prenatal care WHY IS THIS NOT EVERYONE, the no. 1 thing you need to understand about your pregnancy is this: Your ob-gyn might be a very nice person. They might have gone through childbirth personally, even multiple times. But their job—their priority—is not your comfort. It’s your safety. Which means their mind is on worst-case scenarios (yours may be, too!). They will not be volunteering information about your pregnancy unless you show signs of something serious, such as:




1 Gestational diabetes


2 Hyperemesis gravidarum (extreme vomiting)


3 Preeclampsia (a potentially fatal condition)


4 A sudden need to wear patterns




So, the incredible truth is that there’s no profession for guiding a person through the nearly yearlong process of being pregnant, even though our bodies will change in bewildering, yet predictable, ways as we gestate another human being. Besides doctors and nurses, professionals in the pregnancy/postpartum world focus on the birth part (midwives, doulas) or the part where your baby needs to eat (lactation consultants).


Who does that leave us with? The village. The problem? THE VILLAGE ISN’T TALKING.


(MAYBE THE VILLAGE IS BUSY RAISING KIDS AND GLAD THAT PREGNANCY IS IN THE REARVIEW MIRROR—BYE, FELICIA.)


Here is some basic information, which a professional, if there were one, would be able to help you anticipate and prepare for:




1 Your temperature will be permanently elevated. Like, you will have a fever for ten months.


2 Being pregnant feels like you’re playacting pushing your stomach out, but you can’t bring it back in.


3 If you didn’t have a moustache already, you have one now. Also a beard.


4 Your nails and hair will grow faster than mold on a plastic-wrapped vegetable.


5 You will be hungry as fuck. Sore as fuck. Tired as fuck. Your boobs will ache. Your gums may bleed. Your skin may itch. You may get headaches. You may get acne. The skin around your eyes may swell. Your feet and ankles and hands may swell so much that you can’t wear your shoes or gloves or rings. You may get cramps and stretch marks. You may get a linea nigra on your belly, and your nipples may darken. You may get melasma, or “the mask of pregnancy,” on your face. You may get heartburn, and, toward the end, breathing may get harder and you will definitely need to pee thirty times a day.




There’s more. SO MUCH MORE.


But here’s something interesting: No one—not even the baby books—will tell you that some things get better when you get pregnant. You’d think since there’s some good news, they’d be all over it, BUT NO.


Some examples:




1 You stop getting your period! Let’s appreciate this for a moment. These are the things you don’t need to buy or think about for ten months: tampons, panty liners, extra laundry soap for when you invariably bleed around the panty liner or just fucking forget today’s the day, painkillers, and birth control.


2 Some pains go away with pregnancy! Both my shoulder impingement and metatarsalgia, a fancy word for YOUR FOOT HURTS WHEN YOU WALK ON IT, simply disappeared, possibly because of the same hormone-related loosening of ligaments that helps with birth.


3 SEX IS AMAZING. That pregnancy glow? Not a myth. During pregnancy, a whole bunch of blood settles in your nether regions and changes the fucking game. But it’s specific to the second trimester, known to insiders (mostly partners) as the “party-mester.” Pregnant people who can’t stay awake for longer than a few hours at a time and are always sorta barfy? Not pregnancy glow. Pregnant people whose bodies are so distended that forward motion depends upon a sort of side-to-side waddle and who can’t take the train all the way to work without stopping at Panera to pee? Not pregnancy glow.




But: Pregnant people whose hair is suddenly full, whose baby bump is obvious but not yet ponderous, whose breasts are round and high,1 who (for the most part) are past the barfiness and compulsive sleeping and who (for the most part) experience a completely bizarre, given the circumstances, boost of energy?


Watch out for these people, because they are fucking.


I’m not sure why no one told me, since I have a bit of a reputation as being the Most Likely to Talk about Sex When No One Else Really Wants To. I have always felt, perhaps wrongly, that people want to hear about my sexcapades. When I was eight, I tried to teach a neighbor girl how to masturbate (forever after, when I walked over to her house to play, she told me through the screen door that she was “busy.” Another eight-year-old. “Busy.”). I tried to masturbate under my desk in my sixth-grade science class. I have had orgasms in my sleep. I have had sex in abandoned buildings, cars, offices, boats, hot tubs, pools, tents, hotel rooms, hostels, conference rooms, bathrooms, cabanas, an olive orchard, the woods, the beach, a church, and a duck pond (well, near a duck pond). I kept a travel blog listing all the places I’d had sex, which included the Andaman Sea, Norway, China, Laos, Belize, Thailand, Bali, Venezuela, Vietnam, Iceland, Italy, Sicily, Germany, Cambodia, Chile, and England—and look, I’m listing them again!


Still, I was unprepared for the miracle that is pregnancy sex.


SJ has a handheld shower nozzle in his house (now my house). I thought I noticed early on in my pregnancy that when I used it to wash my stuff, I was hypersensitive. But I never brought this up to my ob-gyn, because she hadn’t brought it up to me. No one ever told me I wasn’t imagining things, and this is what makes me BANANACAKES. WHY NOT JUST TELL PEOPLE THAT, WHEN YOU GET PREGNANT, MORE BLOOD GOES TO YOUR GENITAL AREA, MAKING EVERYTHING MORE SENSITIVE.


That groan-y shower experience had a flip side: I could not get enough sex! SJ still talks about a weekend trip we took during the party-mester. We had sex eight times in twenty-four hours in a bed-and-breakfast near a trickling stream. He’s still sore—but I’m pretty sure if I suggested another trip, he’d finish his game of Grand Theft Auto, eat a fried chicken sandwich, throw his toothbrush in his pocket, and meet me in the van.


Unfortunately, pregnancy sex doesn’t last. My friend Cati told me, “The sex now is good. It’s great. But it will never be the same as when I was pregnant.”


Then she cried.




JENNY TRUE’S REASONS NOT TO GET PREGNANT




1 It’s really uncomfortable for a long time.


2 No one will help you.









JENNY TRUE’S REASONS TO GET PREGNANT




1 Baby.


2 Pregnancy sex.







Footnote


1 One thing that grieved me during my pregnancy was that, as my boobs got bigger, the small one didn’t look any less like a tortilla chip taped to my chest. It didn’t get any rounder. It just looked like a bigger tortilla chip.















2) people will touch you



You think they won’t. But they will!


Someone I didn’t know touched my belly when I was pregnant.


I had nearly made it—I was in my third trimester, and no one had touched me yet. Little did I know, the third trimester is prime time for Oh Hell No Stranger.


One day I walked outside to get something from my car, and right in front of my house, two women I had never seen, one curiously sedate and carrying a small dog and the other with a slightly frenzied vibe, stopped in their tracks.


By this time I was in the Regal Phase of pregnancy: moving slow, slitted eyes, posture wrenched up and back. Taking up a lot of room. I hadn’t smiled in weeks. I did not look like someone you would reach out and rub.


But these women were overcome with emotion at the sight of me.


Notes:




1 Slipping away from people becomes impossible when you’re pregnant. Pregnant people do not “slip.” They “lurch,” “barrel,” or “trudge.” Strangers without Boundaries become your cross to bear.


2 The Regal Phase is not only physical but mental. I had become an excellent listener (or skilled at appearing to listen, while my endless to-do-before-baby-arrives list flipped forward in my brain like an old-timey train station timetable). I became a nodder. Patient. I mean, when everyone temporarily treats you like a fucking oracle, you take on the mantle. Plus, absolutely nothing going on in the world farther than a foot away could sustain my interest. My circle, already, had become very small.
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And these women were inside my circle.


“You…,” said Slightly Frenzied.


“Me,” I said.


“You’re pregnant!” she said.


“I am!” I said.


“It’s such a beautiful time,” she gabbled. “I mean, I’ve never been pregnant. Neither has she.”


Small Dog shook her head. The small dog sniffed.


The sun was shining, and I wasn’t at work, so I was in a great mood. I remember checking in with myself to see whether I minded being accosted, and I didn’t, because through her scrim of frenzied energy, the woman chattering away seemed, in her bumbling way, genuine.


So when she reached across the divide that normally separates two strangers and rubbed my belly—then chattered some more, then did it again—I didn’t punch her. I just felt surprised it hadn’t happened already, since Strangers without Boundaries are kind of a thing in the United States (see: White women touching Black women’s hair, anti-choice legislation, etc.).


It was a reminder that women’s bodies do not belong to us, and pregnant people’s bodies belong to everyone.


Here’s the thing: You are allowed to do whatever you want with your pregnant body. You can invite people to touch it. You can invite people to feel the baby kick, and, in fact, this is encouraged with partners, who need to understand the constant nature of Being Pregnant and especially Being Very Pregnant and who can’t feel the baby turning, hiccupping, pressing against your butthole, or trying to punch its way outside.


But Other People are not allowed to touch you without asking first. And people who ask need to be ready to hear no.


In this situation, I didn’t mind being touched. I’m not the kind of person—middle-aged-ish, White, of average to less-than-average beauty—who ever draws attention, so being noticed was a novelty. But for those who would rather not be touched, here is some advice:





THE JENNY TRUE GUIDE TO WHAT TO DO IF SOME JERK TRIES TO TOUCH YOUR PREGNANT BELLY WITHOUT YOUR PERMISSION




1 Shout, “BEEP! BEEP!,” and back up, like a truck.


2 Scream like a rabbit:




SJ (to our son): Do you know what sound a bunny makes?


GARGANTUBABY: (No answer, because what sound does a bunny make?)


SJ: (Puts on GB’s bunny ears, throws back his head, and makes a screaming sound)


JENNY: Is that the sound a bunny makes?


SJ: Yeah, if you put it in a cage with a snake.





3 From my friend Jill: We are days away from baby. I am in line at a restaurant and a thirtysomething woman turns around, sees my bump, and ***REACHES OUT AND TOUCHES MY STOMACH.***




HER: How cute!


ME: (firmly) Please don’t touch me. You really need to ask.


THE WOMAN LOOKS UTTERLY SHOCKED.


HER: You don’t need to be a bitch about it.


!?!?!?!!


ME: Fuck off. I’m putting a curse on your dog. (I stare at her dog.) (I’m not a fan of dogs inside restaurants.)


The end.
























3) it was never about you



Waiters who take away the wineglasses, and medical personnel who refer to you as “Mom.”


One day on Facebook—NOTHING GOOD EVER COMES FROM THAT OPENER—I read a post from a colleague, someone I admire and who helped me early in my career. I’ll call him Gay White Man. He complained, among other things, about women with children and pregnant people going to the front of bathroom lines. Then he wrote angrily, “Having kids is a choice.”


OH MY GOD. This is someone who is CLOSE WITH HIS MOTHER.


The trip about being pregnant for the first time is that your personal world—the way you see it, the way you see yourself in it—shifts in a unique way, at the same time that you’re having the most universal of experiences.


Let me clear something up: No one else thinks you’re having a unique experience. You are simply fulfilling your corporal duty as one of the Baby Makers of Planet Earth.


GWM has allies in his indignation at the idea that pregnant people and new parents get “special treatment,” including the US government: Pregnancy is so expected, so taken for granted, that in the United States, some workers—but not all—get twelve weeks of unpaid leave after they have a baby.


The message? FIGURE IT OUT. YOU’RE THE IDIOT WHO GOT PREGNANT.


Pregnancy is when you find out that the goiter you’ve been gestating and that’s so important to you is revered in theory but scorned in practice. Also, it has reduced you to a word: Mom. It’s a little confusing, because you thought Mom was a term of respect, but it doesn’t feel respectful when other people say it because, you know, you have a fucking name.


I ran into this during childbirth. My labor was long. From the time my water broke to the time Gargantubaby’s slick, hairy head emerged from my swollen vagina, forty hours had passed. I spent sixteen of those hours in a hospital.


After I’d begged for an epidural (peace out, natural birth plan!) and spent the next ten hours in a bed numb below the waist, one of the nurses said it was time to push.


“You’ll have to show me how, because I can’t feel anything,” I said.


“We’ll practice,” she assured me.


“About how long does this part take?” I was exhausted but still high, after ten hours of an epidural, on not feeling pain anymore as I just lay around waiting for my son to appear. The nurse, Jackie, smiled.


“You know there’s no way to tell?” she said.


“Ballpark.”


“Sometimes it takes two hours, sometimes four. I don’t want to promise anything.”


“Average?”


“Two hours.”


Jackie and another nurse put my legs up in stirrups. SJ held back one of my legs, and the doula I was privileged to hire held the other. I was really worried about my right leg falling off and breaking because I couldn’t feel it AT ALL. Jackie said that when she gave me the go-ahead, I would hold the backs of my thighs, pull myself up slightly, take a deep breath, and “push” as we counted to ten. She stood at the end of the bed between my legs and watched the monitor over my right shoulder. When the monitor indicated a contraction had started, she nodded and said, “OK, push for ten seconds.” I squeezed, hoping this was “pushing,” and watched Jackie’s eyes go wide. She put her hand between my legs.


“What’s happening?” I said.


“He’s coming!” she said.


“THANK YOU, JESUS,” I said.


She literally held my son inside me with her fingertips as the midwife and some other nurses rushed into the room. And that is how, after sixteen hours of being in the hospital, I met the woman who delivered my baby.


I liked the midwife. She had curly hair, and she was funny, which is pretty much all I require of a person. But during the birth, she called me “Mom,” as in, “OK, Mom, when I say push, you push.” And I remember thinking, I know we just met since you only roll in for this part and you do this all day, every day, but isn’t my name on some kind of chart?


Then, a year and a half after my son was born, I had surgery on my ovary.


One Friday, I was misdiagnosed with ovarian cancer. SUCH A FUN WEEKEND.


“You have a mass,” the doctor said, rolling back from the exam table. “It’s about this size.” She cupped her fingers and pantomimed an apple.


Then she left the room for a week to order an ultrasound and I went somewhere else as I stared out the windows. When she came back, I said, “Can you repeat everything you said before?”


She did, with a couple changes and additions.


“So you don’t think it’s a cyst. You think it’s a tumor,” I said.


“Yes,” she said. “I’ve had cancer, so I’m going to treat it that way until I know otherwise.”


SJ and I spent the weekend vacillating between morbid jokes and total silence. I tried to act normal around GB as he gaped, awestruck, at the ducks in Golden Gate Park. On Monday, I learned that what I had was a benign tumor, something disgusting called a dermoid cyst, that needed to be removed.


Two and a half months later, I had surgery. It did not go as planned, since the cyst ruptured as the surgeons were trying to take it out. After a few days at home, I was so out of my mind with pain and disorientation that the recovery was not going the way I’d been told it would that I had a panic attack, and I insisted that SJ call 911. Even as I crouched, hyperventilating, on the living room floor, convinced that I was dying, I called out directions to put the dog in a bedroom, since I’d read this is the polite thing to do when one is expecting firefighters or EMTs.


The two kind souls who trooped into my house, surreptitiously counted my pain pills, held my hand, and led me through breathing exercises addressed me as “Mom,” which I found odd, because when they asked me my name, that wasn’t what I said.


So the odd thing about being pregnant (and a new parent) is that you feel like the center of attention, but you soon realize that no one cares enough to learn your name. For example, an abundance of attention is paid to your body when you’re pregnant. You get a barrage of information about how to avoid harming the fetus—no unpasteurized cheese, no raw meat or fish, no cocaine, only medications that are approved by your doctor. This attention COMPLETELY FUCKS OFF once the baby is not in your body anymore. The BABY continues to get regular checkups until age two, but you get one or two until six weeks after the baby is born. Then you disappear from everyone’s radar, and you are no longer you. You are “Mom.”


Some of us don’t hate being called “Mom.” Some of us have been waiting to get pregnant a really fucking long time, and the more people who call us “Mom,” the more the universe will ensure that we bring this baby safely to term. Also, it’s like a primer, practicing for being someone’s parent and getting used to the idea (although my son is three, and I’m still not used to the idea. Why does he cry when I leave the room? He wants me? Why?).


If you’re new to the practice of being called “Mom” rather than your own fucking name, especially when you’re going through childbirth and panic attacks, here’s some guidance:





THE JENNY TRUE NAMING ACTIVITY


1   Do you mind being called “Mom” by people who are not your child?


[image: image] No. (Go to chapter 4.)


[image: image] Yes. (Go to question 2.)


2   What was your nickname as a kid?






[image: image]







3   Would you like this to be your nickname now?


[image: image] No. (Go to question 4.)


[image: image] Yes. (Go to chapter 4.)


4   What are some of your most distinctive qualities? Select all that apply.


[image: image] Curiosity


[image: image] Kindness


[image: image] Patience


[image: image] Rage


[image: image] Malapropisms


[image: image] Passive-aggression


[image: image] Botched apologies


[image: image] Blurting something out before thinking of a better way to say it


[image: image] Copying people on emails who don’t really need to be copied so everyone will know your righteousness


[image: image] Spitting out food if you’re not really enjoying it


[image: image] Hugging other people when you’re aware that you’re sweating


5   Choose one quality from those you checked in question 4. Now, do any of the following titles apply to you?


Ms.


Mr.


Mx.


Miss


Mrs.


Dr.


Nope.


6   Choose one title from question 5, or none. Combine it with your choice from question 4. Write it below:






[image: image]







7   Do you prefer being referred to as your answer to question 6, or “Mom”?


[image: image] It doesn’t matter. This whole exercise has been a waste of your time. You’re “Mom” now!
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